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The Desire for Social Status and Economic Conservatism among
Affluent Americans
ADAM THAL Yale University

Affluent Americans have disproportionate influence over policymaking and often use their power to
advance conservative economic policies that increase inequality. I show that this behavior is
partiallydrivenbyaffluentAmericans’desire for social status. First, I use anew survey scale to show

that affluent Americans’ desire for social status strongly predicts their level of economic conservatism.
Second, I test my theory experimentally in the context of social media. On sites like Facebook, Instagram,
and Twitter, affluent Americans compete for social status by sharing curated versions of their lives that
highlight their upper-class lifestyle. When I randomly assign affluent Americans to experience this status
competition, it causes them to becomemore economically conservative. The results help us understand the
social andpsychological origins of economic conservatismamongaffluentAmericans, andprovide thefirst
evidence that social media encourages political behaviors that are conducive to inequality.

“Moneywasnever abigmotivation forme, except as away to
keep score.”

—Donald Trump (1987, 63), The Art of the Deal

Recent research shows that affluent Americans
have disproportionate influence over policy
outcomes in the United States (e.g., Bartels

2008; Druckman and Jacobs 2015; Gilens 2012; Rhodes
and Schaffner 2017).When affluent Americans use this
influence to advance conservative economic policies
that serve their financial interests, it facilitates rising
economic inequality (Bonica et al. 2013).

I identify an unrecognized source of affluent Amer-
icans’ self-interested political behavior: the desire for
social status. In his classic Theory of the Leisure Class
(1899), Thorstein Veblen argues that affluent Ameri-
cans frequently pursue money as a means of achieving
social status. Building off Veblen’s theory, I argue that
affluent Americans’ pursuit of social status plays an
important role in the politics of inequality. The desire
for social status causes affluent Americans to support
conservative economic policies that benefit themselves
financially, making it more likely that their dispropor-
tionate influence over government will translate into
increased economic inequality. By considering the
interacting effects of class and gender, I also argue that
my theorywill hold especiallywell for affluentmen,who
are vastly overrepresented in positions of political
power. When affluent men view money as a source of
social status, it causes themtouse thispower inways that
benefit themselves financially and increase inequality.

I subject this theory to a series of rigorous observa-
tional and experimental tests. First, I develop a new
survey scale that allows me to measure affluent
Americans’ desire for social status and its relationship
with their views toward conservative economic policies.
Using this scale in conjunction with a representative
sample of affluent Americans, I show that affluent
Americans’ desire for social status strongly predicts
their level of support for conservative economic policies
that facilitate rising inequality, including policies that
lower their own income taxes, lower taxes on capital
gains, and decrease government regulation of business
and industry. I also find that the desire for social status
has an especially strong relationship with economic
conservatism among affluent men.

Second, I testmy theoryexperimentally in thecontext
of socialmedia.1On sites like Facebook, Instagram, and
Twitter, affluent Americans pursue social status by
sharing carefully curated versions of their lives that
demonstrate their economic success and upper-class
lifestyle (Marwick 2013; Williams 2013). This behavior
represents a technologically enhanced form of the
status-seeking behaviors that Thorstein Veblen first
documented in The Theory of the Leisure Class (1899;
see also Taylor and Strutton 2016). I make use of this
context in a survey experimentwhere I randomly assign
affluent Americans from a second representative
sample to encounter Facebook posts in which others
broadcast their economic success. The experimental
treatments includeFacebookposts that share feelingsof
self-worth following a career achievement, Facebook
posts that show how social approval accrues to the
economically successful in the form of “Likes” and
positive comments from Facebook friends, and Face-
book posts that broadcast acts of conspicuous con-
sumption. Using this design, I show that the desire for
social status causes affluent Americans—and affluent
men in particular—to support conservative economic
policies.
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This study makes a number of contributions. First, I
show how affluent Americans’ pursuit of social status
shapes American politics. Over the past several deca-
des, affluent Americans have engaged in a highly suc-
cessful effort to shift economic policy in a conservative
direction (e.g., Hacker and Pierson 2010). This effort
has been led by affluentmen, who have used their vastly
disproportionate share of political power to push eco-
nomic policy further to the right (e.g., Mayer 2017).
Although this behavior facilitates rising inequality, few
studies have considered its social and psychological
origins. I fill this gap by providing evidence that the
desire for social status plays an important role in causing
affluentAmericans—andaffluentmen inparticular—to
support conservative economic policies that facilitate
rising inequality. These findings are made possible by
a novel survey scale that I designed to measure affluent
Americans’ desire for social status for the first time, and
a preregistered experiment in which I use social media
to measure the causal effects of affluent Americans’
desire for social status.Results frombothmethods align
on a central conclusion: Affluent Americans would be
substantially less likely to use their political power in
ways that increase inequality if theywere less concerned
about social status.

Second, this study challenges the existing view ofwhy
people pursue their financial interests in politics. Ca-
nonical theories of public opinion assume that people
pursue their financial interests in politics to improve
their concretematerialwell-being (e.g., Searset al. 1980;
Sears and Funk 1990). This view does not hold well for
affluent Americans. Although I consistently find evi-
dence that affluent Americans pursue money through
politics to achieve social status, I find no evidence that
they pursue money through politics to improve their
concrete material well-being. As these findings show,
the desire for social status can motivate the rich to
pursue money through politics long after they already
have enough wealth to meet all of their material needs.
This has important consequences for society. The
conservative economic policies that affluentAmericans
pursue out of a desire for social status also make it
harder to provide public goods. As Frank (2005) points
out, the money that affluent Americans are able to
spend on “larger houses and more expensive cars”
thanks to taxbreaksmightotherwisehavebeenspenton
“improving public education, conducting medical re-
search, or inspecting the cargo containers that enter our
ports” (141). This alignswith ThorsteinVeblen’s (1899)
central argument that affluent Americans’ pursuit of
social status imposes costs on the rest of society.

