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1 Introduction

It is an unsolved mystery as to why there is often limited support among poorer people

for policies where they are set to benefit, such as increases in cash transfers targeted

to the poor or in the minimum wage (Kuziemko et al 2014, Roemer 1998, Holland

2018). This lack of support erodes the popularity of governments that are committed

to reducing inequality by increasing redistribution (Frank 2004). Recent studies have

identified a potential reason for why relatively poor people are not more supportive

of redistribution; most of the poorest people in any given country do not realise they

are towards the bottom of the national income distribution (Gimpelson and Treisman

2018, Bublitz 2016). Representative surveys across a range of countries have shown the

majority of people tend to think they are positioned around the middle of the national

income distribution regardless of whether they are rich or poor. These misperceptions

are important because preferences for redistribution are more correlated with people‘s

perceived than their actual position in the national income distribution (Gimpelson and

Treisman 2018, Hauser and Norton 2017). This raises the question, if relatively poor

people were made aware of their position in the national income distribution would they

be more concerned about inequality and supportive of redistribution?

We answer this question through an online survey experiment with over 30,000 re-

spondents in 10 countries (Australia, India, Mexico, Morocco, Netherlands, Nigeria,

South Africa, Spain, the United Kingdom and the United States) using the survey firms,

YouGov, IPSOS and RIWI. The sample of respondents is representative of the popula-

tion with internet access1 in each country and collectively these 10 countries make up

around 30% of the global population and represent about 40% of world GDP. Respon-

dents were randomly allocated to either receive information about their position in the

national income distribution (treatment group) or no information (control group). Prior

to the treatment, they revealed their perception of the level of national inequality, their

preferred level of national inequality, their perceived place in the national income distri-

bution, their total household income and the number of people living in their household.
1We present the sample average treatment effect in the body of the paper and in the appendix

we weight the results by age and gender using census data in each country. The main effects do not
differ qualitatively between the sample average treatment effects and nationally representative treatment
effects
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After the treatment, respondents were asked questions sourced from existing studies on

this topic regarding their views about whether the gap between the rich and poor is

too large in their country and whether they thought the government was responsible for

closing this gap (Alesina et al 2018, ISSP 2009).

We find respondents who are told they are relatively poorer2 than they thought are

less concerned about the gap between the rich and poor in their country and are not

any more supportive of the government closing this gap compared to respondents in the

control group. This result occurs in seven countries (India, Mexico, Morocco, Nether-

lands, Nigeria, South Africa and Spain) and there was no effect from this information in

the remaining three countries (Australia, United Kingdom and the United States). The

overall effect of the treatment was driven by people who prefer low levels of inequality

and mainly by respondents in the poorest quintile (however there is still an effect in the

second poorest quintile in most countries). We also show there was no treatment effect

among respondents who accurately estimated their position in the distribution.

Our results are contrary to what most conventional theories of preferences for redis-

tribution would imply, which is informing people they are relatively poorer than they

thought would lead to greater support for redistribution (eg. Meltzer and Richard 1981,

Benabou and Ok 2001, Piketty 1995, Fehr and Schmidt 1999). However there is little

empirical support for existing theories as only a small number of survey experiments

have analysed how people‘s preferences for national redistribution are affected by infor-

mation (Hauser and Norton 2017) and only one directly tests this hypothesis (Cruces et

al 2013). The findings of this previous survey experiment of 1054 respondents in Buenos

Aires (the capital of Argentina) were consistent with existing theory as people who found

out they are relatively poorer than they thought were more supportive of redistribution

compared to a control group. Yet there is also some evidence from related studies that

suggest existing theories do not adequately capture how preferences for redistribution

are formed. For example, experimental research in the United States by Kuziemko et al

(2014) shows ‘last place aversion’ can exist whereby poor people often prefer when there

are people who are poorer than them. Similarly, there are inconsistent findings from the

few studies that examine the effect of informing people they are richer than they thought
2In the poorest or second poorest quintile in the national income distribution
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(Nair 2018, Karadja et al 2017).

We illustrate the likely channel that is causing the effect we detect is people using their

own standard of living as a ‘benchmark’ for what they consider acceptable for others by

exploring the heterogenous treatment effects and modifying Fehr and Schmidt‘s seminal

model of other-regarding preferences. This notion of "benchmarking" is consistent with

one of the two key foundations of conventional theories of preferences for redistribution,

which is people are averse to others in society having significantly different incomes to

them. However, this study diverges from standard theory by showing people place greater

weight on income differences between them and those who are relatively poorer than them

as opposed to income differences between them and those who are relatively richer than

them. In other words, when considering the national income distribution people are more

concerned about the income level of people at the bottom of the distribution as opposed

to the income level of people at the top3. This concept of benchmarking is also in line with

the paper by Nair (2018) that shows informing people they are relatively richer than they

thought in the global income distribution increases their support for global redistribution.

We rule out an alternative channel which is people prefer significant differences in incomes

in their country by examining heterogeneous treatment effects based upon respondents‘

preferences for inequality that were provided prior to the treatment. We also provide

evidence that ‘last place aversion’ is unlikely to be driving the results (Kuziemko et al,

2014), by showing the effect is not just driven by people at the bottom of the income

distribution (ie. close to last place).

This paper contributes to the existing understanding of how people‘s perceptions

of inequality shape their support for redistribution in at least three ways. Firstly, the

results draw into question the empirical basis for the predictions of most theories of

preferences for redistribution. Importantly, our results are more generalisable than the

limited number of previous studies as this is by far the largest survey experiment on how

people‘s preferences for redistribution are affected by information and the first in multiple

middle income countries. Secondly, we identify a plausible mechanism (that we refer to

as ‘benchmarking’) through which people update their beliefs about inequality that has
3To put this another way, people seem more concerned about severe poverty as opposed to severe

prosperity in their country
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not previously been explicitly highlighted in the literature. This mechanism potentially

helps to explain why poorer people are less supportive of redistribution than conventional

theories of preferences for redistribution would suggest because benchmarking means

there are competing channels through which people think about redistribution4. The

design of our study means we are better placed to explore the mechanisms through which

information is having an effect than existing research as we provide a basic treatment,

have a large sample size in each country and solicit people’s views about inequality prior

to the treatment. Finally, our results illustrate poor people‘s misperceptions of their

position in the distribution do not appear to be lowering their concern about inequality

and support for redistribution. We provide evidence the opposite is true. Poor people

would be even less concerned about inequality if they knew their true position in the

national income distribution.

This paper is structured as follows. Section 2 provides a theoretical framework of

how information can change people‘s concern about inequality, outlines the predictions

that emerge from this framework (which we test) and how existing studies on this topic

relate to these predictions. Section 3 outlines the methodology behind the survey exper-

iment and types of econometric analyses that are conducted. Section 4 illustrates the

descriptive trends from the survey data are consistent with previous research. Sections

5 and 6 present the results of the field experiment and discuss how the findings relate

to the predictions of the theoretical framework and existing theories of preferences for

redistribution.
4On the one hand, poorer people may be more supportive if they are set to benefit from redistribution,

but on the other hand their support may be lower if they are less concerned about the absolute living
standard of people who are relatively poor. For example, the Meltzer-Richard hypothesis (1981) put
simply suggests most people below the median person in the distribution should support redistribution
and most people above the median person should not. This is based on whether the individual is
potentially set to benefit or lose from redistribution. However benchmarking would imply there is also
an effect in the opposite direction. Even though relatively poor people may be likely to benefit from
redistribution they are also less likely to think redistribution to the poor is needed.
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2 Theory and Related Literature

2.1 Theoretical framework

To illustrate how a person‘s position in the income distribution relates to their prefer-

ences, we start with a seminal model of other-regarding preferences by Fehr and Schmidt

(1999). While this model does not explicitly predict how preferences change when indi-

viduals are provided with information, we follow Card et al (2012) who modify a similar

utility function to illustrate how people update their beliefs. In a simple setting where

there are three people and person A consumes between the other two, person A‘s utility

function can be expressed as follows:

U(ca, cp, cr) = U(ca)� �U(ca � cp)� �U(cr � ca)

In this model an individual‘s utility (U(ca, cp, cr)) depends on their own consumption

(ca) as well as the direction and size of the weighting they place on their consumption

relative to those poorer (cp) than them (�) and richer (cr) than them (�).

There are two foundational principles to Fehr and Schmidt‘s (1999) model that are

common to most conventional theories of preferences for redistribution (Alesina et al,

2011). Firstly, people are more concerned about the gap between their consumption

and those richer than them as opposed to the gap between their consumption and those

poorer than them (|�|>|�|). Secondly, people are averse to others consuming significantly

differently to them (�>0,�>0). Collectively these principles imply �>�>0. Therefore

individuals close to the top of the ‘distribution’ (where cr-ca< ca-cp) have higher utility

(beyond just having a higher level of consumption) then those who are closer to the

bottom of the ‘distribution’ (where cr-ca> ca-cp). As a result, this would suggest the

poorer an individual is the more likely they are to be concerned about the gap in income

between the rich and poor. Consequently, it is expected the poorer an individual is

the more likely they would be supportive of redistribution (from rich to poor)5. This
5Changes in people‘s utility may not automatically equate to changes in their preferences for re-

distribution for a range of reasons. For example, if an individual lacks trust in the government then
information about their place in the distribution might affect their utility but not their support for
redistribution as they may believe the government will not address the problem. As such changes in
other-regarding preferences could be considered a necessary but not sufficient condition for preferences
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is the basis for most conventional theories of preferences for redistribution, such as the

Meltzer-Richard hypothesis.

We modify this model to reflect recent research indicating people‘s perceptions of

their position in the distribution (as opposed to what is actually the case) is more

closely correlated with their preferences (Gimpelson and Treisman 2018, Hauser and

Norton 2017). Specifically, we show person A‘s utility is dependent on how they perceive

the consumption of the other two individuals, as opposed to their actual consumption

levels. The simple three-person model becomes:

U(ca, cp(p), cr(p)) = U(ca)� �U(ca � cp(p))� �U(cr(p)� ca)

whereby; cp(p) = perceived consumption of person poorer than ca and cr(p) = perceived

consumption of person richer than ca.

