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Abstract:  

How do individuals evaluate who should receive redistribution? We study this question using an online survey 

experiment in the U.S. where respondents allocate government transfers to hypothetical households. We 

experimentally vary whether matched economic positions are described in absolute terms, as annual 

household income, or in relative terms, as a position in the national income distribution. Holding matched 

economic position constant, absolute-income descriptions increase desired monthly transfers by 

approximately 6% of the maximum allowable transfers. Holding income fixed, redistributive support also 

varies systematically across household circumstances: lack of health insurance generates the largest increase 

in transfers, followed by lack of homeownership and failure to complete high school. These choices are 

accompanied by differences in perceived poverty, fairness, luck, effort, and material need. The results show 

that targeted redistributive preferences depend not only on economic position, but also on how need is 

evaluated and on the specific dimension of material disadvantage. 
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