Third, this study provides a new perspective on the
political consequences of social media. Political scien-
tists are increasingly concerned about both the political
effects of social media (e.g., Guess, Nyhan, and Reifler
2018) and the high level of inequality in the United
States (e.g., Page and Gilens 2017). Yet these issues
have largely been viewed in isolation from one another.
I am the first to bridge the gap between these two in-
creasingly important streams of research in political
science. I do sobyproviding experimental evidence that
exposure to status competition on social media causes

affluent Americans to become more economically
conservative. I also provide observational evidence
suggesting that these effects occur as affluent Ameri-
cans use social media in their daily lives. Themore time
affluent Americans spend on Facebook, the more
strongly they desire social status, and the more sup-
portive they are of conservative economic policies.
These experimental and observational results provide
the first evidence that social media encourages political
behaviors that are conducive to rising inequality.

AFFLUENT AMERICANS AND THE POLITICS
OF INEQUALITY

Political scientists have sought to understand why de-
mocracyhas failed to slowrising inequality in theUnited
States.One important reason is the political influenceof
affluent Americans. As Bonica et al. (2013) write, the
“rich have been able to use their resources to influence
electoral, legislative, and regulatory processes through
campaign contributions, lobbying, and revolving door
employment of politicians and bureaucrats” (105).
Affluent Americans often use this influence to advance
conservative economic policies that benefit themselves
financially and facilitate rising inequality, including
policies that lower their own income taxes, lower taxes
on capital gains, and reduce government regulation of
business and industry.

Although researchers often attribute these policy
outcomes to the political influence of affluent Ameri-
cans (Hacker and Pierson 2010; Martin 2013; McCarty,
Poole, and Rosenthal 2015), it may bemore accurate to
say that they arise through the political influence of
affluent men. Affluent men dominate the channels
through which affluent Americans influence politics.
They are far more likely than affluent women (or
anyone else) to make large campaign contributions
during elections (Weber et al. 2015), lead the corpo-
rations and interest groups that lobby government
(Wolfers 2015), and hold high-level elected office
(Center for Responsive Politics 2014). Affluent men
frequently use these positions of power to advance
conservative economic policies that benefit themselves
financially, making them arguably more responsible
than any other group for the rise of conservative eco-
nomic policies in the United States (e.g., Mayer 2017).

Despite the important role that affluent Americans
play in the politics of inequality, few previous studies
have considered the causal origins of their economic
conservatism. To the extent that social scientists have
considered the causal origins of economic conservatism
at all, they have tended to focus on the social and cul-
tural origins of economic conservatismamong the lower
class and middle-class (e.g., Bartels 2005; Cramer 2012;
Frank 2004; Hochschild 2016), while paying compara-
tively little attention to the social and cultural origins of
economic conservatism among the rich. I address this
gap by focusing on the political consequences of an
important, but understudied aspect of upper class cul-
ture in the United States: the pursuit of social status
(e.g., Lamont 1994; Veblen 1899).
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STATUSMOTIVATIONAND THEPOLITICSOF
AFFLUENT AMERICANS

In studying the political consequences of affluent
Americans’ pursuit of social status, I build on Thorstein
Veblen’s classic Theory of the Leisure Class (1899).
Veblen’s key theoretical insight is that “property is
accumulated, not just to satisfy our basic physical needs,
but also for its honorific qualities” (Heath 2008, 242; see
alsoVeblen1899, 15–6).Thispointhasbeenaffirmedby
further researchon the social psychologyofmoney (Lea
and Webley 2006; Srivastava, Locke, and Bartol 2001;
Zelizer 1994). This research suggests the presence of
two distinct motivations for pursuing money, each of
which has the potential to cause affluent Americans to
support conservative economic policies that serve their
financial interests: Status Motivation and Concrete
Motivation. I define these two motivations in detail
below.

Status motivation consists of the desire for money to
generate esteem. In The Theory of the Leisure Class
(1899), Thorstein Veblen argues that the pursuit of
money to gain esteem is an essential part of upper-class
culture. In more recent work, Michele Lamont (1994)
provides anuancedqualitativedescriptionofhowstatus
motivation operates among affluent Americans. She
shows how it comprises the desire for money to achieve
three distinct status-related goals. The first is Social
Approval. For example, affluent Americans often
pursuemoney to keep upwith friendswho are as rich or
richer than themselves, and fear that failure to do sowill
result in social exclusion. The second isSelf-Esteem. For
example, affluent Americans often pursue money to
feel like they are successful, and attain a sense of sat-
isfaction with their lives. The third is Conspicuous
Consumption. For example, affluent Americans often
pursue money to afford the kinds of beautiful homes
and high-performance cars that others will notice and
admire (see Lamont 1994, 64).

While status motivation consists of the desire for
money to generate esteem, concrete motivation consists
of the desire formoney tomeetmaterial needs.With the
possible exception of the very richest Americans, most
people pursue money at least in part to provide for the
material necessities of life. For affluentAmericans, these
material necessities may include things like supporting
their families, maintaining financial security, and
affording costs related to housing, transportation, and
food that can be expensivedepending onwhereone lives
(e.g., Sherman 2017). Concrete motivation captures the
desire for money to meet these material needs. Status
motivation and concrete motivation are not mutually
exclusive, and they may coexist in the same person. Yet
they are theoretically and empirically distinct (I provide
evidence of this in the analysis section below).

Statusmotivation and concretemotivation both have
the potential to explain why affluent Americans pursue
money throughpolitics.On the faceof it, an explanation
basedon concretemotivationmay seemmoreplausible.
Canonical theoriesofpublic opinionassume thatpeople
pursue their financial interests in politics to obtain
“concrete economic benefits” and “material well-

being” (Sears and Funk 1990, 248–50; see also Sears
et al. 1980). These same studies also tend to assume that
nonmaterial goals such as “social status” are un-
important in driving the pursuit of financial interests in
politics (Sears and Funk 1990, 248). This suggests that
concrete motivation, rather than status motivation,
should be the driving force behind affluent Americans’
economic conservatism.

By neglecting the role of social status, this traditional
view may fundamentally misunderstand why the most
powerfulAmericans pursuemoney through politics.As
Thorstein Veblen argues in The Theory of the Leisure
Class (1899), affluent Americans frequently pursue
money not as a means of meeting concrete material
needs, but as ameans of generating the “esteem of their
fellow-men”andbuilding“self-respect” (1899, 15–6). In
her more recent interviews with affluent Americans,
Lamont (1994) similarly describes how affluent
Americans often pursue money because they believe it
will bring “social acceptance” and a “sense of self-
worth,” rather than because they necessarily need
money to provide for their families (64).