This revised model provides a framework to illustrate how information about an

individual‘s position in the national income distribution ( cr�ca
ca�cp

) is expected to affect

their preferences. If these foundational principles hold (ie. �>�>0), this would imply

the following:

Hypothesis: Informing people they are relatively poorer than they thought

will increase their concern about the gap between the rich and poor and

increase their support for the government to reduce this gap

If
cr � ca
ca � cp

>
cr(p)� ca
ca � cp(p)

then [U(ca, cp, cr)]|I < U(ca, cp(p), cr(p))

Where l = Information about other people’s consumption

If the opposite outcome arises than predicted by this hypothesis, it could be due

to either the first or second principle lacking empirical support. In other words, people

may be more concerned about the gap between their consumption and those poorer than

them (|�|<|�|) or people may not be averse to others consuming significantly differently

to them (�<0,�<0).

for redistribution to change.

7



2.2 Related literature

Only a relatively recent and small literature of survey experiments exists that analy-

ses how people‘s preferences for redistribution are affected by information (Hauser and

Norton 2017). Influential studies by Kuziemko et al (2015) and Alesina et al (2018)

show preferences for redistribution can be elastic to information, however neither test

the hypothesis above. The only cross-country field experiment that directly relates to

the research question in this paper provides a treatment with multiple pieces of infor-

mation about inequality to respondents, including their position in the national income

distribution (Bublitz, 2016). This treatment reduces support for redistribution among

people who were richer than they thought in Germany and Russia but has no effect in the

remaining four countries (France, Spain, Brazil and the United States). It is challenging

to identify the channels that are causing this outcome as respondents were provided with

various pieces of information about inequality in their country as well as their position

in the distribution.

The most relevant studies that examine this hypothesis and how they relate to the

two foundational principles of most conventional theories of preferences for redistribution

are summarised in Table 1 below. Only one survey experiment directly examines the

hypothesis above. Cruces et al (2013) conduct a household survey experiment of 1054

respondents in Buenos Aires (the capital of Argentina) and show information about peo-

ple‘s position in the national income distribution boosts support for redistribution among

people who were relatively poorer than they thought. This result is consistent with this

hypothesis and both of the principles of economic theory mentioned above (ie.�>�>0).

A related study by Kuziemko et al (2014) provides evidence from laboratory experiments

and surveys in the United States that ‘last place aversion’ can exist whereby people near

the bottom of the distribution are the least supportive of redistribution, particularly in

the form of increases in the minimum wage. It is argued this is because poor people prefer

a gap between their consumption and people relatively poorer than them. This finding

inconsistent with the hypothesis above and implies the second foundational principle

lacks empirical support (ie.�<0).
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Table 1: Summary of what key studies conclude regarding the shape of people‘s

utility

Foundational I and II hold I only II only
principles �>�>0 �<0 �>�>0

Relevant Cruces et al (2013) Kuziemko et al (2014) Nair (2018)
studies Karadja et al (2017)

There are two similar survey experiments that examine the effect of informing people

they are relatively richer than they thought. The first by Karadja et al (2017) uses a

postal survey experiment of 1001 respondents in Sweden and shows informing people they

are relatively richer than they thought lowers support for redistribution6. This result

is compatible with this hypothesis and both principles of the theory mentioned above

(ie.�>�>0). The second by Nair (2018), involves an online survey experiment of 1559

respondents in the United States and shows when people were told they were relatively

richer than they thought in terms of the global income distribution, they became more

supportive of international redistribution. He argues this finding is because people are

averse to a large income gap between them and the poorest people in the world. This

finding is incompatible with the hypothesis above and implies that the first theoretical

principle is violated, but not the second (ie.�>�>0).

3 Methodology

3.1 Sample selection and sample size

This study helps fill the gap in the literature about whether relatively poor people’s

misperceptions of their position in the national income distribution lowers their support

for redistribution by testing the hypothesis above and by exploring if the foundational

principles of most conventional theories of preferences for redistribution have empirical

support. The survey experiment was conducted with over 30,000 respondents in 10
6Almost all respondents to this study either underestimated or accurately estimated their position

in the income distribution. As such there was too small a sample size (ie. inadequate statistical power)
for the authors to directly examine the hypothesis above.

9



countries (Australia, India, Mexico, Morocco, Netherlands, Nigeria, South Africa, Spain,

the United Kingdom and the United States) during the last three months of 2017. Similar

to the case in Alesina et al (2018), data was collected of a representative sample of the

population with internet access in each country using online survey firms (in our study we

used YouGov, IPSOS and RIWI). This resulted in a sample of respondents where younger

people and men were over represented compared to a perfectly nationally representative

sample, especially in developing countries (see Table 2). Throughout the body of the

paper we present the sample average treatment effect and to reduce concerns about the

representativeness of the sample we present the treatment effects weighted by the age and

gender of the national population in the appendix. In general, the effects are qualitative

similar.

Table 2: Age and gender of the survey sample and adult population in each country

Survey Sample Adult Population

Male (%) 18-35 years old (%) Male (%) 18-35 years old (%)

Australia 49.8 29.4 49.8 34.2
India 74.7 75.6 51.8 48.7
Mexico 58.5 61.4 49.8 47.0
Morocco 68.2 63.2 49.5 46.2
Netherlands 60.3 46.3 49.7 29.4
Nigeria 71.8 79.0 50.7 58.8
South Africa 62.9 70.6 49.1 51.0
Spain 59.2 40.1 49.0 24.4
UK 47.2 27.0 49.3 31.0
US 53.6 45.9 49.5 33.9

Note: Population data was sourced from the World Bank (2017)

In every country, the treatment and control groups had at least 800 respondents and

on average there are around 1400 respondents. This is a similar sample size in each

country to what was used in Kuziemko et al (2015) and Alesina et al (2018). Previous

studies that just provided information about a respondent‘s position in the distribution

only had around 500 respondents in the treatment group (Cruces et al 2013, Karadja et

al 2017). As such we have substantially more statistical power to detect heterogeneous

effects, such as differences in the effect of information between people based upon their

pre-existing perceptions.
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3.2 Survey design

The survey consisted of two sections; the first collected people‘s existing perceptions of

inequality and background characteristics (see appendix for a list of the questions asked

prior to the treatment), while the second included questions about people‘s concerns

about inequality and desire for government action. To measure respondents’ perception

of the level of national inequality, previous studies have used a range of techniques, such

as stylised distributions (ISSP, 2009) or asking respondents to estimate quintile shares

(Norton et al, 2011). We follow the rationale behind existing approaches, however we

minimise measurement error by gathering people‘s perceptions in an ordinal sense (Kuhn,

2015). Respondents were asked to select one of six options that represent the distribution

of income in their country, ranging from perfectly equal to extremely unequal (see Figure

1). They were then asked to select the level of national inequality they would prefer to

exist using the same set of options. We compare respondents‘ answers to the question

about their perceived level of inequality and preferred level of inequality to determine if

they would prefer lower levels of inequality.

Figure 1: Question about respondents’ perception of the existing level of inequality

in the United States

Respondents were also asked about which quintile they perceived their household

to be in the national income distribution (Figure 2). This approach of using a limited
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number of options for respondents to select from is similar to other studies (eg. Cruces

et al 2013 and Karadja et al 2017) as asking respondents their exact percentile in the

distribution is likely to have a large margin of error. The main difference is we use

quintiles in this study (as opposed to deciles) to make it easier for people to understand

even if they lack basic numeracy. We compare respondents‘ answers to the question

about their perceived position in the national distribution to their actual position in the

national income distribution to determine if they accurately, under (relatively richer than

they thought) or overestimated (relatively poorer than they thought) their position.

Figure 2: Question about the position of respondents’ household in the income

distribution

The second part of the survey included questions about respondents‘ concern about

inequality and their support for redistribution. These questions were sourced from pre-

vious studies, specifically the International Social Survey Programme (ISSP) (2009) and

Alesina et al (2018). The main outcomes of interest are measured using the questions in

Table 3 below.

Table 3: Key questions that capture people‘s concern about the gap between the

rich and poor and the degree to which they believe the government is responsible

for closing the gap

GAP – To what extent do you agree with RESPONSIBILITY – To what extent do you
the following statement “The gap between the rich agree with the following statement “It is the
and the poor in (COUNTRY X) is too large” responsibility of the government to reduce the
(Strongly Agree, Agree, Neither Agree or gap between the rich and the poor”?
Disagree, Disagree, Strongly Disagree) (Strongly Agree, Agree, Neither Agree or

Disagree, Disagree, Strongly Disagree)
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3.3 Details about the information provided to treatment groups

Prior to answering the second section of the survey, respondents were randomly allocated

to either receive information about their position in the income distribution (see an ex-

ample in Figure 3) or no information (the control group). Randomisation ensured the

effect of information could be determined by comparing average differences in answers

to questions between the treatment and control groups. There were few statistically

significant differences between treatment and control groups across demographic charac-

teristics and existing perceptions of inequality in each country (see balance table in the

appendix). To address any issues related to imbalance between treatment and control

groups, we add in a set of control variables as part of the robustness checks we include

in the appendix. Data about the income distribution in each country was sourced from

the World Bank (WDI 2017, PovcalNET 2017) for the middle income countries and the

OECD for high income countries (OECD, 2017).

Figure 3: Information treatment shown to respondents in the Treatment group in the

United States who belonged to the second richest quintile

3.4 Empirical model

We perform two types of empirical analysis to capture the effect of information by com-

paring differences between the treatment and control groups in each country. We pre-

registered the analysis we planned on undertaking for this study with the American
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Economic Association RCT registry (ID number AEARCTR-0002534) (Hoy and Mager,

2017). We analyse the effect of information for each country individually because the

information provided is tailored for the income distribution each country, the questions

relate to redistribution by the national government and the political economy within

each country differs.

The first type of analysis we conduct is an OLS regression with a binary dependent

variable (a linear probability model). This involves creating a dummy variable for the

treatment group (T ), which takes on the value 1 if the respondent belongs to the treat-

ment group and the value 0 if the respondent belongs to the control group. We also

create a dummy variable for each question in Table 3 which takes on the value 1 if the

respondent strongly agrees or agrees with the statement in question j and the value 0 if

the respondent does not select one of these options (Yj). The OLS regression conducted

individually for each country can be written as follows:

Yj = ↵0i + ↵1iT + "

Where ↵1i captures the average difference in the share of respondents in the treatment

and control groups that agreed with the statement in question j (ie. the treatment

effect). ↵0i captures the share of respondents in the control group that agreed with the

statement in question j and " is the model error term. We also conduct robustness

checks whereby we add controls into the regression above as well as weighting the results

by the age and gender of the national population.

