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Abstract: Comparing mobility is an important but controversial issue. In this paper, we
argue that in a specific and relevant case, there exists a univocal and non-controversial
definition of greater (exchange) mobility that allows for unambiguous comparisons. We
conducted a questionnaire experiment to investigate whether people’s perceptions of social
mobility align with this definition, and we found that people’s choices are broadly in line
with the theoretical predictions.
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1. Introduction
Understanding how people perceive social mobility—and how they judge one society

to be more mobile than another—is crucial for explaining a range of social, economic, and
political behaviors. Individuals assess risks in terms of potential gains or losses, much like
voters form expectations about their prospects for upward or downward mobility. These
perceptions, in turn, influence political preferences and support for institutional change
(Acemoglu et al., 2018; Benabou & Ok, 2001).

Social mobility has important implications for both economic and political outcomes.
In theoretical models, low mobility is associated with exclusionary policy preferences,
religious revivalism, and resistance to institutional reform (Binzel & Carvalho, 2017; Uchida,
2018). More broadly, the way people perceive mobility shapes long-run dynamics such as
strategic stability, path dependence, and intergroup interactions (Acemoglu et al., 2021).
Preferences for redistribution, for instance, are known to depend on beliefs about mobility:
when individuals perceive mobility to be high, support for redistribution tends to decline,
as success is attributed primarily to personal effort and inequality is viewed as justifiable
(Alesina et al., 2020; Fehr & Vollmann, 2022; Mengel & Weidenholzer, 2023).

Yet recent empirical research suggests that people systematically misperceive the
actual level of social mobility. Upward mobility is often overestimated, while downward
mobility is underestimated (Alesina & La Ferrara, 2005; Davidai, 2018; Davidai & Gilovich,
2015). These misperceptions may contribute to the puzzling negative correlation between
inequality and mobility observed in the Great Gatsby Curve (Corak, 2013).

This raises a central question: are these misperceptions rooted in the ambiguity of
how mobility is defined, or are they shaped more fundamentally by individual beliefs and
subjective judgment? In this paper, we explore this question by focusing on comparisons of
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mobility for which there exists a clear, objective, and non-controversial criterion of what
constitutes ‘greater mobility’.

Despite the crucial role of social mobility in several economic and social domains, the
measurement of mobility is a highly controversial issue. Whether it is considered from an
intragenerational or intergenerational perspective, social mobility remains a multifaceted
concept. Researchers from different disciplines provide different definitions and indicators
(Atkinson & Bourguignon, 1982; Benabou & Ok, 2001; Chakravarty et al., 1985; Cowell &
Flachaire, 2018; D’Agostino & Dardanoni, 2009; Dardanoni, 1993; Fields, 2019; Fields &
Ok, 1996; Gottschalk & Spolaore, 2002; Jäntti & Jenkins, 2015; Markandya, 1984; Van de
gaer et al., 2001). The multifaceted nature of mobility also explains the considerable
confusion about what higher mobility precisely means. Sociologists have provided a well-
known definition of two aspects of interest in the mobility analysis: structural mobility
and exchange mobility. For example, consider the social change experienced by a country
following a period of economic growth, during which the number of high-status positions
available for the generation of children significantly increases relative to those available for
their parents. Structural mobility refers to the difference in the availability of high-status
positions between parents and children. In contrast, exchange mobility focuses on the
changes in social status between parents and children, that is, the extent to which children’s
status depends on that of their parents.1

In this paper, we focus on exchange mobility. To isolate pure exchange mobility, we
consider comparing mobility structures within the Fréchet class, i.e., mobility structures
with the same marginal distributions (Fréchet, 1951). More specifically, the equality of
marginals implies that the parents’ marginal distribution is the same in the two societies
being compared, and the same holds for children’s marginal distributions, which may
differ from those of the parents but do not vary between the two societies being compared.
Furthermore, within the Fréchet class, we restrict our comparison to monotone mobility
structures, where children from high-status parents always have stochastically better
prospects than children from low-status parents. This assumption rules out comparisons
involving scenarios that are theoretically admissible but unrealistic.2

In the first part of this paper, we argue that within this restricted class, there exists
a univocal and non-controversial definition of greater (exchange) mobility that enables
unambiguous mobility comparisons. We refer to this (partial) ordering as “positive depen-
dence”.3 Then, we investigate the extent to which people’s perceptions of mobility align
with the positive dependence ordering. This is achieved using a questionnaire experiment
based on pairwise comparisons of different mobility scenarios, where respondents are
asked to indicate which scenario they perceive as more mobile.

The approach adopted in this paper is closely related to the experimental method for
inequality measurement pioneered by Amiel and Cowell (1992). In their work, the authors
began with a set of widely accepted axioms for inequality comparisons and tested whether
individuals in experimental settings agree with the resulting orderings. The analogy be-
tween inequality and mobility comparisons can be summarized as follows: (i) Lorenz
curve comparisons (like positive dependence orderings in mobility) are meaningful only
when societies have the same mean income—in our case, when marginal distributions are
held constant; (ii) when income distributions share the same mean, the Lorenz criterion
is broadly accepted because it corresponds to multiple alternative notions of greater in-
equality (Atkinson, 1970; Dasgupta et al., 1973; Kolm, 1976); similarly, within the Fréchet
class, positive dependence provides an uncontroversial basis for mobility comparisons;
(iii) nevertheless, just as individuals may reject Lorenz-consistent rankings in experimental
inequality settings, they may also fail to align with the positive dependence ordering in
mobility scenarios.
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The key innovation of our paper is its emphasis on a precise definition of “pure ex-
change mobility,” achieved by comparing mobility structures within the Fréchet class and
isolating the exchange component of social mobility by holding marginal distributions
constant and thus removing the structural component. It then uniquely employs an exper-
imental design to directly examine whether individuals’ perceptions of greater mobility
align with this theoretically established definition, thus offering novel empirical insights
into the intuitive comprehension of social mobility.