Veblen felt that pursuing social status in this way
could leadaffluentAmericans to feel a senseof “chronic
dissatisfaction” with their share of economic resources
(1899, 16; see also Lamont 1994).More recent work has
shown how this sense of chronic dissatisfaction can
persist even among those who have reached the top of
the economic hierarchy. Studies of those in the top0.1%
of the wealth distribution suggest that some of the
wealthiestAmericans still strugglewith a sense that they
are not successful enough, and persist in the belief that
theywill only achieve a sense of life satisfaction through
the further accumulation of wealth (Lewis 2014, 257).
One researcher describes this perspective among bil-
lionaires as follows: “Although they knowmoney is not
the key to happiness, they can’t stop counting it. Their
entire self-image and all their self-esteem is wrapped up
in the pursuit of money” (Zimmerman 2017, 1).

As this research suggests, status motivation can be
a potent force in shaping the behavior of affluent
Americans. Yet this research has not been extended to
consider how the desire for social status influences af-
fluent Americans’ political behavior. I extend this
existing work by arguing that the desire for social status
causes affluent Americans to pursue conservative
economic policies that benefit themselves financially
and increase inequality. As affluent Americans’ desire
for social status increases, so too does their sense of
dissatisfaction with their share of economic resources
(Lamont 1994;Veblen1899). In turn, this growing sense
of dissatisfaction causes affluent Americans to pursue
money through politics by supporting conservative
economic policies that benefit themselves financially
and increase inequality. To provide a benchmark, I will
compare this status-based explanation for affluent
Americans’ economic conservatism against a more
traditional view based on the desire for money to meet
concrete material needs (e.g., Sears and Funk 1990;
Sears et al. 1980). I expect that status motivation will
outperform concrete motivation as an explanation for
affluent Americans’ economic conservatism.
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STATUSMOTIVATIONAND THEPOLITICSOF
AFFLUENT MEN

Asan extension of this theory, I argue that the desire for
social status should cause especially large increases in
economic conservatism among affluent men. This hy-
pothesis is informed by prior research, which finds that
status competition among affluent Americans is highly
gendered. InTheTheory of the Leisure Class, Thorstein
Veblen argues that men are the driving force behind
status competition in affluent communities (see also
Gilman 1999). Along these same lines, Lamont (1994)
and Sherman (2017) find in their interviews with af-
fluent Americans that men are far more likely than
women toexpress apowerful desire for social status. For
example, one of Lamont’s affluent male interviewees
tells her: “Let’s face it, mostmenwant to build their ego
by saying, ‘I’vemade it, I’ve been successful.’Hell, how
do you grade that success? You grade it by the amount
of money you made” (1994, xxix). Sherman (2017)
similarly finds that affluent men frequently talk about
pursuing money to prove that they are successful, and
notes “I never heard women talk about earning a lot of
money in the same way that men did, as proving
themselves” (74).2

This gender-based difference among affluent
Americans reflects a more general finding in the eco-
nomics and psychology literatures that males “seek
status more intensely” than females “across situations”
(Huberman, Loch, and Onculer 2004, 103). Studies
supporting this conclusion repeatedly demonstrate that
social status concerns have larger effects on the be-
havior of men than they do on the behavior of women
(e.g., Kennedy andKray 2014;Mujcic and Frijters 2013;
Schram, Brandts, and Gerxhani 2019). I expect that I
will observe a similar gender-based difference in the
contextofmystudy. Specifically, I predict that thedesire
for social status will have larger conservatizing effects
on the economicpolicy preferencesof affluentmen than
it does on the economic policy preferences of affluent
women. This would matter because affluent men are
vastly overrepresented in positions of political power,
and have the requisite political influence to turn their
conservative economic preferences into policies that
facilitate rising inequality.

EMPIRICAL STRATEGY: A NEW SURVEY
SCALE AND SOCIAL MEDIA

I subject my theory to a series of rigorous observational
and experimental tests, both of which entail method-
ological innovation. First, I design a new survey scale
that allows me to measure affluent Americans’ level of
status motivation, as well as their level of concrete

motivation. Using this scale, I am able to measure the
association between each of these motivations and af-
fluent Americans’ level of support for conservative
economic policies. I perform this test using a sample of
N 5 1,809 survey respondents, which includes a repre-
sentativemain sample of affluentAmericans (n5 1,207)
and a secondary sample of nonaffluent Americans (n5
602). This secondary sample allows me to test whether
nonaffluent Americans have similar motivations for
pursuing their financial interests in politics.

Second, I testmy theoryexperimentally in thecontext
of social media. As discussed further below, social
media has emerged as a primary venue for affluent
Americans topursue social status. Iutilize this context in
an experiment where I randomly assign affluent
Americans from a second representative sample to
encounter Facebook posts in which others broadcast
their economic success. This experiment allows me to
test for a causal effect of status motivation on affluent
Americans’ level of support for conservative economic
policies. The experiment is also designed in a way that
allows me to contrast the size of this causal effect with
the causal effect of concrete motivation. I perform this
test using a second sample of N 5 3,096 survey
respondents, which includes a representative main
sample of affluent Americans (n 5 2,010) and a sec-
ondary sample of nonaffluent Americans (n 5 1,086).

TEST 1: OBSERVATIONAL ANALYSIS

In Test 1, I seek to measure the relationship between
affluent Americans’ level of status motivation and their
level of economic conservatism. I also seek to compare
the strength of this relationship with the strength of the
relationship between affluent Americans’ level of
concrete motivation and their level of economic
conservatism.

Data

Test 1 uses an original online survey (N5 1,809) that I
conducted in January 2017. The survey was carried out
byCint, amarketing researchfirm thatmaintains a large
online self-recruited survey panel (Martinsson, Dahl-
berg, and Lundmark 2013). The survey consists of
a main sample of affluent Americans (n 5 1,207) and
asecondary sampleofnonaffluentAmericans (n5602).
Aligning with the definition used by Gilens (2012), I
identify affluent Americans as having household
incomes in excess of $150,000 annually, which places
them in the top 10% of the national income distribu-
tion.3 I identify nonaffluent Americans as having
household incomes below this threshold. As I demon-
strate in the appendix, the affluent sample closely
matches the demographics of the actual population of
affluent Americans. To deal with the few discrepancies
that do exist, I weight my affluent sample against the

2 Although this gender difference likely has multiple causes, both
Lamont (1994) and Sherman (2017) point to the role of within-
household gender inequality. Evenwhen affluent women are primary
earners, they are expected to manage a disproportionate share of
childcare and other domestic responsibilities. This leaves their hus-
bands free to devote themselves to the pursuit of social status.

