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Agenda

• Covid-19 “laying bare inequalities” in 
the United States.

• Research on Americans’ attitudes 
about economic inequality.

• Are Americans’ opinions changing 
during pandemic? 

• What comes next?



https://www.cnbc.com/video/2019/06/05/why-the-inequality-gap-is-widening-between-the-rich-and-poor.html




















I would say that the longstanding disparities in income within groups 
and between groups are a feature of our economy. In fact, inequality 
between groups and within groups has been increasing. We’ve noted 
that that’s something that holds back the U.S. economy as a general 
matter….

~Fed Chair, Jerome Powell (Nov 12, 2020)



I worry that that is going to make it even more difficult than it was for many 
workers … It’s a relatively low paid public facing workers in the service sector who 
are bearing the brunt…

Those people are going to struggle to get back to work in their old jobs or, in many 
cases, in new jobs. I mean, I think you’ll see more telework. You’ll see probably the 
acceleration of automation. All of that was in the process of happening, but you’re 
going to see much more of it. I guess that, for me, the main takeaway from all of 
this is that even after the unemployment rate goes down and the economy is … 
And there’s a vaccine, there’s going to be probably a substantial group of workers 
who were going to need support as they find their way into post-pandemic 
economy because it’s going to be different in some fundamental ways…

~Fed Chair, Jerome Powell (Nov 12, 2020)



Just who are essential workers? It’s not the financiers and money pushers 
or the 1%. It’s the plant and factory workers, the grocery clerks, the 
people producing our food, the caregivers in nursing homes and daycare 
centers, the janitors. The disparity and inequity in this country must be 
addressed. Our infrastructure and health care systems need fixing.

– 65-year-old-woman 

(Pew Research Center, American Trends Panel, July 2020)
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Undoubtedly Philosophers 
are in the Right, when they 
tell us, that nothing is great 
or little otherwise than by 
Comparison. 

—Jonathan Swift, Gulliver’s Travels, 
1826 
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Getting Inside the Social Mind

Large-N Qualitative Data: 
what comes to mind 
when Americans think of 
the rich and poor? 

Observational Data: Do 
experimental results 
match up with the real 
world? 

Experiments with 
Representative Samples: 
How does cross-class 
comparison affect status 
perception and attitudes?

Supplemental 
Experiments & 
Replications



Manipulating Social Comparison

Subjects instructed to think of the ladder 

“as representing where people stand in the United States.” 

Now, please compare yourself to the people at the very bottom [top] of the 
ladder. These are people who are the worst [best] off—those who have the 
least [most] money, least [most] education, and the least [most] respected 
jobs. In particular, we’d like you to think about how you are different from 
these people in terms of your own income, educational history, and job 
status. 



Imagining the Economic Other
• Americans do resent the rich

• But they also express admiration

• And feelings of personal inferiority

I DO NOT THINK THE PEOPLE AT THE TOP OF 

THE LADDER WOULD HAVE ANY THING TO DO 

WITH ME.AND THAT FINE WHITH ME.

I always feel like what i say is being dissected or not 

important enough. 

I would ask them how they got to the top.



Imagining the Economic Other
• Americans do resent the rich

• But they also express admiration 

• And feelings of personal inferiority

• We find some sympathy for the poor

• But it is repeatedly qualified or walked 
back

I think I would be sympathetic and try to 

help with the situation. 

However, I would also expect this person to 

help themselves. I don’t particularly like 

lazy and therefore would have to believe in 

the sincerity of  the person before I would 

take the extra to to assist.



Imagining the Economic Other
• Americans do resent the rich

• But they also express admiration 

• And feelings of personal inferiority

• We find some sympathy for the poor

• But it is repeatedly qualified or walked 
back

• Thinking about the other induces and 
influences self-referent evaluations ID FEEL UNEDUCATED 



Perceptions of Subjective Status
Percentage of survey respondents placing themselves in top (1-3), middle (4-7) or bottom (8-10) of GSS 
measure of subjective social status. Source: 2016 General Social Survey.



Misperceptions of Relative Social Position
Average difference between subjective self-placement and objective percentile ranking in the income distribution. Source: 
2016 General Social Survey.



Social Comparison and Status Perception

The effect of social comparison on 
perceptions of status

Social comparison with the economic other 
makes us more accurate about our relative 
social position



Public Opinion

Should federal spending be increased, decreased, or kept the same? (0-100 
scale). Factor score (M=0, SD=1):

• Financial aid for college students

• Food stamps

• Unemployment insurance

• Social Security



Social Comparison and Support for Social Spending



Countervailing Trends?

