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Abstract
The public’s reaction to rising inequality has perplexed many. Some
commentators find it surprisingly muted and ponder why support for
redistributive policies has not increased. Following Donald Trump’s election and
Brexit, others worry that the public’s reaction is forceful, but misguided.
According to the latter account, immigrants and racial minorities have become
easy scapegoats for voters left behind by globalization and technological change.
Fair Enough? seeks to advance our understanding of this multifaceted response
to rising inequality. It develops and tests a simple framework for studying mass
attitudes toward redistributive social policies. A central claim is that the latter are
shaped by at least two motives: material self-interest and fairness reasoning. On
the one hand, people support (oppose) policies that, if implemented, would
increase (decrease) their own expected income. On the other hand, people also
support (oppose) policies that, if implemented, would move the status quo closer
to (further from) what is prescribed by shared norms of fairness. Whether an
outcome is perceived as fair depends on how well it fits the norms of reciprocity
and proportionality. The reciprocity norm applies to institutionalized social
solidarity, i.e. policies that cover high-risk individuals irrespective of past
contributions, and requires that cooperative behavior be rewarded more than
uncooperative behavior (i.e. free riding). The proportionality norm applies to the
marketplace and pre-distribution policies and prescribes that rewards be
proportional to effort.
Because people hold different empirical beliefs regarding the fairness of the
iii

status quo, they also disagree over which policies to support or oppose. Only when
policies are high stakes will individuals consider the benefits of deviating from
saying what is fair and express a self-serving policy position instead. Given that
beliefs about the fairness of the status quo are often disconnected from an
individual’s own position in the income distribution, fairness reasoning only
incidentally produces the types of policy preferences political political economists
and commentators might otherwise expect, e.g. higher support for redistribution
among economically insecure voters, or higher support for cuts in taxes and social
spending among high-income voters.
Contextual factors affect how material self-interest and fairness reasoning
combine to affect policy preferences. Fair Enough focuses on three factors: social
policy design, supply-side dynamics (e.g. elite discourse), and public finance. The
resulting framework helps explain puzzling facts including high levels of attitudinal
stability in most post-industrial democracies, a decline in support for
redistribution in Great Britain and a decline in the income-gradient structuring
support for redistribution in the United States.
Should we expect an increase in support for redistribution in reaction to a rise
in income inequality? The book identifies several factors explaining the absence of
a thermostatic reaction from the public. One factor is fairness reasoning itself. It
introduces a disconnect between economic conditions and policy preferences. Part
of the disconnect stems from the existence of stable beliefs regarding the fairness of
the status quo. Furthermore, in the aggregate, fairness beliefs are more likely to be
enablers of higher income inequality than to be shaped by it. Another factor is the
structure of political competition, which, combined with fiscal stress and ethnic
diversity, contributes to the erosion of support for key redistributive features of the
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welfare state.
Fair Enough? is based on doctoral work that has received the 2016 Mancur
Olson Prize for Best Dissertation in Political Economy, awarded by the APSA
Political Economy Section. The award committee emphasized its pioneering
contribution ”to our understanding of heterogeneity in public responses to the
objective increase in inequality, a major policy and political issue of our time.”
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Demand for Redistribution in the Age of
Inequality

The sharp rise in income and wealth inequality is described by many as the defining
problems of our times. This issue has repeatedly topped the World Economic Forum’s survey on global risk perceptions and the International Monetary Fund has
made tackling inequality one of its main priorities. “Excessive inequality,” experts
lament ,“can erode social cohesion, lead to political polarization, and ultimately
lower economic growth” (IMF, 2017). But consensus over the diagnosis of the problem has not translated into agreement over what to do about it. Among the reasons
is the uneasy realization that solutions to the problem might involve re-writing the
rules of globalized capitalism,1 something few political and economic leaders are
currently willing to consider. Relatedly, political and economic elites fear that any
1
Indeed, factors connected to the rise in economic inequality are inextricably tied to capitalism as we currently know it. For example, the increase in labor income inequality has been tied
to technological and organizational innovations induced by market competition on a global scale
(Brynjolfsson and McAfee, 2014; Card, Heining and Kline, 2013; Karabarbounis and Neiman, 2014).
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corrective action could undermine already low levels of economic growth. How do
we get out of this impasse?
According to Scheidel (2018), the options are limited: only violent events —
specifically mass warfare, violent revolutions, state collapse and catastrophic plagues—
significantly lessen inequality. Given the decrease in violence characteristic of the
post-war period, high levels of economic inequality, he concludes, are here to stay.
Yet Scheidel overlooks another feature of the postwar period, namely the spread
and deepening of democratic institutions. Assuming voters welcome and even demand radical solutions to rising inequality, political systems today should be better
equipped to respond to this demand and tackle, even if imperfectly, high levels of
income inequality.
Much ink has been spilled on the second part of this more optimistic outlook,
i.e. the claim that stable democracies are responsive to changes in mass attitudes.
While some studies find evidence of a responsive democratic system (Brooks and
Manza, 2008; Ansolabehere and Snyder, 2008; Caughey and Warshaw, 2016), others
describe stable democracies as “plutocratic” and thus unlikely to translate mass
policy preferences into egalitarian policies (Hacker and Pierson, 2011; Jacobs and
Skocpol, 2005; Gilens, 2012). This book shifts the emphasis from the second to
the first part of the original statement, i.e. the assumption that, separate from the
political system’s capacity to translate mass preferences into policy, there is a high
and growing demand for egalitarian and disruptive solutions to rising inequality.
The expectation that public opinion can act as a countervailing force to rising
inequality is widely shared. Most academic studies on inequality and the politics of
redistribution use this expectation as a starting point for their inquiry. Researchers
expect people’s policy preferences to reflect their material interest. If true, then differences in support for redistributive social policies should be rooted in differences
in how much people materially benefit from income redistribution. As resources
concentrate in the hands of a minority, it becomes increasingly advantageous for
the poorer majority to redistribute income by taxing the richer minority to fund
transfers and public goods (Meltzer and Richard, 1981). As a result, support for
income redistribution is expected to increase as inequality increases. Such increase
should be especially large among people at the bottom of the income ladder who
have the most to gain from progressive taxation and redistributive spending. Pundits and commentators also expect demand for income and wealth redistribution to
2

increase in the face of a sharp rise in inequality, though the motive they impute
to voters is rarely well-understood material self-interest. Left-leaning pundits point
to voters’ moral outrage in the face of “unfair” income differences
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while right-

leaning commentators tie growing support for income redistribution to envy and
resentment.3
Yet, in spite of these strong expectations, there is little evidence that, whether
due to self-interest, moral outrage or envy, greater wealth and income inequality
is partially offset by higher demand for egalitarian policy responses. As described
in more detail below, the overall pattern is one of striking long-term stability. In
the two countries with a sharp rise in income inequality, any evidence of attitudinal
change goes against common expectations. In Great Britain, aggregate support for
redistribution has decreased. In the United States, income has become less informative of who supports income redistribution and who opposes it. How can these
contradictory empirical patterns be reconciled with reasonable assumptions about
the determinants of redistributive preferences? What can we conclude regarding
mass attitudes’ role as a countervailing force to rising inequality?
Answering the first question occupies Part 1 of the book. Mass attitudes toward
redistributive social policies, I argue, are shaped by at least two motives: material
self-interest and fairness reasoning. On the one hand, people support (oppose)
policies that, if implemented, would increase (decrease) their own expected income.
On the other hand, people also support (oppose) policies that, if implemented, would
move the status quo closer to (further from) what is prescribed by shared norms of
fairness. Combined and studied in context (more on this below), these two motives
help explain the mismatch between expectations and the existing evidence.
Part 2 of the book focuses on the second question, i.e. whether or not to expect
an increase in support for redistribution in response to a rise in income inequality.
Fairness reasoning, I show, introduces a disconnect between economic conditions
and policy preferences. Part of the disconnect stems from the existence of stable
beliefs regarding the fairness of the status quo. Furthermore, in the aggregate, fairness beliefs are more likely to be enablers of higher income inequality than to be
2

“Sorry Washington Post, Bernie Sanders Is Right About Economic Inequality” by John Nichols,
in The Nation, July 2, 2019.
3

“Income Inequality and Bullsh*t” by William Irwin, in Psychology Today, November 15, 2015.
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shaped by it. In Part 2, I also discuss how factors such as the structure of political
competition, fiscal stress, and to a lesser extent ethnic diversity, combine to erode
support for key redistributive features of the welfare state. The evidence provided
in this book ultimately echoes Scheidel’s pessimistic conclusion: addressing income
inequality requires more than a well-functioning democracy responsive to voters’
preferences.
In this introductory chapter, I first present stylized facts regarding expected and
observed trends in mass attitudes toward redistributive social policies. I then lay
out the book’s main argument, weighing it against existing research on the dynamics
of redistributive preferences. The chapter concludes with a short discussion of the
book’s methodology of inquiry.

The Dynamics of Support for Redistribution: Expectations and
Evidence
How does people’s reasoning about redistributive policies change in times of growing inequality? As previously mentioned, a common expectation among political
economists is that greater economic inequality will be partially offset by higher demand for policies that help redistribute from those who have more to those who
have less (Meltzer and Richard, 1981). Figure 1.1 captures the basic intuition. In
this set up, redistribution takes the form of a flat tax and a lump sum transfer. In
all three scenarios, income is unequally distributed: the top two quintiles’ share of
income is larger than their share of the population and the converse is true for the
bottom two quintiles. In scenario A, the tax rate is set so that taxes paid by people
in the third decide are equal to the transfer they receive. People in the bottom two
quintiles would prefer a higher tax rate: indeed, whatever additional amount they
might pay in taxes, it would be less than the additional amount received in transfers. The opposite reasoning applies to people in the top two quintiles: they would
prefer a decrease in taxes given that, whatever amount they lose in transfers, they
gain in terms of cuts to their tax bill. In a majoritarian democracy, people in the
third quintile represent the pivotal voting block: because a different tax rate would
hurt them financially, they have no reason to join the rich or the poor in voting for
a lower or higher tax rate. Imagine that inequality increases (scenario B). Now the
4

third quintile also stands to benefit from a tax increase. Their preferred tax rate
increases up to the point where they cannot benefit any more from redistribution,
i.e what they pay in taxes is equal to what they get in benefits. Given the new level
of inequality, this tax rate is 100% (panel C).4
Figure 1.1: Inequality and Redistribution: Stylized Approach (Meltzer and Richard
1981)
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Each block represents an income quintile. The tax rate is the same for each quintile, the revenue
generated is divided equally across quintiles.

In this simple set-up, the extent to which someone stands to benefit from redistribution is captured by the difference between their market income and the maximum
lump sum transfer possible, itself equal to the average market income. The larger
the difference between the median income and the average income, the larger the
4

Assuming disincentive effects from taxation, the preferred tax rate will be lower than 100%.
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share of the population that stands to benefit from redistribution. In other words,
how many people (extensive margin) and the extent to which people (intensive
margin) stand to benefit from redistribution increase as the share of market income
captured by the top increases. Consequently, assuming voters are self-interested
income maximizers, rational, and fully-informed about the level of inequality and
the effects of redistribution on their disposable income, support for a high tax rate
that redistributes income from the very rich to the rest of the population should
increase as top-heavy inequality increases.
This toy model captures people’s preferred tax rate in a highly simplified institutional context. To see how well this model performs when brought to the data, I first
need to identify the real-world functional equivalent of such stylized preferences.
Measuring Support for Redistribution: Common Practices
In this model, voters’ preferred tax rate, a continuous parameter bounded between 0
(no income is taxed and redistributed) and 1 (all income is taxed and redistributed),
is most often described as either preferences over the “size of the government” (see
Meltzer and Richard (1981)) or “demand for redistribution” (see Alt and Iversen
(2017)), with the latter interpretation being most common in the literature. A common approach in the literature is to pick a survey item that best captures policy
preferences as conceptualized in the model sketched above. One survey item, identified in this book as “the traditional redistribution item,” has become ubiquitous
in that role. It asks respondents whether they agree with a version of the following statement: “the government should redistribute income from the better-off to
those who are least well-off.” This survey item is also one of the few items that have
been asked repeatedly over time in cross-national surveys. As often happens when
researchers are constrained by past data collection decisions, this measurement tool
has shaped how researchers conceptualize the dependent variable: support for redistribution is now most commonly defined as agreement with the policy principle
that governments should redistribute income from the haves to the have nots.
In practice, redistribution occurs through a bundle of heterogeneous policies that
affect individuals’ material conditions by taking (e.g. through income or payroll
taxes) or not taking (e.g. tax credits) on the one hand and giving (e.g. in-cash
or in-kind benefits) or not giving (e.g. benefit conditionality) on the other. Under

6

that definition, understanding mass support for redistribution implies understanding
how people answer not only the traditional redistribution question but also questions
such as:
• How much should the government redistribute from the rich to the poor?
• Should the government financially support those who cannot provide a decent
living for themselves? How generous should this support be and who should
pay for it?
• Should health care be the same for all irrespective of income or is a residual
system providing basic services enough?
• Are taxes too progressive? Not progressive enough?
• Can tax cuts come at the expense of social services? If so, should services that
benefit the worse off be protected from such cuts?
• Are social programs and the taxes that fund them too large? not large enough?
A common approach in the literature is to look for (and usually find) a latent
variable that shapes answers to most if not all of the questions listed above. This
latent dimension is most often described as capturing left-right preferences on “economic issues,” “redistributive issues” or “government involvement in the economy”
(Ansolabehere, Rodden and Snyder, 2008).5 Empirically, answers to the traditional
redistribution item are very well predicted by one’s position on this latent left-right
economic dimension (see Figure 1.2). As a result, the two measurement strategies
(the traditional item and the multi-item latent dimension) are often assumed to
capture the same thing, i.e. the extent to which people are inclined to support
policies designed to take from those who have more to help those who have less,
which Alesina and Giuliano describe as one of “the most important dividing line[s]
(…)” in democratic politics (Alesina and Giuliano, 2011, 94). Throughout the book,
I alternate between the multiple items and single item approach (see Figure 1.2).
For expository purposes, in the remainder of this introductory chapter I focus on
the more straightforward single item approach.
5
Ansolabehere, Rodden and Snyder (2008) argue that this latent dimension can be measured “by
averaging a large number of multiple survey items, which “eliminates a large amount of measurement
error and reveals issue preferences that are well structured and stable.”
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Figure 1.2: Demand for Redistribution: Concept and Measurement Strategies
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Based on the model sketched in Figure 1.1, aggregate support for income redistribution should increase as income inequality increases, starting with the bottom
half of the income distribution. Empirically, this implies an increase in the share
of individuals who agree with the statement provided by the traditional redistribution item. Over time, we can also expect attitudinal differences between the top
and the bottom of the income distribution to also increase. But before examining
these conjectures, I still need to document the rise in income inequality and identify the countries most likely to experience the predicted changes in support for
redistribution.
The Age of Inequality
Rising economic inequality is by now a well-known phenomenon and its origins the
object of much research. The rise started in the 1970s, a decade marked by the
end of the post-war economic boom and by a crisis of profitability, investment,
and productivity, as well as stagflation. The policies adopted to address the crisis
restored profits and crushed inflation while also contributing to rising economic
8

inequality.
These developments have affected some countries more than others. Figure 1.3
plots overtime changes in market income inequality using the ratio of average to
median gross income (equivalized) as the main summary statistic. An increase in
the mean-to-median ratio indicates a growing gap between the average income and
the median income and consequently, an increase in the share of the population
that stands to benefit from more income redistribution. The figure on the left plots
this ratio for all the countries examined with some detail in this book, namely the
United States, Great Britain, France and Germany (more on this choice of countries
below). The figure on the right plots the same ratio for a mix of countries for which
similar data is available. The increase in income inequality is most striking in the
United States and Great Britain. While positive, the rate of increase in Germany
is comparatively lower. France is an outlier: over the period, the ratio of average to
median income is mostly stable. Overall, most countries (another exception is the
Netherlands) are experiencing some increase in market income inequality.
The ratio of average to median income obscures what is happening at the two ends
of the income distribution. Figure 1.4 shifts the emphasis to the top and bottom
deciles: it plots the average income (market income and public pensions) in the top
decile divided by the average income in the second decile (P10 to P20). I focus on
the second decile to address concerns that the first decile (P0 to P10) might consist
of a very disparate group of individuals. As shown on the left-hand side, the United
States is a clear outlier: today, the average income in the top decile is 30 times
that of the average income in the second decile, more than doubling since the early
1980s. In that regard, the evolution in Great Britain is far less dramatic, with the
ratio increasing by “only” 100%. There is also a noticeable reversal starting with
the onset of the Great Recession. The figure on the right-hand side plots trends in
France and Germany, as well as in three Scandinavian countries (notice the change in
the y-axis). While most countries are experiencing an increase in income inequality,
this increase is among the largest in Germany, with France as the stable outlier.
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Figure 1.3: Trends in Market Income Inequality (Ratio of Mean to Median Income)
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Plots the ratio of mean to median market income. This definition of income only includes
private pensions, not public pensions.
Data from UNU-WIDER, World Income Inequality Database (WIID). https://www.wider.unu.edu