3 The results persist when I identify affluentAmericans as being in the
top 10% of their state’s income distribution (see Appendix A.4.1).
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actual population of affluent Americans on education,
age, gender, and race/ethnicity (see Appendix A.1 for
details). The results are substantively indistinguishable
when no weights are used.

Dependent Variable: Economic Conservatism

The outcome of interest is affluent Americans’ level of
support for conservative economic policies. I focus on
three policies that have been previously argued to serve
affluent Americans’ financial interests and facilitate
rising inequality. These are lowering income taxes on
affluent Americans (Martin 2013), lowering taxes on
capital gains (Hacker andPierson 2010), anddecreasing
government regulation of business and industry
(McCarty, Poole, and Rosenthal 2015). Respondents’
views of these policies are measured in three separate
questions, which ask whether they would favor or op-
pose (1) “a proposal to decrease the taxes on house-
holds making $150,000 or more a year,” (2) “a proposal
to decrease the taxes on money people make from
selling investments, also referred to as capital gains,”
and (3) “a proposal to decrease government regulation
of business and industry.”All three questions have the
same five response options, which I code to range from
0 (themost liberal response) to 1 (themost conservative
response). These response options are as follows
strongly oppose (0), somewhat oppose (0.25), neither
favor nor oppose (0.5), somewhat favor (0.75), and
strongly favor (1). For thepurposes of themain analysis,
I average these three items together to form an Eco-
nomic Conservatism Index (Cronbach’s a 5 0.73),
which serves as the dependent variable in the analyses
presented below.4 The appendix provides descriptive
statistics for the items in the Economic Conservatism
Index (see Appendix A.2).

Independent Variables: Status Motivation and
Concrete Motivation

I develop a novel survey scale to measure the concepts
of status motivation (i.e., the desire for money to ach-
ieveesteem)andconcretemotivation (i.e., thedesire for
money to meet material needs), and their relationship
with affluent Americans’ level of economic conserva-
tism. The design of the scale, which I refer to as the
Income Motives scale, is informed by research in social
psychology on the relationship between motives for
earning money and subjective well-being (Srivastava,
Locke, and Bartol 2001).

The Income Motives scale measures ten distinct
motives for pursuing money, which I chose based on
previous research to account for the most prevalent
motives underlying individuals’ pursuit of money (e.g.,
Lea and Webley 2006; Srivastava, Locke, and Bartol
2001; Zelizer 1994). As shown in Table 1, the ten
motives range from those at the top that implicate the
pursuit of money to attain social status (e.g., Social

Approval, Self-Esteem, and Conspicuous Consump-
tion) to those at the bottom that implicate the pursuit of
money to satisfy concrete material needs (e.g., Basic
Needs, Financial Security, and Family Support).5

Respondents are asked to “indicate how important
each of the following is as a reason for you to make
money,” before responding to 10 subscales, each of
which measures one of the ten motives. Each subscale
consists of three items to avoid the measurement error
that comeswith single itemmeasures.Each item is rated
on a five-point scale from “not at all important” to
“extremely important.” Table 1 shows example items
from each subscale. The complete list of items is pro-
vided in the appendix, along with descriptive statistics
(seeAppendixA.3).Eachof the10 three-item subscales
forms a reliable scale, with a minimum Cronbach’s a of
0.76 and an average Cronbach’s a of 0.84.

The measurement of Conspicuous Consumption
deserves particular attention. Conspicuous Consump-
tion refers to highly visible purchases that are meant to
signal social status (Veblen 1899). Importantly, Con-
spicuous Consumption does not require that signaling
social status be the sole motive behind a purchase. For
example, I might desire to live in a beautiful home both
for my own aesthetic pleasure and because it will signal
my social status to my friends. To capture this latter
dimension, Iutilize researchbyHeffetz (2011),whouses
survey data to measure the type of purchases that are
most likely tobenoticedbymembersof one’sown social
class. The items measuring Conspicuous Consumption
capture three types of consumption thatHeffetz finds to
be highly conspicuous within affluent social networks:
living in a beautiful home, driving a nice car, and eating
out at popular restaurants.6

An additional concern is social desirability bias.
Perhaps, respondents are unwilling to honestly report
how important status is in motivating them to pursue
money. In anticipation of this concern, I embedded
a series of list experiments in the survey to gauge
whether respondents’ descriptions of their motives are
influenced by social desirability bias. The results from
the list experiments indicate that social desirability bias
is not affecting responses to the Income Motives scale
(see Appendix A.3.4).

Construct Validation

Havingmeasured these tenmotivations, I next proceed
to ask how they relate to one another. As discussed
above, the scale is designed to capture motivations
ranging from those that capture status motivation, such

4 I run additional analyses where each policy is examined as an
outcome individuallyandfindconsistent results (seeAppendixA.4.2).

5 I validate this interpretation in the following section.
6 The Basic Needs measures correspond to the needs that underlie
these purchases—housing, transportation, and food—allowing me to
empirically separate conspicuous consumption from the basic needs
that may also motivate these purchases. In addition to “to be able to
live in a beautiful home,” the other two items in the Conspicuous
Consumption subscale are “to be able to drive a nice car” and “to eat
outatpopular restaurantsonce inawhile.” Inaddition to“toafford the
cost of housing,” the other two items in the Basic Needs subscale are
“to afford the cost of transportation” and “to afford the cost of food”
(see Appendix A.3.3 for further details).
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as Social Approval, Self-Esteem, and Conspicuous
Consumption, to those that capture concrete motiva-
tion, such asBasicNeeds,Financial Security, andFamily
Support. Reflecting the presence of these underlying
dimensions in the data, several of themotives are highly
correlated (see Appendix A.3.5 for the intermotive
correlation matrix). I use principal component analysis
(PCA) to account for the presence of redundancy in the
scale as well as to uncover the underlying dimensions
that account for variation in respondents’ motivations
for increasing their income.

