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Abstract
Is people’s willingness to implement their fairness views on a group dependent on howmany in
the group share their view? We designed a new experiment to answer this question. Spectator
participants were asked howmany other participants they believe share their view of whether it
is fair to redistribute income in a work task. They were then given the option to pay two cents to
implement the distribution they found fair upon a pair of participants who had completed the
work task. Although spectator participants systematically overestimate how many share their
fairness view, being informed about the true number does not affect their decision to implement
the distribution they found fair. The results suggest that people are motivated to implement
their fairness view regardless of whether their view is at odds with that of those who are affected.
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People often work to have their views of the world implemented with an intensity and
effort that goes beyond what can be rationalised by their material or private interests.
Understanding this type of effort is central to political science as it plays an important
role in activities such as participation in civil society, revolutions and voting. However,
the preferences of the people affected by these political activities often vary and pre-
scribe mutually excluding policies. How does people’s motivation to implement their
views relate to whether these views are shared by those affected by their actions?

Motivation to implement one’s views can be closely related to the views of the
affected. People could believe that the affected share their view and wish for the
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affected to live in a world in accordance with these views. We define this motivation
as non-paternalist: positively dependent on the views of the affected. Alternatively,
the motivation can be unrelated to the views of the affected. People could wish to
align the world with their own views, or to simply express their views. We define this
motivation as paternalist: independent of the views of the affected.1

To test for non-paternalist motivation, we study willingness to implement redis-
tribution upon others in an incentivised online experiment. We investigate how par-
ticipants’ motivation is related to whether the affected share the decision-maker’s
view of whether it is fair to redistribute.2 For a person with non-paternalistic moti-
vation, a willingness to impose redistribution is given by how many in an affected
group she believes find redistribution fair. However, if she has a purely paternalistic
motivation for implementing redistribution, there is no reason to expect that the
share of individuals sharing her view will affect her decision.

We recruited participants with IP addresses registered in the USA on Amazon
MTurk platform during the summer of 2017. We randomly assign participants to
one of two roles: spectators, who make decisions for which they have no private
incentives, or workers, who complete tasks for payment. We then study the spec-
tators willingness to pay to have the workers’ payment distributed in the way the
spectators find fair. If spectators have a non-paternalist motivation, we should
expect to observe the following: (I) If a spectator receives information that fewer
workers than she expects share her view, then this information should reduce
the spectator’s motivation to implement her view. Furthermore, assuming that
beliefs and preferences are uncorrelated, we should also expect: (II) Spectators
believing that more workers share their fairness view should be more likely to be
willing to implement their view upon the workers.3

We first ask what spectators perceive to be a fair way to distribute income in the
following scenario: A pair of workers are assigned the task of identifying which letter
is next a number on a list. Each worker is assigned a separate independently

1This article contributes to the experimental literature on paternalism (Ambuehl, Bernheim, and Ockenfels,
2021; Buser, Putterman, and van der Weele, 2016; Durante, Putterman, and Van der Weele, 2014) by con-
sidering how the motivation for imposing fairness views upon groups relates to the preferences of the affected.
It introduces paternalist and non-paternalist motivation, which differs from the classic notion of paternalism
as acting to avoid others from falling in harm’s way against their own will (Coons andWeber, 2013; Thaler and
Sunstein, 2003). The closest study to this one is Ambuehl, Bernheim, and Ockenfels (2021) experimental study
of motivation for classic paternalism towards individuals. They study people’s willingness to change others’
impatient choices. They find that interventions and choice removal were motivated mainly by aligning others
with their own aspirations of not making impatient choices.

2Previous experimental studies have shown that when participants have no private incentive for the out-
comes, people hold mutually excluding fairness views about redistributing income in tasks involving luck
and effort (Cappelen et al., 2007; Roemer, 2009). Some find it fair to redistribute earnings, while others do
not. These fairness views are found to correlate with political views in large-scale questionnaire studies
within (Müller and Renes, 2021) and between countries (Almås, Cappelen, and Tungodden, 2020).
Correlates to fairness views are roughly according to excepted national and political sentiments: voters
and countries aligned with political parties in the center-right are more prone to find no redistribution fair.