The Dynamics of Support for Redistribution: Evidence
In light of these trends, the United States and Great Britain are ideal candidates
for testing the framework sketched in Figure 1.1. Do we observe the expected increase in mass support for redistribution? Have the preferences of the rich and the
poor diverged over time, especially so in the U.S.? To answer these questions, I
turn to the British Social Attitude Survey and the American General Social Survey.
These surveys have repeatedly asked respondents a version of the traditional redistribution question. As shown in the top panel of Figure 1.5, in the United States,
the overall pattern is one of striking stability: despite a sharp growth in income
inequality since the 1970s, support for redistribution has remained very stable. In
Great Britain (bottom panel), and against all expectations, evidence points to a
decline in support for redistribution (Grasso et al., 2019; Georgiadis and Manning,
2012). More generally, as shown in Figure 1.6, attitudinal stability is not specific
10
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Figure 1.4: Comparing the Mean Market Incomes of the Rich and the Poor
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Plots the ratio of average market income in the top decile to average market income in the
second decile.
Data from the World Inequality Database, https://wid.world/data/. This definition of market
income includes all pensions, thus allowing to consider income inequality beyond the working
age population. Excluding pensions returns a roughly similar picture, with one exception: the
increase in ”pure” market income inequality in Great Britain is steeper (Atkinson, 2008).

to the United States and appears to be the norm in most European countries. One
exception is Germany, where support for income redistribution has gone up at the
same time as income inequality has increased.
As the rich (poor) increasingly stand to lose (win) from redistribution, is there
any evidence of diverging attitudinal trends on each end of the income distribution?
In other words, even if aggregate trends do no align with expectations, is there any
evidence that group-specific trends do? Figure 1.7 plots the share of respondents
in the top income quintile who oppose income redistribution minus the share in the
bottom quintile who also disagree. In both countries, high-income respondents are
more likely to oppose income redistribution than low-income respondents. In Great
11

Figure 1.5: Demand for Redistribution in Great Britain and the United States
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Figure 1.6: Demand for Redistribution in Post-Industrial Democracies
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The expectation that inequality will result in higher support for redistribution
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rests on a set of behavioral assumptions, most importantly that people are informed
rational income maximizers whose policy preferences roughly reflect their material
self-interest. Is there any evidence that redistributive preferences are at least partially reflective of individuals’ own economic conditions and self-interest? Figures
1.8 and 1.9 examine whether, in line with the model described above, support for
higher taxes and more income redistribution is higher among those who stand to
benefit from such policy change. Figure 1.8 focuses on attitudes toward cuts in
taxes and social spending. The outcome runs from 0 (no cuts) to 10 (cuts) and is
standardized to facilitate interpretation. I subtract the average response given by
bottom decile recipients from the average response given by top decile recipients.
The difference captures the extent to which support for cuts in taxes and social
spending is higher among those who stand to benefit more from these cuts given
the redistributive implications of taxation and social spending. The difference is
meaningful in only four countries (HU, IE, AT, CZ and SK, 0.5 standard deviations
or more). In Greece, support for cuts in taxes and social spending is higher among
low-income respondents. In most countries, income is a poor predictor of attitudes
towards cuts in taxes and social spending.
Figure 1.9 returns to the traditional redistribution item examined in Figure 1.7.
To enable comparison with Figure 1.7, I focus on the top and the bottom quintiles
(instead of deciles) and subtract the share in the bottom quintile that disagrees
with redistribution from the share that disagrees in the top quintile. In more than
half of the countries, the difference is less than 15 percentage points. The Czech
Republic exhibits the highest income gradient, echoing here the pattern for the item
asking about tax and spending cuts. Denmark and the Netherlands, countries that
exhibited no income differences on the previous item are now among the countries
with the highest income gap.
These empirical patterns align with findings from previous studies that show that
proxies of material hardship, such as unemployment risk or income, are often poor
predictors of attitudes toward redistributive policies (Sears and Funk, 1990). Studies
using panel data to better isolate the role of material self-interest find only weak and
temporary effects of a change in individuals’ material conditions (Margalit, 2013,
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Support for Cuts in Taxes and Soc. Spending: Top minus Bottom Decile

Figure 1.8: Support for Cuts in Social Spending and Taxes: Top vs. Bottom Deciles
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Plots the difference between the average survey response in the top decile and the average
survey response in the bottom decile.
Item wording: Many social benefits and services are paid for by taxes. If the government had to
choose between increasing taxes and spending more on social benefits and services, or decreasing
taxes and spending less on social benefits and services, which should they do? Answers are
recorded using a scale from 0 (Government should increase taxes a lot and spend much more
on social benefits and services) to 10 (Government should decrease taxes a lot and spend much
less on social benefits and services). For each country, normalized to zero mean and unit
standard deviation.
Source: ESS, 2008.

2019).6 Recent studies have revisited these questions using experimental data with
mixed results.7
Overall, the evidence that trends in mass social policy preferences align with
theoretical expectations is scant. In most countries, despite generational replacement, major recessions, large shifts in unemployment and changing policy paradigms
(Hall, 1993), support for redistribution is surprisingly stable. In Great Britain and
the United States, any evidence of attitudinal change point in directions that go
against common expectation: a decline in aggregate support in Great Britain and a
6

As pointed out by Margalit in his review piece, even this temporary effect might be over-stated:
“[p]ublication bias” implies that “the set of papers that are published may overstate the true extent
to which economic shocks” affect preferences.
7
For example, compare Cruces, Perez-Truglia and Tetaz (2013); Sands and de Kadt (2020) with
Trump (2016); Kuziemko et al. (2013).
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Figure 1.9: Demand for Redistribution: Top vs. Bottom Quintiles

HU

Plots the difference between the share of individuals in the top quintile who disagree with the
policy principle of income redistribution, and the share in the bottom quintile who also disagree.
Item wording: The government should take measures to reduce differences in income levels.
Answers are recorded using a 1 (Strongly Agree) to 7 (Strongly Disagree) Likert ordinal scale
and recoded such that answers from 5 to 7 are equal to 1 and answers from 1 to 4 equal to 0.
Source: ESS, pooled 2008, 2010, 2012, 2014, 2016

decline in the attitudinal income gradient in the United States. Also interesting is
the difference between Great Britain and Germany, two countries with similar increases in income inequality but with opposite attitudinal trends. Relatedly, there
is no systematic evidence that support for redistribution is rooted in material selfinterest, with the picture changing depending on the survey item used or country
under consideration. Another interesting case is France. Despite no increase in
income inequality (see Figure 1.4), it is one of the few countries (with the possible
exception of Spain) to have experienced a nation-wide year-long social movement
—Les Gilets Jaunes— focusing on economic issues and asking for more income redistribution. The argument presented in this book seeks to make sense of these
puzzling patterns, focusing on Great Britain and the United States, with an eye to
the German and French cases.
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The Argument
What explains the mismatch between empirical evidence and theoretical expectations? To answer this question, some studies focus on the contextual factors believed
to interfere with the hypothesized causal chain. One example is residential segregation, which affects perceptions of inequality (Cruces, Perez-Truglia and Tetaz, 2013;
Sands, 2017; Sands and de Kadt, 2020). Another is policy design, which shapes the
extent to which individuals understand their position as net-beneficiaries of redistribution (Mettler, 2011; Beramendi and Rehm, 2016). According to a second set of
contributions, most of the mismatch between expectations and the data stems from
the behavioral assumptions underpinning expectations of a pro-redistribution swing
in times of growing inequality. Simply put, voters do not behave like rational actors
seeking to maximize their own income (Sears and Funk, 1991; Bartels, 2005). As a
result, there is no reason to expect higher inequality to translate into higher levels of
support for redistribution because of material self-interest. President Trump’s successful electoral bid in the U.S. as well as mass support for Brexit in Great Britain
have fueled this second line of reasoning. Faced with economic hardship and inequality, voters draw utility not from future economic transfers but from symbolic
rewards derived, among other things, from the activation of ethnic hierarchies or
call to national pride. Income inequality’s main implications for democratic politics
— if any — is to provide a favorable breeding ground for anti-immigrant right-wing
populism, not economic left-wing populism (Shayo, 2009; Gidron and Hall, 2017).
Beyond faulty theory, another source of disconnect between theory and empirics
is poor conceptualization or, relatedly, a mismatch between a concept and the way it
is operationalized. As I will demonstrate in this book, a better understanding of the
dynamics of demand for redistribution requires correcting both existing theories and
concepts. Theoretically, revisiting behavioral motivations and modeling preference
formation with an eye to interfering contextual factors are central to understanding
the public’s muted response to rising inequality. Conceptually, researchers need to
better unpack the umbrella term of ‘redistribution.’ In the remainder of the chapter,
I provide a detailed overview of the argument and evidence. To help the reader
navigate the book, I have mentioned the chapters most relevant to each component
of the argument.
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Unpacking Demand for Redistribution (Chapters 2 and 3)
Existing conceptualizations of demand for redistribution put most of the emphasis on redistributive outcomes and overlook the specific policies that produce such
outcomes. As a result, it obscures important distinctions between two types of
inequality-reducing policies. One type includes policies that directly affect how
much people earn as individual market actors. The other type includes policies that
affect how much people ultimately consume, not only as market actors but also
as stakeholders in a risk pooling endeavor of unprecedented scope, i.e. the welfare
state (Moene and Wallerstein, 2001). I propose a conceptualization of demand for
redistribution that explicitly engages with this distinction.
I distinguish between attitudes toward policies that directly interfere with high
earning individuals’ capacity to generate and keep market income (1), and attitudes
toward social programs and design features that make social insurance redistributive
(2). Policies that fit in the first category include progressive income taxes as well
as industrial policies or corporate governance policies that affect the distribution of
profits across stakeholders (also called pre-distribution policies). As a short-hand, I
call this family of policies redistribution from policies because they mostly prevent
(enable) the accumulation of market income by “economic winners.” Policies that
fit in the second category include social programs that provide a safety net for
those who cannot provide for themselves (e.g. means-tested transfers) as well as
design features that regulate the extent to which access to generous social insurance
programs is conditional on risk profiles and prior contributions.8 As a short-hand,
I call this family of policies redistribution to policies because they mostly affect
the material conditions of “economic losers.” In times of rising income inequality,
both redistribution from and redistribution to policies contribute to more egalitarian
outcomes.
In practice, an increase in demand for more redistribution takes the form of support for inequality-reducing policy proposals in one or both of these two policy
realms. The goal of this book is to understand how people reason about each type
of policies and consequently, better predict the likelihood that they will support
8

As famously pointed out by (Esping-Andersen, 1990), the more social benefits are conditional
on past contributions, the less income redistribution. For example, contrast unconditional access
to the National Health Service in Great Britain with public pensions whose level is conditional on
the time spent contributing.
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inequality-reducing policies when these are being advocated by political leaders and
entrepreneurs.9 Throughout the book, I show that people reason about redistribution from and redistribution to policies very differently, something the existing
literature routinely overlooks, be it for theoretical and conceptual reasons10 or due
to path dependency with regards to measurement strategies.11
The Role of Fairness Reasoning (Chapters 2, 3, 4 and 5)
As previously discussed, the default assumption when discussing attitudes toward
redistributive policies broadly defined is that people are self-interested income maximizers. This assumption is most helpful when economic stakes are quantifiable
and large.12 In countries with mature welfare states, this is rarely the case. First,
the redistributive implications of a given policy change are far from straightforward
and politicians, fearing a backlash from affected populations, have only limited incentives to provide clarifying cues. In addition, in countries with mature welfare
states, many policy reforms have ambiguous implications (i.e. diffuse costs or benefits), meaning that, for many voters, redistribution is an uncertain (or low-stakes)
issue, with few incentives to acquire the correct information regarding implications
for one’ s pocketbook (Jacobs and Matthews, 2017). In such a context, the assumption that voters are fully-informed selfish income maximizers is heroic at best,
requiring researchers to think more creatively about core behavioral motives guiding
attitude formation and change.
In this book, I emphasize fairness reasoning as a behavioral motive well suited to
9
I follow Schumpeter’s understanding of voters as policy takers, not makers. Note that the
definitions of redistribution from and redistribution to given here differ from how these terms were
defined in my earlier work on this topic (see Cavaille and Trump (2015)). In this book, I use them to
describe two broad types of redistributive policies supplied to voters by political leaders competing
for power. In the first article, the expressions were used to describe a latent factor emerging from
the correlation between what I now call fairness beliefs and policy preferences.
10
Trying to estimate one parameter t∗ , the equilibrium tax rate, is more tractable than estimating
support for pre-distribution and social solidarity policies separately.
11
As I discussed earlier, the traditional redistribution item has become the default way of capturing support for inequality-reducing policies in both longitudinal and cross-national studies.
Some studies implicitly assume that captures attitudes toward redistribution to policies (Alt and
Iversen, 2017), others implicitly interpret the traditional redistribution item as capturing support
for redistribution from policies (Beramendi and Rehm, 2016).
12

See Rueda and Stegmueller (2019) for a similar statement.
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the low personal stakes or high-uncertainty world of redistributive politics. Indeed,
when it comes to preferences over broad categories of redistributive policies, it is
often easier and more rewarding to reason according to fairness principles than
to reason based on hypothetical implications for one’s own pocketbook. People
consequently support policies that move the status quo closer to what is prescribed
by widely shared norms of fairness and oppose policies that move the status quo
further away from what is fair. Because people hold different empirical beliefs
regarding the fairness of the status quo, they also disagree over which policies to
support or oppose. Given that beliefs about the fairness of the status quo are often
disconnected from an individual’s own position in the income distribution (more
on this below), fairness reasoning only incidentally produces the types of policy
preferences political economists might otherwise expect. Only when policies are
high stakes will individuals consider deviating from what is fair in favor of what is
economically self-serving: in a world of high uncertainty and low personal stakes,
fairness considerations come first and self-regarding considerations about one’s own
pocketbook second.
The distinction between agreement over shared norms of fairness and disagreement about the fairness of the status quo is often overlooked in existing work, leading
to misleading empirical designs and conflicting results.13 Another source of confusion is the failure to clearly identify the subset of shared norms of fairness that
structure social policy attitudes and the political debate more generally. Reasoning about the fairness of redistributive social policies, I argue, implies two types of
fairness evaluation: (1) how fair is it for some to make (a lot) more money than
others in the marketplace, (2) how fair is it for some to receive more in benefits
than they pay in taxes? Each question calls to mind a different norm of fairness.
One is the proportionality norm, which prescribes that individual rewards be proportional to effort and talent. The other is the reciprocity norm, which prescribes
that cooperative behavior be rewarded more than uncooperative behavior.
The proportionality norm is most prevalent when reasoning about the fairness
of redistribution from policies. Redistribution from policies that interfere with the
“natural” allocation of income across economic actors are justified if this alloca13

Studies that use items that measure agreement with the norm generate different results from
studies that use items that ask about empirical beliefs regarding deviation from the norm.
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tion is “unfair.” In this context, “unfair” implies the belief that market rewards
are not proportional to effort and talent. The reciprocity norm is most prevalent
when reasoning about the fairness of redistribution to policies. Redistribution to
policies, which redistributes resources to those who cannot provide for themselves
(whether temporarily or not) is justified if pooled resources are allocated in a “fair”
way. In this case, “fair” means the belief that redistribution to policies do not reward free riders more than cooperators. People supportive of income redistribution
as a whole (both redistribution from and redistribution to) are more likely to find
market mechanisms unfair and believe that social insurance, especially its most redistributive features, benefit people who are not intentionally trying to “abuse the
system.” Relatedly, those opposed to income redistribution as a general principle
are more likely to find market mechanisms fair and believe that free riding among
net-beneficiaries of risk and resource pooling is highly prevalent. As I show in chapter 3, only a plurality of the population exhibits such combinations of consistently
pro/anti-redistribution fairness beliefs. Most people hold a mix of beliefs, making them more likely to hold liberal (conservative) preferences toward redistribution
from policies and conservative (liberal) preferences toward redistribution to policies.
Why such disconnect between proportionality beliefs and reciprocity, beliefs? Empirically, I show that proportionality beliefs are correlated with one’s labor market
position (income, occupation and skill-level). Reciprocity beliefs in contrast, are correlated with an individual’s likelihood of being described as culturally and morally
liberal14 or culturally and morally conservative (Haidt, 2012).15 This evidence is
consistent with the claim that proportionality beliefs are self-serving, while beliefs
about the prevalence of free riding are not.
A functionalist approach to fairness reasoning, explored in chapters 2 through
5, suggests one reason for this difference. It posits that fairness reasoning helps
members of a group cooperate and settle on uncontested allocations of valued goods
(Barrington Moore, 1978; Graham et al., 2013). Paraphrasing Michael Walzer, there
14