We analyse the heterogeneous treatment effects from information in regards to peo-

ple‘s perceived position in the distribution, actual position in the distribution and pre-

ferred level of inequality. Using an OLS regression, we interact the treatment dummy

with the characteristic (Ai) collected prior to the treatment. This can be written formally

as:

Yj = ↵0i + ↵1iT + ↵2iAi + ↵3iT ⇤ Ai + "
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Where ↵3i captures the average difference in the share of respondents in the treatment

and control groups who have characteristic (Ai) that agreed with the statement in ques-

tion j. ↵1i captures the effect of the treatment on respondents who do not have char-

acteristic (Ai). ↵2i captures the average level of characteristic (Ai) among respondents

in the control group. ↵0i captures the share of respondents in the control group who do

not have characteristic (Ai) that agreed with the statement in question j and " is the

model error term.

The second type of analysis we conduct involves using an ordered logit model to

analyse the effect of the information. We follow a similar approach to the first type of

analysis whereby we capture the difference in responses between treatment and control

groups using the co-efficient of a dummy variable for the treatment group (ie. T ). For

simplicity and brevity, in the body of the paper we present tables of the linear probability

model regressions and the appendix contains the results of the ordered logit regression.

The results are qualitatively similar.

4 Data

4.1 Relationship between perceived position in the national in-

come distribution and preferred level of national inequality

We show across the 10 countries in our study, poor and rich people tend to have sim-

ilar preferences for inequality to be lower than what they perceive it to be (see Table

4). There are some countries where the rich tend to be much less concerned (Spain,

Mexico and the Netherlands), however there are others where the opposite is true (India

and South Africa). The difference between the richest two quintiles and the poorest

two quintiles in terms of their preference for lower inequality ranges from 13 percentage

points to negative 15 percentage points. This startling pattern whereby there is limited

difference between poor and rich people’s desire for lower inequality is similar to what
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has been observed in other studies (Kuziemko et al 2014, Roemer 1998, Holland 2018)

and is a key motivation behind this paper.

Table 4: Share of respondents that would prefer lower inequality than what they currently perceive to
exist

(ES) (IN) (MA) (MX) (NG) (NL) (US) (ZA) (UK) (AU)
% % % % % % % % % %

Poorest two quintiles 61 40 51 51 45 51 57 52 77 76
Richest two quintiles 48 55 45 41 44 40 49 66 78 70
Difference 13 -15 6 10 1 11 8 -14 -1 6
ES - Spain, IN - India, MA - Morocco, MX - Mexico, NG - Nigeria, NL - Netherlands
US - United States, ZA - South Africa, UK - United Kingdom, AU - Australia

In contrast, there is a noteworthy difference in people‘s preference for greater equality

between people who think they are poor compared to people who think they are rich.

This is even the case when only examining differences between people who are actually

from the poorest two quintiles. Poor people who perceive they are relatively rich are

much less likely to prefer inequality to be lower (see Table 5). Across all countries poor

people who perceived themselves to be in the poorest two quintiles were between 13 to

33 percentage points more likely to prefer lower levels of inequality than poor people who

perceived themselves to be in the richest two quintiles. This is consistent with recent

evidence that suggests people‘s perception of their position in the distribution is a better

predictor of their redistributive preferences than what is actually the case (Gimpelson

and Treisman 2018, Hauser and Norton 2017).

Table 5: Share of respondents in poorest two quintiles that would prefer lower inequality than what
they currently perceive to exist

(ES) (IN) (MA) (MX) (NG) (NL) (US) (ZA) (UK) (AU)
% % % % % % % % % %

Perceived to be in Q1/Q2 65 42 58 56 58 56 63 58 79 85
Perceived to be in Q4/Q5 37 27 35 34 32 31 42 30 66 52
Difference 28 15 23 22 26 25 21 28 13 33
ES - Spain, IN - India, MA - Morocco, MX - Mexico, NG - Nigeria, NL - Netherlands
US - United States, ZA - South Africa, UK - United Kingdom, AU - Australia
Q1 - Quintile 1, Q2 - Quintile 2, Q4 - Quintile 4, Q5 - Quintile 5
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4.2 People‘s misperception of their position in the distribution

We show the vast majority of respondents misperceive their position in the income distri-

bution and tend to think they are located in the middle of the distribution regardless of

their actual position (Figure 4). Only a small minority of respondents correctly selected

the actual quintile they belong to, ranging from 14.8% in Nigeria to 27.4% in the US

(see appendix). Between 48.3% to 66.7% of respondents perceived their household to be

in the middle quintile of the national income distribution. The correlation co-efficient

between perceived and actual position in the national income distribution ranges from

as low as 0.16 in Nigeria to as high as 0.43 in Australia (see appendix). We call this

misperception a ‘median bias’ and it has been observed in a number of existing studies

(eg. Gimpelson and Treisman 2018).

Figure 4: Respondent‘s perceived place in the income distribution

The median bias is due to people who are actually poor overestimating their position

in the distribution and people who are actually rich underestimating their position. This

is illustrated in Figure 5 whereby in Panel A we show around 60-75% of people in the

poorest two quintiles in each country overestimate their place and similarly in Panel B we
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show around 60-75% of people in the richest two quintiles in each country underestimate

their place.

Figure 5: Share of respondent‘s that overestimate and underestimate their place in

the income distribution

The remainder of the paper focuses on people from the poorest two quintiles who

don‘t realise they are (they overestimate their position) and people who are aware they

are from the poorest two quintiles (they accurately estimate their place).
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5 Results

5.1 Effect of information based upon respondents‘ pre-existing

perception of their position in the income distribution

5.1.1 People who overestimated their position

Contrary to what most conventional theories of redistribution would predict, informing

people in the poorest two quintiles they are relatively poorer than they thought meant

they were less likely to agree the gap between the rich and poor is too large. This

treatment effect is statistically significant at a p-value of 0.05 in seven of the ten countries

(India, Mexico, Morocco, Netherlands, Nigeria, South Africa and Spain) and there is

no effect in the remaining three countries (Australia, United Kingdom and the United

States) (see Figure 6). Among the seven countries where there is a statistically significant

effect, the difference between treatment and control groups was between negative 8.3 to

negative 3.9 percentage points.

Figure 6: The effect of telling people they are relatively poorer than they thought

on whether they agree the gap between the rich and poor is too large

We present the share of respondents that agree the gap between rich and poor is
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too large in the control group and the difference between the treatment and control

group means for each country (ie. the treatment effect) in Table 6. For example, in

the case of Spain 78.5% of respondents in the control group (who overestimated their

position and are actually in the poorest two quintiles) agree the gap between the rich

and poor is too large, whereas the share of respondents that agree in the treatment group

(who overestimated their position and are actually in the poorest two quintiles) is 8.3

percentage points lower. In all 10 countries, this information does not affect people‘s

views about whether the government is responsible for closing the income gap between

the rich and poor (see Table 6).

Table 6: Effect of treatment on people who overestimated their place

(ES) (IN) (MA) (MX) (NG) (NL) (US) (ZA) (UK) (AU)
TE - GAP -0.083⇤⇤⇤ -0.045⇤⇤⇤ -0.039⇤⇤ -0.042⇤⇤ -0.067⇤⇤⇤ -0.059⇤⇤ -0.012 -0.045⇤⇤⇤ 0.005 0.037

(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.01) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.03) (0.03)
Con - GAP 0.785 0.856 0.785 0.865 0.927 0.692 0.769 0.887 0.824 0.775

(0.02) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.02) (0.01) (0.01) (0.02) (0.02)
TE - RES -0.006 0.014 0.020 0.010 0.024 0.019 -0.044 -0.030 0.025 0.034

(0.03) (0.02) (0.03) (0.03) (0.02) (0.03) (0.03) (0.02) (0.04) (0.04)
Con - RES 0.776 0.807 0.661 0.717 0.823 0.647 0.654 0.768 0.682 0.609

(0.02) (0.01) (0.02) (0.02) (0.01) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.03) (0.02)
⇤ p < 0.1, ⇤⇤ p < 0.05, ⇤⇤⇤ p < 0.01
TE - Treatment Effect, Con - Constant term
ES - Spain, IN - India, MA - Morocco, MX - Mexico, NG - Nigeria, NL - Netherlands
US - United States, ZA - South Africa, UK - United Kingdom, AU - Australia
GAP - Binary variable that takes the value of 1 if the respondent agreed or
strongly agreed the gap between the rich and poor in their country is too large
RES - Binary variable that takes the value of 1 if the respondent agreed or strongly
agreed the government is responsible for closing the gap between the rich and poor in their country

5.1.2 People who accurately estimated their position

This information does not have an effect on respondents who accurately estimated their

position in the national income distribution. There was no effect on concern about the

gap between the rich and poor from telling these respondents their position in the dis-

tribution and almost no effect on whether they thought the government was responsible

for closing this gap (see Table 7).
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Table 7 - Effect of treatment on people who accurately estimated their place

(ES) (IN) (MA) (MX) (NG) (NL) (US) (ZA) (UK) (AU)
TE - GAP -0.061 0.014 0.011 -0.074 -0.065 -0.007 0.007 -0.010 0.001 -0.014

(0.05) (0.05) (0.04) (0.05) (0.05) (0.06) (0.04) (0.03) (0.04) (0.04)
Con - GAP 0.799 0.775 0.789 0.833 0.938 0.671 0.806 0.904 0.901 0.928

(0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.04) (0.04) (0.04) (0.03) (0.02) (0.03) (0.03)
TE - RES -0.045 0.073 -0.072 0.009 0.187⇤⇤ 0.034 -0.110⇤⇤ 0.037 0.067 -0.002

(0.05) (0.06) (0.05) (0.07) (0.08) (0.07) (0.05) (0.04) (0.05) (0.06)
Con - RES 0.841 0.805 0.734 0.765 0.691 0.716 0.722 0.804 0.765 0.723