PCA is a procedure for extracting a smaller number of
moremeaningful variables, calledprincipal components,
from a larger set of correlated variables. These principal
components are linear combinations of the original
variables, which are constructed with the aim of
explaining the largest amountof variance in thedatawith
the fewest number of principal components. Principal
components may thus be thought of as the underlying
dimensions that account for variation in survey
responses, in thiscaserespondents’ self-reportedmotives
for increasing their own income.

A promax-rotated PCA on the sample of affluent
respondents yields two principal components that ex-
plain a substantial share of the variance in the affluent’s
motivations for making money. Figure 1 maps the
loadings of each variable on these two components (the
exact loadings are also listed in Appendix A.3.6). The
loadings represent the correlations between each of the
variables and the estimated components. A component
may thereforebe substantively interpretedbyexamining
the variables with which it is most highly correlated.

In line with my theory, the income motives cluster
into twodiscrete categories,whichhelp todefine the two
principal components. The first principal component,
which I labelConcrete, is defined by a cluster of motives
including Basic Needs, Financial Security, Anxiety, and
Family Support. This component, which captures 30%
of the variance in the importance of money to affluent
respondents, can thusbe said toalignwith the conceptof
Concretemotivation, i.e., the desire for money to attain
concrete material well-being. This component aligns

closely with the existing view that the pursuit of money
in politics is driven by the desire for “concrete economic
benefits” (Sears and Funk 1990, 248–50; Sears et al.
1980).7

TABLE 1. Sample Items From Income Motives Scale

Motive Sample item

Social approval To keep up with my friends financially
Self-esteem To feel successful
Conspicuous consumption To be able to live in a beautiful home
Leisure To be able to afford taking time off from work
Hard work To get just compensation for my hard work
Philanthropy To donate money to those who need it
Anxiety To avoid having to worry about the future
Family support To take care of my children’s education
Financial security To maintain a reasonable balance in my savings

account
Basic needs To afford the cost of housing

Note: Respondents to the scale are asked to “indicate how important each of the following is as a reason for you to make money.” See
Appendix A.3.1 for the full list of items corresponding to each motive.

FIGURE 1. Results of Principal Component
Analysis for Affluent Respondents

Note: Principal component analysis results for affluent
respondents. The affluent’s desire for money can be separated
into two distinct components: their desire to provide for the
concretematerial needs of their families (PC1) and their desire to
achieve social status (PC2).

7 Other motives do not align as cleanly with either the Concrete or
Status components of incomemotivation. AlthoughLeisure andHard
Work are somewhat in between the two components, they are both
morecloselyalignedwith theConcretecomponentandcanthusbesaid
to reflect concrete motivation more strongly than status motivation.
Meanwhile, Philanthropy does not align with either the Concrete or
Status componentsof incomemotivation, andplays little roleoverall in
motivating the affluent to pursue money. These interpretations are
supported by an Exploratory Factor Analysis (see Appendix A.3.8).
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The secondprincipal component,which I labelStatus,
is defined by a cluster of motives including Social Ap-
proval, Self-Esteem, and Conspicuous Consumption.
This component, which captures 25%of the variance in
the importance of money to affluent respondents, can
thus be said to align with the concept of Status moti-
vation, i.e., the desire formoney to achieve esteem.This
component aligns withmy alternative view that affluent
Americans’ pursuit of money in politics is driven by the
desire for social status.8

Statistical Methods

I analyze how affluent Americans’ income motives
relate to their level of economic conservatism using
principal component regression (PCR). PCR is an ex-
tension of ordinary least squares (OLS) in which the
principal components from a PCA are included as in-
dependent variables. This is done by extracting prin-
cipal component scores for each respondent in the
sample for the Status and Concrete components of in-
come motivation (see Appendix A.3.7 for details).
These scores, which are visualized in Figure 2, have
amean of 0 and a standard deviation of 1 for both Status
andConcretemotivation. I note that I find substantively
indistinguishable results when I use other methods to
extract measures of Status and Concrete motivation
from the Income Motives scale, such as Exploratory
Factor Analysis (see Appendix A.3.8).

The component scores visualized in Figure 2 are then
entered as independent variables into the followingOLS
regression model, where Statusi represents the
respondent’s Status component score, Concretei repre-
sents the respondent’sConcrete component score, andXi
is a vector of individual-level demographic controls:

Yi ¼ aþ b1Statusi þ b2Concretei þX>
i bþ «i

The vector of controlsXi includes a range of variables
that might be correlated with respondents’ scores on
Status and Concrete motivation, as well as their eco-
nomic policy preferences. First, I include an indicator
variable for being aMale, where affluentmen are coded
1 and affluent women are coded 0. This is a control
variable in the baseline model. In subsequent models, I
interactMale with the measures of Status and Concrete
motivation. Second, I control for the Regional Cost of
Living within the respondent’s state of residence using
the Cost of Living Index.9 Third, I control for race and
ethnicity with indicator variables for Asian, Latino,
Black, andOther, leavingWhiteas theomitted category.
Fourth, I control for agewith indicator variables forAge

30–44 years, Age 45–54 years, and Age 55 years and
older, leavingAge 18–29 years as the omitted category.
Finally, I control for the highest level of educational
attainment with indicator variables for College Degree
and Graduate Degree, leaving Less Than a College
Degree as the omitted category. To ensure compara-
bility across coefficients, all nonbinary variables in-
cluding themeasures of Status andConcretemotivation
are standardized bydividing by two times their standard
deviations (Gelman 2008). Thismakes their coefficients
interpretable as the effect of a two standard deviation
increase in the level of the variable.

The appendix shows themain results without controls
(see Appendix A.4.3). The findings are unchanged,
suggesting they are not driven by the choice of control
variables.Theappendixalsoshows themainresultswhen
I control for partisanship, as well as economic factors
including occupation, household income, and primary
earner status. Themain results are not affected by any of
these controls (see Appendixes A.4.4 and A.4.5).

Results

I begin by examining how affluent Americans’ scores on
Statusmotivation andConcretemotivation relate to their
level of economic conservatism. Column 1 of Table 2
shows results from the main model. The outcome is the
Economic Conservatism Index, which averages together
support for lowering taxes on the affluent, lowering taxes
on capital gains, and reducing regulation of business and
industry. I find that affluent Americans’ level of Status
motivation is positively and significantly associated with
their level of support for conservative economic policies.