Throughout the book, I use the word “liberal” in the sense of philosophically liberal loosely
defined as putting high value on individuals autonomy and freedom, and thus putting more emphasis
on tolerance and less emphasis on group membership.
15

The knowledgeable reader will recognize the ubiquitous distinction between authoritarian and
non-authoritarian predispositions. I refrain from using this concept as it focuses exclusively on
one side of the spectrum, failing to theorize the behavior and attitudes of those identified as nonauthoritarians.
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exists distinct “spheres” of fairness, each with its own socially valued good and distributive principle (Walzer, 1983). In Western societies with mature welfare states,
the “economy” and “markets” produce one type of good —market income— whose
allocation is, to a significant extent, regulated (and contested) through the principle
that rewards should be proportional to merit (i.e. the proportionality principle).16
On average, people who are on the losing end of this allocation are more likely to
want to challenge it by arguing that it is unfair. This explains why, as shown in
Chapter 4, beliefs about the fairness of market income inequality17 correlate with
income and class.
“Society”, through the “welfare state,” also pools resources to produce a second
type of good —social solidarity in the form of social benefits— whose allocation is
partly regulated through the reciprocity principle, which rewards prosocial members
and punishes free riders. In Chapter 5, I show that moral conservatives (liberals) experience the most (the least) disutility from free riding broadly defined, i.e. whether
or not it applies to redistributive social programs. Ultimately, moral conservatives
(liberals) put more (less) weight on evidence of free riding in the realm of social insurance, explaining why, as shown in Chapter 4, beliefs about the prevalence of free
riding are correlated with liberal-conservative differences in moral predispositions
and cultural attitudes.
Empirically, the higher the income, and especially, the higher the skill-level, the
more likely one is to hold liberal cultural values and the less likely one is to be concerned about the prevalence of free riding, while also believing that market income is
distributed fairly. Conversely, low-income and low-skill individuals are more likely
to believe that social solidarity policies “mostly benefits free riders” and that “the
economy only works for the rich.” As a result, this latter group is pre-disposed to
support egalitarian redistribution from policies and oppose egalitarian redistribution
to policies. The reverse is true for the culturally liberal rich, whose fairness beliefs
make them skeptics of too much redistribution from and enthusiastic supporters of
more generous and inclusive redistribution to policies.
In other words, fairness beliefs, which function as an anchoring proto-ideology,
16

This principle has recently been the object of much scrutiny and criticism by economists
(Piketty, 2019) and philosophers (Sandel, 2020) alike.
17

Or to put it differently, beliefs about the extent to which income differences align with what
the proportionality norm prescribes.
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produce a disconnect between objective income inequality and attitudes towards redistributive policies. Furthermore, because of fairness reasoning, information about
income inequality or experiences with economic hardship affect policy preferences
in convoluted ways. For example, in the realm of redistribution from, information
about inequality is filtered through fairness beliefs, limiting the observable impact of
growing inequality on policy preferences (people most affected are already likely to
support policies that take from market “winners”). In the realm of redistribution to,
there is no obvious theoretical or empirical connection between market income inequality and policy preferences. However, this does not imply that people’s economic
conditions or experiences with inequality have no effect on their policy preferences
or that the latter only coincidentally align with their income levels. Instead, by
carefully modeling the interaction between experiences of economic hardship and
existing fairness beliefs, researchers can enrich their understanding of when and how
economic conditions affect mass attitudes.
Combining The Two Motives (Chapter 6)
Fairness reasoning helps explain individuals’ baseline level of support for redistribution from policies that limit the market income of high earners, and for redistribution
to policies that transfer resources to those with only a weak labor market attachment.
Yet, to fully understand why individuals ultimately form different attitudes vis-a-vis
different types of redistributive policies, I need to bring material self-interest back
into the picture.
As previously argued, assuming voters are self-interested income-maximizers is
unhelpful if economic stakes are small and uncertain. In such a context, understanding people’s attitudes toward redistribution requires clear expectations regarding
which rule of fairness applies (proportionality or reciprocity) and people’s empirical
beliefs about the extent to which the status quo deviates from what these rules
prescribe. As discussed above, policy preferences will vary in systematic ways depending on the type of policy examined (redistribution from or redistribution to),
and on existing fairness beliefs as shaped by labor market experiences and moral
predispositions.
Yet, for some people and in some contexts, redistributive policies do have large
and quantifiable material effects. In such cases, assuming that individuals behave in
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ways that maximize their income can yield important predictive power. One simple
way of conceptualizing the interaction between fairness reasoning and material selfinterest is to think of attitudes as forming following a two-step reasoning. First,
fairness beliefs help people decide whether to support or oppose policies that seek
to change the status quo. Second, material self-interest helps predict how much
individuals deviate from what fairness reasoning prescribes. As a result, the policy
preferences people ultimately settle on are a function of the type of fairness belief
they start from on the one hand, and the policy’s effect on their own disposable
income on the other.
This is particularly relevant for redistribution to preferences. Remember that
large portions of the morally conservative poor (morally liberal rich) believe that
redistribution to policies benefits undeserving (deserving) recipients and that the
prevalence of free riding is high (low). Because more low-income individuals benefit
from redistribution to policies, they are also more likely, relative to high-income
individuals, to adjust their support in a self-serving way. As a result, in surveys,
the rich appear more ideological than the poor, who are much more likely to give
the self-interested answer to a redistribution to question.18
A lot has been said about the irrational poor who vote against their interests.
The argument and framework presented in the book show that this statement does
not easily extends to redistributive preferences: On the one hand, low-income respondents are more likely to find the status quo unfair (i.e. a high prevalence of
free riding). On the other hand, they are less likely to translate these beliefs into
support for less generous and inclusive coverage for those with a weak labor market
attachment and express self-serving support for such policies instead.
This two-step approach also speaks to group-level differences (across countries
and income groups) in the correlation between income, fairness beliefs and policy
preferences. Social policy design shapes the extent to which social spending and
taxes are interpreted a something that affects the self, or something that affect
18

A quick note on how this approach compares to previous work on social insurance is required,
specifically contributions by Karl Moene and Michael Wallerstein, as well as those by Torben
Iversen and David Soskice. In this literature, demand for insurance is a behavioral motive defined
as self-serving support for income-smoothing policies, itself shaped by one’s own risk aversion and
risk exposure. In this book, demand for insurance as a behavioral motive is subsumed under the
umbrella concept of material self-interest. It affects redistribution to preferences alongside other
motives, most importantly, fairness reasoning.
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others. In the former case, policy preferences are more likely to deviate for selfserving reasons from what fairness reasoning prescribes. In the latter case, fairness
beliefs do most of the heavy lifting. As a result, in some countries and for some
policies, policy preferences are more likely to deviate from what fairness reasoning
prescribes. Empirically, this means that the covariance between fairness beliefs and
policy preferences varies in predictable ways with policy design. Fairness reasoning
and self-interest can also combine in a more straightforward fashion: economic conditions affect how fairness beliefs form, which in turn affects policy preferences. Such
mechanism is incremental and plays out over a longer period of time. I come back to
this issue when discussing over-time change in mass attitudes towards redistributive
policies.
Explaining Stability and Change
Ultimately, the goal of this book is to explain patterns of attitudinal stability and
change in times of rising income inequality. Based on the argument sketched above,
attitudinal change19 results from the activation of one (or more) of three possible
causal pathways (see Table 1.1). One pathway is a change in the fairness rule people
rely on when answering a given set of survey questions. This causal mechanism is
best known in the literature under the umbrella expression of framing effect. A
second pathway is a change in fairness beliefs. The latter implies a shift in people’s
starting point (i.e. predisposed to favor versus predisposed to oppose) when reasoning about existing and new redistributive issues. Unlike framing effects, which
often have temporary implications, a change in fairness beliefs has lasting and substantive consequences. A third pathway is a change in the mix of motives, i.e.
in the share of the population self-servingly adjusting how they answers questions
about redistributive issues. This type of change is most consequential when it affects cross-pressured individuals, i.e individuals whose fairness maximizing response
differs extensively from their self-interested one.
Theorizing aggregate attitudinal change requires understanding the contextual
factors that activate each of these three mechanisms. Furthermore, to capture
19
As a friendly reminder, in this book, attitudinal change is a change in patterns of answers to
survey questions about redistributive social policies, questions that have been asked repeatedly over
time in large national and cross-national surveys.
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Table 1.1: The Pathways for Mass Attitudinal Change
Pathway

Contextual trigger
examined in the book

Country case (Chapter)

Change in fairness frames

Item ordering in a survey
Issue salience

G.B. and U.S. (Chap. 7)

Change in fairness beliefs

The neo-liberal turn
in elite messaging

G.B. and Germany (Chap. 8)

Change in the mix of motives
(self-interest versus fairness)

Fiscal stress

France (Chap. 9)

changes in aggregate attitudes, I need to focus on contextual factors that activate
these mechanisms at the same time among a large enough share of the population.
Absent such activating factors, attitudinal change will not be picked-up in aggregate
quantities of interest, and mass attitudes will be relatively stable, with cross-national
differences reflecting enduring country-differences in average fairness beliefs and a
stable combination of motives within the population. Below, I briefly review the activating factors discussed in the book, namely item ordering in a survey, supply-side
factors affecting issue salience and the discursive context, and public finance. These
activating factors, examined in combination with the relevant individual-level pathways, shed a new light on the puzzling patterns highlighted in Figures 1.5 through
1.6 and on the dynamics of mass demand for redistribution more generally.
Competing Fairness Frames (Chapter 7)
There is by now a large literature on framing effects: how a question is asked, and the
context in which it is asked affect how people answer this question. Specifically, item
wording and contextual primes activate some mental maps at the expense of others,
ultimately shaping how individuals interpret and respond to survey questions. In
this book, I am interested in frames that activate proportionality and reciprocity
27

beliefs. As a rule of thumb, reliance on proportionality beliefs is most common when
discussing redistribution from policies, i.e. policies that redistribute market income
away from those how have more relative to others. Reliance on beliefs about the
ubiquity of free riding is most common when discussing redistribution to policies,
i.e. policies that help those who cannot provide for themselves either by increasing
the generosity of means-tested programs or extended access to already generous
programs. As a result, policy debates about income redistribution are inherently
multi-faceted. Debates that emphasize fairly (unfairly) taking from the undeserving
(deserving) rich, divide the public according to their proportionality beliefs. As
a result, income, itself correlated with proportionality beliefs, should be a good
predictor of which side people fall on. Debates that emphasize fairly (unfairly)
giving to the deserving (undeserving) welfare recipient divide the public based on
their perceptions of free riding (i.e. reciprocity beliefs): in this case income is a very
poor predictor of which side people fall on.20
Empirically, this dualism has the most implications for the traditional redistribution item, which ask about redistribution from the rich and redistribution to the
poor in the same question. Because beliefs that make it fair to redistribute from
the rich are distinct from the beliefs that make it fair to redistribute to the poor,
answers to the traditional redistribution question can change depending on contextual primes. The importance of framing helps explain the puzzling decline in the
share of British respondents who agree with the traditional redistribution question.
In the BSAS (used in Figure 1.5), the traditional redistribution item is asked right
after a block of survey items asking about free riding among the unemployed and
the poor. Comparing answers from different surveys, I find that support for redistribution measured using the traditional item is higher by roughly 15 to 25 percentage
points in surveys that do not have such item ordering. Because reciprocity beliefs
20
Note that which frame gets activated is partly endogenous to program design. When programs
are targeted to the worse off (i.e. conditional cash-transfer programs), people reason about the
fairness of redistributing income to a given group of recipients. Contrast this with unemployment
insurance programs funded through payroll contributions by both employers and employees and
benefiting the bulk of the employed population. In this case, people reason not only about the
fairness of redistributing resources to the unemployed but also the fairness of taking more or less
resources from employers. Whether or not one believes employer contributions are ”unfairly” low
is itself a function of whether or not one believes that employers ”unfairly” reward their employees
in the market place. In other words, different policy design prime different types of fairness norms,
which, in turn, activates different types of beliefs about the fairness of the status quo.
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in Great Britain have much less egalitarian implications than proportionality beliefs, respondents primed to think about redistribution as a redistribution to policy
express lower levels of support than when such prime is absent. Further analysis
shows that without such item ordering, most respondents interpret the traditional
redistribution question as asking about redistribution from and consequently mostly
rely on their proportionality beliefs to provide a fair answer. As a result, the decline in support for redistribution documented in Figure 1.5 should be interpreted
with caution. It reflects a conservative shift in reciprocity beliefs and, as a result,
a decline in support for redistribution to policies specifically. It should not be interpreted as a decline in support for pre-distribution policies and for taxing those
who have more. Over the same period, proportionality beliefs are stable, explaining
why, in surveys that do not suffer from such item-ordering effects, support for redistribution measured using a the traditional redistribution item appears very stable.
This re-interpretation of the British data further highlight the pitfalls of conceiving
of demand for redistribution in the singular, as often done in the existing literature.
Framing effects can also help explain attitudinal trends in the U.S.. As previously shown (see Figure 1.7 ) there is an unexpected decline in the income gradient.
This decline can have one of two sources: low-income voters becoming less likely to
agree with income redistribution as worded in the item used in the GSS, and highincome voters becoming increasingly more likely to agree with income redistribution
similarly worded. The GSS item used in this analysis explicitly asks about both predistributionredistribution from policies (“reduce the income differences between the
rich and the poor (...) by raising the taxes of wealthy families”) and redistribution to policies (“giving income assistance to the poor”). I argue that the decline
in the income gradient is due to the growing salience of redistribution to policies
and debates that emphasize deviations from what the reciprocity norm prescribes.
Indeed, with Obama’s election, the passage of the ACA, which sought to increase
coverage to the worse-off beyond the (deserving) children and the old, and the rise
of the Tea Party, debates about redistribution have primed respondents to think
through the lenses of reciprocity and free riding. Based on the two-step framework,
the activation of reciprocity beliefs should have larger implications for high-income
individuals than for low-income individuals. I trace the decline in the size of the
income gradient to a relatively recent pro-redistribution shift in patterns of answers
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among higher-income Democrats, a group more likely to find African Americans,21
and low-income individuals in general, deserving recipients of redistribution to policies. High-income Republicans have shifted in the other direction though not enough
(due to a ceiling effect) to counter the decline in the income gradient. I show that
low-income respondents are, as a baseline, and in line with the two-step argument
presented above, much more supportive of policies that redistribute to the poor: in
their case, self-interest overrides their fairness beliefs. One implication is that, while
the income gradient underpinning support for redistribution should be small and
declining among Democrats, it should be large and enduring among Republicans.
This is exactly what I find.
Traditional models struggle to explain empirical patterns documented in Great
Britain and the United States: what is observed empirically is the exact opposite
of what is expected theoretically. Part of the reason is that traditional models are
looking under the wrong lamppost: theoretically (with their emphasis on market
income) and empirically (with their reliance on the traditional redistribution question) they focus on redistribution from policies when most of the action appears to
be in the realm of redistribution to policies. Once the distinction between the two
facets of redistributive preferences is accounted for, the trends in Great Britain and
the United States become less puzzling. In Great Britain, they result from a combination of belief change and framing effects tied to the ambiguous wording of the
traditional redistribution question. In the United States, they are due to a change
in issue salience, which activates partisan differences in free riding beliefs.
How Do Fairness Beliefs Change? (Chapter 8)
Why are proportionality beliefs much more stable than free riding beliefs in Great
Britain? How do fairness beliefs change? A comprehensive theory of belief formation
and change is beyond the scope of this book. Nevertheless, as a first step, I am able to
explore a few low-hanging fruits, and examine their implications for the dynamics of
21