(0.04) (0.04) (0.04) (0.05) (0.06) (0.05) (0.04) (0.03) (0.04) (0.05)
⇤ p < 0.1, ⇤⇤ p < 0.05, ⇤⇤⇤ p < 0.01
TE - Treatment Effect, Con - Constant term
ES - Spain, IN - India, MA - Morocco, MX - Mexico, NG - Nigeria, NL - Netherlands
US - United States, ZA - South Africa, UK - United Kingdom, AU - Australia
GAP - Binary variable that takes the value of 1 if the respondent agreed or
strongly agreed the gap between the rich and poor in their country is too large
RES - Binary variable that takes the value of 1 if the respondent agreed or strongly
agreed the government is responsible for closing the gap between the rich and poor in their country

5.2 Effect of information based upon respondents‘ pre-existing

perception of the level of national inequality

5.2.1 People who overestimated their position

The effect of information on people‘s concern about the gap between the rich and poor

is largely driven by respondents who stated prior to the treatment that they prefer low

levels of inequality. This is shown in Table 8 below that illustrates in six of the seven

countries where there is a significant effect in Table 6, the effect is driven by respondents

who stated prior to the treatment that they prefer low levels of inequality (ie. in India,

Mexico, Netherlands, Nigeria, South Africa and Spain). Among these six countries the

difference between treatment and control groups was between negative 8.7 to negative

4 percentage points. The exception is in Morocco where the overall effect is driven

primarily by people who prefer high levels of inequality, among this group of respondents

the difference between treatment and control groups was negative 9.2 percentage points.

These is no significant heterogeneous treatment effects in terms of respondents‘ views

about the responsibility of the government in closing the gap between rich and poor (see

Table 8).
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Table 8 - Heterogeneous treatment effects for respondents who overestimated their place based upon their preferences for
the level of inequality in their country

(ES) (IN) (MA) (MX) (NG) (NL) (US) (ZA) (UK) (AU)
TE - LI - GAP -0.087⇤⇤⇤ -0.040⇤ -0.034 -0.046⇤⇤ -0.073⇤⇤⇤ -0.083⇤⇤ 0.017 -0.056⇤⇤⇤ -0.033 0.036

(0.03) (0.02) (0.03) (0.02) (0.02) (0.04) (0.03) (0.02) (0.03) (0.03)
TE - HI - GAP -0.081 -0.002 -0.092⇤⇤ -0.003 -0.054⇤⇤ -0.036 -0.018 -0.021 -0.092 n/a

(0.06) (0.03) (0.04) (0.04) (0.02) (0.06) (0.05) (0.03) (0.13) n/a
TE - LI - RES 0.003 -0.003 0.003 -0.010 0.026 -0.062 -0.006 -0.025 0.011 0.047

(0.03) (0.03) (0.04) (0.03) (0.02) (0.05) (0.04) (0.03) (0.04) (0.04)
TE - HI - RES -0.064 0.036 -0.023 0.035 -0.003 -0.083 -0.047 -0.076⇤ -0.092 n/a

(0.10) (0.05) (0.05) (0.07) (0.03) (0.08) (0.07) (0.04) (0.13) n/a
⇤ p < 0.1, ⇤⇤ p < 0.05, ⇤⇤⇤ p < 0.01
TE - Treatment Effect, LI - Prefer Low inequality, HI - Prefer High inequality
n/a refers to cases with less than 60 respondents
ES - Spain, IN - India, MA - Morocco, MX - Mexico, NG - Nigeria, NL - Netherlands
US - United States, ZA - South Africa, UK - United Kingdom, AU - Australia
GAP - Binary variable that takes the value of 1 if the respondent agreed or
strongly agreed the gap between the rich and poor in their country is too large
RES - Binary variable that takes the value of 1 if the respondent agreed or strongly
agreed the government is responsible for closing the gap between the rich and poor in their country

5.2.2 People who accurately estimated their position

Similar to the case above, this information did not have effect on respondents who

accurately estimated their position in the income distribution. This is shown in Table

9 where disaggregating the effect of information by prior preferences for the level of

inequality does not uncover any statistically significant effects at a p-value of 0.05. In

addition, there is limited effect from information among respondents in terms of their

views as to whether the government is responsible for closing the gap between rich and

poor (see Table 9). The exception is in India and Nigeria whether there are large effects,

but this is based upon a very small sample size (97 and 66 respondents respectively).
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Table 9 - Heterogeneous treatment effects for respondents who accurately estimated their place based upon their
preferences for the level of inequality in their country

(ES) (IN) (MA) (MX) (NG) (NL) (US) (ZA) (UK) (AU)
TE - LI - GAP -0.092 0.064 -0.011 -0.129⇤ -0.029 -0.080 0.022 -0.019 0.007 -0.043

(0.06) (0.06) (0.05) (0.07) (0.06) (0.08) (0.04) (0.03) (0.03) (0.04)
TE - HI - GAP 0.050 -0.165 0.046 0.106 -0.170 0.171 0.035 0.047 0.008 n/a

(0.20) (0.11) (0.08) (0.12) (0.13) (0.14) (0.10) (0.07) (0.20) n/a
TE - LI - RES -0.010 0.182⇤⇤ -0.005 -0.072 0.218⇤⇤ 0.071 -0.053 -0.024 0.085⇤ 0.084

(0.05) (0.07) (0.08) (0.09) (0.10) (0.09) (0.07) (0.05) (0.05) (0.06)
TE - HI - RES -0.013 0.016 -0.083 0.285⇤ 0.107 0.162 -0.137 0.085 0.085 n/a

(0.19) (0.10) (0.09) (0.17) (0.19) (0.18) (0.12) (0.07) (0.21) n/a
⇤ p < 0.1, ⇤⇤ p < 0.05, ⇤⇤⇤ p < 0.01
TE - Treatment Effect, LI - Prefer Low inequality, HI - Prefer High inequality
n/a refers to cases with less than 60 respondents
ES - Spain, IN - India, MA - Morocco, MX - Mexico, NG - Nigeria, NL - Netherlands
US - United States, ZA - South Africa, UK - United Kingdom, AU - Australia
GAP - Binary variable that takes the value of 1 if the respondent agreed or
strongly agreed the gap between the rich and poor in their country is too large
RES - Binary variable that takes the value of 1 if the respondent agreed or strongly
agreed the government is responsible for closing the gap between the rich and poor in their country

5.3 Effect of information based upon respondents‘ actual quintile

in the distribution

5.3.1 People who overestimated their position

The effect of information is mainly driven by people who are actually in the poorest

quintile, however in most countries the effect is still observable among people in the

second poorest quintile (but not statistically significant). Table 10 shows that among

the seven countries where we observe an overall effect, in six countries the effect is still

evident when restricting the sample only to respondents from the poorest quintile. The

treatment effect is only statistically significant for three of the countries when restricting

the sample to respondents in the second poorest quintile (however the point estimate is

similar to that of the poorest quintile in a number of the remaining countries). As is the

case above, there is little effect from information on people‘s views about the role of the

government in closing the gap between the rich and poor. As can be seen in Table 10,

Nigeria is the only country where there is an effect in which case there was an opposite

effect between people who were in the poorest and second poorest quintile.
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Table 10 - Heterogeneous treatment effects for respondents who overestimated their position by quintile

(ES) (IN) (MA) (MX) (NG) (NL) (US) (ZA) (UK) (AU)
TE - Q1 - GAP -0.065⇤⇤⇤ -0.035⇤ -0.036⇤ -0.044⇤⇤ -0.059⇤⇤⇤ -0.081⇤⇤⇤ 0.008 -0.052⇤⇤⇤ -0.041 0.003

(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.01) (0.03) (0.02) (0.02) (0.04) (0.03)
TE - Q2 - GAP -0.145⇤⇤⇤ -0.080⇤⇤ -0.059 -0.030 -0.091⇤⇤⇤ -0.015 -0.052 -0.013 0.095⇤ 0.080

(0.05) (0.04) (0.05) (0.04) (0.03) (0.05) (0.04) (0.04) (0.05) (0.06)
TE - Q1 - RES -0.003 0.018 0.020 -0.006 0.049⇤⇤ 0.018 -0.050 -0.028 0.019 0.053

(0.03) (0.02) (0.03) (0.03) (0.02) (0.04) (0.03) (0.03) (0.05) (0.04)
TE - Q2 - RES -0.016 0.003 0.013 0.076 -0.065⇤ 0.017 -0.024 -0.042 0.041 0.028

(0.05) (0.05) (0.06) (0.06) (0.04) (0.06) (0.06) (0.06) (0.07) (0.07)
⇤ p < 0.1, ⇤⇤ p < 0.05, ⇤⇤⇤ p < 0.01
TE - Treatment Effect, Q1 - Poorest quintile, Q2 - Second Poorest quintile
ES - Spain, IN - India, MA - Morocco, MX - Mexico, NG - Nigeria, NL - Netherlands
US - United States, ZA - South Africa, UK - United Kingdom, AU - Australia
GAP - Binary variable that takes the value of 1 if the respondent agreed or
strongly agreed the gap between the rich and poor in their country is too large
RES - Binary variable that takes the value of 1 if the respondent agreed or strongly
agreed the government is responsible for closing the gap between the rich and poor in their country

5.3.2 People who accurately estimated their position

As is the case above there is little to no effect from information among respondents

who accurately estimate their place (see Table 11). The exception is among respondents

in the poorest quintile in the United States and South Africa where there is an effect

from the treatment (in opposite directions) in terms of agreement that the government

is responsible for closing the gap between the rich and poor. Further the treatment also

led respondents in the second poorest quintile who accurately estimated their position

to become more likely to agree the government is responsible for closing the gap between

the rich and poor in Australia.