FIGURE 2. Biplot with Affluent Respondents’
Component Scores on Status and Concrete
Motivation

Note: Affluent respondents’ scores on the status and concrete
components of incomemotivation. The top and right axesapply to
the component loadings (and are the same as the x and y axes in
Figure 1 above), while the bottom and left axes apply to
respondents’ component scores, which are represented by grey
circles.

8 I note that the Income Motives scale can also be used to study the
many other political, economic, and social contexts in which
researchers are concerned with the effects of individuals’ desire for
social status.
9 This index measures the cost of living in the state as a composite of
the price of food, housing, utilities, transportation, health care, and
miscellaneous goods and services in major metropolitan areas within
a state, as measured by the Council for Community and Economic
Research. The index takes on aminimumvalue of 85.9 forMississippi
and a maximum value of 167.9 for Hawaii.
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This aligns withmymain hypothesis. In addition, there is
no evidence of an association between affluent Ameri-
cans’ level of Concrete motivation and their level of
support for conservative economic policies.

Figure 3 shows the magnitude of the effects based on
the main model in Column 1 of Table 2. Examining
predicted levels of economic conservatism when all
other variables (including Concrete motivation) are
held at theirmeans, Ifind that anaffluentAmericanwho
is one standard deviation below the mean for Status
motivation has a predicted score of 0.56 on the Eco-
nomic Conservatism Index, while one who is one
standard deviation above the mean for Status motiva-
tion has a predicted score of 0.66, a ten percentage point
difference. By contrast, affluent Americans’ level of
economic conservatism appears to be unaffected by
their level ofConcretemotivation.These results provide
a first piece of evidence in favor of my main hypothesis
that Status motivation leads affluent Americans to
support conservative economic policies. In addition, I
find that my status-based explanation for affluent
Americans’ economic conservatism performs better
than an alternative view based onConcretemotivation.

Next, I test my hypothesis that the effects of Status
motivation will be stronger for affluent men. Column 2
of Table 2 shows the results from amodel in which each
of the income motives is interacted with an indicator
variable for being a Male. In line with my theory, I
observe a positive and significant interaction between
Statusmotivation and being an affluent man.10 Figure 4
shows how the predicted effect of Status motivation
differs by gender. A two standard deviation increase in
Status motivation is associated with a 14 percentage
point increase ineconomic conservatismamongaffluent
men. By contrast, a two standard deviation increase in
Statusmotivation is associatedwith a 5percentagepoint
increase in economic conservatism among affluent
women, which is less than half the size of the predicted
effect for affluent men. These results provide initial
evidence for my hypothesis that the desire for social
status has larger conservatizing effects on the economic
policy preferences of affluent men than it does on the
economic policy preferences of affluent women. I also
observe a negative and significant interaction between
Concrete motivation and being an affluent man. Al-
though I did not predict this negative interaction effect
for Concrete motivation in advance, it does not conflict
with my hypothesis about status motivation having
larger effects on affluent men.

Summary

These observational findings are consistent with my
theory in which Status motivation leads affluent
Americans—and affluent men in particular—to support
conservative economic policies that serve their financial
interests and increase inequality. As I report in the ap-
pendix, a placebo test shows that Status motivation is not

associated with nonaffluent Americans’ level of support
for economic policies that serve their financial interests
(see Appendix A.5). Next, I seek to replicate the findings
fromTest 1 experimentally in the context of social media.

TEST 2: SOCIAL MEDIA EXPERIMENT

Test 2 provides an experimental test of my theory in the
context of social media. Sites like Facebook, Instagram,
and Twitter have emerged as increasingly important
venues for affluentAmericans topursue social status.On
these sites, affluent Americans pursue social status by
sharing carefully curated versions of their lives that
highlight theireconomic successandupper-class lifestyle.
When affluent Americans share pictures from an ex-
pensive vacation on Instagram or news of a high-paying
job offer on Facebook, they communicate to others that
theyaredoingwell ina society that is increasinglydivided
between “haves” and “have nots” (Marwick 2013;
Williams2013).Thefrequencyof statusdisplaysonsocial
media makes it an ideal context for experimentally
testing my theory about the effects of status motivation
on affluent Americans’ political behavior.

My experiment focuses on Facebook, which is widely
used by affluent Americans.11 In the experiment, af-
fluent Americans are randomly assigned to encounter
Facebook posts in which others broadcast their eco-
nomic success. These posts are designed in a way that
encourages affluent respondents to view economic
success as a means of achieving social status. After

FIGURE 3. Association between Income
Motives and Economic Conservatism for
Affluent Respondents

Note: Predicted levels of economic conservatism at low (one
standard deviation below the mean) and high (one standard
deviation above the mean) levels of status and concrete
motivation. Bars are 95% confidence intervals. Based on the
regression analysis in Column 1 of Table 2.

10 This result persists when I control for primary earner status and
other differences in economic characteristics between affluent men
and women (see Appendix A.4.5).

11 Survey data collected as part of Test 2 show that 82% of affluent
Americans use Facebook.
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viewing these posts, respondents answer reinforcing
questions that draw their attention to the theoretically
important parts of the Facebook posts that I had
manipulated. I expect that exposure to these posts will
cause affluent Americans to become more supportive
of conservative economic policies that benefit them-
selves financially and increase inequality. I also expect
that exposure to these posts will cause especially large
increases in economic conservatism among affluent
men. These hypotheses and the analysis plan for this
experiment were preregistered with the Evidence in
Governance and Politics preregistration initiative
before the analysis of the data. The pre-analysis plan is
included in the appendix (see Appendix B.1).

Data

Test 2 uses a second original online survey (N 5 3,096)
that I conducted in January 2018. The survey consists of
a main sample of affluent Americans (n 5 2,010) and

a secondary sample of nonaffluent Americans (n 5
1,086).Like thedata forTest1, thedata forTest2arealso
collected through the survey research firm Cint. As in
Test 1, all affluent respondents in Test 2 have household
incomes in the top 10% of the income distribution
($150,000ormore),andall nonaffluent respondentshave
household incomes below this threshold. The data used
in Test 2 are approximately as representative of the
populationof affluentAmericans as thedataused inTest
1 (see Appendix B.2 for full details).