It is by now well-documented that in the U.S., beliefs about the fairness of redistribution to
policies are highly racialized: people disagree over the extent to which minorities, especially African
Americans, are deserving of the benefits of collective resource pooling. Students of American
politics have studied these beliefs under the umbrella term of symbolic racism (also called racial
resentment). As shown by Enders and Scott (2019), and in line with the argument presented in
this book, symbolic racism exist separately from adherence to liberal-conservative principles about
government intervention and the fairness of market forces.
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fairness beliefs in post-industrial democracies. Specifically, I focus on the interaction
between the discursive context people live in and individual factors discussed in
Chapters 4 and 5, such as economic well-being and moral predispositions. People
are routinely exposed to a mix of fairness claims that they can either incorporate
into their own bucket of considerations about the fairness of the status quo or
resist doing so. Individual economic conditions help predict who incorporates some
types of proportionality considerations and who resists incorporating others despite.
With regards to beliefs about the prevalence of free riding, and in line with the
argument sketched earlier, the best predictor is not economic well-being or hardship
but individual differences in moral predispositions.
From this simple framework, one can infer that belief change happens when contextual and individual factors reinforce each other (e.g. uni-directional messaging
that echoes people economic experiences or moral predispositions). The comparison between Great Britain and Germany is here instructive. In both countries,
disagreement over how to better foster economic growth generated important tensions between the traditional left and the pro-market “Third Way” (Great Britain)
and ”Neue Mitte” (Germany). These tensions played out very differently in each
country. The German proportional electoral system enabled the far left, backed by
strong unions, to pursue its agenda outside of the SPD and consequently advance
a clear left-wing agenda on economic issues following the break with the SPD in
2005. In Great Britain, in contrast, the first-past-the post system meant that the
traditional left had to fight its war within the New Labour Party. It only recently
gained political visibility following Jeremy Corbyn’s election as party leader, which
occurred close to two decades after Tony Blair’s victory. The consequence was a depoliticization of redistributive issues in favor of a center right bi-partisan consensus
on social and economic policies. This divergence in the nature of the discursive context could help explain the different attitudinal trends between the two countries:
in a context where egalitarian considerations about the unfairness of market reforms
are added to the discursive environment, low-income (high-income) individuals are
more likely to accept (resist) these new considerations and change (maintain) their
policy preferences accordingly. Overall, the evidence in Germany aligns with this
interpretation: the increase in support for redistribution documented in Figure 1.6
is likely due to Germany’s more favorable discursive context, which primed proportionality considerations and did not experience a sensoring of left-wing fairness
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considerations.
Motive Mix and Support for redistribution To Policies (Chapter 9)
The third mechanism underpinning changes in mass attitudes toward redistributive
social policies is a change in the mix of fairness versus self-interested reasoning. As
discussed above, the mix of motives is a function of economic stakes: the higher the
stakes, the more important material self-interest. Stakes are a function of both one’s
personal situation and policy design. The role of policy design has been extensively
studied by the policy feedback literature. According to this literature, over time
social programs become politically “locked-in” as “the very expansion of the welfare
state itself changes the rules of the political game by changing the preferences and
expectations of voters and interest organizations” (Häusermann, Picot and Geering,
2013). Put differently, as they expand, programs increase the share of respondents
that self-servingly adjust to support programs they personally benefit from. As a
result, politicians are reluctant to support cutbacks that would negatively impact a
large shares of the electorate.22
Yet, the feedback literature overlooks the ways in which self-interest, while it prevents large policy retrenchment can also, in a context of high fiscal stress, result in
the erosion of support for the redistributive features of the welfare state, i.e redistribution to policies. The intuition is simple. Voters experience fiscal stress as a threat
to social programs’ long-term sustainability. They react to fiscal stress by choosing
to concentrate financial efforts on programs they directly benefit from. This comes
at the expense of programs that cover concentrated risk such as long-term unemployment or under-employment. Second, while committed to maintaining benefit
generosity for programs that cover universal risks, voters nevertheless increasingly
favor tying benefit access to past contributions. In both cases, voters are acting as
rational self-interested actors seeking to improve the long term sustainability of the
social programs they rely on.
To understand how these dynamics play out politically, let’s consider how the
22
The Variety of Capitalism literature provides a more sophisticated version of the “policy make
politics” argument but with similar implications. Existing redistributive policies survive not so
much through successful labor mobilization or inertia but because they are rooted in preferences
and politics whose resilience and strength stem from the strong complementarities between the
institutions that anchor national production systems.
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latter interacts with fairness reasoning. In most countries, majority support for generous redistribution to policies is achieved through a combination of self-interested
support among beneficiaries and altruistic support among those who, while not
benefiting, nevertheless support it because it is the fair thing to do. Fiscal stress
triggers a reversion to self-interest among these altruistic supporters: as the threat
of fiscal adjustment becomes more credible, people consider the implications for
their own pocketbooks and increasingly favor letting the generosity of targeted policies mechanically erode. Absent fiscal stress, and because of fairness reasoning,23
risk exposure and income are poor predictors of attitudes toward redistribution to
policies. However, in times of fiscal stress, reversion to self-interest implies the reemergence of a relationship between risk and income on the one hand and support
for more generous redistribution to policies on the other. I test this argument using
data from France, where I have access to a unique longitudinal survey that explicitly
asks about willingness to pay for generous social transfers to the poor and support
for making access to social insurance conditional on prior contributions. Using this
dataset, I am able to document this phenomenon playing out over time. I complement this observational analysis with a survey experiment testing the reversion to
self-interest pathway.
The erosion of support for redistribution to policies in France has gone hand-inhand with a social movement, Les Gilets Jaunes, asking for more redistribution from
the rich to the rest of the population. The framework presented in this book helps
make sense of these opposite trends. France stands out as a country extremely
critical of markets and much more likely to perceive income inequality as unfair.
These beliefs introduce a disconnect between trends in income inequality (mostly
stable, see Figures 1.3 and 1.4) and mass preferences. Proportionality beliefs help
sustain a social movement like Les Gilets Jaunes but cannot protect against the
erosion of support for what makes its welfare state redistributive.
To sum up (Chapter 10)
The book’s main argument and findings suggest that fairness reasoning plays a key
role in explaining the disconnect between rising inequality and support for redistri23
Indeed, a large subset of high income and low risk individuals trust that beneficiaries of redistribution to policies are “deserving” recipients.
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bution broadly defined. This is especially true in a context where redistributive policies up for debate are either low stakes or have uncertain consequences for people’s
pocketbook. For most people, income inequality is an abstract reality, meaningful
only through the lenses of fairness reasoning and prior fairness beliefs. Specifically,
only a subset of the population (the one that already finds market income unfair)
will experience a rise in income inequality as something needing to be addressed.
At the country level, this introduces a wedge between changes in the market income
distribution and support for redistribution, specifically redistribution from. Indeed,
countries with institutions most favorable (unfavorable) to an increase in income
inequality are also those most likely to believe that income inequality is fair (unfair)
and less likely to increase their support for policies that interfere with this distribution (Benabou and Tirole, 2006). Personal experiences with hardship are not enough
to disrupt this pattern. As I argued above, people experiencing economic hardship
become more likely to find the status quo unfair. However, given the anchoring role
of fairness reasoning, absent a disruptive long-term economic shock reinforced by a
discursive context rich in egalitarian claims, the overall effect on mass attitudes is
minimal.
The framework developed in this book helps generate new expectations regarding
the dynamics of mass support for redistributive social policies in the Age of Inequality. The rise in income inequality has been connected by many scholars to a coordinated shift among post-industrial democracies from a Keynesian to a neo-liberal
policy consensus. I use the expression neo-liberal to describe a growth model built
on the assumption that increasing the reach of market mechanisms, both geographically and in terms of what counts as tradable goods and services, can help improve
paltry growth rates.24 Increasing the reach of market mechanism does not imply
de-regulation. Instead, it requires a state-driven process of institution building, the
paragon being the European single market. My findings suggest that in the process
of crafting more markets (Vogel, 2018), elites have affected the discursive context in
ways unfavorable to egalitarian fairness beliefs. Indeed, over the past few decades,
disagreement over the merits of markets (and the fairness of market income inequality) has become less common, decreasing the likelihood of mass changes in the belief
24

Note that this definition does not include the dismantling of the welfare state: if anything, many
left-wing parties joined the consensus thinking it would provide enough tax revenue to maintain
the type of social solidarity inherited from the Keynesian era.
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that the status quo deviates from what the proportionality norm prescribes. Overall, the findings suggest that rising income inequality and stable aggregate support
for redistribution from policies are likely jointly determined.
In contrast, the redistributive features of the welfare state have been the target of
rhetorical and policy innovation (“from welfare to workfare”, ”flexicurity”, welfare
chauvinism). Using secondary literature and survey evidence, I argue that the restructuring of electoral cleavages (from being centered on income and class to being
centered on education and skils) has made it electorally less risky to debate over
the need for more or less redistribution to than to disagree over the need for more
or less redistribution from. In Europe, the creation of the single market under
the coordinated impulse of center-left and center-right parties provides additional
incentives to decrease the salience of redistribution from policies in favor of debates
over ifairness-improving reforms of redistribution to policies.
Today, stable support for redistribution from in the midst of rising market inequality, combined with the erosion of support for generous target transfers and
inclusive social insurance put actors wishing to move the status quo to the left at
a disadvantage. In the United States, debates on the left over policy solution have
mostly concentrated on proposals such as Universal Basic Income (UBI). It is interesting to note how UBI reflect an underlying set of fairness beliefs representative
of highly educated supporters of center-left parties: the belief that markets are fair
according to the proportionality norm (the “winners” of technological change are
fairly rewarded for their skill set), alongside the belief that the main beneficiaries of
UBI are deserving because poor due to no fault of their own, and no concerns for
moral hazard induced by an unconditional transfer. The taxation side of UBI has
remained interestingly under-discussed, something that could be due to the general
sense that such taxation would be potentially unfair based on the proportionality
norm or to the fact that honest discussion of the taxation level required for such program would trigger a quick shift in motive mix toward (self-interested) opposition
to UBI.
Based on the argument presented in this book, the Covid crisis opens contradictory possibilities. On the one hand, there is little doubt that beneficiaries of redistribution to policies are not opportunistic free riders. Yet large levels of public debt, if
they become politicized, could further accelerate the erosion of support for generous
and inclusive social transfers and programs. In the realm of pre-distribution and
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taxation policies, stock market rallies and successes of companies such as Amazon
raise sharp fairness concerns that echo those heard after WWII against profiteers.
Yet absent entrepreneurial politicians willing to play this populist left-wing card, we
are unlikely to witness any sharp change in how people reason about redistribution
from policies.

Competing Arguments
I am not the first person to emphasize the importance of fairness reasoning. Three
lines of work are most relevant to this project. One examines the role “beliefs in a
just world” play in generating support for the status quo (Lerner, 1980; Benabou
and Tirole, 2006), another focuses on perceptions of welfare recipients as “deserving”
or not (Gilens, 1999; Petersen et al., 2011), and a third, most prevalent in studies of
American public opinion, discusses the impact of “egalitarian values” on social policy
preferences (Jacoby, 2006; Feldman and Steenbergen, 2001; McClosky and Zaller,
2013). Despite speaking to similar cognitive and social mechanisms, these literatures
have rarely engaged with each other. The book makes two contributions. First, it
helps organizes the evidence generated by these three lines of work into a coherent
framework. Second, it apply this framework to post-industrial societies as a whole25
and in doing so, reveals the need to revise past conclusions. I will discuss these
points in more detail later in the book but let me provide one illustrative example,
which follows from the literature on deservingness and social policy preferences.
This line of work has produced two main findings. First, recipient deemed responsible for their plight (“made the wrong decisions,” “are too lazy”) are less entitled to
social benefits than recipients who are in need for reasons out of their own control.
Second, immigrants are less “deserving” of benefits than citizens. In the American
literature on deservingness, evidence highlights the key role of race, which is used
by white respondents as a cue to infer personal responsibility and effort (Fong and
Luttmer, 2009; Gilens, 1999). This result has led many researchers to conclude that
immigrants are also less deserving because believed to be “lazy” and responsible for
their plight. Except that, in the case of immigrants, all the evidence points in the
opposite direction: the stereotype is that they work harder than citizens meaning
25

indeed, most of this existing work is U.S. centric.
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that, on this metric, they are actually more deserving than citizens. These results are
only contradictory if one overlooks the existence of at least two fairness principles,
one relevant for assessing how deserving one is of policies that affect the distribution
of market income (redistribution from), the other for assessing how deserving one
is of social solidarity (redistribution to). Because immigrants are hard-working they
are deserving of policies such as a fair wage, bargaining rights against employers
or lower taxes (as defined by the proportionality norm). This does not imply that
they are deserving recipients of social solidarity. Indeed, as I discuss in some detail
in chapters 2 and 4, the reciprocity norm is more than mere tit-for-tat. It implies
boundaries, i.e. a definition of who one owes cooperation to.26 As shown by Enke,
Rodríguez-Padilla and Zimmermann (2020), people differ in fundamental ways in
terms of what I call their boundary of cooperation, i.e. the extent to which they are
willing to behave reciprocally with people socially and/or ethnically distant from
them.
This relationship between perceived boundaries of cooperation and reciprocity
beliefs requires a brief discussion. Indeed, it suggest a competing argument: differences in reciprocity beliefs are mostly capturing differences in people’s hostility
to immigrants; the decline in support for redistribution to in Great Britain follows
from growing hostility toward immigration, which famously culminated in the Brexit
vote. Such argument was popularized in a 2006 book by Alesina and Glaeser, in
which they argue that the state’s ability to redistribute, i.e. extract large sums of
money in taxes and pay it out in benefits, is conditional not only on the belief that
market income is unfairly distributed but also on most people thinking that recipients are people like themselves. In Chapter 5, I show that this line of reasoning
obscures more than it reveals. Instead, the argument presented in this book suggests several friendly amendments including the need to clearly identify which type
of demand for redistribution will be affected by ethnic diversity. Indeed, support
for redistribution broadly defined is not the best way to conceptualize how mass
preferences are affected by ethnic diversity. Instead, ethnic diversity is likely to
have limited implications for support for pre-distribution and progressive taxation
policies, with most of the effect concentrated on support for the welfare state’s most
redistributive social programs and design features. One design feature should be of
26