The rest of this paper is organized as follows: Section 2 introduces the theoretical
framework and the positive dependence ordering. The questionnaire experiment and
sample characteristics are presented in Section 3. Section 4 discusses the results, and
Section 5 concludes the paper.

2. Mobility Comparisons
Social mobility in a society is typically represented by the joint distribution of two

random variables: one indicating the social status of parents, and the other the status
of their children (e.g., income quintiles, occupational categories). This joint distribution
reflects two key components: the structural and exchange aspects of mobility. The structural
component refers to generational changes in the availability of high-status positions; for
example, shifts driven by economic growth. In contrast, the exchange component captures
the degree to which families reallocate their relative positions along the social hierarchy.
Both dimensions are encoded in a standard mobility table.

To illustrate this, consider the simplest case of a generic Society A, where parental
and child status are each binary variables, taking values in the set {L, H}, denoting low
and high status, respectively. The joint distribution of parent and child status, denoted by
A(P, C) : R2

+ → [0, 1], can be represented by the mobility matrix shown in Table 1.

Table 1. Example of mobility table.

Society A

Parent
Status

Child Status

Low High AC

Low a cL − a cL
High pL − a 1 − pL − cL + a 1 − cL

AP pL 1 − pL

Each cell in the table represents the joint probability of a specific parent–child status
pairing. The row and column totals correspond to the marginal distributions AP and
AC, which represent the overall distribution of status in the parent and child generations,
respectively. Note that, in this binary framework, all mobility tables with the same values
of CL and PL belong to the Fréchet class—that is, the set of joint distributions sharing the
same marginals—and differ by only one parameter, a—the probability that a child from a
low-status family remains low-status. In mobility analysis, changes in the marginals AP

and AC are referred to as structural mobility, while the way in which these marginals are
coupled to a joint distribution captures exchange mobility. In this simple case, exchange
mobility is entirely governed by the association parameter a.

Furthermore, to avoid unrealistic comparisons, such as cases where children from
high-status parents attain low status and vice versa, we consider mobility structures in
the Fréchet class that are also monotone. This means we consider only those cases in
which children from higher-status parents have better chances of attaining higher status
than children from lower-status parents. In other words, the distribution of outcomes for
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children with high-status parents stochastically dominates that of children with low-status
parents: they are more likely to reach higher positions at every level.

Let F (P , C) denote the monotone Fréchet class. Within this class, let A(P, C) and
B(P, C) represent two joint distributions corresponding to the two hypothetical societies
being compared. Table 2 illustrates the structure of a hypothetical comparison aligned
with the one proposed by Questions 1–4 and 8–10 in our questionnaire experiment. In this
setting—as shown in Section 3.1—it follows immediately that Society A always exhibits
greater exchange mobility than Society B.4

Table 2. Example of mobility tables under comparison.

Society A

Parent
Status

Child Status

Low High AC

Low a cL − a cL
High pL − a 1 − pL − cL + a 1 − cL

AP pL 1 − pL

Society B

Parent
Status

Child Status

Low High BC

Low b cL − b cL
High pL − b 1 − pL − cL + b 1 − cL

BP pL 1 − pL

When there are more than two social classes in the mobility tables within the Fréchet
class, the mobility ordering requires that each element of the cumulative joint distribution
in Society A—assumed to have greater exchange mobility—be less than or equal to the
corresponding element in Society B. It follows that in all questions involving three social
classes, the mobility tables can be ordered by directly comparing each element of the
cumulative joint distributions. As an example, consider Question 5 (see Section 3.1), the
cumulative joint distributions of which are displayed in Table 3—it can be immediately
verified that Society A exhibits greater exchange mobility than Society B. The same logic
applies to the mobility tables in Questions 6 and 7.

Table 3. Cumulative joint distribution of societies in Question 5.

Society A

Parent
Status

Child Status

20,000 80,000 100,000

20,000 1
3

1
3

1
3

80,000 1
3

1
2

2
3

100,000 1
3

2
3 1

Society B

Parent
Status

Child Status

20,000 80,000 100,000

20,000 1
3

1
3

1
3

80,000 1
3

5
9

2
3

100,000 1
3

2
3 1
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This definition of greater mobility establishes a partial order of mobility structures within
F(P ,C), which we refer to as mobility dominance ordering, which is equivalent to the positive
dependence ordering used in statistics (Atkinson & Bourguignon, 1982; Dardanoni, 1993).

In the administered questionnaire, the comparisons presented in Table 2 are translated
into the format illustrated in Figure 1, which provides an example of a question comparing
two societies with different levels of exchange mobility but identical structural mobility.
Specifically, in both societies, the parents’ (upper panel) and the children’s (lower panel)
generation have the same size, i.e., each generation consists of six individuals. However,
the two societies exhibit different levels of exchange mobility. In Society A, three children
from low-status parents remain in the low-status position, while the other three move to
the higher-status position. The same dynamics apply to children from high-status parents:
three of them remain in the same status as their parents, while the other three move
down to the lower-status position. In Society B, instead, there is less exchange mobility.
Specifically, only two children from low-status parents move to the high-status position,
while the remaining four remain in the same social status class as their parents. According
to the positive dependence ordering described earlier, we can say that A ⪰ B, as the
chance of moving from low-status to high-status position is greater in A relative to B. It is
important to note that Society A represents the case of stochastic independence, which is
the most mobile scenario used in our experiment questionnaire. Thus, following the above
discussion, we formulate the hypothesis that participants completing the questionnaire
should unambiguously recognize Society A as more mobile than Society B.