Experimental Design

At the beginning of the survey, respondents are ran-
domly assigned to one of five conditions in which they
viewdifferentkindsofFacebookposts.Table3provides
a description of the five experimental conditions, in-
cluding an example of the Facebook posts shown to
respondents, a description of what was varied in the
Facebook posts, and the number of respondents in the
condition.As described further below, each respondent

TABLE 2. OLS Regressions Predicting Affluent Americans’ Level of Economic Conservatism

Main model Gender interaction model

Intercept 0.69*** 0.68***
(0.05) (0.05)

Status 0.10*** 0.05*
(0.02) (0.03)

Concrete 20.01 0.06*
(0.02) (0.03)

Male 0.02 0.02
(0.01) (0.01)

Status X male — 0.09*
— (0.04)

Concrete X male — 20.11**
— (0.04)

Regional cost of living 20.04** 20.04**
(0.01) (0.01)

Asian 0.06* 0.06*
(0.03) (0.03)

Latino 20.01 20.01
(0.03) (0.03)

Black 20.03 20.02
(0.03) (0.03)

Other 0.02 0.02
(0.05) (0.05)

Age 30–44 years 0.02 0.03
(0.03) (0.03)

Age 45–54 years 0.05* 0.06*
(0.03) (0.03)

Age 55 years and older 0.05 0.06*
(0.02) (0.02)

College degree 20.02 20.01
(0.02) (0.02)

Graduate degree 20.03 20.02
(0.02) (0.02)

R2 0.04 0.05
Num. obs. 1,207 1,207

Note: OLS regressions predicting support for conservative economic policies among affluent Americans. The outcome is coded to range
from 0 for “strongly oppose” to 1 for “strongly favor.”
*** p , 0.001, ** p , 0.01, * p , 0.05 (two-sided).
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saw threeFacebookposts similar to theexamples shown
inTable 3. In addition, although all the example posts in
Table 3 show a male poster, the gender of the posters
was randomized in the experiment such that respond-
ents were as likely to see female posters as they were to
see male posters.12 The appendix shows a version of
Table 3 with a female poster (see Appendix B.3.1).

The example posts shown in Table 3 are all variations
on a post in which a man named Greg Ellis (who does
not actually exist) uses Facebook to announce an
economic success: “I’ll be getting a big raise next
year.”13 Each of the conditions varies this basic post
using features that are actually available on Facebook.

The first three Status posts encourage affluent
respondents to view economic success as a means of
achieving social status. They use features available on
Facebook to show how economic success can lead to
Social Approval, Self-Esteem, and Conspicuous Con-
sumption, which are the three elements of status moti-
vation that I observed in Test 1 (see Figure 1). In the
Social Approval condition (Row 1 of Table 3), Greg
Ellis’s announcement is accompanied by a high volume
of “Likes,” as well as positive comments from Facebook
friends. This post makes use of two features on
Facebook—the “Like” button and comments section—
that allow users to quantify how much social status they
get in return for posting certain kinds of content (Marwick
2013). In the Self-Esteem condition (Row 2 of Table 3),
Greg Ellis’s announcement is accompanied by text in-
dicating that he is feeling positively about himself. This

postmakesuseofa featureonFacebookthatallowsusers
to communicate how they are feeling as part of a status
update. In this example, I make use of a preset option on
Facebook that allows users to communicate that they are
“feeling accomplished,” along with an emoji that Face-
book designed to represent a person who is feeling ac-
complished. In theConspicuous Consumption condition
(Row 3 of Table 3), Greg Ellis’s announcement that he
will be “getting a big raise next year” is accompanied by
the additional announcement that Greg is “thinking
about getting a new car.” Although buying a new car is
sometimes considered an act of conspicuous consump-
tion in and of itself (Lamont 1994, 64), it is clearly con-
spicuous consumption in this case asGreg is announcing
it on Facebook. As Social Approval, Self-Esteem, and
Conspicuous Consumption are all closely related ele-
ments of status motivation, I expect all three of these
conditions to cause increases inaffluentAmericans’ level
of support for conservative economic policies.

The fourth condition, which I label Concrete (Row 4
of Table 3), aligns with the alternative to my theory
examined in Test 1: that affluent Americans are driven
to support conservative economic policies by concrete
motivation rather thanstatusmotivation.This condition
encourages affluent respondents to view economic
success as a means of meeting material needs. In the
example Concrete post shown in Table 3, Greg Ellis’s
announcement is accompanied by an indication that he
will beusing themoney fromhis raise to fulfill a concrete
material need, in this casepayinghis child’s tuitionbill.14

I do not expect this condition to cause an increase in
affluent Americans’ level of support for conservative
economic policies.

The effects of the four previous conditions are
measured relative to a Placebo condition (Row 5 of
Table 3). Respondents assigned to the Placebo condi-
tion see Facebookposts that are identical to those in the
Status and Concrete conditions, with the exception that
the active ingredient—the announcement of an eco-
nomic success—has been removed and replaced by an
announcement related to health and fitness. In the
example Placebo post shown in Table 3, Greg Ellis’s
announcement that he is “getting a big raise” has been
replaced by an announcement that he has just finished
his first half marathon. There is no established theo-
retical reason to expect that posts about health and
fitness will affect the affluent’s level of support for
conservative economic policies. As a consequence,
respondents assigned to this condition can provide
a baseline formeasuring the effects of being assigned to
the Status and Concrete conditions.

FIGURE 4. Results Shown Separately for
Affluent Men and Affluent Women

Note: Predicted levels of economic conservatism at low and high
levelsof statusandconcretemotivation.Barsare95%confidence
intervals.Basedon the regressionanalysis inColumn2ofTable2.

12 I did not randomize the posters’ race, as race is less central to the
theory than gender. Additional analyses in the appendix examine the
implications of this decision, and suggest future hypotheses about the
role of race in shaping affluent Americans’ response to status com-
petition (see Appendix B.7.7).
13 Respondents were debriefed at the end of the survey and told that
the posts were not real.