This was articulated by Michael Walzer in a famous chapter on membership in Walzer (1983).
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particular interest to researchers working on this topic, i.e. whether or not residents
are granted unconditional access irrespective of citizenship and/or prior contributions. In other words, test of this argument need to focus on redistribution to, not
redistribution from and rely on other items than the traditional redistribution item,
something few studies actually do (see Alesina, Miano and Stantcheva (2018) for a
recent example).
Yet, even with adequate scope conditions, existing work on ethnic diversity still
under-delivers both empirically and theoretically. Empirically, a necessary condition
for net-contributors to withdraw their support for redistribution to policies is that
they perceive immigrants as over-represented among net-beneficiaries. However,
there is little correlation between the latter and demand for more or less redistribution to. One reason is that the perception that the modal recipient is an immigrant
(shared by many) does not imply the belief that immigrants do not deserve to benefit from redistribution to policies (most common among moral conservatives). In
Chapter 5, I propose a new framework to explain why moral conservatives (liberals)
are both less (more) likely to find immigrants deserving, and more (less) concerned
about moral hazard and free riding. From this argument, I generate and test new
empirical predictions that a framework emphasizing parochial altruism fail to explain. For example, I predict, and show experimentally, that faced with scarcity,
individuals with conservative moral predispositions are not only more supportive of
excluding immigrants from public health care but also more supportive of excluding
smokers. The assumption that people are parochial altruists cannot explain this
result while an emphasis on fairness reasoning and reciprocity can.
While the argument presented in this book is far from the last word (see for
example Shayo (2009) for a fruitful and non-competing line of research), it does
a much better job at explaining empirical patterns that the traditional parochial
altruism argument. Arguing that people oppose programs that benefit immigrants
is not enough. Instead, researchers need to understand why only some people reason
in such a fashion, why others do not, how to identify each group and how exactly
this affects mass attitudes, while explaining why the connection to immigration is
so convoluted. The argument presented in the book is one step in this direction.
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The methodology
Having described the argument, I now turn to a brief overview of the type of evidence
presented in the book. To make my case, I rely on different methodological traditions
in political science. For those interested in how one might try to square the circle
in a methodologically divided field, read on. Non-social scientists might choose to
skip this section.
A Note About Survey Data
The main observable outcome takes the form of answers to survey questions. Researchers argue to no end about the pros and cons of survey data (see Cavaille,
Chen and Van Der Straeten (2019) for a discussion). One concern is that answers
to survey questions are mostly cheap talk and carry little information about realworld, and politically consequential, behavior. Instead, according to Bertrand and
Mullainathan (2001), scholars should focus on costly behavior like voting, campaign
donation or the decision to participate in a protest. This book’s emphasis is on
understanding how people reason about redistributive issues, and I stop short from
explaining whether or not their political actions align with their policy preferences.
As a result, the main assumption in this book is that the thought process that goes
into answering a survey question is a good approximation of how people reason
about redistributive issues more generally.
Another concern is that, by relying on answers to survey questions, researchers
assumes formed attitudes and preferences where there are none. As I will document
throughout the book, evidence convincingly shows (e.g. chapter 3) that there is
structure to people’s thoughts on redistributive issues and that it can be recovered
using survey data: uncovering and conceptualizing this structure is the main goal
of this book. As a result, I somewhat side-step the question of the existence and
nature of attitudes and preferences. Instead, as stated above, I am interested in how
people answer survey questions (Zaller and Feldman, 1992), as a way of capturing
how people reason about redistributive issues.
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A Three Cornered Fight
Part 1 seeks to identify what stylized models are missing and how to amend them to
better account for known, and less well-known, empirical facts. Methodologically,
I proceed through a “three-cornered fight among a theory, a modified version of
this theory, and a set of empirical observations” (Hall: 27, Lakatos 1970). If the
modified version of the theory can account for more empirical facts than the original
theory, then it ends up winning the ‘fight,’ this until the next, more encompassing
theory comes along. The strength of the demonstration hangs on the number of
empirical facts better accounted for by one theory over the other, with an emphasis on empirical patterns that align with one theory but not the other. One can
alternatively think of this approach as providing a new interpretative framework,
selected by comparing how well this framework fits the data relative to how well
existing interpretative frameworks fit the same data.
This way of doing research has recently been eclipsed by the causal inference
revolution which seeks to identify beyond doubt the average “effect of a cause”
and, too rarely, to understand why and how effect sizes vary across situations and
contexts (Mahoney and Goertz, 2006). The argument in this book can be tested
using such approach, yet only at a large cost for the researcher and only up to a point.
Econometric tools and clever research designs, such as relying on natural experiment
that randomly assign individuals to different institutional and cultural contexts,
produce reduced-form estimates that are extremely valuable to researchers. To be
tested according to this research paradigm, the argument presented in this book
would require quite a few such studies, each one data intensive and time consuming
to implement. In other words, reduced-form estimation, while necessary to best test
existing theories, is poorly suited for theory development. The three cornered fight
approach, in contrast, help weigh the advantage of theoretical advances against the
status quo, pointing to new directions for causally-minded empiricists to investigate.
Also important is the fact that the mechanisms I am interested in cannot be neatly
unpacked into a succession of causal estimates. For example, at the individual-level
I am interested in the two-way relationship between policy preferences and beliefs
about the fairness of the world: people “invest” (Bénabou and Tirole, 2011) in
beliefs that make them more likely to agree with some policies over others and, given
prior beliefs and policy preferences, are more likely to discount evidence in favor of
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alternative interpretations of the world. This two-way relationship between beliefs
and policy preferences unfolds overtime, meaning that belief and attitude change
are diﬀicult to examine in isolation from one another. Instead of focusing on causal
estimates, I prefer to focus on theoretically-informed predictions regarding how these
beliefs and attitudes correlate differently — but predictably — for different people
on different issues in different countries.
Note that the three-cornered fight assumes enough empirical evidence to rely on
to score each competing theory. As a result, this book would have been impossible
to write without an accumulation of evidence across the social sciences. Specifically,
I rely on two decades of findings in behavioral economics (Fehr and Schmidt, 1999;
Fischbacher and Gachter, 2010; Charness and Rabin, 2002; Rabin, 1993), as well as
interdisciplinary research on moral reasoning (Tomasello and Vaish, 2013; Tomasello,
2016; Ostrom and Walker, 2003; Henrich et al., 2001; Gintis et al., 2005). Additional
contributions by Alesina, Glaeser and Sacerdote (2001), Fong (2001), Gilens (1999)
and Oorschot (2000) provide me with the needed robust empirical patterns to build
from. The framework developed in Part 1 of the book has also benefited from the rich
ethnographic work by Schwartz (2011) on French bus drivers, Sherman (2009) on
a rural community in California, Lamont and Molnar (2002) comparing members
of the working class in France and the United States and Chan and Goldthorpe
(2007) discussing of the concept of status and culture in Great Britain. I do not
want to overwhelm my reader and do my best throughout the book to limit detailed
accounts to the most relevant or illustrative studies.
What are the theoretical models I am picking up a fight with? My main emphasis is on the family of canonical models sketched at the beginning of this opening
chapter (e.g. Meltzer and Richard (1981)).27 For the three-cornered fight approach
to be of any use, the competing theory needs to be more than a straw man. For
some scholars, this type of stylized models do not meet this bar and are not worth
engaging with (e.g. Achen and Bartels (2017); Lynch (2020)). I see at least two
good reasons to disagree. One reason is analytical tractability. The assumptions
central to this line of work — a Homo Economicus confronted with some combination of a flat tax rate and a lump sum transfer — are useful abstractions. In
27

When discussing the case of the United States, I refer to a specific version of these models
developed in McCarty, Poole and Rosenthal (2008).
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their simplicity and clarity, they set a clear benchmark for assessing the value of
alternative theories. Scholars might nevertheless object that these assumptions are
too unrealistic to be helpful and that researchers could surely find a more helpful
benchmark. Unfortunately, as a field, political scientists are far from agreeing on
what such alternative framework might look like, thus leaving the one highlighted
above to provide much needed structure to any investigation. In addition, stylized
models explicitly seek to model behavior in context focusing on the role of institutions such as the welfare state (Meltzer and Richard, 1981) or supply-side dynamics
(McCarty, Poole and Rosenthal, 2008), something many scholars who criticize these
models fail to notice and emulate.28
The second reason for engaging with this family of models speaks to the political in
political science. Western societies are, for better or for worse, societies built on the
ideal of equal dignity. In this context, a model whose main prediction is that more
inequality will feed into higher demand for more equality-inducing policies provides
an intuitively appealing starting point. Could it be that democracies have a built-in
inequality moderator? Could this moderator be rooted in voters’ self-interest, voters
whom, to paraphrase Adam Smith selfishly pursue more equal outcomes? In other
words, the stylized model sketched above not only provides a theoretical anchor for
a systematic investigation of the demand side of redistributive politics, it is also a
way for researchers to join the public conversation over one of the major policy and
political issues of our time.
Causal Inference (and It Limits)
In the second part of the book, I discuss individual-level mechanisms and contextual
factors that, in combination, foster the type of mass attitudinal change than can be
picked up in aggregate survey data. While Part 1 focuses on the best fit between
competing theories and the data, Part 2 examines causal relationships between
individual-level hardship, moral predispositions, elite discourse, welfare state design
and public finances. As a result, part 2 partly relies on methods whose target
estimates can be, with some caveats, interpreted causally. These methods include
28
One example is the recent turn in American politics toward a strong emphasis on partisan
identity. This begs the question of what explains partisan identity in the first place. Most importantly, such emphasis carries little explanatory power in countries where partisan identification has
decreased and where traditional party systems are collapsing.
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survey experiments and regression models that leverage within-individual variation.
In addition, I build on existing research that has already extensively documented
some of these causal relationships (e.g. the framing effect literature).
Ultimately, the goal is to speak to country-level attitudinal trends in post-industrial
societies. Once I move to this level of analysis, causal inference becomes tricky: for
example, elite discourse is partly endogenous to mass attitudes; there is also a twoway relationship between mass moral predispositions and welfare state design. Even
more challenging is trying to make causal claims about the overtime trajectory of
a specific country: e.g. why a decline in average support in Great Britain? why
a decline in the income gradient in the US? In which country might we expect to
observe an increase in support for pre-distribution policies or attempts at reforming
social insurance to better cover the most vulnerable? The latter questions are not
suitable to causal inference and there is no way of getting around this.
For this part of the analysis, I consequently tread with caution and rely on a third
methodological tradition in political science, namely case studies and process tracing. Instead of breaking down a general macro-macro relationship into stand-alone
meso or micro causal relationships that are “true on average,” researchers engaging
in process tracing examine how individual actors, whose behavior is shaped by a
specific context, interact over a period of time (Pierson, 2004) to explain a specific
outcome. The final output is a case-specific and time-sensitive narrative structured
by a succession of logic-based “tests” (Mahoney, 2012; Collier, 2011). Chapters
7 through 9 provide plausible accounts of changes in social policy preferences in
the United States, Great Britain, Germany and France. Plausibility is assessed
by leveraging longitudinal data (causal arguments have clear implications for the
sequencing of events), qualitative accounts of important critical junctures (e.g. a
change in elite discourse following Tony Blair’s election) and addressing alternative
explanations (as discussed above with the role of immigration). This emphasis on
time, historical context and alternative explanations situates this part of the project
in the small-N, qualitative side of social science (Mahoney and Goertz, 2006).
By the end of the book, I hope to have convinced my reader that an emphasis on
fairness reasoning in a low stakes context can help explain the disconnect between
inequality and redistributive preferences. My argument also provides a framework
to understand the ways in which different types of contextual factors can affect
mass attitudes toward redistribution. Some of these factors are trivial (survey item
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ordering), others less so (public finance). Some have mostly temporary effects (issue
salience), while others have long-term consequences (a discursive shift in fairness
considerations). Jointly, they provide a new perspective on well-known and lesswell known trends in redistributive preferences in post-industrial democracies.
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2

What is Fair?

For most citizens, choosing the policy that aligns with their own material interest
is a demanding task. Only in the rare cases when high-stakes policy reforms have
credible implications for a voter’s pocketbook can one reasonably expect such egocentric and rational behavior. If self-interested reasoning is the exception and not
the rule, then what is the rule? As always with human behavior, there are many
rules and parsimony requires choosing one among those that matter the most. In
this chapter, I make the case for fairness reasoning.
The claim that fairness is important to redistributive politics has been made
many times before (Alesina and Angeletos, 2005; Fong, 2001; Zajac, 1996; Blinder
and Choi, 1990) and subjective data collected through ethnographic studies and
surveys all document the ubiquity of fairness concerns in the realms of pre- and redistribution (Bewley, 2007; Hochschild, 1981; Lamont and Molnar, 2002; Lynch and
Gollust, 2010). Yet while fairness is a notion intuitively grasped by all, it is not easy
to pinpoint what fairness is and what a positive analysis of fairness might look like.
Relatedly, while the research community knows that fairness matters, researchers
still struggle to explain why it matters and most importantly, how it matters. As
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a result, the conceptualization and operationalization of fairness reasoning in the
context of redistributive politics remain far from consensual.
In this chapter, I start by defining fairness reasoning in broad functionalist terms,
focusing on its role as a social technology articulating the individual to the collective.
I build on work in behavioral economics, anthropology and evolutionary psychology to argue that fairness reasoning is central to social life: it helps placate the
centrifugal forces of envy and opportunism and, under the right conditions, fosters
social order and cooperation while minimizing coercion (Levi, 1991). From this general definition, I derive a simple two-step way of conceptualizing and empirically
documenting fairness reasoning “in action.”
A first step is to identify the shared principles people rely on when reasoning about
the fairness of redistributive social policies. For this endeavor, experimental studies
in social psychology and behavioral economics are particularly helpful: they carefully document the existence of a finite set of consent-inducing allocation principles
(norms of fairness for short). Within Western democracies, there is quasi-universal
agreement on what these norms prescribe. Instead, people differ in their empirical
beliefs about the prevalence of norm-violating outcomes and behaviors (fairness beliefs for short). Fairness beliefs provide individuals with a proto-ideology through
which to interpret the world and pick policies that maximize fairness. A second
step in the study of fairness in action is consequently to measure these beliefs using
survey data and document how they structure mass attitudes toward redistributive
social policies.
The first step —identifying a finite set of fairness norms— is the focus of this
chapter. The second step —measuring fairness beliefs— occupies most of Chapter
3. Throughout both chapters, I show how the conceptualization of fairness reasoning
proposed in this book out-performs competing approaches found in the literature.

Fairness Reasoning: An Overview
Humans are a social and cooperative species. “Without the invention of human
society,” writes Barrington Moore, “Homo Sapiens might well have become extinct
long, long ago.” The invention of society meant, among other things, the invention
of morality. In line with other positivist studies of morality, I define morality in
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neo-functionalistic terms, i.e. as a bundle of norms and behavioral traits “selected”
over time for their capacity to suppress or regulate selfishness and make social life
(and the goods it generates) possible, while still leaving some breathing space for the
individual.1 In other words, moral systems are social technologies that help regulate
the constant toggle between cooperation and opportunistic behavior characteristic
of social life (Ostrom and Walker, 2003; Levi, 1991), ultimately contributing to social
and institutional stability (Graham, Haidt and Nosek, 2009; Binmore, 1994; Gintis
et al., 2005; Tomasello, 2016; Baumard, 2016). Like dark matter, a moral system
cannot be directly observed or quantified. Instead, its presence is inferred from its
effects on human behavior.
There are many types of moral systems. In this book, I am interested in moral
systems that shape how members of a group cooperate and settle on an uncontested
allocation of economic goods.2 These moral systems take the form of a shared
commitment to the same principles of fairness alongside a similar understanding of
the situations in which these principles can be called upon. Institutional stability
implies that enough individuals 1) share the same understanding of what is fair, 2)
care about maximizing fairness and 3) share the perception that the status quo is
fair according to this definition. Institutional change implies that enough individuals
1) share the same understanding of what is fair, 2) care about maximizing fairness
and 3) share the perception that the status quo is unfair according to this definition.
The potential for disorder increases when enough individuals in the group share very
different understandings of fairness. In this case, one might even question whether
such a group exists as a social entity in the first place. A bimodal distribution of
fairness beliefs can also be a source of disorder. In other words, by caring about
the same rules of fairness, and holding beliefs about the fairness of the status quo,
individuals end up playing their part in the maintenance — or orderly change —
of the status quo. In contrast, a situation where members of a group care about
different rules of fairness or hold polarizing beliefs, provides a most-likely case for
disorderly contestation and the breakdown of social order.
1

This neo-functionalist approach to issues of fairness and morality echoes recent contributions in
evolutionary psychology and economics. Morality in this line of work is a “solution” to the problem
of large-scale cooperation (Curry, Mullins and Whitehouse, 2019).
2

Another expression found in the literature is “system of justification”, see Thévenot and Boltanski (1991); Forst (2014).
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Broadly speaking, in the context of redistributive politics, a stable social order is
one where two related ideal-typical resource allocation problems have been (at least
temporarily) addressed. Specifically, a stable social order is one where there is a
widely shared consensus that the solutions brought to these problems, are “fair.” In
this case, the term “solution” describes the bundle of formal institutions and informal
practices that constitute the status quo. The first of the two problems was famously
discussed by Rousseau in the Discours sur l’Inegalite. According to Rousseau, in
societies built on the division of labor and private property, men envy each other,
resenting those who have more or feeling pride knowing that they are envied by
those who have less. Social order implies the existence of formal and informal
institutions that limit the public expression of envy and resentment. In Western
liberal democracies, this problem comes with its own specific twist: differences in
material resources need to be reconciled with the normative claim that all members
of the group are nevertheless equal in dignity and worth. I consequently call this
first resource allocation problem the inequality-among-equals problem.3 The second
problem to address is that of the provision by the group of basic material security
for its members, lest the group not survive temporary material shocks. I call this
ideal-typical problem the social solidarity problem. In practice the social solidarity
problem is at least partially solved when the majority of group members are willing
contributors to the provision of some form of social insurance (see Levi (1991)) and
do not feel resentment towards net-beneficiaries of resource pooling.4 The existence
of a shared understanding of what constitutes fair inequality and fair social solidarity
(i.e. shared norms of fairness) helps regulate envy, minimize resentment and promote
consensual resource sharing. Social stability is most likely when enough people
believe that the status quo aligns with what these shared fairness norms prescribe.
The fact that a moral system helps foster social order and cooperation does not
mean that it is inherently good or that no power is being exercised. Indeed, the
argument presented in this chapter is compatible with the claim that the moral
3

For an overview of how different societies have found other solutions to allocation problems,
see Piketty (2019) and references provided in this book.
4

Research has documented the range of emotions underpinning resource sharing and cooperation,
most importantly outrage at being taken advantage of (contributing when others are not), shame
for failing to “carry one’s weight” (not contributing when others are), or outrage at seeing someone
“jump the queue” (receiving the same access despite “slacking” behavior).
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system discussed throughout the book is an instance of Lukes’ third face of power
(Lukes, 2004) in the service of a hegemonic ruling class (Gramsci, Hoare et al.,
1971).5 Still, I avoid this language and chose instead to approach these moral
systems as social facts.
Jointly, the evidence presented in this chapter and the next, document the existence of an imperative to justify that, under some conditions,6 compels social agents
to reason and behave in ways that conform to what shared norms of fairness prescribe (Thévenot and Boltanski, 1991; Forst, 2014). As a short-hand, I call this
behavioral imperative “fairness reasoning,” which I define as the thought process
through which individuals act as if a third-party judge ruling on the fairness of a
given situation and acting to maximize fairness accordingly.
In this section, I have argued that fairness reasoning is the individual-level manifestation of a social technology central to the provision of two types of social goods:
social order in the face of inequality and risk management through resource sharing.7 This social technology combines a general agreement regarding what ought
to be with shared beliefs regarding what is. In the next section, I turn to the task
of identifying the finite set of widely agreed upon norms of fairness used to help
minimize envy and maximize resource sharing, focusing on the particular case of
Western democracies. This task first requires a description of the culturally-specific
and historically-situated ways in which the two allocation problems play out in
Western democracies.8
5
However, my argument and findings highlight a degree of pluralism and discretion in how people
engage in fairness reasoning that is disregarded by this line of work. In that sense, I am closer to
the work of Thévenot and Boltanski (1991) which highlights areas where logics clash and generate
critical discourse, without any ”hegemonic” over-arching norm or authority of justification.
6

How this imperative interacts with self-interest is something I will discuss later in the book.