Please check (✓) one:
□ A is more mobile than B;
□ B is more mobile than A;

□ A and B are equally mobile.

Hypothesis: Society A exhibits higher exchange mobility than Society B, while structural
mobility is identical in both societies.

Figure 1. Example of a question (Question 1).
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3. The Questionnaire Experiment
To test whether individuals perceive mobility in line with the concept of mobility

dependence ordering, we conducted a questionnaire experiment. While the traditional
approach in economics is to rely on revealed preference methods to infer unobserved factors
from behavior, interest is now rapidly growing in using well-designed surveys to directly
study factors, such as beliefs and perceptions, which preference methods may struggle to
capture due to limited observable variation (Stantcheva, 2023). In the following, we describe
the principles that guided the development of our questionnaire, while acknowledging
some caveats.

The primary objective of the questionnaire was to ask respondents to compare two
alternative mobility scenarios, where one is unambiguously more mobile than the other
according to mobility dominance ordering; that is, it exhibits a higher level of exchange
mobility while keeping the structural component constant. The underlying hypothesis
is that individuals are able to recognize and correctly identify the scenario representing
greater mobility, with people’s perceptions aligning with theoretical predictions.

The questionnaire was administered using Amazon Mechanical Turk (AMT), an online
platform that enables rapid and cost-effective data collection from a diverse participant
pool in the US. The AMT population does not reflect the general population, representing a
limitation in terms of external validity and generalizability of the results (Aguinis et al.,
2021). Some sampling biases identified in MTurk studies include the overrepresentation of
younger, more educated individuals and participants from large urban areas, as well as
white and non-Hispanic individuals. There is also a tendency to oversample Democratic-
leaning respondents while underrepresenting Republicans and Independents. Additionally,
as with most surveys, individuals at the extremes of the income distribution—both the very
poor and the very wealthy—are typically underrepresented. Nevertheless, recent literature
critically evaluating online survey methods has found that MTurk samples are generally
more representative of the US population than traditional local convenience samples
(Berinsky et al., 2012). Various prior studies have shown that AMT can be a valuable
tool for exploring individuals’ views on issues related to distributive justice (Cappelen
et al., 2018; Fisman et al., 2017; Kuziemko et al., 2015; Weinzierl, 2017). Given that this
study represents one of the first attempts to investigate how people perceive a multifaceted
concept such as intergenerational mobility, we consider AMT an appropriate starting
point. Our objective was to precisely assess whether individuals’ perceptions align with a
specific theoretical prediction, and AMT enables us to do so using a customizable and cost-
efficient survey environment. It offers a more heterogeneous sample than university-based
pools, even though certain demographics, such as students, may still be overrepresented.
Participants receive a fixed monetary reward for completing the questionnaire, which is
consistent with standard practices in studies of distributional perceptions. In such contexts,
performance-based incentives are often difficult to implement effectively, but self-selected
respondents are still likely to provide some thoughtful responses (Amiel et al., 2015; Fisman
et al., 2021).5

3.1. The Questionnaire

Given the multidimensional nature of the social mobility concept, preparing a simple
questionnaire is not an easy task. We followed Amiel (1999) and Amiel et al. (2015) and used
“bus queues” of different colors to represent the income groups within the generation of
parents and children, with colors identifying the dynasties. A set of instructions (reported in
Appendix A.1) preceded the questionnaire (Cinquanta, 2020). Specifically, these instructions
were designed to familiarize respondents with the concept of social mobility, defined as the
process of socioeconomic status transition from the parents’ to the children’s generation.
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They also explain the questionnaire task, which involves choosing the most mobile societies
in each of the proposed pairwise comparisons. In this regard, the instructions emphasize
that parents’ socioeconomic status reflects only different life chances (circumstances), with
no role for other factors such as effort and/or individual talent, which is assumed to be
randomly distributed among parents’ and children’s generations. Finally, the instructions
clarify that the incomes associated with each socioeconomic status are net of taxes and
social transfers.

The questionnaire consists of 10 pairwise comparisons between two hypothetical
societies (named A and B) displaying different levels of (exchange) mobility. These societies
can be associated with mobility structures within the restricted class of monotone Fréchet
matrices, where the equality of marginals holds for the marginal distributions of the
parents in both alternative scenarios. The same holds for children’s marginals, although the
marginals between parents and children may differ. Figure 1, described above, represents
the first comparison in the questionnaire. The remaining pairwise comparisons introduce
alternative scenarios with some variations.

More specifically, a subset of questions in the questionnaire focuses on comparisons
involving extreme scenarios of intergenerational mobility. One such extreme is stochastic
independence, which represents the most mobile scenario considered in our questionnaire.
In this case, the economic status of the children is entirely unrelated to that of their parents
(e.g., Society A in panel b of Figure 2). At the opposite extreme is immobility, where
children’s outcomes are entirely determined by their parents’ status: all children from
low-status parents remain in low-status positions, and likewise for those from high-status
parents (e.g., Society B in both panels of Figure 2). In particular, in one question, we compare
this immobile society with one that shows a certain degree of exchange mobility (Question
4—Figure 2a). In a second question, we present a direct comparison between the two
polar cases: perfect immobility and stochastic independence (Question 10—Figure 2b). The
underlying hypothesis is that people are able to correctly recognize the scenario exhibiting
the higher level of mobility.

(a) Question 4 (b) Question 10

Hypothesis: In both Questions 4 and 10, Society A exhibits a higher level of exchange
mobility than Society B, while structural mobility remains constant across the two societies.

