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Meritocracy 

Noun. A social system, society, or organization in which 
people get success or power because of their abilities, 
not because of their money or social position



Misattribution of 
luck and efforts



Misattribution of 
luck and efforts



A bit of background literature…

• When it comes to redistributive justice, income is not as fungible as 
we think

• The source of income matters!
• Lab experiments show that people tend to feel more deserving – and, in turn, 

redistribute less – of incomes which are earned through merit, i.e., through 
effort and/or ability, compared to incomes which are generated by pure luck, 
such as lottery wins (Balafoutas et al., 2013; Lefgren et al., 2016; Gee et al., 
2017) 



• However, empirical evidence and casual observations suggest not all 
inherently random sources of income are perceived as random in the 
real world – inheritance is one example (Lekfuangfu et al., 2023)

• A recent study by the Tax Foundation shows a continuous decline in 
public support for inheritance taxes in many countries worldwide 
(Cole, 2015)

• Strong empirical evidence of the ignorance of luck in people’s 
evaluation of success



Why do we often underestimate luck in our success?



• Imagine two job candidates

• One was hired because he arrived on 
time, whilst the other was not hire 
because the bus he was riding got into 
an accident and he arrived at the 
interview 15 minutes late

• What if the one who wasn’t hired 
because of his misfortune is equally as 
good (or even better) at the job than 
the person who was hired



We wanted to test whether the information 
about the other person’s latent performance 

moderates our sense of deservingness in a 
winner-takes-all situation



The Wheel



Experimental design

• N = 1,986 American adult Prolific 
participants

• 100 points = $0.89

• Public goods game endowment 
of 50 points, x1.5 

• Dyadic game – coin toss 
prediction or quiz questions















Hypothesis 1: The winner distributes ½ of their winning to the non-winner

in the luck-based condition.

Hypothesis 2: The winner’s distributive choices in the merit-based condition

depend on the perceived relative contributions in the production phase prior

to becoming the winner. The more a winner contributes to the earnings

relative to the non-winner, the less they redistribute to the non-winner.



More generally, luck might be involved not only in outcomes of individuals’ 
production tasks, but also in opportunities for production. Luck determines—to 
some extent—the opportunities which determine the winner of the competition. 

A winner who contributes relatively more in the production phase may have only 
been able to do so due to unequal opportunities in nature’s selection process; non-
winners may have been able to do the same had they received the same 
opportunities.



Hypothesis 3: In a scenario where latent performance is 
observable, the winner’s distributive choices in the merit-based 
condition will depend, in part, on the non-winner’s 
performance had he or she been lucky in the selection process. 
Holding the winner’s latent performance constant, the higher is 
the non-winner’s latent performance, the more he or she 
distributes to the non-winner. 



Results

• As anticipated, the 
average redistribution is 
higher in the transparent 
conditions than in the 
opaque conditions –
though not by much







Holding other things 
constant, an increase in 
the non-winner’s latent 
performance is 
positively and 
statistically significantly 
correlated with the 
winner’s redistribution





Public goods



Discussion & conclusions
In sum, we found evidence that transparency increases 
redistribution that, in turn, may increase cooperation 
between participants in an otherwise unrelated social 
dilemma situation. 

Possible policy applications:
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