Table 11 - Heterogeneous treatment effects for respondents who accurately estimated their position by quintile

(ES) (IN) (MA) (MX) (NG) (NL) (US) (ZA) (UK) (AU)
TE - Q1 - GAP -0.082 0.024 0.073 -0.045 -0.060 -0.035 0.045 0.004 -0.030 -0.026

(0.05) (0.06) (0.05) (0.06) (0.06) (0.07) (0.05) (0.03) (0.04) (0.05)
TE - Q2 - GAP -0.004 -0.018 -0.121⇤ -0.181 -0.093 0.050 -0.076 -0.054 0.025 -0.022

(0.09) (0.10) (0.07) (0.11) (0.11) (0.10) (0.06) (0.06) (0.06) (0.07)
TE - Q1 - RES -0.028 0.096 -0.090 0.009 0.180⇤ 0.045 -0.136⇤⇤ 0.098⇤⇤ -0.009 0.006

(0.06) (0.06) (0.07) (0.08) (0.10) (0.09) (0.07) (0.05) (0.06) (0.08)
TE - Q2 - RES -0.084 0.019 -0.062 0.008 0.190 0.005 -0.040 -0.137 0.131 0.181⇤⇤

(0.10) (0.12) (0.09) (0.14) (0.15) (0.10) (0.10) (0.09) (0.08) (0.09)
⇤ p < 0.1, ⇤⇤ p < 0.05, ⇤⇤⇤ p < 0.01
TE - Treatment Effect, Q1 - Poorest quintile, Q2 - Second Poorest quintile
ES - Spain, IN - India, MA - Morocco, MX - Mexico, NG - Nigeria, NL - Netherlands
US - United States, ZA - South Africa, UK - United Kingdom, AU - Australia
GAP - Binary variable that takes the value of 1 if the respondent agreed or
strongly agreed the gap between the rich and poor in their country is too large
RES - Binary variable that takes the value of 1 if the respondent agreed or strongly
agreed the government is responsible for closing the gap between the rich and poor in their country
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6 Discussion

6.1 Channel through which information is having an effect

This survey experiment shows that informing people in the poorest two quintiles of the

income distribution they are relatively poorer than they thought tends to lead them to

be less likely to agree the gap between the rich and poor in their country is too large

and has no effect on their desire for the government to reduce this gap. This trend is

driven by people who prefer low levels of inequality and are mainly from the poorest

quintile in the income distribution (however in many countries there is still an effect on

people in the second poorest quintile). This treatment has little to no effect on people

who accurately estimated their position in the national income distribution, which would

suggest these effects are not due to simply telling people they are poor. Rather the effect

is due to people having their existing misperceptions corrected, as prior to receiving this

information they did not think they were relatively poor.

The findings from this study are clearly counter to the hypothesis that informing

people they are relatively poorer than they thought will increase their concern about the

gap between the rich and poor and raise their support for government action to close

this gap. On the contrary, informing people they are relatively poorer than they thought

lowers their concern about the gap between the rich and poor and this does not affect

their preferences for redistribution. To relate this to the model in section 2, recall the

modified Fehr and Schmidt utility function captures two foundational principles of most

conventional theories of preferences for redistribution. These two principles are; firstly

people are more concerned about the gap between their consumption and those richer

than them as opposed to the gap between their consumption and those poorer than them

(|�|>|�|) and secondly people are averse to others consuming significantly differently to

them (�>0,�>0) (collectively this implies �>�>0).
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Our results only support the second of these principles, whereby relatively poor people

are averse to large differences in incomes across society. This can be seen by the fact that

the treatment effect is primarily driven by relatively poor people who had expressed a

prior preference for low levels of inequality (ie. where �>0,�>0) in all countries except

for Morocco. Given this is the case, we are able to infer the first principle does not hold

by the following. When people are told they are relatively poorer than they thought

this implies the gap between them and people poorer than them is smaller than they

thought (ca� cp(p) > ca� cp) and the gap between them and people richer than them is

larger than they thought (cr(p)� ca<cr � ca). Yet they respond by being less concerned

about the gap between the rich and poor in their country, even though they prefer low

levels of inequality. This response is only consistent with the idea that poorer people

are more concerned about the gap between their consumption and those poorer than

them compared to the gap between their consumption and those richer than them (ie.

|�|<|�|). If this was not the case, we would expect the treatment effect to be in the

opposite direction. Collectively this would imply the following �>�>0.

We refer to this updating of beliefs as ‘benchmarking’ whereby people use their own

standard of living as a reference point for what they consider acceptable for others.

This explains the results in our study as follows. People had perceived themselves to

have an ‘average’ living standard compared to other people in their country prior to

the treatment even though they are relatively poor. Their previous assessment of their

relative status implies they thought there were a similar share of people poorer than

them and richer than them in their country (this is as a result of selecting oneself as

being around the middle of the income distribution). Upon receiving the treatment

this led people to realise two points. Firstly, there are less people in their country

with a living standard they considered to be relatively poor. Secondly, what they had

considered to be an average living standard (their own standard of living) is actually

relatively poor compared to other people in their country. Both of these points would

imply respondents should become less concerned about the gap between the rich and
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poor given their utility is weighted as we show it is above (ie. �>�>0). We call this

channel of updating beliefs, benchmarking, as people are using their living standard

as a reference point to infer information about the relative living standard of other

people in the income distribution. This idea of benchmarking is entirely consistent with

the framing of the Fehr and Schmidt model, which is people use their own level of

consumption as a reference point for assessing other people‘s consumption. However we

recast the underlying premise of their model in a new light and illustrate how people

update their beliefs in light of information.

6.2 How these findings relate to previous studies

The regularity of our findings across a diverse range of countries should be considered

when assessing how they relate to previous studies. The only other study that directly

tests the hypothesis in this paper by Cruces et al (2013) provides evidence that when

people are told they are relatively poorer than they thought they become more supportive

of redistribution. The difference in results between their findings and the results from

our study could be due to a range of factors such as differences in location or the use

of a household as opposed to online survey. Our study is based upon representative

samples of the population with internet access in each country, whereas Cruces et al

(2013) sample is restricted to people living in one city in Argentina. In addition, we use

an anonymous online survey as opposed to a household survey like Cruces et al (2013), to

minimise the risk of social desirability bias (when a respondent provides an interviewer

with the answers that they think they want to hear).

The notion of benchmarking that we articulate also helps to explain the findings of

a recent study in the United States which shows telling people they are richer than they

thought in the global income distribution makes them more supportive of international

redistribution (Nair, 2018). Nair shows most respondents to his survey in the United

States thought they only had a slightly above average living standard compared to other

people around the world and informing them they were among some of the richest people
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on earth drastically changed their views. They became more supportive of foreign aid and

more likely to provide money to charities operating in low and middle income countries.

This implies a similar utility function to our study (�>�>0), whereby people are averse

to inequality and are more concerned about the gap between their income and the poorest

in society as opposed to the gap between their income and the richest in society. The key

difference being we focus on the poorest quintiles in the national income distribution,

while Nair focuses on the richest quintile in the global income distribution.

We are able to rule out a potential alternative channel that could be driving our

results, which is what Kuziemko et al (2014) call ‘last place aversion’. They show poorer

people can be less supportive of redistribution (particularly in the form of increases in

the minimum wage) if it is set to benefit those individuals directly below them. As men-

tioned in section 2 this would imply the second foundational principle of most theories

of preferences for redistribution does not hold as poor people prefer inequality between

them and people poorer than them (ie. �<0). We present three pieces of evidence to

illustrate it is unlikely this is driving our results. Firstly, the effect of information in our

study is driven by people who prefer low levels of inequality (ie. �>0,�>0). Secondly,

the main effect is driven not just by people near the bottom of the income distribution

(ie. the poorest quintile), but also among people in the second poorest quintile in most

countries. Thirdly, the effect we report is in regards to people‘s concern about inequality,

as opposed to their preferences for redistribution. Collectively these three points provide

us with enough confidence last place aversion is not an adequate explanation of what is

causing the findings to our study.

Our research bolsters a finding from other studies on the elasticity of people‘s pref-

erences for redistribution (Kuziemko et al 2015, Hauser and Norton 2017), which is it

is easier for information to alter people‘s concern about inequality than their desire for

government led redistribution. For example, Kuziemko et al (2015) show multiples pieces

of information about inequality in the United States does not lead to greater support

for redistribution, even though it does have a large impact on people‘s concern about
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inequality. We show a similar pattern whereby even though we are able to detect effects

on people‘s concern about inequality from the treatment in most countries this does not

lead to changes in their preferences for redistribution.

The results from our study also relate to recent research by Trump (2017) who shows

that providing information about the overall level of inequality to survey respondents can

reduce their concern about inequality due to a psychological process known as ‘system

justification’. System justification theory suggests people are biased to interpret infor-

mation in a way that does not challenge their pre-existing beliefs about the processes

that generate social outcomes (Jost et al, 2004). Trump (2017) draws on this theory to

argue their findings are due to people views about the legitimacy of inequality changing,

whereby information leads people to be more likely to dismiss income differences to be

due to effort. Our findings are similar in the sense that people‘s pre-existing views about

their own standard of living helps to explain why they become less concerned about the

gap between the rich and poor in their country when they are told they are relatively

poor. That is to say people are more likely to dismiss income differences in society as

an issue because they don‘t consider relatively poor people (like themselves) to have too

low a standard of living.

6.3 Implications for theories of preferences for redistribution

There are two important implications from our study about theories of redistribution.

Firstly, benchmarking means there are competing channels through which people think

about redistribution. On the one hand, poorer people may be more supportive if they

are set to benefit from redistribution, but on the other hand they may be less supportive

if they are less concerned about the absolute living standard of people who are relatively

poor. This suggests that existing theories of preferences for redistribution need to be

revised. For example, the Meltzer-Richard hypothesis (1981) put simply suggests most

people below the median person in the distribution should support redistribution and

most people above the median person should not. This is based on whether the individual
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is potentially set to benefit or lose from redistribution. However benchmarking would

imply there is also an effect in the opposite direction. Even though relatively poor people

may be likely to benefit from redistribution they are also less likely to think redistribution

to the poor is needed.

Secondly, we add to the growing evidence base that people‘s perception of their posi-

tion in the national distribution appears to be more closely aligned with their preferences

for redistribution than their actual position in the national income distribution (Gimpel-

son and Treisman 2018, Hauser and Norton 2017, Kuhn 2015, Engelhardt and Wagener

2014). In addition, the fact information only has an effect on people who misperceived

their position (as opposed to people who accurately estimated their place) would im-

ply these misperceptions matter. It is clearly the case that people don‘t have complete

(and/or accurate) information and theories of preferences for redistribution should be

modified to reflect this. A practical implication of this is policy makers who are inter-

ested in understanding people‘s support for redistribution in their country should be as

concerned (if not more so) of people‘s perception of inequality as opposed to what is

actually the case.

