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Outline

1. A Tool for research: Why use surveys?

2. Belief in the American Dream shapes views on redistribution

3. Who benefits from redistribution? Misperceptions about immigrants.

4.Worse news about inequality decreases trust in government, does not increase demand  
for redistribution.

5. Misunderstanding of and views on tax policy.
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A Tool for Research: Why Use Surveys?

Some things are invisible in other datasets, no matter how high quality.

Surveys were used before for things we can now see better in admin data.

Perceptions, attitudes, reasoning underlying econ behavior & outcomes.  

High-quality surveys are key. Large sample, representative or targeted.

There are “surveys” .. and then there are “surveys.” Design interactive, animated, intuitive  
questions and treatments.

Experimental components. Can control info and frame provided.  

Combined with natural experiments.
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Belief in the “American Dream" Shapes Views on  
Redistribution
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MORE SOCIAL MOBILITY  
& EQUAL OPPORTUNITY

⇒
LESS NEED FOR  

REDISTRIBUTION &  
MORE UNEQUAL  
OUTCOMES ARE FAIR
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MORE PERCEIVED  
SOCIAL MOBILITY &  
EQUAL OPPORTUNITY

⇒
LESS NEED FOR  

REDISTRIBUTION &  
MORE UNEQUAL  
OUTCOMES ARE FAIR
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Eliciting respondent’s beliefs on upward mobility
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Pessimism, Optimism, and Top Tax Rate

0.0567***  
(0.0118)

32
34

36
38

40
42

Ta
x R

at
e 

To
p1

%

0 10020 40 60 80
Pessimism: % staying in bottomquintile

-.1608***
(0.0296)

32
34

36
38

40
42

Ta
x R

at
e 

To
p1

%

0 10 20 30 40
Optimism: % moving to top quintile

32 1



Pessimism, Optimism, and Bottom Tax Rate

-.0352***  
(0.0067)
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Probability of Staying in Bottom Quintile  
(Actual vs. Perceived)

US

UK

FR

IT

SE

Optimistic

Pessimistic

26

24

30

28

32

34

36

38

Av
er

ag
e 

Pe
rc

ei
ve

d
Pr

ob
ab

ilit
y

24 26 28 34 36 3830 32
Real Probability

19 1



Probability of Moving to Top Quintile (Actual vs. Perceived)
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Actual probability of moving from bottom to top quintile

> 14.74
12.63 - 14.74
10.52 - 12.63
9.14 - 10.52
8.06 - 9.14
6.44 - 8.06
<6.44
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Perceived probability of moving from bottom to top

> 14.74
12.63 - 14.74
10.52 - 12.63
9.14 - 10.52
8.06 - 9.14
6.44 - 8.06
<6.44
No data
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Actual and perceived probability of moving from bottom to top  
quintile

> 14.74
12.63 -14.74
10.52 -12.63
9.14 - 10.52
8.06 -9.14
6.44 -8.06
<6.44
No data
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Ratio of actual local and perceived probability of moving from  
bottom to top

>2.18
1.57 - 2.18
1.28 - 1.57
0.98 - 1.28
<0.98
No data

What are local perceptions correlated with, controlling for individual-level
characteristics? National
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Who Benefits from Redistribution? Wrong Views about  
Immigrants
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Generosity travels less well across national, religious, ethnic lines

Simply making people think about immigrants before asking  
questions on preferred progressivity and redistribution reduces  
support for redistribution.

Including private donations to charity.

But perceptions about immigrants are very wrong.
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Perceived Share of Immigrants
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Perceived Share of Muslim Immigrants
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Perceived Share of Poor that are Immigrants
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Does Mohammad Get More Transfers  
& Pay Less Taxes than John?
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Worse News about Inequality: Less Trust in Government,  
Not More Demand for Redistribution
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Where are you in the income distribution?

https://hbs.qualtrics.com/SE/?SID=SV_77fSvTy12ZSBihn

Back to Main
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Where would you have been in the income  
distribution?

https://hbs.qualtrics.com/SE/?SID=SV_77fSvTy12ZSBihn

Back to Main
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Misunderstanding of and Views on Tax Policy
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Everyone Thinks Top Tax Bracket Kicks In at Much Lower Income Levels
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No One Knows How High Top Tax Rates Were in the 1950s
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Overestimate Share of Entrepreneurs , Scientists, Entertainers in Top 1%.
Underestimate Managers and Executives.

Executives, managers

Physicians

Financial professions

Lawyers

Engineering professionals

Real estate professionals

Entrepreneurs  

Professors and scientists 

Arts, Media and Sports 

Government and teachers
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What Should Be the Goal of a Good Income Tax System?
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What are Key Considerations about Income Tax?

19 22



The Estate Tax: Unpopular andMisunderstood

People think 364 out of 1000 households pay estate tax.

Exemption threshold believed to be $4.6 million
Do parts of tax reforms go unnoticed when packaged with others?

Just informing people about who pays estate tax leads to much  
more support for it.

What are the main perceived shortcomings of the estate tax?

20 22



double taxation
middle class

people pay

lower income
fair share

people money rich people

deceased person

people afford
high rate

lot money
work class

find loopholes

w
or

k
ha

rd

people inheritance

pay money wealthy people answerquestion

wealth transfer penalize people

loopholes wealthy

money pay

favor rich

hide money

lower middle

lo
tp

eo
pl

e
w

ea
lth

y
pa

y

double money people will people findmoney government

poor peoplerich pay

avoid pay loop holes pay fair heirs pay

money people short coming

class people

income bracket

ultra wealthy

money going

burden heirs

people receiving

loopholes rich

small business current system

allow wealth

person receiving government moneytakes money low income

family farm people work paidmoney

transfermoney

flatrate

paypeople
will pay

lower classupper class

passmoney

loopholespeople

moneypasspeople unfair income people

peoplelot

accountmoney

well versed

find ways filethreshold

taxationwrong

favorwealthy

waste money

person paid income family loopholes allow hurt people punished family

smallamount

hurt lower

lo
se

lo
ve

d

extremely wealthy punishedpeople

lower rate

benefit wealthy earned money money inheritance

money death people avoid

m
ul

tip
le

tim
e

class wealthy

money left

super rich

pay higher donaldtrump

money family double dipping

sp
en

d
m

on
ey

government double inheritance moneymoney paid personmoney
money earned people ahead

we
al

th
y 

fa
m

ily
  

be
ne

fit
go

ve
rn

m
en

t

cost money

pe
op

le
pr

op
er

ty

money dead governmentspend

rich richer ins outs

systempay

poorpay
heirswill

people high  
unfairmoney 

hurt family

nationdebt

peopledie

fairboard

backgroundlevied

assets file

rate high hurtheirs

opinion topicdead people amount money

current laws
highpeople

paid income deceased individual successful people

transfer wealth family payratelow

inheritance large middle work person inheritance family member higher rate

forcedsell

family money pass heirs

peoplehide

21 22



What are Key Considerations about Estate Tax?
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