7

Fairness reasoning is not the only behavioral mechanism helping articulate the self and the
group. Other examples include social identity, linked-fate reasoning or socio-tropic reasoning.
However, unlike these latter concepts, fairness reasoning has yet to join the political behavior tool
box. This omission is in part due to the diﬀiculty of defining, conceptualizing and operationalizing
fairness concerns, an issue I take on in this chapter.
8
Researchers disagree over the fundamental nature of the social technology discussed in this
book. To simplify, some researchers emphasize its biological (and ultimately evolutionary) roots,
arguing that humans are hardwired to rely on a core set of fairness principles and fairness-related
emotions (see Jensen and Petersen (2017); Tooby and Cosmides (2010); Gintis (2016b)). According
to this line of reasoning, the same core building blocks of fairness reasoning can be identified in
many cultures (Bowles and Gintis, 2011; Henrich et al., 2001; Graham et al., 2013). This work is
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Fairness Reasoning in Contemporary Western Societies
In Western Democracies, the allocation of economic resources is affected by a complex bundle of institutions and policies (sketched in Figure 2.1). A central distinction
is the one made between the “market economy” on the one hand, and the “welfare
state” on the other. The former generates market income that is then taxed to
fund the social transfers distributed by the latter. The latter organizes social solidarity, i.e. the collective endeavor through which individuals are insured against
life’s main risks (unemployment, old age, illnesses...). Governments can affect the
distribution of income in a given society through three channels: 1) pre-distribution
policies, which affect how market income is generated and distributed, 2) taxation
policies, which affect how much market income people get to keep, and 3) changes
to the design of the welfare state, which affect the extent to which social insurance
is redistributive. With regards to the latter, governments can increase the generosity of means-tested benefits, tweak the relative mix of earnings-dependent and non
earnings-dependent benefits and change the legal definition of who is included in
the welfare state. These design features have important implications for income
redistribution. As argued by Esping-Andersen (1990), a welfare state dominated by
earnings-dependent transfers ends up reinforcing existing social stratification. According to the “paradox of redistribution” highlighted by Korpi and Palme (1998),
while means-tested programs are redistributive by design, too high a share of such
programs can ultimately undermine the overall redistributive implications of the
welfare state. Ultimately, the design features that contribute the most to decreasing income inequality are those that make social benefits and services accessible to
all irrespective of past contributions (e.g. universal access to public healthcare in
buttressed by findings in child psychology that document the early emergence of fairness concerns
among very young children including newborns. Other researchers give more weight to culture than
to genes. While humans might be hard-wired to learn and care about group norms, these norms,
including norms of fairness, might or might not share common features across cultures (Ostrom,
1998). The approach taken in this book is closer in spirit to the latter school of thought. In the
remainder of this chapter, I examine fairness concerns within one relatively homogeneous cultural
block, i.e. post-industrial Western societies with large welfare states. While I claim, and show, that
Western societies are similar enough to be studied as a whole, I remain agnostic with regards to the
applicability of this framework to non-Western societies, and only tentatively extend the analysis
to post-communist countries.
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Great Britain).

Figure 2.1: Income Redistribution in Western Societies: Institutional and Policy Landscape
The Market Economy

The Welfare State

Capital

Benefits tied to past
earnings/contributions
Corporate taxes
Income taxes
Social contributions

The firm

Mixed design
Floor benefits tied to legal
membership status,
independent of past
earnings/contributions

Labor
Goods & Services

Means-tested benefits

Welfare state reform

Market reform

The market economy’s existence as an autonomous institutional sphere separate
from the welfare state is part institutional reality, part shared cultural myth. Similarly, the claim that pre-distribution and taxation policies “interfere” (whether for
good or bad reasons depending on one’s political leanings) with the “natural” functioning of markets is partly a cultural construct (Vogel, 2018). However, to the
extent that I am interested in people’s beliefs about the status quo, whether or not
this description of the status quo is true is somewhat irrelevant, what matters is
that people share this representation of the world.
Social stability and a resilient social insurance system are signs that a majority finds the existing combination of institutions and policies fair, or at least “fair
enough,” according to shared norms of fairness. In contrast, institutional and policy change follow from a majority perceiving that the status quo is unfair. What
exactly does “fair” mean in this context? Or to put it differently, what are the
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norms of fairness people rely on to justify their support or opposition to status quochanging policy proposals, whether related to pre-distribution, taxation or social
policy design?
A dominant line of research emphasizes the following allocation principle: a fair
allocation is one in which economic rewards are related to effort (i.e. “effort pays”).
In the words of Benabou and Tirole (2006), support for income redistribution is
affected by the views people hold about “the causes of wealth and poverty, the
extent to which individuals are responsible for their own fate, and the long-run rewards to personal effort.” This common approach to fairness reasoning in Western
democracies overlooks several important features of resource allocation in these societies. Once these features are accounted for, a different conceptualization of fairness
reasoning emerges.
First, the “does effort pay?” framework does not explicitly engage with the market
economy/welfare state dualism sketched in Figure 2.1. A market economy turns
people’s labor into a commodity, either directly as labor or indirectly through the
goods and services they produce, and the welfare state helps people face the socioeconomic costs of their commodification. As a result, meaning and status derived
from being a “productive” member of society has at leas two distinct sources. One
source is an individual’s market value made visible to all by one’s income. The other
is an individual’s membership in a resource pool of historically unprecedented scope.
Membership (i.e. group boundaries), facilitates resource pooling. Resource pooling
is what gives membership its value. A quote by Walzer (1983) succinctly captures
this relationship between membership, the welfare state and self-worth:
Membership is important because of what the members of a political
community owe to one another and to no one else, or to no one else in
the same degree. And the first thing they owe is the communal provision
of (...) welfare. This claim might be reversed: communal provision is
important because it teaches us the value of membership. If we did not
provide for one another, if we recognized no distinction between members
and strangers, we would have no reason to form and maintain political
communities.(page 64)
Simply put, there is no resource sharing and risk pooling without a clear understanding of whom is sharing with whom. In contrast, a market economy is an
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“indifferent association, determined solely by personal preference and market capacity”, one “open to whoever chooses to come in.”
A second important distinction overlooked by the “does effort pay?” literature
is the famous free rider problem, which, while a central concern in the context of
resource sharing, is irrelevant to how people interact in a market economy. Indeed,
resource pooling and sharing constitute what researchers call a social dilemma: the
collective interest does not align with the individual interest. Specifically, all members have an individual incentive to take advantage of the shared resource without
contributing suﬀiciently to its maintenance. Contrast this with market institutions,
which are explicitly presented as aligning (and designed to align) the general interest
with the individual interest. Writing in the 18th century, Adam Smith famously
saw market institutions and the selfish pursuit of one’s own material interest as
liberating: it was a way to extract individuals from an unequal and oppressive web
of interdependence and reciprocal rights and duties. Today, one might say that it
is the market economy that, in the common imaginary, has successfully extracted
itself from the web of interdependence and reciprocal rights and duties that define
social solidarity. Put differently, the market economy has been expunged from the
social solidarity problem, only the inequality-among equal problem remains.9
As a result, the manufacturing of consent is achieved very differently depending on
the institutional realm under consideration. In the market economy, mass consent
implies the shared agreement that the status quo abides by what the proportionality
norm prescribes, namely that rewards be proportional to merit, itself a combination
of personal decisions as a free agent, individual work ethic, acquired skills and innate
talent. Milton Friedman himself emphasized its centrality to the market economy’s
system of justification: “payment in accordance to product,” he writes, is part of
the “basic core of value judgments that are unthinkingly accepted by the great bulk
of [a society’s] members” and enables “resources to be allocated eﬀiciently without
compulsion” (page 167). This is the norm captured by the previously discussed
“does effort pays?” literature. But, as argued above, people’s experiences is two
faceted: what they experience as actors in the market economy is separate from
9

Some leaders regularly seek to redefine markets in ways that emphasize social solidarity. One
example is Obama’s controversial “you did not built that” speech where he stated that economic
entrepreneurs succeed as a result of others’ help and work, partly through the government.The
backlash was strong and immediate.
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what they experience as stakeholders in a resource pooling effort embodied in the
welfare state. This suggests the existence of a second norm, the reciprocity norm,
which prescribes that all members of a group contribute to the collective effort and
that free riding does not go unpunished.
Institutional dualism and normative pluralism have important implications for
fairness reasoning and mass policy preferences. On the one hand, policies that
affect market institutions and market income are shaped by beliefs regarding the
latter’s fairness as defined by the proportionality norm (i.e. is market income roughly
proportional to talent and effort or not?). On the other hand, policies that affect the
welfare state are shaped by beliefs regarding its fairness as defined by the reciprocity
norm (i.e. are net-beneficiaries of social transfers mostly undeserving free riders
or not?). For some people, proportionality and reciprocity beliefs are correlated.
Someone who believes that effort pays (i.e. the rich deserve their higher income)
can also believe that net-recipients of social transfers are undeserving free rider
who could be self-reliant if they “really tried.” Yet, as I will document extensively
in chapters 3 through 5, membership considerations and differences in how people
react to free riding mean that proportionality and reciprocity beliefs are most often
disconnected: the belief that the status quo is fair according to one norm need
not imply that the status quo is fair according to the other. In other words, two
distinct norms of fairness imply at least two types of fairness beliefs with, I will
show, important implications for mass social policy preferences.
Researchers seeking to study fairness in action need to chose carefully the words
they use. The distinction between deviations from what the proportionality norm
prescribes on the one hand, and deviations from what the reciprocity norm prescribes
on the other is partly obscured by the generic terms available to discuss the fairness
of a given situation, and relatedly the fairness of the status quo. Specifically, two
outcomes can be both judged as fair or unfair with each evaluation referring to
different norms of fairness. Relatedly, the same concept of desert or deservingness
can apply to very different fairness judgments. Figure 2.2 captures this heterogeneity
in the context of the institutional set up sketched in Figure 2.1.

Before I discuss the empirical evidence in support of this framework, a word
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Figure 2.2: What is Fair? Who is Deserving?
Is a given individual able to provide for herself
(i.e. productive) or not?

YES

NO

Is she too rich (too poor)
according to the
proportionality norm?

Is she deserving of
social solidarity
according to the
reciprocity principle?

YES
She deserves less
(She deserves more)

NO
She deserves
what she has

YES
She deserves to draw from
pooled resources

NO
She does not and should be
denied access to pooled
resources

How often is the answer Yes?

How often is the answer Yes?

Most of the time: status quo UNFAIR
Rarely: status quo FAIR

Most of the time: status quo FAIR
Rarely: status quo UNFAIR

about alternative ways in which allocation institutions and norms of fairness might
combine. For example, under what conditions might the fairness of the market
economy be assessed not only in reference to the proportionality norm but also in
reference to the reciprocity norm? One example is given by Scheve and Stasavage
(2016). They argue that total warfare can turn the sphere of production into an
additional front alongside the military front. Total warfare also faces a free rider
problem: citizens’ individual interest is to defect, at the expense of the collective. In
line with the reciprocity principle, their willingness to contribute their blood to the
war effort is conditional on the belief that everyone is engaged in a similar sacrifice,
i.e. nobody is free riding (Levi, 1991). In such a context, large economic profits are
perceived to violate the reciprocity norm: they reflect an actors’ selfish economic
gains at the expense of the collective (ultimate) sacrifice. According to Scheve and
Stavasage, the ability to frame high income earners as war profiteers who violate the
reciprocity norm helps explain why some countries were able to introduce wealth
taxation while others were not.
Relatedly, the reciprocity norm used to be much more salient in the economic
realm in the 60s and 70s. Following WWII, wage labor became the norm. At the
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same time, long-term reconstruction and growth plans under the leadership of a
powerful state turned workers into a distinct class of stakeholders (Przeworski and
Sprague, 1988). Economic output was partly understood as a public good resulting
from large-scale cooperation at the firm and country-level, under the coordinating
power of the state and of economic corporatism.10 The organization of labor at the
firm-level was also different in that period. Wage-setting practices were often similar
to those found in state bureaucracies: they under-weighted individual factors such
as productivity in favor of collective understanding of worth, such as seniority or a
given occupation’s centrality to economic production.11
In the past three decades, political and economic elites have shifted the emphasis
from cooperation to competition: growth models are now built on the principle
that growth is at the intensive margin and that markets are much better at doing
this than states and centralized collective bargaining . Governments thus endeavor
to build institutional environments where these market mechanisms can unleash
their full potential. This, in a nutshell, is the mandate of the European Union.
The “neo-liberal” turn has often been portrayed as a swing back towards “markets
against society” Polanyi (1957), but what we have witnessed since the 1970s might
be better described as “society in support of fair markets”. This latter expression
better captures a form of discourse and policies according to which regulations,
taxes and transfers are justified as ways to bring economic institutions closer to
what is prescribed by the proportionality norm, namely a distribution of economic
resources truly proportional to individual merit, and not based on the cooperation
of different class of stakeholders. Changes at the firm-level have been especially
dramatic. Merit-based pay is now the norm. Workplaces have “fissured” (Weil,
2014; Card, Heining and Kline, 2013), moving closer to Ronald Coase’s ideal-typical
example of smaller units trading bilaterally through contracts on a market. Large
corporations have shed their role as direct employers of the people responsible for
their products, in favor of outsourcing work to small companies that compete with
one another. The gig economy is the most recent stage in this development. This
implies the concomitant retreat of reciprocity concerns and an over-investment in the
10

These national-level cooperative compromises are well known to students of postwar capitalism.

11

This institutional set up would ultimately lead Galbraith to develop his concept of ‘technostructure,” in which managers co-opted labor against the interests of shareholders, with the ultimately
goal being the reproduction of what he called the bureaucratic technostructure.

56

proportionality norm. One implication is the retreat of the kind of critical discourse
regarding labor’s fair share of profits that was previously enabled by the perception
that economic growth was built on interdependence and cooperation more so that
on entrepreneurship and decentralized competition.
I am now ready to provide a full definition of fairness reasoning as it manifests itself in Western democracies. As already mentioned, fairness reasoning is the thought
process through which individuals act as if a third-party judge ruling on the fairness
of a given situation and acting to maximize fairness accordingly. In the context of
this book, fairness is maximized by favoring (opposing) a policy change that moves
the status quo closer to (further from) what is prescribed by shared norms of fairness.
I emphasized two norms of fairness: the proportionality norm –according to which
market rewards should be proportional to merit (more below)– and the reciprocity
norm –according to which people should contribute to the collective effort unless
it mostly benefits free riders–. The proportionality norm, I argue, is most relevant
for evaluating the fairness of market outcomes and policies that interfere with such
outcomes. Implementing fairness in line with the proportionality norm will mean,
for example, opposing (supporting) high taxes because differences in market income
(do not) reflect differences in effort and talent. The reciprocity norm, I argue, is
most relevant for evaluating the fairness of social insurance in general and the design
features that make it redistributive in particular.12 Doing the “fair thing” in line
with the reciprocity norm will lead some to oppose social spending cuts because it
unfairly affects “deserving” recipients (more on what deserving means below). Others, in contrast, will support cuts to programs that unfairly reward free riders over
those who, in contrast, “carry their weight.” This reasoning implies that individuals
hold empirical beliefs about the nature of the status quo: while people agree on the
two norms –i.e. what ought to be–, they disagree over the extent to which the status
quo conforms to what these two norms prescribe –i.e. what is–. In the remainder
of this chapter, I review studies documenting the existence of a consent-inducing
imperative to behave fairly as defined by the proportionality and reciprocity norms.
I leave evidence regarding the differences in fairness beliefs to Chapter 3.
12

These include means-tested programs as well as the design features that make some social
benefits accessible to all irrespective of past contributions (e.g. universal access to public healthcare
in Great Britain).
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Norms of Fairness: Evidence
In line with the framework of study presented above, I focus on evidence that documents the existence of a finite set of norms understood in the same way by all
involved and behaviorally consequential for all involved. Empirically, this implies
two types of evidence: one documenting universal agreement about a given normative principle, the other documenting the absence of competing norms beyond
the identified set. Studies of fairness often rely on ethnographic evidence combined
with interviews in which implicated parties are asked to make explicit the reasoning
behind their actions. Such research strategy suffers from the usual concerns about
competing motives beyond fairness maximization, including material self-interest,
or group-specific concerns (e.g. parochial altruims). Furthermore, these empirical strategies do not tell us if people are using the same, behaviorally-constraining
fairness norms, merely that they are using the same fairness language.
Experimental methods in a controlled setting provide one solution. First, researchers can come up with designs that either neutralize competing motives (participant design versus third-party design), or pit one motive against the other (selfinterest versus fairness) to see which one matters most. Second, researchers use
experimental variations to document the existence of a shared norm. To understand
how this works, one can think of a norm as a mathematical function: the function
is fixed (f (X) = Y ) while the output (Y ) varies with the input (X). Specifically
the fairness evaluation and the resulting fairness maximizing behavior (Y ) vary with
people’s understanding of the features (X) of the problem under consideration. To
study the norm, researchers have two main research strategies available to them.
One is to vary X experimentally and examine whether this change affects Y in
systematic ways. This gives researchers information on the content of the norm as
understood by all participants. Another strategy is to maximize or minimize the
differences in how people understand the features of a given situation and see how
it affects the variance in Y . If all share the same X and apply the same norm then
they should all agree and the variance in Y should be very small. In contrast, disagreement over the X will be reflected in disagreement over the Y . There is by now
a large literature across the social sciences that implements these strategies. Below, I review the most important studies, focusing first on the proportionality norm
and then on the reciprocity norm. The same studies also show that emphasizing
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only these two norms covers a lot of grounds: relative to the proportionality and
reciprocity norm, other distributive principles (e.g. equality or need) take a back
seat.