7 Conclusion

This study makes a significant contribution by showing how one of the foundational

principles of theories of preferences for redistribution lacks empirical support in a diverse

range of countries. In contrast to what theory would predict, informing people they are

relatively poorer than they thought reduced their concern about the gap between the

rich and poor in their country. This effect was primarily driven by people who prefer low

levels of inequality and actually belong to the poorest quintile in their national income

distribution. We illustrate this effect is due to people being averse to inequality but

being more concerned about the gap between their income and the income of people

poorer than them (compared to their income and people richer than them). We call this
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effect benchmarking as people are using their standard of living to determine what they

consider a reasonable standard of living for others. This phenomenon has a downward

effect on poorer people‘s preferences for redistribution to the poor, even thought they

could benefit. Our findings are far more generalisable than other studies to date as we

surveyed over 30,000 people from 10 countries that make up 30% of the world‘s population

and 40% of global GDP. Further research on this topic could explore this concept of

benchmarking and how it relates to psychological processes, like system justification

theory. In addition, future studies could examine what types of information, if anything,

could lead poorer people to become more supportive of redistribution.
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9 Appendix

CONTENTS

1. Balance table

2. Results with controls

3. Results weighted by age and gender

4. Results using ordered logit regression

5. Further descriptive statistics

6. Details about survey methodology

7. Questions asked prior to treatment

8. Further robustness checks

9.1 Balance table

Table A1 - Balance table showing the difference in background characteristics between the share of respondents in
control and treatment groups (differences reported in percentage points)

(ES) (IN) (MA) (MX) (NG) (NL) (US) (ZA) (UK) (AU)
C - T C - T C - T C - T C - T C - T C - T C - T C - T C - T

Under 35 years old -0.009 -0.008 -0.020** 0.002 -0.003 0.006 -0.015 -0.005 -0.027 -0.008
Male -0.004 -0.002 -0.015 -0.003 0.020** 0.011 0.001 0.026*** 0.001 0.010
Urban dweller -0.003 0.015 0.005 0.004 -0.009 0.032 -0.019 0.042* 0.011 0.012
University education -0.000 0.008 -0.018 0.018 -0.030 0.003 -0.021 0.004 -0.005 -0.052**
Actually in Q1/Q2 0.011 0.019 0.011 0.001 -0.001 0.008 -0.000 -0.024 0.024 0.045*
Perceived to be in Q1/Q2 -0.001 0.010 -0.002 0.016 -0.003 -0.004 0.021 -0.019 0.010 -0.028
Perceive High Inequality -0.031** 0.001 0.026* 0.010 -0.030** 0.025* 0.005 -0.007 -0.005 N/A
Prefer Low Inequality 0.011 0.000 -0.022 -0.001 0.014 0.009 -0.007 0.003 -0.004 N/A
⇤ p < 0.1, ⇤⇤ p < 0.05, ⇤⇤⇤ p < 0.01
ES - Spain, IN - India, MA - Morocco, MX - Mexico, NG - Nigeria, NL - Netherlands
US - United States, ZA - South Africa, UK - United Kingdom, AU - Australia
C - Control, T - Treatment, Q1 - Quintile 1, Q2 - Quintile 2
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9.2 Results with controls

Table A2 - Effect of treatment on people who overestimated their place (with controls)

(ES) (IN) (MA) (MX) (NG) (NL) (US) (ZA) (UK) (AU)
TE - GAP -0.074⇤⇤⇤ -0.045⇤⇤ -0.039⇤ -0.069⇤⇤⇤ -0.064⇤⇤⇤ -0.057⇤⇤ 0.006 -0.046⇤⇤⇤ 0.000 0.009

(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.01) (0.03) (0.02) (0.02) (0.03) (0.03)
Under 35 -0.041⇤ 0.013 -0.049⇤⇤ -0.023 0.008 -0.047⇤ -0.029 0.089⇤⇤⇤ 0.034 -0.026

(0.02) (0.03) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.03) (0.02) (0.02) (0.04) (0.03)
Male -0.058⇤⇤ -0.022 -0.011 0.002 -0.016 -0.035 -0.003 -0.024 -0.010 -0.063⇤⇤

(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.03) (0.02) (0.02) (0.03) (0.03)
Perceived Q1/Q2 0.062⇤⇤ 0.045⇤ 0.123⇤⇤⇤ 0.019 0.060⇤⇤⇤ 0.054⇤ 0.041⇤ 0.044⇤⇤ 0.079⇤⇤ 0.064⇤⇤

(0.02) (0.03) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.03) (0.02) (0.02) (0.03) (0.03)
Perceive HI 0.285⇤⇤⇤ 0.102⇤⇤⇤ 0.130⇤⇤⇤ 0.077⇤⇤⇤ 0.066⇤⇤⇤ 0.233⇤⇤⇤ 0.147⇤⇤⇤ 0.066⇤⇤⇤ 0.161⇤⇤⇤ 0.234⇤⇤⇤

(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.03) (0.02) (0.02) (0.04) (0.03)
Prefer LI 0.062⇤⇤⇤ 0.059⇤⇤⇤ 0.063⇤⇤⇤ 0.051⇤⇤ 0.016 0.159⇤⇤⇤ 0.042⇤ 0.066⇤⇤⇤ 0.203⇤⇤⇤ 0.094⇤

(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.03) (0.02) (0.02) (0.04) (0.05)
Constant 0.629 0.781 0.708 0.827 0.873 0.563 0.677 0.757 0.546 0.604

(0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.05) (0.06)
⇤ p < 0.1, ⇤⇤ p < 0.05, ⇤⇤⇤ p < 0.01
ES - Spain, IN - India, MA - Morocco, MX - Mexico, NG - Nigeria, NL - Netherlands
US - United States, ZA - South Africa, UK - United Kingdom, AU - Australia
TE - Treatment effect C - Control, T - Treatment, Q1 - Quintile 1, Q2 - Quintile 2, HI - High inequality, LI - Low inequality
GAP - Binary variable that takes the value of 1 if the respondent agreed or strongly
agreed the gap between the rich and poor in their country is too large

Table A3 - Effect of treatment on people who overestimated their place (with controls)

(ES) (IN) (MA) (MX) (NG) (NL) (US) (ZA) (UK) (AU)
TE - RES 0.005 0.027 0.032 0.005 0.015 0.020 -0.041 -0.019 0.025 0.037

(0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.02) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.04) (0.03)
Under 35 -0.140⇤⇤⇤ -0.041 0.037 -0.057⇤ -0.038 -0.106⇤⇤⇤ 0.003 0.047 0.094⇤⇤ 0.072⇤

(0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.05) (0.04)
Male -0.021 -0.033 0.017 -0.000 -0.018 -0.036 -0.039 -0.013 -0.002 0.034

(0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.02) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.04) (0.03)
Perceived Q1/Q2 0.046 0.026 0.058⇤ -0.078⇤⇤ 0.018 0.123⇤⇤⇤ 0.002 0.019 0.021 0.106⇤⇤⇤

(0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.04) (0.03) (0.04) (0.03) (0.03) (0.04) (0.04)
Perceive HI 0.172⇤⇤⇤ 0.041 0.063⇤⇤ -0.001 0.064⇤⇤⇤ 0.133⇤⇤⇤ 0.092⇤⇤ 0.095⇤⇤⇤ 0.168⇤⇤⇤ 0.191⇤⇤⇤

(0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.02) (0.03) (0.04) (0.03) (0.04) (0.03)
Prefer LI 0.138⇤⇤⇤ 0.015 0.025 -0.049 0.007 0.121⇤⇤⇤ 0.055 0.026 0.267⇤⇤⇤ 0.121⇤

(0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.02) (0.04) (0.03) (0.03) (0.04) (0.07)
Constant 0.647 0.828 0.555 0.809 0.825 0.569 0.584 0.662 0.374 0.322

(0.04) (0.04) (0.05) (0.05) (0.04) (0.04) (0.05) (0.04) (0.06) (0.07)
Observations 877 908 979 793 1160 732 825 950 464 749
⇤ p < 0.1, ⇤⇤ p < 0.05, ⇤⇤⇤ p < 0.01
ES - Spain, IN - India, MA - Morocco, MX - Mexico, NG - Nigeria, NL - Netherlands
US - United States, ZA - South Africa, UK - United Kingdom, AU - Australia
TE - Treatment effect C - Control, T - Treatment, Q1 - Quintile 1, Q2 - Quintile 2, HI - High inequality, LI - Low inequality
RES - Binary variable that takes the value of 1 if the respondent agreed or strongly
agreed the governments responsible for closing gap between the rich and poor in their country
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9.3 Results weighted by age and gender

Table A4 - Effect of treatment on people who overestimated their place (weighted by age and gender)

(ES) (IN) (MA) (MX) (NG) (NL) (US) (ZA) (UK) (AU)
TE - GAP -0.068⇤⇤⇤ -0.060⇤⇤⇤ -0.012 -0.045⇤⇤ -0.060⇤⇤⇤ -0.067⇤⇤ -0.003 -0.049⇤⇤ 0.021 0.037

(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.03) (0.02) (0.02) (0.04) (0.03)
Con - GAP 0.785 0.866 0.769 0.872 0.927 0.708 0.772 0.869 0.785 0.775

(0.02) (0.01) (0.02) (0.01) (0.01) (0.02) (0.02) (0.01) (0.03) (0.02)
TE - RES -0.005 -0.003 0.043 -0.001 0.006 -0.001 -0.031 0.010 0.042 0.034

(0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.02) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.05) (0.04)
Con - RES 0.792 0.834 0.635 0.731 0.842 0.686 0.648 0.730 0.634 0.609