Figure 2. Comparisons with extreme scenario.

Questions 2 and 3 replicate the comparison presented in Question 1, but introduce
changes in the income levels of the two generations, reflecting economic decline (Question
2—Figure 3a) or economic growth (Question 3—Figure 3b). It is important to note that
the societies being compared still maintain the same level of structural mobility; the only
difference between them is the level of exchange mobility. The rationale behind these
questions is to assess whether individuals can still recognize the society with the higher
mobility, even when the income support changes.
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(a) Question 2 (b) Question 3

Hypothesis: In both Questions 2 and 3, Society A exhibits a higher level of exchange mobility
than Society B, while structural mobility remains constant across the two societies (change
in income support: decline in Q2 and growth in Q3).

Figure 3. Comparisons with income changes.

A third group of questions presents comparisons of mobility structures with
three social classes and exchange mobility involving: (i) the middle and top classes
(Question 5—Figure 4a); (ii) the bottom and middle classes (Question 6–Figure 4b); and
(iii) the entire society (Question 7—Figure 4c). Comparing responses across this group
of questions can provide insight into whether people’s perceptions of mobility change
depending on which social classes are involved in the mobility process.

(a) Question 5 (b) Question 6 (c) Question 7

Hypothesis: In Questions 5, 6, and 7, Society A exhibits a higher level of exchange mobility
than Society B, while structural mobility remains constant across the two societies.

Figure 4. Comparisons with three social classes.

The final pair of questions explores scenarios in which the size of the dynasties differs
(Question 8—Figure 5a) and where income growth is introduced (Question 9—Figure 5b).
By incorporating these additional dimensions, the goal was to examine whether people
could still recognize the society that exhibits the highest level of mobility.

These 10 pairwise comparisons were presented to a first group of participants in
the questionnaire experiment. To minimize ordering effects, both the sequence of the
questions and the positioning of the two alternative scenarios (Society A and Society B)
were randomized across participants. A second group of participants received the same
10 comparisons; however, in this version, the level of mobility in the less mobile society (i.e.,
Society B) is further reduced in Questions 1–7, making the difference in mobility between
the two scenarios more pronounced (see Appendix A.2). We refer to this modified version
of the questionnaire as Q*.bis, to distinguish it from the standard version. Participants were
randomly assigned to one of the two questionnaire versions—standard or Q*.bis.
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(a) Question 8 (b) Question 9

Hypothesis: In both Questions 8 and 9, Society A exhibits a higher level of exchange mobility
than Society B, while structural mobility remains constant across the two societies (Q8: no
change in income support; Q9: change in income support with growth).

Figure 5. Comparisons with changes in dynasties’ size and income.

3.2. The Sample

The questionnaire was administered in July 2019 to a sample of 258 respondents from
the US, recruited through AMT. We excluded 16 respondents who failed to correctly answer
three control questions designed to detect careless responses. The final sample included 242 re-
spondents, with 115 assigned to the bis version of the questionnaire. On average, participants
completed the survey in 11 min and received a standard participation fee of $1.

Table 4 reports summary statistics for the final sample,6 which includes a majority of
male (62%) and white (72%) participants, with an average age of 35 years. Most respondents
(58%) live alone, being either single or divorced. In terms of educational background, 12%
hold a master’s degree, 49% a bachelor’s degree, and the remaining 39% possess a high
school diploma. These demographic characteristics are broadly consistent with the general
profile of the AMT population, which, as noted above, tends to be younger and more
educated than the overall US population (Paolacci et al., 2010).7

Table 4. Sample characteristics.

Mean Standard
Deviation Min Max N

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

Demographics—(D)
Age 35.29 10.62 19 73 242
Gender (1 = female, 0 = male) 0.38 0.49 0 1 242
Ethnicity (1 = white, 0 = otherwise) 0.72 0.45 0 1 242
Education (1 = master’s degree, 0 = less) 0.12 0.33 0 1 242
Marital status (1 = married or domestic partnership, 0 = otherwise) 0.42 0.49 0 1 242

Economic prospects—(P)
(P1) Standard of living vs. US average 2.71 0.75 1 5 242
(1 = much lower, . . ., 5 = much higher)
(P2) Standard of living vs. parents 2.86 0.96 1 5 242
(1 = much lower, . . ., 5 = much higher)
(P3) Income opportunities vs. parents 3.00 1.03 1 5 242
(1 = much lower, . . ., 5 = much higher)

Values—(V)
(V1) Value of independence in economic positions 3.77 0.74 1 5 242
(1 = strongly disagree, . . ., 5 = strongly agree)
(V2) Independence as equality of opportunity 3.75 0.83 1 5 242
(1 = strongly disagree, . . ., 5 = strongly agree)
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The second panel of Table 4 provides additional information on respondents’ percep-
tions about their economic prospects relative to either their parents or the national average.
Most respondents perceive their current standard of living to be in line with or above the
average experienced by both the average American citizen (P1) and their own parents (P2).
Interestingly, this perception is more pronounced when the comparison is made with their
parents. Furthermore, a majority of participants believe they do not face lower income
opportunities than their parents (P3).

Finally, the third panel of Table 4 presents respondents’ evaluations of mobility, both
as a desirable social feature (V1) and as an indicator of equality of opportunity (V2). In
both dimensions, the majority of respondents express strong support and agreement with
these values.