What Constitutes Fair Inequality Among Equals? The Proportionality Norm
Aristotle famously provided the first known explication of the proportionality principle broadly defined. According to Aristotle, for an unequal division of resources
to be fair, individual rewards and punishments have to be proportional to individual contributions to good or bad outcomes. Any division of resources that is not
proportional to individual contributions is unfair based on this principle. In the
context of a market economy, an individual contribution is any factor that 1) can
be attributed to the decisions and actions of a given individual and 2) increases the
market value of tradable goods and services. These factors include, effort, talent,
skills and individual bets on the future such as saving and investment decisions
(or failure to make such bets). There are two main sources of inequality in this
framework: differences in individual contributions, assuming all have the same opportunity to make a value-increasing decision, and differences in the opportunity
to makes such value-increasing decisions (Cappelen et al., 2007; Almås et al., 2010;
Cappelen et al., 2013; Konow, 2003). An overwhelming majority of people find the
former fair and the latter unfair in line with the proportionality norm (Frohlich,
Oppenheimer and Kurki, 2004; Miller and Komorita, 1995; Oxoby and Spraggon,
2008; List, 2007). This general pattern has been documented experimentally in
many different contexts and with different types of individual contributions. In the
context of debates over income inequality, references to the proportionality norm
take the form of debates over talent, luck, the genetic lottery or the “meritocracy”
of the existing educational system.13
13
A recent example is the reception of Piketty’s most recent book in the press. In Capitalism and
Ideology, Piketty defends a set of highly progressive income and wealth taxes. Most responses to the
book’s proposals make references to the fairness of the status quo as defined by the proportionality
norm. Favorable reviews highlight how existing income and wealth distributions have little to do
with effort and talent, describing the wealthy as lucky at best or self-interested resource hoarders
at worse. Unfavorable reviews challenge this interpretation: according to Raghu Rajam, today’s
rich are self-made “working-rich”, whose wealth derives from their “ability to put resources to good
use.” Piketty’s proposal is unjust and would lead to economic suicide (FT March 7th). Middle-of-
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A stylized laboratory game called the Ultimatum Game (UG) provides strong
evidence of the importance of the proportionality norm for manufacturing consent.
The UG, first developed by Güth, Schmittberger and Schwarze (1982), is a twoplayer two-stage game, with a Proposer and a Responder. In its most common
form, the game proceeds as follows: the Proposer offers a division of a fixed sum to
an anonymous Responder who then accepts or rejects the offer. If the Responder
accepts, the sum is divided as originally proposed. If the Responder rejects, both
players receive nothing. An income maximizing Proposer should always offer the
minimum amount and the Responder should always accept (lest they walk away with
zero). In practice, the Proposer offers on average a 60-40 split and the Respondent
rejects half of the offers that are below an 80-20 split. In the earned variant of
the UG, the Proposer has either earned the fixed sum to split with the Responder
through her own effort or, in some designs, has earned the right to be the Proposer
instead of the Responder. These studies return one consistent result: Proposers
offer significantly less than the usual 40% and Responders’ rejection rates are much
lower.
Differences between the baseline and earned conditions align with what researchers
know about the proportionality norm, i.e. rewards should be proportional to merit.
In the baseline condition, the fair thing to do is a 50/50 split, as none of the two
players have earned the right to get more. One way to interpret the Proposer’s
modal 60/40 split is to conceptualize it as a two-step reasoning: she first starts with
what the norm prescribes (50/50) and then, from this baseline, tries to maximize
her payoff within the constraints set by the norm. Under the assumption of a shared
norm, a rational actor seeking to maximize her payoff will pick something higher
than 50, but not too high in order to avoid having the Responder enforce the norm
by rejecting an offer that deviates too much from it.14 In the earned condition, one
player has worked for the right to have more: the fair baseline split is an unequal
the-road reviews argue that deviations from what the proportionality norm prescribes are not large
enough to justify wealth expropriation and make a more moderate case for incremental changes
moving the status quo closer to what is “fair” through “market-based inclusiveness” and “stronger
link between achievement and reward” (bloomberg).
14

Early research has interpreted the convergence to something close to a 50/50 split as evidence
of an equality norm. Instead, I follow Konow, Saijo and Akai (2008) in interpreting this evidence as
merely the implementation of the proportionality norm in a context where individual contributions
are equal.
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split, with more rewards going to the most productive individual. Because both
players abide by a similar fairness norm, the Proposer knows he can be very selfish
and yet avoid punishment. Indeed, no shared norms of fairness are broken when
she does so and the party with less has no reason to dissent: the outcome is fair.
Overall, the existence of a shared proportionality norm, and the knowledge that this
norm is shared by all parties, best explains results from UGs.
These experiments have been repeated across many Western societies, creating
a patchwork of evidence for the existence of the proportionality norm as an orderinducing form of fairness reasoning allowing members of a group to agree on a given
resource allocation. As of writing, the research community still lacks a comprehensive study that would assess the existence of the proportionality norm across a large
sample of Western societies.15 Cross-national surveys provide a useful, albeit imperfect, substitute. If the proportionality norm is widely shared across post-industrial
democracies, items that measure agreement with a statement in line with what the
norm prescribes should receive overwhelming support. The closest available survey
item that directly measures agreement with the proportionality norm is an item
from the World Value Survey worded as follows: “Imagine two secretaries, of the
same age, doing practically the same job. One finds out that the other earns considerably more than she does. The better paid secretary, however, is quicker, more
eﬀicient and more reliable at her job. In your opinion, is it fair or not fair that one
secretary is paid more than the other?” This question holds constant attributes one
is not responsible for (age, tasks being given to accomplish) and only varies factors
one has control over. In all countries, more than 4 out of 5 respondents find it fair
that one secretary is paid more than the other. Relatedly, the 2018 wave of the
ESS asked respondents whether they agreed with the statement that “(a) society
is fair when hard-working people earn more than others.” On average over 80% of
respondents agree, with a high of 92% in Austria and a low of 70% in the Czech
Republic.
A comparative study by Almås, Cappelen and Tungodden (2019) is also very informative. It presents two groups of respondents, one American and one Norwegian
15

Henrich et al. (2001) famously implemented the baseline UG in 15 small-scale societies, but
without the earned condition the interpretation is diﬀicult. The main conclusion is that most
societies have a norm in place that requires some sharing. However, what this norm is is impossible
to pin down given the design.
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(both representative of the overall population),16 with the same unequal outcome.
In this case, the latter takes the form of a pair of real life individuals (recruited on
M-Turk) with unequal earnings. Participants in both countries are asked whether
they want to redistribute income between the two individuals and if so how. The design ensures that American and Norwegian respondents hold the same priors about
the causes of this inequality. Assuming the same priors and the same norm, this
should imply the same predictable response in both countries. Researchers experimentally varied the reason why earnings were unequally distributed across the two
individuals. In one condition, which they call the merit condition, earnings were
unequal because workers differed in productivity — the more productive individual got 6 dollars and the least productive 0 dollars. In another condition, where
earnings were different as a result of the luck of the draw, the luck condition, the
lucky winner got 6 dollars and the loser got nothing. The respondents had the
option to leave the division of resources as such (6-0) or redistribute in one-dollar
increments. When luck explained differences in earnings, 76% of the U.S. sample
chose some amount of redistribution with 54% choosing to equalize incomes (3-3).17
In the merit condition, the share of individuals who equalized dropped by about 40
percentage points in both countries. The majority (60% for Norway and 80% for
the U.S.) implemented an unequal outcome, with the modal response being, in both
countries, the 4-2 split (the most productive gets twice the amount received by the
least productive). These results indicate that respondents in both countries contribute, through their actions, to implementing a distribution of resources roughly
proportional to the work contributions. Against claims of American exceptionalism,
a large majority of American respondents implement some redistribution and more
than half implement full equality in the luck condition.
The luck treatment results are worth a brief discussion. In the luck treatment, a
larger share of American respondents chose, despite the absence of any difference in
work contribution, not to intervene and to leave differences in rewards as is (6-0).
This difference suggests that American respondents are less likely to act to correct
inequalities due to luck. One possible reason behind this difference is American
respondents’ interpretation of the randomness of the allocation: in expectation,
16

See also (Konow, Saijo and Akai, 2008) for evidence on Japan and the U.S.
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The share of Norwegians choosing to equalize in the luck condition is higher at 78%.
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even if not in practice, the allocation is equal. Because all individuals in the group
get a “fair shot” and redistributing away from the winners would mean introducing
an unfair outcome in a fair allocation process. According to this logic, compensating
the losers in the lottery requires unfairly punishing the winners in an equal race.
This experiment points to possible cultural differences in how individuals apply
the proportionality norm and research is required to better understand why such
differences exist and with what consequences. For the purpose of this book, I will
focus on the similarities – in both cases, reliance on the proportionality norm is
widespread – and leave the differences to follow-up research.
In Search of Competing Allocation Principles
To what extent is focusing on the proportionality norm enough to understand how
people come to consent to unequal outcomes among equals. The literature has identified a subset of competing allocation principles: one is eﬀiciency and the other is
equality. While the conceptualization of fairness reasoning presented in this chapter does not imply the absence of competing allocation principles, it does elevate
the proportionality principle to the exclusive status of a behaviorally binding norm.
In support of this assumption, evidence repeatedly shows that proportionality concerns are much more important than eﬀiciency considerations (Almås, Cappelen and
Tungodden, 2019; Durante, Putterman and Van der Weele, 2014). In addition, a
closer look at the manifestation of the eﬀiciency norm in public debates indicates
that it is, by construct, subordinated to the proportionality norm. Indeed, one of
the reasons why redistribution risks decreasing the “size of the pie” is that it can
demotivate high achievers. The latter reasoning implicitly assumes that those who
have a higher income have it because of high productivity. In other words, anyone
who explicitly expresses eﬀiciency concerns is implicitly assuming that the status
quo is fair as prescribed by the proportionality norm. Economists, in that regard,
are not neutral proponents of eﬀicient decentralized modes of coordination. Their
work builds on deeply held beliefs about the latter’s fairness.
The case of the equality norm is less clear cut. Indeed, some of the previously
mentioned results by Almås, Cappelen and Tungodden (2019) suggest its possible
existence: the final distribution in the Norwegian sample was more equal because,
even on the merit condition, a higher share of Norwegians chose the equal split (3-
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3). One possible interpretation is that participants’ behaviors are best explained by
assuming a mix of two norms, the proportionality norm (rewards are proportional
to effort) and the equality norm (if any difference, then equalize), with Norwegians
putting more weight on the latter than Americans. Yet neuroimaging data from a
follow-up study by the same team suggests that the proportionality norm remains
the one in the driver seat. Cappelen et al. (2017) show that while deviations from
a proportional income distribution generate strong reactions as measured by brain
activity, deviations from an equal income distribution do not. The authors conclude
that “concerns for outcome equality is of relatively little importance in situations in
which income has been earned through work effort.” They emphasize that these results are “particularly striking” since respondents are from “a Scandinavian country
that is among the most egalitarian countries in the world.”
More generally, even if some individuals seek to follow the equality principle,
they are likely to be a small minority, undermining the equality principle’s ability
to manufacture consent. In 1991, the International Social Justice Project asked
respondents in a small number of Western and Eastern European countries their attitudes toward the proportionality and equality principles. In all countries, around
90% of respondents agreed with the following statement, “(p)eople who work hard
deserve to earn more than those who do not.” Relatedly, about 80% agreed that
“(i)t is fair if people have more money or wealth, but only if there are equal opportunities.” In contrast, less than 20% on average agreed with the claim “(t)he fairest
way of distributing wealth and income would be to give everyone equal shares.”
The 2018 wave of the ESS also included an item asking about fairness and equality. Respondents were asked whether they agree with the following statement, “(a)
society is fair when income and wealth are equally distributed among all people.”
In this case, close to half of respondents in the survey agree, with a high of 72%
in Slovenia and a low of 24% in Estonia. Yet as Figure 2.3 illustrates countries
where agreement is high are also countries where a high share of the population
also believes that the education system and the job market are unfair, as defined
by the proportionality norm. It is thus very likely that respondents who agree with
this claim are not expressing support for a competing norm but merely expressing
their belief that, given that income differences generates by the market economy are
unfair according to the proportionality norm, the only fair outcome, also according
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Figure 2.3: Agreement with Equality Norms Correlates with Proportionality Beliefs
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X-axis: Mean of answers to two items (Cronbach’s alpha: 0.77). ”Overall, everyone in [country]
has a fair chance of achieving the level of education they seek.“ / “Overall, everyone in [country]
has a fair chance of getting the jobs they seek.”
Y-axis: % respondents who agree that a fair society implies equal distribution of wealth and
income.
Data: ESS 2018, weighted.

to the proportionality norm, is an equal distribution of market income.
The evidence reviewed in this section examines how individuals behave in situations where material rewards are unequally distributed. Taken jointly, results show
that the proportionality norm is widely agreed upon by all, behaviorally consequential and faces limited competition from alternative allocation principles.
Unfair allocations are not limited to inequality-among-equals situations in which
outcomes are unrelated to individual contributions. Another example is a situation
in which social solidarity, i.e. the pooling of resources to help individuals who can
no longer provide for themselves, is plagued by free riding. Free riders are violating
the reciprocity norm: the principle according to which pro-social behavior should
be reciprocated in kind. In the next section, I review the evidence in support of the
reciprocity norm as a universally shared and behaviorally relevant norm of fairness
that helps manufacture consent, specifically the consensual provision of generous and
redistributive social insurance. I examine whether all individuals appear to share the
same understanding of the reciprocity norm and whether individuals act to enforce
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a fair outcome as defined by this norm. I also show that, in the case of redistributive
politics, the reciprocity norm faces limited competition from alternative norms of
fairness.

