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Other People: Near and Far



Introduction
• More pronounced inequality in Western democracies 

has intensified debate around redistribution…
• … but academic focus has been almost exclusively on 

national redistribution
• But global inequality is staggering (and awareness 

thereof is increasing), and many pressing policy issues 
involve global redistribution:
– Pandemic response
– Trade wars
– Climate change abatement
– Migration

• Hence important also to understand attitude towards 
global redistribution and related policies



This Paper
• Why do some individuals support policies aimed at 

reducing global inequalities whereas others do not?
• To study this, we conducted a 2y incentivized survey 

experiment in a representative sample of the German 
population

• We focus on perceived relative income, i.e. the individual’s 
perceived rank in the national and global income 
distributions

• We follow three trains of thought in economics to study 
how systematic misperceptions may translate into 
systematic biases in the support for policies addressing 
global inequality:
1. “Meltzer & Richard”
2. “Altruism”
3. “Stolper & Samuelson”



Data Collection
• Tailor made survey modules in two waves of the GSOEP-IS
• GSOEP (German Socioeconomic Panel) is a representative 

longitudinal study of private households
– Very comprehensive
– Started in 1984
– 30,000 individuals in 11,000 households sampled yearly

• GSOEP-IS is the Innovation Sample of GSOEP, where experiments 
can be run
– Also representative (but smaller) sample
– (Consider applying to GSOEP-IS with a research idea!)

• Data for our modules collected in the waves of 2017 (N=1,392) and 
2018 (N=1,144).
– No differences in attrition (or in other characteristics) between 

treatment and control group 
• In addition to the answers to our modules, we get respondents’ full 

answers in the rest of the survey, also in previous waves



First Wave
i. Pre-treatment questions

– Including beliefs on the importance of luck and effort for 
economic success at the global and the national level

– Political party preferences (for heterogeneity analysis)
ii. Incentivized assessment of perceived relative income rank

– National and global (order randomized)
– Asked for perceived rank of pre-tax, per-capita household income

iii. Randomized treatment with truthful relative rank information to 
treatment group
– (Between (iii) and (iv) other GSOEP-IS questions were asked)

iv. Outcome measures:
– Preferences for redistribution (global and national) and support 

for global, redistributive institution
– Support for globalization, immigration
– Incentivized altruism measure (global and national)



Treatment



Second Wave

• Conducted one year after the first wave
• Respondents asked incentivized questions 

about relative income rank again 
– Also asked how certain they were about answers

• Reassessment of questions of demand for 
redistribution, globalization, immigration, etc

• Incentivized eliciting of WTP for relative 
income information
– Utilizing list-price version of BDM.  



Results: Roadmap

1. Preferences over policies related to global 
inequality

2. Misperceptions about relative income

3. Relation between policy preferences and 
perceptions of relative income
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Demand for Redistribution



Globalization and Immigration



Giving



Correlations

• The outcome variables are significantly 
correlated
– That demand for redistribution and giving are 

correlated confirms altruistic motives (in addition 
to selfish ones) for redistribution

• The outcome variables share many correlates
– Confirming most previous findings, e.g. correlation 

with luck/effort beliefs, income, education, party 
preferences, etc

– Fail to replicate some, e.g. correlation with gender



Results: Roadmap

1. Preferences over policies related to global 
inequality

2. Misperceptions about relative income

3. Relation between policy preferences and 
perceptions of relative income



Prior Belifs vs Truth



Misperceptions



Middle-Class Bias



The Misperceptions are Meaningful

1. Misperceptions exist although we provide significant 
rewards for correct answers

2. Misperceptions are persistent over time (which they 
should not be if they were random)…

3. …and consistent within households
4. Information provided in experiment had persistent 

effect on beliefs
5. Self-awareness of imperfect knowledge
6. Informing one, but not another, member of a given 

household leads to persistent effects on beliefs for 
both (and make both feel more certain of their 
answer)

7. Willingness to pay for information is significant
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Correlations



Experimental Results



Returning to the Three 
Trains of Thought

• Misperceptions exist although we provide significant 
rewards for correct answers.

• Self-awareness of imperfect knowledge.
• Misperceptions are persistent over time (which they 

should not be if they were random).
• Consistency within households.
• Information provided in experiment had persistent 

effect on beliefs.
• Informing one, but not another, member of a given 

household leads to persistent effects on beliefs for 
both (and make both feel more certain of their 
answer).

• Willingness to pay for information is significant.

• “Meltzer & Richard”: Has explanatory power 
at the national but not at the global level 
(especially for those left of center)

• “Altruism”: Suggestive evidence that this 
matters more for the right of center (at the 
national level)

• “Stolper & Samuelson”: Seems to not hold 
much explanatory power



Summing up
• This paper studies preferences for global redistribution, and related 

policies, in a representative sample of Germans
• We focus on perceived relative income, and document substantial 

misperceptions of both national and global relative rank, and 
additionally provide unique evidence that the misperceptions are 
meaningful and robust

• Consistent with previous work, we find that perceived rank in the 
national income distribution is a significant negative determinant of 
demand for national redistribution, at least among left-wing 
respondents

• On the contrary, we find no evidence that perceived rank in the 
global income distribution affects support for global redistribution, 
donations to the global poor, globalization or immigration 

• If anything, when thinking about these policy preferences, it seems 
to matter more how one compares to other people nationally than 
to others around the globe
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