4. Results
This section presents the results of the questionnaire experiment, which suggest that

people’s perceptions of social mobility generally align with theoretical predictions based on
the mobility dependence ordering. In other words, respondents tend to recognize societies
with higher levels of exchange mobility. This pattern emerges in various comparisons,
particularly when extreme scenarios (e.g., highest mobility or complete immobility) are
involved. However, the picture becomes less clear-cut, and respondents’ perceptions
become less aligned with theory when additional factors, such as income changes between
generations, are taken into account. In these cases, comparisons appear to become more
complex for respondents. Overall, the findings indicate that while people’s perceptions
generally align with theoretical predictions, they may be influenced by the specific context
and the presence of additional economic factors.

Figure 6 summarizes the questionnaire results, showing for each question the share
of responses indicating either Society A or Society B as the most mobile. The percentage
of respondents reporting no mobility differences between the two alternative scenarios
represents the omitted category. To simplify exposition, in each pairwise comparison,
Society A always exhibits greater mobility than Society B.

The evidence from Figure 6a shows that respondents’ choices are generally consistent
with theoretical predictions in comparisons of Q4 and Q10, which involve the less mobile
scenario (immobility). A test of the difference of proportions confirms that the differences
are statistically significant. When the extreme scenario proposed is the most mobile society,
i.e., stochastic independence (Q1), respondents’ perceptions of mobility remain aligned
with theoretical predictions and statistically significant. However, it is worth noting that
the share of respondents indicating Society A as the most mobile increases in comparison
with the less mobile scenario (compare Q1 with Q4 and Q10).

Table 5 reports the bivariate distribution of choices made by participants in the com-
parisons (Q1, Q4), (Q1, Q10), and (Q4, Q10), where the majority of respondents confirm the
choice of Society A in comparisons with the less mobile scenario (Q4, Q10). There is also
evidence of a tendency to switch from Society B (or equivalence) to Society A as one moves
from Q1 to Q4 and Q10.

The evidence from respondents to the Q*.bis questionnaire—where the level of mo-
bility in the less mobile society (i.e., Society B) is further reduced, thereby increasing the
difference in exchange mobility—is qualitatively the same (see Figure 6b). Table 6 confirms
that the majority of respondents who chose Society A in question Q1bis (Q4bis) also chose
Society A in questions Q4bis and Q10bis (Q10bis), with a reduced tendency to change their
answers when switching from one question to another.
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(a) Questionnaire standard (b) Questionnaire bis

Note: For each question, the omitted category represents the share of respondents reporting no
differences in mobility between Society A and Society B. In both panels, Society A always displays
greater social exchange mobility than Society B, with the difference being stronger in panel (b). Stars *,
**, *** denote rejection at the 10%, 5%, and 1% significance levels for a difference-of-proportion test for
H0 : p(A) = p(B).
Panel (a): Respondents’ choices are consistent with theoretical predictions in Q1, Q4, Q8, and Q10
(mobility with no change in income support) and in Q5, Q6, and Q7 (mobility with three income
classes). Respondents’ choices do not show significant differences in the perception of mobility in Q2,
Q3, and Q9 (mobility with change in income support, decrease in Q2, and increase in Q3 and Q9).
Panel (b): The results from the Q*.bis questionnaire, in which the mobility of Society B is further
reduced, show qualitatively similar patterns, reinforcing the results on respondents’ perceptions with
the results from panel a.

Figure 6. Questionnaire results.

Table 5. Distributions of answers in (Q1, Q4), (Q1, Q10) and (Q4, Q10).

Q4 Q10

A B = A B =

Q1
A 48.82% 4.72% 1.57%

Q1
A 44.88% 6.30% 3.94%

B 15.75% 3.15% 3.94% B 11.81% 7.87% 3.15%
= 10.24% 4.72% 7.09% = 11.81% 5.51% 4.72%

Q4
A 62.60% 8.66% 3.94%
B 3.15% 8.66% 0.79%
= 3.15% 2.36% 7.09%

Note: Results for each of these questions are illustrated in Figure 6a.

Table 6. Distributions of answers in (Q1bis, Q4bis), (Q1bis, Q10bis), and (Q4bis, Q10bis).

Q4bis Q10bis

A B = A B =

Q1bis
A 54.78% 2.61% 4.35%

Q1bis
A 55.65% 3.48% 2.61%

B 7.83% 8.70% 6.09% B 7.83% 13.04% 1.74%
= 5.22% 4.35% 6.09% = 6.96% 3.48% 5.22%

Q4bis
A 59.13% 6.96% 1.74%
B 3.48% 7.83% 4.35%
= 7.83% 5.22% 3.48%

Note: Results for each of these questions are illustrated in Figure 6b.

Responses to questions proposing comparisons of mobility structures with three social
classes (Q5, Q6, and Q7) suggest that respondents’ choices remain broadly consistent with
theoretical predictions. The differences between the choice of Society A or Society B are
highly significant (see Figure 6a). Furthermore, Society A is chosen more often when the
mobility process involves the bottom and the middle classes (Q6) than when it involves the
middle and top classes (Q5). Results for respondents to the bis questionnaire confirm this
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pattern, with a larger share choosing Society A (see Figure 6b). The evidence of the joint
distributions for this group of questions shows that the relative majorities of choices are
(Society A, Society A) in all three pairs (see Tables 7 and 8).

Table 7. Distributions of answers in (Q5, Q6), (Q5, Q6), and (Q6, Q7).

Q6 Q7

A B = A B =

Q5
A 40.94% 5.51% 3.94%

Q5
A 28.35% 7.09% 14.96%

B 9.45% 16.54% 3.94% B 9.45% 14.96% 5.51%
= 1.57% 4.72% 13.39% = 5.51% 3.94% 10.24%

Q6
A 28.35% 8.66% 14.96%
B 9.45% 12.60% 4.72%
= 5.51% 4.72% 11.02%

Note: Results for each of these questions are illustrated in Figure 6a.

