



It appears that, by this particular measure, income inequality is not a politicized
topic.

The FRHIÀFLHQt for partisanship, measured on a  scale, is 0.44 (0.28 s.e.).
7KHFRHIÀFLHQWLVLQVLJQLÀFDQWDQGLQWKHRSSRVLWHGLUHFWLRQWRWKHSUHGLFWLRQ

Partisanship is one of the strongest LQGLYLGXDOOHYHO, stable political traits. In
addition the OHIWULJKt divide is, at least theoretically, about questions of (re)
distribution. We would thus expect that the respondent s partisanship predicts
preferences for inequality, with conservatives preferring higher inequality than
liberals.

Partisanship as a predictor of preferences for income inequality



Economic selfLQterest is a plausible candidate for LQÁXHQFLQJ not only
SUHIHUHQFHVIRUUHGLVWULEXWLRQ 0HOW]HU5LFKDUGPRGHO EXWDOVRIRULQÁXHQFLQJ
preferences for baseline inequality (high income earners have motivation to
believe their earnings are justly high, while low income earners have motivation
to believe their earnings are unjustly low).

Respondent s income as a predictor of preferences for income
inequality



7KHFRHIÀFLHQWIRUSHUVRQDOLQFRPHPHDVXUHGLQLQFRPHEUDFNHWVLQWKH
*66LV VH  The efIHFWLVLQVLJQLÀFDQWDQGRQFHDJDLQLQWKH
opposite direction to the prediction.
Personal income does not signiÀFantly predict preferences for income inequality.





Perceptions of income inequality as a predictor of preferences for
income inequality



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

System justLÀcation theory argues that humans have a need to view the world as
DMXVWSODFHLQRUGHUWRPDLQWDLQDVHQVHRIFRQWURODQGVHOIPRWLYDWH According
to this perspective, humans tend to think of existing social arrangements as just
and even desirable. (Jost et al., 2004)



1RWHWKDWWKHFRHIÀFLHQWLVEHORZRQHDQGRQDYHUDJHUHVSRQGHQWVVWLOOSUHIHU
OHVVLQHTXDOLW\WKDQWKH\SHUFHLYH,QRWKHUZRUGVV\VWHPMXVWLÀFDWLRQKDVOLPLWV
in particular, it does not explain why all WKHSHUFHLYHGLQHTXDOLW\LVQRWMXVWLÀHG

7KHFRHIÀFLHQWIRUSHUFHSWLRQVPHDVXUHGRQWKHVDPHUDWLRVFDOHDV
SUHIHUHQFHVLV VH  The efIHFWLVVLJQLÀFDQWLQWKHH[SHFWHG
direction.



Perceptions of inequality strongly predict preferences for income inequality.
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What are preferences for inequality related to?

Income Inequality: Perceptions and Preferences
.ULV6WHOOD Trump
Department of Government, Harvard University

Why inequality?

This project looks at the determinants and consequences of public opinion on
income inequality.

What are the political implications of these changes? Does the public perceive
the increases in income inequality, and if so, do they react to it? What levels of
income inequality do Americans prefer (in an ideal world), and do they base their
vote decisions on these preferences?

After the last recession (which ended in 2009), corporate proÀWs have recovered
but average incomes have stagnated. Average hourly earnings today are no
higher than they were 30 years ago, while top incomes have reached a near
record high. (Source: Business Insider)

Economic inequality in the United States has increased markedly in the last 40
years, primarily due to the increasing incomes of the very rich.

Economic inequality in the United States








Measuring preferences for
inequality

Occupations: Doctor in general practice, Owner of small company, Skilled
worker, Unskilled worker, Executive of a large national corporation, Member
of the federal cabinet.

Ask respondents to estimate how much money different occupations make in
a year.
Then also ask them how much these occupations ought to make in a year.

Question used to probe attitudes to inequality:





Measure of perceived and preferred levels of inequality:
Inequality ratio = (highest paid occupation / lowest paid occupation)
Intuitive interpretation: how many times more should the rich earn than the
poor?

Functional form:
Dependent variable: Preferences for income inequality
Independent variables: Education (years), Race, Gender, Individual income
EUDFNHW DVGHÀQHGLQ*66 3DUWLVDQLGHQWLÀFDWLRQ SRLQWVFDOH 3HUFHSWLRQ
of income inequality (ratio measure).
OLS regression
1 9
R2 = 0.37
*UDSKHGZLWKFRQÀGHQFHLQWHUYDOV

Source:
General Social Survey (2000), ISSP Module on Social Inequality
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Next questions

What explains the high correlation between perceptions and
preferences?



Explore the existence of a causal connection between perceptions and
SUHIHUHQFHVE\WHVWLQJV\VWHPMXVWLÀFDWLRQWKHRUy. Do preferences for
income inequality change depending on whether people inhabit more
and less equal environments?

6\VWHPMXVWLÀFDWLRQWKHRU\SUHGLFWVWKDWSHRSOHMXVWLI\WKHZRUOGWKH\VHH
around them. (As an alternative explanation, selective attention and
media polarization predict that people see what they want to see.)



,IV\VWHPMXVWLÀFDWLRQSURFHVVHVDUHLGHQWLÀHGDUHWKHUHPRGHUDWLQJ
conditions? Not everyone is happy with the (perceived) status quo all
WKHWLPHLQIDFWSHRSOHGRWHQGWRSUHIHUOHVVLQHTXDOLW\WKDQWKH\
SHUFHLYH:KDWDUHWKH SROLWLFDO IDFWRUVWKDWOLPLWWKHLQÁXHQFHRI
system justLÀcation tendencies?

Experimental idea:

/HWVXEMHFWVSOD\JDPHVZKHUHSD\Rff structures range in terms of
inequality of outcomes.

After the game has been played, ask the subject to evaluate the game
RQVHYHUDOGLPHQVLRQVRQHRIZKLFKZLOOEHWKHIDLUQHVVRIWKHSD\Rff
structure.

What types of moderating conditions could be tried in the laboratory
environment?

Why is there so little correlation between preferences for
inequality and partisan identity (and, by extension, vote
choice)?



Important to control for trust in government, which is an alternative
explanation for why inequality preferences do not affect vote choice.

Find out how people think about inequality. Is inequality particularly
GLIÀFXOWWRWKLQNDERXWLQ systemic WHUPVLHGRSHRSOHLQVWLQFWLYHO\
think of earned income as something natural/fair/inevitable, and only
make it a political issue when it is explicitly framed as such by political
actors? This possibility could explain why some questions matter a lot
and others do not.

7KHOHIWULJKWGLYLGHLVLQWKHRUy, strongly connected to redistributive
questions. Why do some redistributive questions strongly predict vote
choice (government should increase welfare payments) and others not at
all (preferences for income inequality)?



+RZFRXOG,WHVWWKHLGHDWKDWLQHTXDOLW\QHHGVWREHVSHFLÀFDOO\SROLWLFL]Hd
before it has an impact on vote choice?