What Constitutes Fair Resource Sharing? The Reciprocity Norm
Numerous studies have documented the importance of the reciprocity norm when
people are engaged in joint cooperative endeavors (Axelrod, 1980; Ostrom and
Walker, 2003). This norm is both simple to describe and surprisingly diﬀicult to
theorize. Simply stated, the norm turns people into conditional cooperators. People
willingly contribute to a collective endeavor if they feel others are not free riding
(positive reciprocity). They punish free riders by either ceasing to cooperate or by
excluding them from accessing the goods generated by cooperation (negative reciprocity). Behavior attached to the reciprocity norm is thus inherently two-faceted
and can be presented in one of two lights. The more positive light casts it as a form
of conditional altruism: people’s default position is to help others unless others are
“antisocial” (Henrich et al., 2001; Fong, Bowles and Gintis, 2006). Viewed in a
negative light, it is a form of conditional punishment: people’s default position is to
deny help to others unless they are prosocial.
Researchers have argued that the reciprocity norm is a powerful cooperationinducing social technology: it helps solve the previously mentioned social solidarity
problem by turning all group members into willing cooperators, despite the incentive to free ride (Berg, Dickhaut and McCabe, 1995; Falk, Fehr and Fischbacher,
2003). To unpack the relationship between the reciprocity norm and this cooperative
equilibrium, behavioral economists rely on an ideal-typical game called the public
goods game (PGG) (Fehr and Gächter, 2000; Fischbacher, Gächter and Fehr, 2001;
Ostrom and Walker, 2003; Bechtel and Scheve, 2014). In this setup, participants
independently (and privately) choose how many of their private tokens to put into a
public pot. The collectively pooled tokens are multiplied by a fixed factor and then
divided among players. Each subject gets to keep the tokens they do not contribute
on top of their cut of the common pot. The multiplying factor is chosen to create a
tension between collective interest and self-interest. On the one hand, the group’s
total payoff is maximized when everyone contributes all of their tokens to the public
pot. On the other hand, each player could walk away contributing nothing (keep66

ing their tokens) yet still receive their share of the collective pot. Ultimately, each
player faces the same dilemma: contributing more tokens only makes sense if others
are also contributing, but the more others contribute, the more it makes sense to
contribute zero tokens and “free ride” on others’ contributions.
Results from studies with repeated iterations of the PGG show that, left to their
own devices, individuals start by contributing a share of their tokens, but ultimately
end up contributing nothing. Detailed follow-up studies suggest the following dynamic: a significant share of players start with optimistic priors about what others
will do (i.e. contribute) and consequently contribute tokens. Yet, after one or several rounds, having observed that not all players contribute and/or many players
contribute but only small amounts, players update their priors in a more pessimistic
direction. Over multiple iterations, the final result is that nobody contributes to
the common pot.18 What the PGG captures is the group’s joint failure to solve a
social dilemma. Everyone would be better off cooperating, but failure to develop the
shared understanding that all will cooperate ultimately means that, in line with the
tit-for-tat logic of the reciprocity norm, nobody does.
A striking finding coming from this line of work is that under specific conditions,
the exact opposite outcome occurs and the group converges to full cooperation,
with everyone donating all of their tokens. These conditions include information on
prior contributions, the ability to communicate and, most importantly, the ability
to punish beyond simply refusing to cooperate. In most designs, the option to punish implies taking tokens away from someone who has not behaved in a reciprocal
fashion, i.e. someone who has contributed less than others. In some studies, this
punishment also comes at a personal cost, with individual players having to give
up some of their own tokens to have the option to punish one of the players. With
punishment, cooperation is much more likely to emerge. The emergence of cooperation happens through a four step process. First, cooperation is jump-started by a
group of “altruistic” individuals willing to take the risk of assuming that others will
cooperate. Second, the introduction of punishment limits the share of individuals
18

Interestingly, evidence shows that the mismatch between expectations and actual contributions
is due to actors hedging their bets: they would be willing to contribute large sums but, absent
certainty that others will contribute the same amount, they ultimately decrease their exposure to
loss by contributing a smaller amount. This “play-it-safe” strategy is what ultimately undermines
the whole collective endeavor with each actor ending up seeming less cooperative than they actually
are (Fischbacher and Gachter, 2010).
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who decide to free ride in the first place and increases the share of individuals who
believe that others will cooperate. Third, with punishment, a subset of individuals
(which may or may not include the “altruistic” optimists in round one) pays the
price of punishing people who free ride, forcing this latter group to change their
behavior. Fourth, after punishment is observed, it leads more to update their priors
about the relative share of cooperators and free riders. Core to this dynamic is the
existence of individuals willing to punish even if at their own expense, resulting in
the shared expectations that free riding will not go unpunished (this is why many
fewer people free ride once punishment is introduced).
Jointly, these results and others (see Ostrom and Walker (2003) for an overview)
highlight the existence of a norm, particularly relevant to situations of mutual help
and interdependence, that makes people react negatively to free riding and positively
to prosocial behavior, and to expect others to do the same. As third party judges
seeking to enforce this norm, people will behave in ways that punish free riders and
reward prosocial individuals.
To the extent that social insurance can be characterized as mutual assistance and
resource pooling on an unprecedented scale, one can expect the reciprocity norm
to be on people’s minds when reasoning about social insurance. The best evidence
comes from the literature on welfare and deservingness which documents a baseline
willingness to help those in need, conditional on evidence that a needy recipient is
not a free rider. How do people know someone is a free rider? Assessments are
particularly sensitive to what is known about an individual’s choice set (constrained
or not), agency (is one’s behavior a conscious decision or not) and intentions (are
they intentionally free riding) (Fehr and Schmidt, 2006; Meier, 2006; Akbaş, Ariely
and Yuksel, 2019). Evidence that someone had the option to be self-reliant and
did not take it is used to deny help, especially if this was intentional. Jointly, this
suggests that people are willing to engage in resource sharing if and only if it does
not reward someone trying to “take advantage” of this willingness to help.
The cues most often used to detect free riding is information on job options,
work effort and overall labor force attachment (Kootstra, 2016; Sniderman et al.,
2014). In most countries with large welfare states, having a job is the best way
to avoid being in need. In addition, given that this insurance component of the
welfare state often relies heavily on the taxation of labor income (Kato, 2003),
not working means both needing help and not contributing to resource sharing.
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The reasons for one’s unemployed status are consequently up for scrutiny. Jobless
but able-bodied individuals —who could in theory be working— raise the most
suspicion. For example, Sniderman et al. (2014) show that negative assessment of
immigrants in Denmark are tied to stereotypes about a group’s time spent working:
least deserving are Muslim housewives who are perceived to draw more than they
contribute due to their “intentionally” weak labor market attachment.
At first sight, there appears to be an overlap between the reciprocity norm and
the proportionality norm: both rely on individual actions observed in the economic
realm as inputs X into the fairness function f (X). Specifically, individual effort
in the economic realm is used sometimes as a numeraire to judge the amount of
resources one should hold relative to another (proportionality norm) and other times
as a cue to judge how secure one’s access to shared resources is (reciprocity norm).
Yet, because of institutional dualism and norm pluralism, the same X can lead
to very different fairness judgments. For example, it might be fair, based on the
reciprocity principle, to help a hard-working individual who is unemployed for no
fault of her own. This does not necessarily imply that it would also be fair to increase
her wage when employed. The difference between the two norms is most obvious
in the case of first generation immigrants: as hardworking individuals, they are
often perceived to be deserving of higher market incomes. Yet, as low-skill outsiders
accused of welfare shopping, they can also be undeserving of means-tested social
benefits.19
As with the proportionality norm, systematic comparative studies documenting
the relevant of the reciprocity norms across all post-industrial democracies are unavailable. One exception is a recent set of studies by Michael Bang Petersen and
co-authors which, as with the Cappelen et al. study described earlier, experimentally
show that the reciprocity norm is important in two most-different cases, namely the
United States and Denmark. Petersen et al. (2012) randomly assign representative
samples of American and Danish respondents to one of three treatment conditions.
19

Note however that, in the context of the reciprocity norm, ground boundaries are not fixed.
Indeed, free riding behavior in the context of a resource pooling effort exposes one to the dangers
of being excluded from the group (or relegated to minimal and residual help). Conversely, it might
be fair, based on the reciprocity principle, to include non-members based on evidence they are prosocial cooperators (Kootstra, 2016). This connection between desert, as defined by the reciprocity
norm, and group boundaries has been extensively documented by work in sociology on boundary
formation (Lamont and Molnar, 2002).
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All respondents are presented with a male welfare recipient and then asked, “To what
extent do you disagree or agree that the eligibility requirements for social welfare
should be tightened for persons like him?” In one treatment, no cues are provided
about the recipient’s labor market attachment and effort. In another treatment
condition, respondents are told that he “never had a regular job” that while “he is
fit and healthy” he is not “motivated to get a job.” In a third treatment condition,
respondents are told that the recipient “always had a regular job” but was affected
by a “work-related injury” and is “motivated to get back to work again.” Assuming
individuals in both countries reason in similar ways based on the reciprocity norm,
there should be little to no difference in how respondents treat the deserving recipient relative to the undeserving one. Indeed, as the authors write, “despite decades of
exposure to different cultures and welfare institutions, two sentences of information
(...) make welfare support across the U.S. and Scandinavian samples substantially
and statistically indistinguishable.” One implication is that the well known differences between the two countries stem less from differences in willingness to punish
free riders in line with reciprocity but differences in the beliefs that free riding is
ubiquitous among net-beneficiaries of social insurance. I come back to this issue in
the next chapter.
In Search of Competing Allocation Principles
The last claim in need of examination is whether or not the reciprocity norm crowds
out other competing allocation principles. In the case of the reciprocity norm, I
have identified two such principles. One is need, a principle according to which a
fair outcome is one where the neediest get access to shared resources first.20 Overall,
most decisions to allocate resources based on need appear implicitly or explicitly tied
to evaluations of the reasons for need, i.e. deservingness as defined above (Skitka
and Tetlock, 1993). Furthermore, while need might overrule deservingness when
deciding to help a specific individual, one can reasonably expect need to take a back
seat when reasoning at the group level. This does not imply that need plays no role:
it most likely explains why, even in the least generous social system, there is always
a residual system that enables survival. To the extent that this book is interested in
20
For example, 75% of ESS (2018) respondents agree that “A society is fair when it takes care of
those who are poor and in need regardless of what they give back to society.”
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inequality and redistribution, my focus is not on the existence of such a residual net,
but the extent to which voters are willing to increase its generosity and/or include
recipients into the more generous social insurance programs that cover the majority
of the population. This is when the reciprocity norm and, as a result, beliefs about
the prevalence of free riding matter the most.
The second candidate as a competing norm is parochial altruism. According
to this principle, a fair outcome is one where only group members get benefits,
while non-members are excluded. Above, I argued that group boundaries and the
reciprocity norm are intimately tied to each other. In other words, parochial altruism might be better thought of as one manifestation of the reciprocity norm.
A famous study by Martin Gilens supports this interpretation. In his work on
Americans’ attitudes toward means-tested benefits (a.k.a. “welfare”), Gilens (1999)
famously shows that prejudice and racial stereotyping play a key role in explaining
why “Americans hate welfare.” Americans tend to believe that most welfare recipients are black and that black people lack suﬀicient commitment to a moral ethic of
hard work and diligence. He finds that Americans ultimately refuse to contribute
to a social program they believe to be overridden by free riding (see also the recent
study by Condon and Wichowsky (2019)). In other words, racial prejudice (i.e. a
positive effect limited to members of one’s own racial group) and perceptions of
deviations from what the reciprocity norm prescribes are deeply intertwined. In a
carefully designed vignettes experiment, Fong and Luttmer (2011) find that racial
cues do indeed affect Americans’ perception of a given recipient as hard-working. In
a separate study, Sniderman, Tetlock and Brody (1993) further document the key
role of the reciprocity norm and deservingness beliefs. He finds that ideologically
conservative Americans are more generous toward an hypothetical deserving black
recipient than a deserving white recipient. The reasoning appears to be that, given
the respondents’ prior beliefs about the modal black recipients, any given specific
black individual (i.e. the one in the experiment) that does not behave according
to the stereotype must be particularly hard-working. As a concept, prejudice alone
cannot explain these diverse outcomes. Instead, a model accounting for the ways
in which the reciprocity norm both enables and constrains prejudice does a much
better job (more on this in Chapter 5).
The evidence reviewed in this section examines how individuals behave when
having to cooperate to provide resources to those who cannot provide for themselves
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while minimizing incentives to free ride (the social solidarity problem). Taken jointly,
results show that the reciprocity norm is widely shared by all and behaviorally
consequential. In the context of redistributive politics, it crowds out other allocation
principles.
Beyond Western Democracies?
How universal are the proportionality and reciprocity norms? There is tentative evidence indicating that the proportionality norm might be specific to Western marketbased societies. Indeed, a recent study of children in western and non-western societies found that “while children from a modern Western society distributed the
spoils of a joint enterprise precisely in proportion to productivity, children from a
gerontocratic pastoralist society in Africa did not take merit into account at all.”
The authors go on to conclude that “the results suggest that some basic notions of
distributive justice,” such as the proportionality norm, “are not universal intuitions
of the human species but rather culturally constructed behavioral norms.” More
intuitively, the overlap between the proportionality norm and market ideology is
so extensive that one need not probe much to hypothesize that the proportionality
norm is the moral DNA of Western market economies.21
An emerging consensus among social scientists is that the reciprocity norm is
itself rooted in a more fundamental tit-for-tat behavior deeply ingrained in the
human psyche (Axelrod and Dion, 1988). This line of research has identified the
proximate psychological mechanisms that make such a tit-for-tat dynamic possible.
Among these mechanisms are the capacity to grasp interdependence and reason as a
collective “we” (Ostrom, 1998; Tomasello and Vaish, 2013). This fundamental form
of sociotropic reasoning is required if individuals are to develop an intuitive grasp
of the collective dilemma they face as a group (Gintis, 2016a; Baumard, 2016).
If each constitute elements of the collective free rides, then the collective cannot
survive. This intuitive understanding of the “we” is central to peoples’ immediate
grasp of a social dilemma. It provides the basis for prosocial behaviors such as
the famous “sense of duty” parameter seeking to explain, for example, why people
vote despite there being no direct benefits to the self. An abundant literature on
trust (see Ostrom and Walker (2003) for a review) also finds that people have an
21

Extending some of the studies to China seems like a fruitful avenue for future research.
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intuitive understanding of moral hazard and are attentive to cues signaling whether
or not one is being taken advantage of. Finally, Delton et al. (2012) and others have
documented the emotional underpinning of reciprocity, i.e. the emotional outrage
felt when witnessing undeserving free riders get benefits they do not “deserve” and
take advantage of well-meaning cooperators. Even assuming that the basic structure
of the reciprocity norm is common to most cultures, its exact embodiment is likely
to be culture-specific. In other words, perceptions of “who is carrying their (fair)
weight and who isn’t” will follow culture-specific cues, suggesting some amount of
variation also within Western democracies (e.g. more racialized cues in the U.S.
than in Europe). In this book, I am interested in countries in which redistributive
politics are interpreted through the reciprocity lens. This implies the existence of an
expansive and relatively generous welfare state. In other words, while evidence that
some version of the reciprocity norm existing in most societies, the particular version
discussed in this book is likely limited to countries with mature welfare states.

Chapter 2: Summary and Next Steps
Table 2.1 list the core claims made in this chapter regarding the nature of fairness
reasoning and its implications for redistributive preferences. In support of claims 1
through 3.2, I have reviewed experimental evidence documenting “the contours” of
the proportionality and reciprocity norms and their role in manufacturing consent
in two types of situations: 1) situations in which some have more ‘earned’ income
than others, and 2) situations in which some benefit from social cooperative resource
pooling more than others. In the next chapter, I move from the controlled conditions of a lab or survey experiment to the messy world of redistributive politics.
Specifically, I use survey data to examine claims 4 through 6 and their implications
for how to understand the structure of mass attitudes toward redistributive social
policies.
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Table 2.1: Unpacking Fairness Reasoning

1

In Western societies, redistributive social policies evoke two fundamental allocation
problems: the inequality-among-equals problem and
the social solidarity (or mutual help) problem. Fairness reasoning – i.e. the desire to do the
fair thing as prescribed by shared norms of fairness – contributes to solving these allocation
problems.

2

These problems are “solved” when enough individuals believe that the status quo is fair.
Specifically, they believe that differences in income are fair according to the proportionality
norm (inequality-among-equals problem) and contribution/reliance on social insurance is
fair according to the reciprocity norm (social solidarity problem).

3.1

The proportionality norm states that individual material rewards should be proportional to
individual merit, defined as a combination of individual effort and features equally
accessible to all (e.g. talent, thanks to the genetic lottery, or a degree, assuming a
“meritocratic” education system).

3.2

The reciprocity norm states that individuals should behave prosocially (i.e. cooperate,
share and not free ride) if others are behaving in a similar way.

4

Within Western democracies, agreement with – and reliance on – the proportionality norm
and reciprocity norm are quasi-universal. Instead, people differ on their beliefs about the
prevalence of norm-violating outcomes and behaviors.

5

Attitudes toward redistributive social policy preferences are shaped by the desire to do
what is fair. Consequently, fairness beliefs provide individuals with a proto-ideology
through which to interpret the world and pick fairness-maximizing policies. Policy
preferences will vary in predictable ways with fairness beliefs.

6

To understand the relationship between policy preferences and fairness beliefs, we need to
examine the extent to which a policy moves the status quo closer to, or further from, what
fairness norms prescribe. Policies that have no implications for fairness will not trigger
fairness reasoning.
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