Table 8. Distributions of answers in (Q5bis, Q6bis), (Q5bis, Q6bis), and (Q6bis, Q7bis).

Q6bis Q7bis

A B = A B =

Q5bis
A 53.04% 4.35% 3.48%

Q5bis
A 38.26% 10.43% 12.17%

B 9.57% 11.30% 1.74% B 4.35% 14.78% 3.48%
= 3.48% 2.61% 10.43% = 5.22% 1.74% 9.57%

Q6bis
A 38.26% 14.78% 13.04%
B 4.35% 9.57% 4.35%
= 5.22% 2.61% 7.83%

Note: Results for each of these questions are illustrated in Figure 6b.

Introducing changes in the income support of the two social classes makes comparisons
more difficult. In particular, proposing the same comparison for Question 1 (with the most
mobile scenario, i.e., stochastic independence) but with either economic decline or growth
in the income of children, makes the comparison not statistically significant (Questions 2
and 3 in Figure 3a,b). That is, the perception of the same mobility process changes when
additional elements are included. This fact could be interpreted as a genuine difference in
opinion, reflecting the multidimensional nature of the mobility phenomenon.

The confounding effect of income changes between generations is further confirmed
by the respondents’ choices in Questions 8 and 9. In the former comparison (Q8), people’s
choices remain consistent with theoretical predictions, with significant differences between
answers for A and for B. In the latter comparison (Q9), however, respondents appear to
have more difficulty identifying the society with greater mobility. The joint distributions for
(Q2, Q3) and (Q8, Q9), reported in Tables 9 and 10 for the two groups of respondents, show
that in both pairs, the relative majorities of choice are for (Society A, Society A). However,
these shares are lower compared to those for the previous questions.

Finally, Table 11 presents the results of a multinomial logit regression where the
dependent variable is the answer to each question. We included a question-specific indicator
variable and controls related to the characteristics of respondents described in Table 4 (i.e.,
demographics, economic prospects, and subjective values associated with social mobility).
The results show that the probability of selecting the more mobile society (i.e., Society
A in each question) is higher than the probability of choosing Society B (relative to the
indifference scenario) for all questions, except for comparisons where changes in income
support are included. The regression also shows that the evaluation of mobility as a sign
of equality of opportunity is positively correlated with the choice of Society A as the
more mobile one.
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Table 9. Distributions of answers in (Q2, Q3) and (Q8, Q9).

Q3 Q9

A B = A B =

Q2
A 24.41% 10.24% 3.94%

Q8
A 29.92% 23.62% 5.51%

B 11.81% 19.69% 4.72% B 5.51% 18.11% 6.30%
= 5.51% 7.87% 11.81% = 1.57% 3.15% 6.30%

Note: Results for each of these questions are illustrated in Figure 6a.

Table 10. Distributions of answers in (Q2bis, Q3bis) and (Q8bis, Q9bis).

Q3bis Q9bis

A B = A B =

Q2bis
A 27.83% 7.83% 4.35%

Q8bis
A 34.78% 19.13% 7.83%

B 8.70% 24.35% 7.83% B 3.48% 16.52% 3.48%
= 6.09% 6.09% 6.96% = 2.61% 2.61% 9.57%

Note: Results for each of these questions are illustrated in Figure 6b.

Table 11. Multinomial logit for questionnaire answers.

Greater Mobility in Test
Society A Society B [Ai]− [Bi] = 0

(1) (2) (3)

Q1 (2 × 2—stochastic independence) 1.076 *** −0.207 1.283 ***
(0.287) (0.333) (0.283)

Q2 (as Q1 with income decline) 0.562 * 0.121 0.440
(0.297) (0.315) (0.272)

Q3 (as Q1 with income growth ) 0.858 *** 0.378 0.480 *
(0.307) (0.325) (0.267)

Q4 (2 × 2—immobility) 1.978 *** −0.233 2.211 ***
(0.329) (0.416) (0.330)

Q5 (3 × 3—mobility between middle-top classes) 1.097 *** 0.182 0.915 ***
(0.300) (0.341) (0.274)

Q6 (3 × 3—mobility between bottom-middle classes) 1.050 *** −0.009 1.059 ***
(0.294) (0.339) (0.282)

Q7 (3 × 3—mobility between all classes) 0.478 * −0.419 0.897 ***
(0.288) (0.324) (0.281)

Q8 (2 × 2—changes generations’ size) 1.857 *** 0.773 ** 1.084 ***
(0.338) (0.376) (0.272)

Q9 (as Q8 with income growth) 0.857 *** 0.678 ** 0.179
(0.320) (0.327) (0.266)

Q10 (2 × 2—immobility) 1.948 *** 0.281 1.666 ***
(0.336) (0.394) (0.286)

Q1bis (2 × 2—stochastic independence) 1.492 *** 0.093 1.399 ***
(0.326) (0.373) (0.291)

Q2bis (as Q1 with income decline) 0.822 ** 0.480 0.342
(0.322) (0.332) (0.274)

Q3bis (as Q1 with income growth ) 0.888 *** 0.414 0.474 *
(0.325) (0.339) (0.275)

Q4bis (2 × 2—immobility) 1.538 *** −0.332 1.870 ***
(0.319) (0.396) (0.320)
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Table 11. Cont.