Class segregation
keeps us from 
looking up

Economic anxiety
makes us want to
look down

Upward comparison
depresses efficacy
when it happens 



How Much Upward Comparison Happens in the 
Real World?

Americans generally have one thing in common with their neighbors: 
they have similar incomes. 

–Robert B. Reich, “Secession of the Successful,” 1991



The Segregation of Affluence

• Neighborhoods (Reardon and Bischoff 2011, 2016)

• Schools (Owens, Reardon, and Jencks 2016) 

• Workplace networks (Marsden 1990, Kaufman 2001) 

• Marriage (Mare 2016) 



The Segregation of Affluence

Common question: How does class segregation affect the empathy of the elite?

We ask: How does class segregation affect attitude formation for everyone else?



Availability of Target: exposure to affluent 
other in real world
Exposure to wealthy makes people 
more accurate about their status.

Exposure to wealthy makes people 
more supportive of redistribution.

Exposure to wealthy defined as (logged) ratio of individuals at 80th percentile and 20th percentile living in the zip 
code (Flavin and Franko, 2019). Models control for individual covariates (e.g., gender, income) and other 
contextual factors (e.g., racial diversity in zip code). 



Beyond Contact: Does Anxiety Make Us 
Want to Look Down?

• 2 out of 3 Americans report feeling financially insecure 
(Marketplace Survey, 2017).

• 9 out of 10 Americans would prefer financial stability over 
moving up the income ladder (Pew, 2015).

• 1 in 3 Americans report trouble

paying usual household expenses 

(US Census, September 2020 

Household Pulse Survey)



Economic Anxiety Manipulation
First, we’d like you to take a moment to think about the economy, money, and 
your personal finances. When you think about the economy, money, and your 
personal finances, what makes you worried? Please list everything that comes to 
mind. (Albertson and Gadarian, 2015)

• That I don't have enough. I am paycheck to paycheck.

• One of my main worries is being able to pay my debts on time...I also worry about 
paying my main bills (internet, power).

• health insurance, we pay an astronomically high deductible (7500), job security, 
husband is starting new job at a much lower salary after being laid off.



Psychological Preference for Target

Subjects instructed to think of a ladder “as representing where people 
stand in the United States.” 

Next we are going to ask you to read a news article about a person on 
the ladder and their life. We will then ask you to answer a few 
questions about how you are personally different from that person.



Anxiety and Preference for Downward Comparison

Qualtrics Study 1: n=800, 784 complete



Internal Political Efficacy

1. I feel that I could do as good a job in public office as most other 
people

2. I consider myself well-qualified to participate in politics 

3. I feel that I have a pretty good understanding of the important 
political issues facing our country 

4. I think that I am as well-informed about politics and government as 
most people 

(factor score, M=0, SD=1)



Social Comparison and Political Efficacy

Qualtrics Study 2: n=2,100, 2,010 complete





Status Perception in May (2020)



Perceptions of justice and deservingness
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What comes next?

• Will pandemic accelerate trends in remote work and automation? 

• Will employment rebound or will more Americans fall out of the labor 
market?

• Will trends toward greater financial insecurity continue?
• 40% of Americans don’t have $400 in the bank for emergency expenses. 

• Will wealth disparities widen between groups and within groups? 



How should we spread prosperity and improve 
opportunity? (adapted from National Issues Forum)

• Focus on giving people the tools to start new enterprises? 
• Support small businesses

• Cut corporate tax rates

• Invest in job training

• Repair and strengthen the safety net?
• Boost unemployment insurance and other benefits

• Make benefits portable (disconnect health insurance, retirement, unemployment insurance from employers)

• Shore up Social Security

• Put people to work

• Reduce large gaps between the very rich and the rest of Americans?
• Adjust tax rates

• Increase workers’ pay and collective bargaining power

• Equalize school funding

• Reduce student loan debt



“America in One Room’ polled 

voters on issues both before and 

after small-group discussions 

informed by briefings. Centrist 

proposals gained support, as did 

confidence in democracy.”



MU4Gold Deliberative Democracy Experiment

• Invite students to participate in a moderated discussion about 
economic inequality and opportunity.

• (Les Aspin scholars trained as moderators).

• Conduct pre-treatment survey of attitudes.

• Randomly assign students to groups varying in diversity of thought.

• Moderated hour-long discussion on Zoom.

• Conduct post-treatment survey of attitudes.

• Code transcripts (e.g., elaboration, recognition of difference, 
argumentation style).



Questions?

Thank you!