3Appendix A contains a brief choice theoretic framework clarifying sufficient assumptions for assuming
that prevalence estimates should correlate with willingness to implement under non-paternalist motivation
(II) and why there should be a treatment effect if spectators have non-paternalist motivation (I).
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randomly drawn price between one and ten cents per correctly identified number–
letter combination. The distribution alternatives are either full redistribution, where
workers earn a payment equal to their combined earnings divided by two, or no
redistribution, such that workers are paid their individual earnings. The spectators
are then told that some workers have completed this task and asked how many of
the workers they believe share their fairness view. They are then assigned a pair of
workers who has completed a task identical to the one in the scenario. The specta-
tors are given a choice to pay two cents to implement the option they report to be
fair upon their pair of workers.4 If they do not pay, the distribution option they find
to be the least fair is implemented upon the workers.

In the treatment session, spectators are informed about the true prevalence of
their fairness view among the workers. The information is given after the spectators
reported their expected prevalence but before deciding whether to pay to implement
the distribution alternative they find fair. This information is given to see if the
number of workers sharing the spectator’s fairness view is relevant information
to the spectator’s decision of whether to implement.5

The data support two findings.6 First, we find spectators’ willingness to implement
what they consider to be a fair distribution completely uncorrelated with their per-
ception of how many share their fairness view among the workers. This can be seen
from Figure 1. The lack of correlation can also be seen from the pairwise comparison
of the prevalence estimates of participants implementing or not implementing in the
column of Table 1 labelled “Prevalence estimate”. Regression model (1) in Table 2
confirms this impression.7

Second, we find that although participants overestimate the prevalence of their
fairness view among the workers, there is no evidence that being informed about
the true prevalence affects their decision of whether to implement.8 The absence of
any treatment effect is confirmed by Regression model (2) in Table 2. It shows that
the willingness to implement does not significantly vary across the treatment and
control groups. Being informed about the true prevalence had no effect for spec-
tators finding redistribution or no redistribution fair, irrespective of finding their
view to be shared by either a majority or a minority of the workers.9 There was not
any evidence of interaction effects between spectators having high prevalence

4Spectators’ initial participation payment was one dollar and eleven cents.
5Appendix C contains details of the experimental design. Appendix D contains the experimental instruc-

tions. A pre-analysis plan was registered at the American Economic Association’s registry for randomised
controlled trials before the experiment was conducted. The pre-analysis plan as registered before the data
collection is publicly available (Chen and Schøyen, 2017).

6Appendix B provides further results and discussion. The data and codes for replication are available at
the Journal of Experimental Political Science Dataverse (Chen and Schøyen, 2021).

7The finding is also corroborated by further regression analysis of the full sample, the control sample and
the treatment sample in Appendix B.2.

8The portion of participants implementing is stable at two-thirds for both fairness views and treatment or
control sessions. This can be seen from the column labelled “Percentage of Spectators” in Table 1.

9This is confirmed by regression analysis comparing spectators in the treatment and control groups in the
sub-samples of spectators with common fairness view. This analysis is presented in Table 4 of Appendix B.3.
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Table 1.
Descriptive Statistics

Treatment
Group Fairness View

Number of
Spectators

Implemented
or Not

Percentage
of

Spectators
Prevalence
Estimate

True
Prevalence

No Information Redistribution 85 Yes 69% 50.37% 33%

No 31% 53.77% 33%

No-redistribution 222 Yes 68% 70.23% 67%

No 32% 69.07% 67%

Information Redistribution 105 Yes 62% 52.03% 33%

No 38% 57.83% 33%

No-redistribution 260 Yes 70% 71.15% 67%

No 30% 68.81% 67%

Spectator
Sample Size

672

NOTES: The column labelled Treatment Group divides spectators into categories according to whether they received the
information treatment or not. The column labelled Fairness View divides spectators into categories according to whether
they found redistribution or no redistribution fair. The column labelled Number of Spectators shows the number of
spectators having different fairness views for the different categories. The column labelled Implemented or Not
divides spectators into categories according to whether they implemented or not. The column labelled Percentage of
Spectators shows the percentage of spectators implementing their fairness view upon the workers for each row
category. The column labelled Prevalence Estimate shows spectators average estimate of how many workers they
believe share their fairness view for each row category. The column labelled True Prevalence shows the true
prevalence of the two redistribution options among the workers.