Greater Mobility in Test
Society A Society B [Ai]− [Bi] = 0

(1) (2) (3)

Q5bis (3 × 3—mobility between middle-top classes) 1.421 *** 0.037 1.384 ***
(0.323) (0.371) (0.291)

Q6bis (3 × 3—mobility between bottom-middle classes) 1.566 *** −0.122 1.687 ***
(0.324) (0.385) (0.306)

Q7bis (3 × 3—mobility between all classes) 0.724 ** −0.225 0.949 ***
(0.307) (0.338) (0.285)

Q8bis (2 × 2—changes generations’ size) 1.550 *** 0.189 1.361 ***
(0.330) (0.378) (0.298)

Q9bis (as Q8 with income growth) 0.754 ** 0.324 0.431
(0.313) (0.331) (0.278)

Q10bis (2 × 2—immobility) 2.140 *** 0.474 1.666 ***
(0.385) (0.431) (0.303)

Age −0.007 −0.005 −0.002
(0.005) (0.006) (0.005)

Gender (1 = female) 0.094 0.202 −0.108
(0.129) (0.139) (0.107)

Ethnicity (1 = white) 0.420 *** 0.451 *** −0.031
(0.138) (0.150) (0.120)

Education (1 = master degree) 0.672 *** 0.700 *** −0.028
(0.216) (0.229) (0.149)

Marital status (1 = married) −0.622 *** −0.047 −0.574 ***
(0.127) (0.136) (0.106)

(P1) Standard of living relative to average in the US −0.119 0.008 −0.126 **
(0.074) (0.079) (0.060)

(P2) Standard of living relative to parents 0.227 *** 0.246 *** −0.019
(0.084) (0.092) (0.074)

(P3) Income opportunities relative to parents −0.053 −0.057 0.003
(0.079) (0.085) (0.067)

(V1) Independence preferable 0.059 0.097 −0.038
(0.076) (0.081) (0.063)

(V2) Independence as equality of opportunity 0.260 *** 0.112 0.148 **
(0.072) (0.073) (0.062)

Observations 2420
Note: The dependent variable takes the value 1 (−1) when the answer is Society A (B), or 0 otherwise. Robust
standard error in brackets. Stars *, **, ***, denote rejection at 10, 5, and 1% levels. Controls for economic prospects
(P) and values (V) are standardized.

5. Concluding Remarks
Our research connects central features of the theoretical definition of social mobility

with people’s perceptions, aiming to foster a crucial dialogue between abstract measure-
ments of mobility and lived experience.

Can we compare the exchange mobility of two mobility structures and unequivocally
assess one as being more mobile than another? We show that such comparisons yield an
unambiguous answer within the restricted class of monotone mobility tables in the Fréchet
class. In this setting, there exists an ordering—positive dependence—that provides a non-
controversial notion of greater exchange mobility. We argue that this ordering represents
the counterpart of the Lorenz ordering in inequality comparison, where its uncontroversial
nature arises from the existence of many, broadly accepted, equivalent notions of greater
exchange mobility.
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Do people’s perceptions of (exchange) mobility align with positive dependence order-
ing? Evidence from our questionnaire experiment suggests that respondents’ perceptions
largely match theoretical predictions when the comparisons involve two social classes and
an extreme scenario (either stochastic independence or immobility). Similar results are
observed for mobility structures involving three social classes, with respondents’ choices
being sensitive to the social classes engaged in the mobility process.

However, some inconsistencies emerge when economic growth or decline is intro-
duced into the incomes of the two generations. In such cases, the same mobility process,
perceived as the most mobile with no income changes, may no longer be recognized as
such. This finding underscores that the multifaceted nature of social mobility comparisons,
even when focusing solely on the exchange component. These deviations from theoretical
predictions reflect the differences of opinion inherent in the multidimensional concept of
mobility. In this respect, our findings align with those of the seminal paper by Amiel and
Cowell (1992), which showed that even something uncontroversial, such as the Lorenz
curve ordering in inequality comparisons, may not hold in an experimental setting, where
unconventional responses arise due to factors shaping respondents’ thinking.

As with similar online questionnaire research, the study has some caveats. Online
surveys are becoming increasingly popular, even among economists, for exploring hidden
factors such as the beliefs, judgments, and perceptions that influence individual behavior.
Online platforms have multiplied their use, making it easier and cheaper for potential
participants to access questionnaires (Stantcheva, 2023). Along with ease of use, some of
the classic problems associated with directly measuring people’s judgments and opinions,
rather than trying to infer them from behavior, have also increased.

The evidence that people’s judgments are only broadly consistent with the theoretical
measures of greater exchange mobility may be affected by some of these problems. People
self-select into online labor markets for survey research. This leads to some sampling biases.
For example, the fact that the pool of Amazon Mechanical Turk subjects overrepresents
younger, more educated, and urban residents may affect perceptions of mobility, as these
respondents can be more attuned to mobility dynamics than older, less educated, and
rural individuals. A more diverse sample—geographically and socio-economically—might
reveal different departures from theoretical definitions of mobility. Online survey responses
can also be affected by lapses in attention or carelessness. Just as it is important not to be
held hostage by theoretical conventions, it is also important to be aware of the biases that
can affect people’s judgments and the limitations of the methods used to recover them.

In fact, we see the evidence presented in this paper as part of a broader research
program aimed at better understanding the complex phenomenon of social mobility. This
requires the integration of insights from a variety of methods, based on theory, behavioral
observations, and by directly asking people for their opinions and perceptions. Mainly,
we believe that a fuller understanding of social mobility must account for the nuances of
human behavior and perceptions, including in the context of key policy areas like education,
labor markets, access to other markets, and wider economic opportunities (Day & Fiske,
2017). Perceptions of mobility shape support for policies such as progressive taxation and
welfare, influencing both their effectiveness and political viability. They can affect which
policies people do or do not support, and even more fundamentally the way in which the
wider political game contributes to the stability of democracy (Acemoglu et al., 2018).