(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.01) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.03) (0.02)
⇤ p < 0.1, ⇤⇤ p < 0.05, ⇤⇤⇤ p < 0.01
ES - Spain, IN - India, MA - Morocco, MX - Mexico, NG - Nigeria, NL - Netherlands
US - United States, ZA - South Africa, UK - United Kingdom, AU - Australia
TE - Treatment effect, Con - Constant term
GAP - Binary variable that takes the value of 1 if the respondent agreed or strongly
agreed the gap between the rich and poor in their country is too large
RES - Binary variable that takes the value of 1 if the respondent agreed or strongly
agreed the governments responsible for closing gap between the rich and poor in their country

9.4 Results using ordered logit regression

Table A5 - Effect of treatment on people who overestimated their place (ordered logit)

(ES) (IN) (MA) (MX) (NG) (NL) (US) (ZA) (UK) (AU)
TE - GAP 0.306⇤⇤⇤ 0.226⇤⇤⇤ 0.161⇤ 0.285⇤⇤⇤ 0.381⇤⇤⇤ 0.183⇤ 0.000 0.175⇤⇤ -0.084 -0.262⇤⇤

(0.09) (0.09) (0.09) (0.10) (0.08) (0.09) (0.09) (0.09) (0.16) (0.13)
cut1
Constant -0.172⇤⇤⇤ -0.308⇤⇤⇤ -0.038 0.690⇤⇤⇤ 0.515⇤⇤⇤ -0.947⇤⇤⇤ -0.352⇤⇤⇤ 0.035 -0.234⇤⇤ -0.460⇤⇤⇤

(0.07) (0.06) (0.06) (0.07) (0.06) (0.07) (0.07) (0.06) (0.11) (0.10)
cut2
Constant 1.218⇤⇤⇤ 1.729⇤⇤⇤ 1.268⇤⇤⇤ 1.836⇤⇤⇤ 2.332⇤⇤⇤ 0.768⇤⇤⇤ 1.169⇤⇤⇤ 1.952⇤⇤⇤ 1.517⇤⇤⇤ 1.223⇤⇤⇤

(0.07) (0.07) (0.07) (0.08) (0.08) (0.07) (0.07) (0.08) (0.13) (0.11)
cut3
Constant 2.665⇤⇤⇤ 2.766⇤⇤⇤ 2.690⇤⇤⇤ 2.803⇤⇤⇤ 3.020⇤⇤⇤ 1.973⇤⇤⇤ 2.448⇤⇤⇤ 3.048⇤⇤⇤ 3.148⇤⇤⇤ 3.215⇤⇤⇤

(0.11) (0.10) (0.10) (0.11) (0.10) (0.09) (0.10) (0.12) (0.22) (0.20)
cut4
Constant 3.753⇤⇤⇤ 3.977⇤⇤⇤ 3.539⇤⇤⇤ 3.995⇤⇤⇤ 4.201⇤⇤⇤ 3.236⇤⇤⇤ 3.602⇤⇤⇤ 3.967⇤⇤⇤ 4.366⇤⇤⇤ 5.851⇤⇤⇤

(0.16) (0.17) (0.14) (0.18) (0.16) (0.14) (0.16) (0.17) (0.39) (0.71)
⇤ p < 0.1, ⇤⇤ p < 0.05, ⇤⇤⇤ p < 0.01
ES - Spain, IN - India, MA - Morocco, MX - Mexico, NG - Nigeria, NL - Netherlands
US - United States, ZA - South Africa, UK - United Kingdom, AU - Australia
TE - Treatment effect
GAP - Respondent 1 (strongly agrees), 2 (agrees), 3 (neither agree or disagree), 4 (disagrees)
5 (strongly disagrees) the gap between the rich and poor in their country is too large
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Table A6 - Effect of treatment on people who overestimated their place (ordered logit)

(ES) (IN) (MA) (MX) (NG) (NL) (US) (ZA) (UK) (AU)

TE - RES -0.028 -0.139 -0.073 0.009 0.009 0.011 0.237⇤⇤ -0.007 -0.148 -0.207
(0.11) (0.10) (0.10) (0.11) (0.09) (0.12) (0.11) (0.10) (0.15) (0.13)

cut1
Constant -0.306⇤⇤⇤ -0.325⇤⇤⇤ -0.652⇤⇤⇤ -0.165⇤⇤ 0.024 -1.019⇤⇤⇤ -0.740⇤⇤⇤ -0.354⇤⇤⇤ -0.856⇤⇤⇤ -1.131⇤⇤⇤

(0.08) (0.07) (0.08) (0.08) (0.07) (0.10) (0.09) (0.07) (0.12) (0.11)
cut2
Constant 1.212⇤⇤⇤ 1.414⇤⇤⇤ 0.674⇤⇤⇤ 0.961⇤⇤⇤ 1.626⇤⇤⇤ 0.652⇤⇤⇤ 0.663⇤⇤⇤ 1.114⇤⇤⇤ 0.750⇤⇤⇤ 0.411⇤⇤⇤

(0.09) (0.08) (0.08) (0.08) (0.08) (0.09) (0.08) (0.08) (0.11) (0.10)
cut3
Constant 2.555⇤⇤⇤ 2.554⇤⇤⇤ 1.874⇤⇤⇤ 2.322⇤⇤⇤ 2.440⇤⇤⇤ 1.860⇤⇤⇤ 1.704⇤⇤⇤ 2.135⇤⇤⇤ 2.101⇤⇤⇤ 1.751⇤⇤⇤

(0.13) (0.12) (0.10) (0.12) (0.10) (0.11) (0.10) (0.10) (0.15) (0.12)
cut4
Constant 4.038⇤⇤⇤ 4.102⇤⇤⇤ 3.036⇤⇤⇤ 3.820⇤⇤⇤ 3.905⇤⇤⇤ 3.292⇤⇤⇤ 2.805⇤⇤⇤ 3.962⇤⇤⇤ 3.310⇤⇤⇤ 3.272⇤⇤⇤

(0.24) (0.23) (0.14) (0.21) (0.18) (0.19) (0.14) (0.21) (0.24) (0.21)
⇤ p < 0.1, ⇤⇤ p < 0.05, ⇤⇤⇤ p < 0.01
ES - Spain, IN - India, MA - Morocco, MX - Mexico, NG - Nigeria, NL - Netherlands
US - United States, ZA - South Africa, UK - United Kingdom, AU - Australia
TE - Treatment effect
RES - Respondent 1 (strongly agrees), 2 (agrees), 3 (neither agree or disagree), 4 (disagrees)
5 (strongly disagrees) the government is responsible for closing gap between the rich and poor

9.5 Further descriptive statistics

Table A7 shows the share of respondents that correctly, over and under estimated their

position in the national income distribution as well as the correlation between actual

and perceived place.

Table A7: Correct, over and underestimates of position in income distribution

Correctly Select Overestimate Underestimate Select Middle Correlation
Quintile (%) Position (%) Position (%) Quintile Coefficient of

Actual and
Perceived Position

Australia 26.4 49.4 26.4 57.8 0.4289
India 17.6 60.5 21.9 66.7 0.2191
Mexico 17.8 68.7 13.5 60.8 0.2005
Morocco 22 64.3 13.7 51.1 0.2604
Netherlands 24.3 47.2 28.5 54.4 0.2667
Nigeria 14.8 72.6 12.6 56.6 0.1585
South Africa 21.3 59.8 18.9 53.7 0.2546
Spain 24.9 57 18.2 52.3 0.3043
UK 22.4 31.7 45.9 48.3 0.3385
US 27.4 51.8 20.8 50.3 0.3076

Across countries, people who belong in the bottom two quintiles of the distribution

were disproportionally more likely to be under 35 years old, not have a university educa-

tion and come from a large family (see Table A8). However there are notable differences
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between people who overestimate and underestimate their place. People who overesti-

mate their place are disproportionally more likely to be under the age of 35 and live in

urban areas (while the opposite is true for people who accurately estimate their place).

Table A8: Characteristics associated with being in the poorest two quintiles,

overestimating and accurately estimating ones position

Q1 and Q2 OE place (Q1 and Q2) AE place (Q1 and Q2)
Under 35 years old 0.086⇤⇤⇤ 0.069⇤⇤⇤ -0.065⇤⇤⇤

(0.02) (0.01) (0.01)
Male -0.015 -0.011 0.009

(0.02) (0.01) (0.01)
Urban dweller -0.031 0.054⇤⇤⇤ -0.049⇤⇤⇤

(0.03) (0.01) (0.01)
University education -0.175⇤⇤⇤ 0.015 -0.014

(0.03) (0.01) (0.01)
Household size 0.027⇤⇤⇤ 0.010 -0.008

(0.01) (0.01) (0.01)
Constant 0.615⇤⇤⇤ 0.702⇤⇤⇤ 0.273⇤⇤⇤

(0.07) (0.04) (0.03)
⇤ p < 0.1, ⇤⇤ p < 0.05, ⇤⇤⇤ p < 0.01
OLS regression with standard errors clustered at the country level
Q1 - Quintile 1, Q2 - Quintile 2, OE - Overestimate, AE - Accurately estimate

To illustrate the relationship between perceived position in the national income dis-

tribution and people‘s satisfaction with their standard of living we included a question

in the survey experiment in Australia that asked people prior to the treatment ‘Are you

satisfied with your current income?’. The relationship between people‘s satisfaction with

their current income (among respondents in the poorest two quintiles in the national

income distribution) and their perceived position in the distribution is shown in Figure

7 below.
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Figure 7: Relationship between people’s satisfaction with their current income and

their perceived position in the distribution (only for respondents who are actually in

the poorest two quintiles in the distribution)

9.6 Details about survey methodology

This study randomly allocated respondents into a treatment group and a control group

which ensured that the internal validity of the experiment is robust, however the external

validity (generalisability) of the findings are dependent on the representativeness of the

surveys. The online surveys were conducted by three different survey firms (YouGov, IP-

SOS and RIWI) across the 10 countries and captured a nationally representative sample

of the internet population in each country. It is not possible to survey people through

an online platform if they don‘t have access to the internet, but this is an increasingly

small share of the population in most countries included in this study. For example,
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more than 25% of the population in India7 and Nigeria8 are estimated to have access to

the internet and the penetration rate is substantially higher in all the other countries in

our study. However it is important to note that the findings are only generalisable for

the internet population as opposed to the broader population in each country.