Table 2.
Regression Analysis of Effect of High Prevalence Estimate, Treatment Effect, and Difference-in-

Difference Model Including Both

Dependent Variable: Probability of Spectator
Implementing Fairness View

(1) High Prevalence
Estimate

(2) Treatment
Effect

(3) Difference-in-
Difference

High Prevalence Estimate 0.008 (0.040) – 0.046 (0.058)

Information Treatment – −0.007 (0.036) 0.064 (0.067)

Information Treatment × High
Prevalence Estimate

– – −0.100 (0.080)

Constant 0.686*** (0.034) 0.684***
(0.027)

0.652*** (0.049)

NOTES: *p < 0.1; **p < 0.05; ***p < 0.01. Standard errors in parentheses. “High Prevalence Estimate” represents a binary
variable, which equals 1, if the spectator’s estimated prevalence of her fairness view was higher than the actual
prevalence of her view among the worker participants. “Information Treatment” represents a binary variable, which
equals 1, if the spectator was part of the group that was informed about the true prevalence before choosing to
implement the redistribution option they found fair. The interaction term, “Information Treatment × High Prevalence
Estimate”, is the product of the two aforementioned binary variables. All the regression models are estimated on the
full 672 observation sample using Ordinary Least Square regression.
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Figure 1.
Histograms of Spectators’ Implementation Rates and Prevalence Estimates of Workers’ Fairness Views.
NOTES: The bottom (blue) bars represent the portion of spectators who are willing to pay to implement their redis-
tribution preference, while the top (magenta) bars are spectators choosing not to implement their preferred redis-
tribution. The total bars show spectators with a prevalence estimate within the bin on the horizontal line. The dotted
vertical lines depict the true prevalence of redistribution preferences among the workers. If spectators had non-
paternalist motivation it would lead to the following differences: (I) Fewer spectators in the information treatment
group should choose to implement among the spectators estimating that more workers than actually shared their
fairness view. This should lead to relatively less spectators implementing in the areas to the right of the dotted ver-
tical lines of distributions of the treatment group. (II) Implementation rates should be higher for spectators estimat-
ing that fewer workers than actually shared their view. This should lead to more spectators implementing in the
areas to the left of the dotted vertical lines of the distributions of the treatment group. The change in distributions
should increase with the distance from the dotted vertical line. The Kolmogorov–Smirnov test of distributional equal-
ity, presented in Appendix B.5, confirms the visual impression from the graphs: there is no evidence that the imple-
mentation rates distributions of the information treatment and control groups are not from the same distribution.
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estimates and getting the information that one’s fairness view was shared by fewer
workers than expected.10

Both findings, the absence of any treatment effect and the lack of correlation,
were surprising and were the opposite of the pre-specified hypotheses in the pre-
analysis plan (Chen and Schøyen, 2017). Generally, the data indicate that the spec-
tators’ motivation for implementing their preferred redistribution was independent
of the fairness views of those affected. The low implementation price of two cents
left little room for willingness to pay to be affected by the prevalence information
without observing a change in the number of spectators choosing to implement. The
absence of any effect of being informed about the true prevalence of fairness views,
combined with the overestimation of prevalence, provides causal evidence suggest-
ing that any non-paternalistic motivation is not important among the spectators.
The appropriate caveats need to be made when interpreting the data as support
for paternalist motivation, as the cost of implementation was fixed and low. The
spectators’ implementation behaviour can be motivated in a number of ways,
and further study is needed to establish what drives the willingness to implement
one’s views on groups. Possible motivations for this behaviour are a notion of how
redistribution ought to be, or a purely expressive behaviour of one’s fairness view.
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