If economic and political models fail to align with how people see social mobility
in practice, the accuracy of these models and the policies derived from them may be
compromised. Understanding how people perceive mobility is not just an exercise in
curiosity, but a crucial step for both policymakers seeking to promote social change and
researchers seeking to understand societies.
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Appendix A
Appendix A.1. Instructions

The questionnaire is about mobility. Mobility is defined as the process through which
people move in a socio-economic system from the parents generation to the children’s
generation. The questionnaire involves 10 questions in which we ask you to compare the
mobility of two hypothetical societies. Figure A1 shows the format of a typical question.
The figure shows mobility in two hypothetical societies: Society A and Society B. In each
society there are two generations: the parents and their children. Parents’ incomes are
shown in the upper part of the display. For example, in Society A (on the left of the figure),
there are 6 parents depicted in blue with income $40,000, and 6 parents depicted in red
with income $60,000. The same is true for Society B, shown on the right of the display.
Each parent in each society gives birth to a child. Children’s incomes are shown in the
lower part of the display. The colour of children is the same as their parents. Thus, a blue
parent will have a blue child and a red parent will have a red child. Children’s income may,
however, be different from their parents’, both in absolute terms and in the ranks of the
income parade.

For example, in Society A, there are six children with an income of $60,000 and six
children with an income of $80,000. Their colours show the following: two children
depicted in red with an income of $60,000 come from parents with an income of $60,000;
and four children depicted in blue with an income of $60,000 come from parents with an
income of $40,000. Four children depicted in red with an income of $80,000 come from
parents with an income of $60,000; and two children depicted in blue with an income
of $80,000 come from parents with an income of $40,000. In Society B, there are also six
children with an income of $60,000 and six children with an income of $80,000. The red
colour of the children with income $80,000 shows that they all come from parents with
income $60,000; while the blue colour of the children with income $60,000 shows that they
all come from parents with income $40,000.

https://www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/g16030024/s1
https://www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/g16030024/s1
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Figure A1. Example of a question.

In some questions, the income distributions of the two generations may be composed
of three income groups. For example, the display in Figure A2 shows a Society A in which
there are six parents depicted in green with an income of $20,000, six parents depicted in
blue with an income of $80,000, and six parents depicted in red with an income of $100,000;
the income distribution of children shows that the six children from the green parents have
an income of $20,000, the six children from the blue parents have an income of $80,000, and
the six children from the red parents have an income of $100,000.

Figure A2. Example of a society with three income classes.
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In the questionnaire, you will face 10 comparisons of pairs of hypothetical societies
shown in displays similar to those of Figure A1. In each pairwise comparison, you are
asked to state which society, according to your view, has to be considered more mobile.
If you think that the two societies are equally mobile, you can give this answer at the
bottom of each question. At the end of the comparisons, you will also find some further
questions, asking for some personal information. When giving your answers, you have
to consider that only different life chances determine parents’ income groups. This means
that parents’ income groups do not depend on their own natural abilities, such as aptitude,
talent, and skills. Indeed, in the societies that you are comparing, people’s natural abilities
are randomly distributed among both parents’ and children’s generations. Finally, people’s
income points out the net income after taxes and social transfers.

Appendix A.2. Questions Q1bis–Q7bis

(a) Question 1bis (b) Question 4bis

Hypothesis: In both Question 1bis and Question 4bis, Society A exhibits a higher level of
exchange mobility than Society B, while structural mobility remains constant across the
two societies.

Figure A3. Comparisons with extreme scenario.

(a) Question 2bis (b) Question 3bis

Hypothesis: In both Question 2bis and Question 3bis, Society A exhibits a higher level of
exchange mobility than Society B, while structural mobility remains constant across the
two societies (change in income support: decline in Q2bis and growth in Q3bis).

Figure A4. Comparisons with income changes.
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(a) Question 5bis (b) Question 6bis (c) Question 7bis

Hypothesis: In Question 5bis, Question 6bis, and Question 7bis, Society A exhibits a higher
level of exchange mobility than Society B, while structural mobility remains constant across
the two societies.

Figure A5. Comparisons with three social classes.

Notes
1 Some recent studies have focused on combining evaluations of structural and exchange mobility. Ray and Genicot (2023) analyse

the conditions under which economic growth provides greater benefits to individuals who are relatively worse off than to those
who are better off, and call this condition upward mobility. In a similar vein, Van de gaer and Palmisano (2021) studied the
conditions for positive welfare gains from economic development, dividing them into growth, mobility, and fluctuation aversion
effects. Here, we are only concerned with the measurement of mobility, not its valuation from a welfare perspective. (For a
discussion of the issues involved in assessing multidimensional well-being; see Decancq et al., 2015).

2 Dardanoni et al. (2012) provides empirical justification for monotonicity, describing it as a “fact of life", as monotone transition
matrices characterize most observed mobility processes. Theoretical properties of monotone mobility matrices are discussed in
Dardanoni (1995).

3 See Bartolucci et al. (2001) for statistical inference on this ordering.
4 In the example below, we adopt this representation for simplicity, where Society A always displays greater mobility. However, in

the experimental questionnaire, we randomize both the order of the questions and which society exhibits greater mobility in
each question.

5 People who are repeatedly flagged for lack of attention and care in answering questionnaires (incomplete surveys, failure on
control questions, or responding too quickly) may be removed from the subject pool.

6 We present the aggregate sample, as we did not find statistically significant differences between respondents assigned to the two
questionnaire versions.

7 Nevertheless, some argue that a relatively well-educated sample could be useful for abstract questions that require reasoned
judgments, such as assessing whether people’s perceptions are consistent with theoretical predictions (Amiel & Cowell, 1992;
Gaertner & Schokkaert, 2012).
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