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Social mobility and the American dream

▶ Central feature of American Dream: aspiration that children have a higher
standard of living than their parents (Samuel 2012)
▶ When asked to assess economic progress, children often compare their

earnings to their parents (Goldthorpe 1987, Hoschschild 2016)
▶ Obama in 2014 stated that people’s frustration is partly rooted ”in the fear

that their kids won’t be better off than they were”
▶ Longstanding interest in measuring absolute mobility: fraction of children who

have a higher standard of living than their parents
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Source: Chetty et al. (2017)
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Source: Chetty et al. (2017)
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Source: Chetty et al. (2017)
▶ Mean number of children that earn more than their parents is steadily falling over time
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Source: Chetty et al. (2017)
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Source: Chetty et al. (2017)
7 / 65



Source: Chetty et al. (2017)
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Source: Chetty et al. (2014)
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Source: Chetty et al. (2014)
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Source: Chetty et al. (2014)
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Source: Chetty et al. (2014)
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Source: Chetty et al. (2014)
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Source: Chetty et al. (2014)
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Source: Chetty et al. (2014)
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Source: Chetty et al. (2020)
16 / 65



Source: Chetty et al. (2014)
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Source: Chetty et al. (2014)
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Source: Chetty et al. (2014)
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Source: Chetty et al. (2014)
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Source: Chetty et al. (2020)
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Source: Chetty et al. (2020)
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Source: Chetty et al. (2020)
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Source: Chetty et al. (2020)
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Preferences for redistribution in individual utility functions
▶ Standard max. problem

max
ci ,G

U(ci , G)

s.t. ci = (1 − t)yi

s.t. G = t
N∑

i=1
yi

▶ Assume U(ci , G) = ci + log(G)

max
t

U(t) = (1 − t)yi + log(t
N∑

i=1
yi) (1)

▶ With FOC ∂U(t)
∂t = −yi + 1

t = 0 → t∗ = 1
yi
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Preferences for redistribution in individual utility functions

▶ Lessons:
▶ Richer individuals desire lower tax rate than poorer individuals
▶ Individuals with equal income always desire the same tax rate

▶ Limitations:
▶ What if relative preference for public good vs. private consumption (i.e.,

curvature of U) is individual-specific?
▶ Possible that preferred tax rate is not a monotonically decreasing function of

income

28 / 65



Preferences for redistribution in individual utility functions

▶ For example, consider one individual with preferences
U1(c1, G) = 1

2c1 + log(G) and one individual with preferences
U2(ci , G) = c2 + log(G)
▶ If y1 = y2, Individual 1 desires a tax rate which is double as large as the one

desired by individual 2
▶ If y2 < y1 < 2y2, individual 2 desires a lower tax rate than individual 1 despite

having lower income
▶ In turn, understanding how individuals form their preferences for redistribution

is relevant both from a normative perspective (e.g., optimal taxation theory)
and from a positive perspective (political economy)
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Intergenerational mobility and preferences for redistribution
(Alesina, Stantcheva, Teso – 2018, AER)
(Stereo)typically documented views of Americans and Continental europeans

▶ Americans:
▶ Econ system mostly ”fair” (American dream)
▶ Wealth is reward for ability and effort
▶ Poverty due to inability to take adv. of opportunities
▶ Effort pays off

▶ Continental europeans:
▶ Econ system basically unfair
▶ Wealth due to family history, connections, sticky classes
▶ Poverty due to bad luck, society’s inability to help the needy
▶ Effort may payoff
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Intergenerational mobility and preferences for redistribution
(Alesina, Stantcheva, Teso – 2018, AER)
Introduction

▶ 70% of Americans versus 35% of Europeans believe you can climb social
ladder if you work hard (WVS)

▶ However, intergenerational mobility not systematically higher in the US
(Chetty et al. 2014)

▶ Alesina, Stantcheva, and Teso provide new evidence conducting online RCT
on representative samples in the US, UK, France, Italy, and Sweden
▶ Do people have realistic views about intergenerational mobility?
▶ What are people views on fairness such as the role of effort vs. luck?
▶ Link between perceived intergenerational mobility and preferred redistribution

policies
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Intergenerational mobility and preferences for redistribution
(Alesina, Stantcheva, Teso – 2018, AER)
Survey structure

▶ Background
▶ Socio-economic questions, own social mobility experience, political experience

▶ Fairness of the economy
▶ Randomized information experiment (provide some individuals correct info on

social mobility)
▶ Perceptions of intergenerational mobility in own county
▶ Policy preferences

▶ Public intervention, support for equality of opportunity, income tax, estate
tax, budget