There was a slight variation in the sampling approach used by the firms. YouGov

(conducted survey in the United Kingdom) and IPSOS (conducted survey in Australia)

used a traditional panel survey approach whereas RIWI (conducted the surveys in the

United States, Spain, the Netherlands, India, Nigeria, South Africa, Morocco and Mex-

ico) reach the general internet population through incorrect and lapsed URLs. Both

sampling strategies are internationally respected and have been shown to provide a sam-

ple of respondents that is representative of the internet population (Comscore, 2014).

We examined how much of a difference the sampling methodology may be making by

conducting the same survey using the different approaches in Mexico. In general, the

effect of information was similar between the surveys however the level of support for

redistribution in the control group tended to be higher in the panel survey.

On average across all the countries there was an attrition rate of around 25-30% which

is similar to other survey experiments on this topic, such as Kuziemko et al (2015). In

addition, there was a slightly higher attrition rate between the treatment and control

groups that varied between 2.7 to 4.4 percentage points across countries. This is a

similar rate of differential attrition as in Kuziemko et al (2015). The attrition rate was

also higher among respondents in the countries where the surveys were conducted by

RIWI.

Data about the income distribution in each country was sourced from the World

Bank (WDI 2017, PovcalNET 2017) for the middle income countries and the OECD

for high income countries (OECD, 2017). Respondents were asked about the number of

household members as well as the household‘s total annual income. This information was
7https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/tech/internet/internet-users-in-india-expected-to-reach-

500-million-by-june-iamai/articleshow/63000198.cms
8https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-net/2017/nigeria
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used to determine their position in the per capita national income distribution. There

is a risk respondents did not provide correct information about their household‘s actual

income. In general, people who are asked to report their income, especially over longer

periods of time, often underestimate total household income (World Bank, 2014). While

this may be the case in this study, all studies that rely on reported income face this

challenge. There is no reason to believe there would be systematic differences between

treatment and control groups when it comes to under reporting of income. However it is

important to note our treatment is based upon informing people of where their reported

income would place them in the income distribution, which may not be the same as

where their actual income would place them.

9.7 Questions asked prior to the treatment

The questions below were asked prior to the treatment and are based upon a respondent

in the United States that has five household members.
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This question was adjusted for each country. In the other high income countries, respon-

dents were provided with five options (the two largest political parties in the country,

other, would note vote and don’t know). In middle income countries, respondents were

provided with four options (yes, no, would note vote, don’t know) to the question, "If a

national election were held today, would you vote for the current government?".
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This question was adjusted depending on how respondents answered to the preceding

question about the number of people in their household. The five options provided to

respondents were roughly equal to the five quintiles of the national income distribution.
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9.8 Further Robustness Checks

‘Behavioural biases’ in response to information We designed our survey experiment to

minimise the risk the findings would be effected by three broad types of ‘behavioural bi-

ases’ that can occur in response to information (these issues are most commonly discussed

in the fields of psychology and political science). Firstly, there is a risk a ‘placebo effect’

or ‘priming’ may occur whereby simply mentioning inequality could provoke a response

irrespective of the content of the treatment (Nair 2016, McCall 2017). We overcome this

concern by asking all respondents prior to the treatment about their views on the level

of inequality and their perceived position in the national income distribution. As such

all respondents were already thinking about inequality prior to the treatment being pro-

vided, which dramatically reduces the likelihood there is a ‘placebo effect’ or ‘priming’

from the treatment itself. This is the same approach as was taken by Alesina et al (2018)

who solicit all respondents‘ views about mobility in their country prior to the treatment

being provided.

Secondly, a potential risk in a survey experiment is the results are skewed due to ‘ex-

perimenter demand’ effects or ‘social desirability bias’ (Kuziemko et al, 2015) whereby

respondents provide answers they think either the experimenter would want to hear or

answers they perceive as more socially acceptable. In our study this could look like

respondents‘ pretending to be more altruistic (measured as being concerned about in-

equality in their country) than they actually are. We reduce the likelihood this is driving

our results as all respondents remained anonymous and the surveys were conducted online

so there was no direct human interaction associated with completing the survey. Fur-

thermore, there was no incentive structure that could lead respondents to believe they

could answer the survey in a way to increase their likelihood of getting to participate in

a future survey (unlike studies that use platforms like Mechanical Turk).

Thirdly, there is also some evidence of the presence of a ‘back-fire’ effect in survey

experiments whereby when people are presented with information counter to their exist-

ing view, their prior belief becomes even stronger (Nyhan and Reifer, 2010). This could
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be at play in this study if people who are provided with information that corrects their

misperceptions (eg. they think they are in the middle of the income distribution, but

they are actually near the bottom), reject the information and believe even more strongly

their prior misperceptions. We illustrate this is very unlikely to be at play because the

treatment effect is primarily driven by respondents who have prior preferences for low

levels of inequality. This is the exact opposite of what the ‘back-fire’ effect would imply

as people are responding to the treatment by becoming less concerned about the gap

between the rich and poor in their country.

Size of misperception We show that the results are driven by respondents who over-

estimated their position in the distribution by one quintile and more than one quintile

in most countries where there is an effect (see Table A9 below). This means that having

a misperception corrected appears to be causing the effect irrespective of the size of the

underlying misperception.

Table A9 - Effect of treatment on people by size of misperception of position in the distribution

(ES) (IN) (MA) (MX) (NG) (NL) (US) (ZA) (UK) (AU)
TE - 1Q - GAP -0.094⇤⇤⇤ -0.057⇤⇤ -0.019 -0.059⇤⇤ -0.070⇤⇤⇤ -0.064⇤ -0.028 -0.015 0.037 0.029

(0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.02) (0.03) (0.03) (0.02) (0.03) (0.04)
Constant 0.821 0.848 0.824 0.886 0.951 0.709 0.781 0.889 0.839 0.805

(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.03)
TE - >1Q - GAP -0.068⇤⇤ -0.038⇤ -0.058⇤ -0.030 -0.066⇤⇤⇤ -0.054 0.011 -0.066⇤⇤⇤ -0.060 0.049

(0.03) (0.02) (0.03) (0.02) (0.02) (0.04) (0.03) (0.02) (0.07) (0.05)
Constant 0.741 0.860 0.744 0.850 0.918 0.676 0.752 0.886 0.776 0.736

(0.02) (0.01) (0.02) (0.02) (0.01) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.05) (0.03)
⇤ p < 0.1, ⇤⇤ p < 0.05, ⇤⇤⇤ p < 0.01
ES - Spain, IN - India, MA - Morocco, MX - Mexico, NG - Nigeria, NL - Netherlands
US - United States, ZA - South Africa, UK - United Kingdom, AU - Australia
TE - Treatment Effect, 1Q refers to respondents who overestimated their position by one quintile
>1Q refers to respondents who overestimated their position by more than one quintile
GAP - Binary variable that takes the value of 1 if the respondent agreed or strongly agreed the gap
between the rich and poor in their country is too large

Attention paid by respondents We show the results are not skewed by respondents

who rushed through (or took long periods of time to complete) the survey and by doing

so may not have paid attention to the questions. To test this we excluded the fastest

10% and slowest 10% of respondents who participated in the survey and by doing so

focused on people who took less than 12 minutes but more than one and a half minutes

to complete the survey. The main results hold in all countries except Morocco when we
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only analyse this subset of respondents (see Table A10 below).

Table A10 - Effect of treatment on people who completed the survey in between one and half to 12 minutes

(ES) (IN) (MA) (MX) (NG) (NL) (US) (ZA)
TE - GAP -0.076⇤⇤⇤ -0.041⇤⇤ -0.024 -0.048⇤⇤ -0.067⇤⇤⇤ -0.068⇤⇤ 0.001 -0.045⇤⇤

(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.03) (0.02) (0.02)
Constant 0.792⇤⇤⇤ 0.862⇤⇤⇤ 0.785⇤⇤⇤ 0.870⇤⇤⇤ 0.923⇤⇤⇤ 0.707⇤⇤⇤ 0.764⇤⇤⇤ 0.886⇤⇤⇤

(0.02) (0.01) (0.02) (0.01) (0.01) (0.02) (0.02) (0.01)
Observations 1275 1505 1322 1396 1496 1119 1266 1344
⇤ p < 0.1, ⇤⇤ p < 0.05, ⇤⇤⇤ p < 0.01
ES - Spain, IN - India, MA - Morocco, MX - Mexico, NG - Nigeria
NL - Netherlands, US - United States, ZA - South Africa
Note - UK and Australia are excluded from this robustness check
because the time time to complete the survey was not tracked
TE - Treatment Effect
GAP - Binary variable that takes the value of 1 if the respondent agreed or strongly agreed the gap
between the rich and poor in their country is too large

Number of household members We show the results are not skewed by respondents

who live by themselves or with a large family in any country (see Table A11). As the

treatment is based on people‘s reported household income and number of household

members, we conduct this additional robustness check whereby we exclude the extreme

situation where respondents only have 1 household member or 6 or more household

members.

Table A11 - Effect of treatment on people excluding those who have 1 or 6 or more members of their household

(ES) (IN) (MA) (MX) (NG) (NL) (US) (ZA) (UK) (AU)
TE - GAP -0.085⇤⇤⇤ -0.058⇤⇤⇤ -0.045⇤ -0.054⇤⇤⇤ -0.064⇤⇤⇤ -0.058⇤⇤ -0.017 -0.050⇤⇤ 0.020 0.036

(0.02) (0.02) (0.03) (0.02) (0.02) (0.03) (0.02) (0.02) (0.03) (0.03)
Constant 0.787 0.857 0.779 0.878 0.921 0.688 0.774 0.882 0.824 0.781

(0.02) (0.01) (0.02) (0.01) (0.01) (0.02) (0.02) (0.01) (0.02) (0.02)
Observations 1391 1253 1007 1252 1058 1037 1210 1066 510 628
⇤ p < 0.1, ⇤⇤ p < 0.05, ⇤⇤⇤ p < 0.01
ES - Spain, IN - India, MA - Morocco, MX - Mexico, NG - Nigeria, NL - Netherlands
US - United States, ZA - South Africa, UK - United Kingdom, AU - Australia
TE - Treatment Effect
GAP - Binary variable that takes the value of 1 if the respondent agreed or strongly agreed the gap
between the rich and poor in their country is too large
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