
Q
uestion used to probe attitudes to inequality: 

Ask respondents to estim
ate how m

uch m
oney different occupations m

ake in 
a year.
Then also ask them

 how m
uch these occupations ought to m

ake in a year. 

O
ccupations: Doctor in general practice, O

wner of sm
all com

pany, Skilled 
worker, Unskilled worker, Executive of a large national corporation, M

em
ber 

of the federal cabinet.

M
easure of perceived and preferred levels of inequality: 

Inequality ratio = (highest paid occupation / lowest paid occupation) 

Intuitive interpretation: how
 m

any tim
es m

ore should the rich earn than the 
poor?

Functional form
: 

Dependent variable: Preferences for incom
e inequality

Independent variables: Education (years), Race, G
ender, Individual incom

e 
 

of incom
e inequality (ratio m

easure).

O
LS regression 

9
R

2 = 0.37

Source: 

G
eneral Social Survey (2000), ISSP M

odule on Social Inequality

W
hy inequality?

W
hat are preferences for inequality related to?

Next questions

M
easuring preferences for 

inequality  Trum
p

Departm
ent of G

overnm
ent, Harvard University

Incom
e Inequality: Perceptions and Preferences
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Partisanship as a predictor of preferences for incom
e inequality

Partisanship is one of the strongest 
, stable political traits. In 

addition the 
t divide is, at least theoretically, about questions of (re)

distribution. W
e would thus expect that the respondents partisanship predicts 

preferences for inequality, with conservatives preferring higher inequality than 
liberals.

The 
t for partisanship, m

easured on a 
 scale, is 0.44 (0.28 s.e.). 

It appears that, by this particular m
easure, incom

e inequality is not a politicized 
topic.

R
espondents incom

e as a predictor of preferences for incom
e 

inequality

Econom
ic self

terest is a plausible candidate for 
 not only 

 
preferences for baseline inequality (high incom

e earners have m
otivation to 

believe their earnings are justly high, while low incom
e earners have m

otivation 
to believe their earnings are unjustly low).

 The ef
opposite direction to the prediction.  

Personal incom
e does not signi

antly predict preferences for incom
e inequality.

Perceptions of incom
e inequality as a predictor of preferences for 

incom
e inequality

System
 just

cation theory argues that hum
ans have a need to view the world as 

 According 
to this perspective, hum

ans tend to think of existing social arrangem
ents as just 

and even desirable. (Jost et al., 2004)

Perceptions of inequality, by this logic, ought to predict acceptance of the 
perceived inequality, exhibited by preferring higher inequality in a hypothetical 
ideal world.

 The ef
 

direction.

 
 

in particular, it does not explain why all 

Perceptions of inequality strongly predict preferences for incom
e inequality. 

W
hat explains the high correlation betw

een perceptions and 
preferences? 

around them
. (As an alternative explanation, selective attention and 

m
edia polarization predict that people see what they want to see.) 

Explore the existence of a causal connection between perceptions and 
y. Do preferences for 

incom
e inequality change depending on whether people inhabit m

ore 
and less equal environm

ents?

conditions? Not everyone is happy with the (perceived) status quo all 

 
system

 just
cation tendencies? 

Experim
ental idea: 

ff structures range in term
s of 

inequality of outcom
es. 

After the gam
e has been played, ask the subject to evaluate

 the gam
e 

ff 
structure. 

W
hat types of m

oderating conditions could be tried in the laboratory 
environm

ent? 

W
hy is there so little correlation betw

een preferences for 
inequality and partisan identity (and, by extension, vote 
choice)? 

y, strongly connected to redistributive 
questions. W

hy do som
e redistributive questions strongly predict vote 

choice (governm
ent should increase welfare paym

ents) and others not at 
all (preferences for incom

e inequality)? 

Find out how people think about inequality. Is inequality particularly 
 system

ic
 

think of earned incom
e as som

ething natural/fair/inevitable, and only 
m

ake it a political issue when it is explicitly fram
ed as such by political 

actors? This possibility could explain why som
e questions m

atter a lot 
and others do not. 

Im
portant to control for trust in governm

ent, which is an alternative 
explanation for why inequality preferences do not affect vote choice.

d 
before it has an im

pact on vote choice?

Econom
ic inequality in the U

nited States 

Econom
ic inequality in the United States has increased m

arkedly in the last 40 
years, prim

arily due to the increasing incom
es of the very rich. 

After the last recession (which ended in 2009), corporate pro
s have recovered 

but average incom
es have stagnated. Average hourly earnings today are no 

higher than they were 30 years ago, while top incom
es have reached a near

record high. (Source: Business Insider)

W
hat are the political im

plications of these changes? Does the public perceive 
the increases in incom

e inequality, and if so, do they react to it? W
hat levels of 

incom
e inequality do Am

ericans prefer (in an ideal world), and do they base their 
vote decisions on these preferences?

This project looks at the determ
inants and consequences of public opinion on 

incom
e inequality. 