▶ Role and capacity of government
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Intergenerational mobility and preferences for redistribution
(Alesina, Stantcheva, Teso – 2018, AER)
Fairness of the economy
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Intergenerational mobility and preferences for redistribution
(Alesina, Stantcheva, Teso – 2018, AER)
Eliciting beliefs on upward mobility
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Intergenerational mobility and preferences for redistribution
(Alesina, Stantcheva, Teso – 2018, AER)
Beliefs on intergenerational mobility
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Intergenerational mobility and preferences for redistribution
(Alesina, Stantcheva, Teso – 2018, AER)
Pessimism and tax rates
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Intergenerational mobility and preferences for redistribution
(Alesina, Stantcheva, Teso – 2018, AER)
Pessimism and tax rates
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Intergenerational mobility and preferences for redistribution
(Alesina, Stantcheva, Teso – 2018, AER)
Is the relationship between pessimism and tax preferences causal?

▶ Aim to estimate

TaxPreferencesi = α + βPessimismi + ui

▶ Empirical challenge: E (ui |Pessimismi) ̸= 0
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Intergenerational mobility and preferences for redistribution
(Alesina, Stantcheva, Teso – 2018, AER)
Pessimism by background characteristics (US)
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Intergenerational mobility and preferences for redistribution
(Alesina, Stantcheva, Teso – 2018, AER)
Randomized experiment

▶ Solution: randomized controlled trial. Affect the perception about social
mobility for a randomly selected group of respondents

▶ Treatment must satisfy:
▶ Monotonicity (increase pessimism of all treated individuals. Their starting

degree of pessimism should not matter)
▶ Need to be the same across country
▶ Do not allude to any policy or government at all
▶ Accurate

Notice: providing the exact probability of staying in bottom quintile/moving to the
top quintile would violate these conditions
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Intergenerational mobility and preferences for redistribution
(Alesina, Stantcheva, Teso – 2018, AER)
Randomized treatment
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Intergenerational mobility and preferences for redistribution
(Alesina, Stantcheva, Teso – 2018, AER)
Results (First stage)

▶ Does the treatment succeeds in increasing pessimism?
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Intergenerational mobility and preferences for redistribution
(Alesina, Stantcheva, Teso – 2018, AER)
Main results (Treatment effect)

▶ Pessimistic perceptions on social mobility affect preferences for redistribution
(only for left-wing voters)
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Immigration and Redistribution (Alesina, Miano, Stantcheva –
2023, RESTUD)
Introduction

▶ Research questions
(1) To what extent people misperceive immigration?
(2) What is the link between immigration and redistribution?

▶ Methodology
▶ Online survey in France, Germany, Italy, Sweden, UK, and US
▶ Four randomized treatments
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Immigration and Redistribution (Alesina, Miano, Stantcheva –
2023, RESTUD)
Survey structure

▶ Background
▶ Treatments about immigration

▶ T1: Number of migrants
▶ T2: Origin of migrants
▶ T3: Anecdotes about hard work of migrants

▶ Perceptions about migration and preferences on immigration policy
▶ Preferences on redistribution and role of government
▶ T4: Order in which questions on migration and questions on redistribution are

asked
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Immigration and Redistribution (Alesina, Miano, Stantcheva –
2022, RESTUD)
Treatments

▶ Treatment 1: Link
▶ Treatment 2: Link
▶ Treatment 3: Link
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2bVzfv0a-fE
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Immigration and Redistribution (Alesina, Miano, Stantcheva –
2022, RESTUD)
Results – Treatment effects on support for redistribution
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Immigration and Redistribution (Alesina, Miano, Stantcheva –
2022, RESTUD)
Results – Treatment effects on perceptions about migration
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Immigration and Redistribution (Alesina, Miano, Stantcheva –
2022, RESTUD)
Treatment effects on support for immigration
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Richer (and holier) than thou? The effect of relative income
improvements on demand for redistribution (Karadja,
Mollerstrom, Seim – 2017, RESTAT)

▶ Karadja, Mollerstrom, Seim (2017) study whether individuals are well
informed about their rank in the income distribution and whether receiving an
information treatment that gives exact information about the ranking affects
individual preferences for redistribution

▶ Survey conducted on a sample of ≈ 1, 000 individuals representative of the
SE population
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Richer (and holier) than thou? The effect of relative income
improvements on demand for redistribution (Karadja,
Mollerstrom, Seim – 2017, RESTAT)

▶ Some individuals believe that they earn more than they do; other individuals
believe to earn less than they do. On average, respondents are correct about
their (absolute) income

▶ Many individuals believe that they are relatively poorer than they actually are;
very few individuals believe to be relatively richer than they actually are. On
average, respondents are pessimistic about their (relative) income
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Richer (and holier) than thou? The effect of relative income
improvements on demand for redistribution (Karadja,
Mollerstrom, Seim – 2017, RESTAT)
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