14 One potential concern with this element of the design is that
respondents assigned to the Concrete condition may also be en-
couraged to think about social status: Although the Concrete post
includesan indicationofmaterial need, it is still shown in the contextof
a person publicly announcing an economic success on Facebook (this
design choice was necessitated by the requirement for symmetry
across the conditions). To account for this, respondents are asked
a series of reinforcing questions after viewing the posts (described
further below)which encourage them to think aboutmaterial needs in
the Concrete condition, and social status in the Status conditions.
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TABLE 3. Description of Experimental Conditions

Condition name
and sample size Variation Example post

Status I: Added “Likes” and
positive comments
from Facebook friends

Social approval
Affluent, n 5 375
Nonaffluent, n 5 205

Status II: Added emoji and text
signaling feelings of
self-esteem

Self-esteem
Affluent, n 5 390
Nonaffluent, n 5 210

Status III: Added announcement
of luxury purchaseConspicuous consumption

Affluent, n 5 392
Nonaffluent, n 5 213

Concrete Added indication of
concrete material
need

Affluent, n 5 391
Nonaffluent, n 5 209

Placebo Replaced
announcement of
economic success
with announcement of
noneconomic success

Affluent, n 5 394
Nonaffluent, n 5 208

Note:Description of the five experimental conditions. The gender of the posterswas randomized such that respondentswere as likely to see
female posters as they were to see male posters. As described further below, respondents in each condition saw three posts similar to the
examples shown here (see Figure 5).

Adam Thal

436

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

00
03

05
54

19
00

08
93

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0003055419000893


Experimental Procedure

In the experiment itself, respondents saw three Face-
book posts like those shown in the examples in Table 3.
Figure 5 shows what respondents actually saw, using an
example from the Social Approval condition. The

appendix shows examples of what respondents saw in
the other four conditions (see Appendix B.3.2).

After respondents viewed theFacebookposts, I asked
them a series of three reinforcing questions that en-
couraged them to pay attention to the theoretically
relevant parts of the Facebook post, and adopt the

FIGURE 5. Example of Respondent’s View of Social Approval Condition

Note: The following text appeared above the posts: “Please take a moment to study the Facebook posts below, which are taken from the
Facebook pages of people living in your area.Wewill ask you somequestions about these posts later on in the survey, so please pay careful
attention to thedetailsofeachpost.”Theposters’gender identity is randomized, such that respondentsareas likely toseeamajorityof female
posters as they are to see a majority of male posters.
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theoretically relevant motivation for making money.
These questions focused on the praise the Facebook
posters received from friends in the Social Approval
condition, the Facebookposters’ positive feelings of self-
worth in the Self-Esteem condition, the Facebook post-
ers’ purchase of visible luxury goods in theConspicuous
Consumption condition, and the Facebook posters’
concrete material needs in the Concrete condition.
Similar questions were asked in thePlacebo condition as
well to preserve symmetry across conditions.

For example, respondents in the Social Approval
condition shown in Figure 5 were first asked, “What
happened when the Facebook posters shared the news
that theywould soonbemakingmoremoney?,”with the
following response options, the first three of which are
correct (respondents were allowed to select more than
one): “They received ‘Likes’ from Facebook friends,”
“They received positive comments from Facebook
friends,” “Their Facebook friends were proud of what
they had accomplished,” and “None of the above.” This
question draws respondents’ attention to the specific
parts of the post that I had manipulated, which is the
presence of “Likes” and positive comments from
Facebook friends in the Social Approval condition.

Next, respondents in the Social Approval condition
wereasked two linkedquestions thatasked themto think
aboutwhichmembers of their own social networkwould
be proud of them if they were to announce an economic
success. The first of these questions asks respondents to
do the following: “Imagine you learned that you are
about to start making more money. Please provide the
first names of several peoplewhowould be proud of you
if you told them about it.” Respondents entered three
names, which were then piped into the following ques-
tion: “In 2–3 sentences please tell us why [Person 1],
[Person 2], and [Person 3] would feel proud of you if you
told them that you are about to start making more
money.”15 Respondents then provided their answer in
a text box. The appendix provides the wording of the
reinforcing questions asked to respondents in the other
four conditions (see Appendix B.3.3). These reinforcing
questions were designed to be as similar as possible
across conditions, while still drawing respondents’ at-
tention to the theoretically relevantpartsof the condition
to which they were randomly assigned.

Dependent Variable: Economic Conservatism

After viewing the Facebook posts and answering the
reinforcing questions, respondents were asked about
their views of conservative economic policies with the
same three policy measures used in Test 1. These in-
clude support for decreasing “taxes on households
making $150,000 or more a year,” support for de-
creasing the “taxes onmoney people make from selling
investments, also referred to as capital gains,” and
support for decreasing “government regulation of

business and industry.” All three items have the same
response options, which are coded to range from 0 (the
most liberal response) to 1 (the most conservative re-
sponse): “strongly oppose” (0), “somewhat oppose”
(0.25), “neither favor nor oppose” (0.5), “somewhat
favor” (0.75), and “strongly favor” (1). The three items
are averaged together to form the Economic Conser-
vatism Index (Cronbach’s a 5 0.73). Of the 3,096
respondents who were assigned to a condition at the
beginning of the survey, only 4% dropped out before
completing these outcome measures at the end of the
experiment. The appendix provides further details on
attrition (see Appendix B.4).

Statistical Methods

The main analysis measures the effects of the three
Status conditions and theConcrete condition relative to
the Placebo condition.16 I perform this analysis with an
OLS model that regresses the Economic Conservatism
Index on indicator variables for being randomly
assigned to theConspicuousConsumption,Self-Esteem,
Social Approval, and Concrete conditions, leaving the
Placebo condition as the omitted category. In line with
my hypothesis that the desire for social status causes
affluent Americans to become more supportive of
conservative economic policies, I expect that the three
Status conditionswill increase affluentAmericans’ level
of economic conservatism relative to the Placebo con-
dition. By contrast, I do not expect the Concrete con-
dition to increase affluentAmericans’ level of economic
conservatism relative to the Placebo condition.

The secondary analysis measures the effects of the
three Status conditions relative to the Concrete condi-
tion. I perform this analysis with an OLS model that
regresses the Economic Conservatism Index on in-
dicator variables for being randomly assigned to the
Conspicuous Consumption, Self-Esteem, and Social
Approval conditions, leaving the Concrete condition as
the omitted category. In line with my hypothesis that
status motivation is a more powerful influence on af-
fluent Americans’ level of economic conservatism than
concrete motivation, I expect that the three Status
conditions will increase affluent Americans’ level of
economic conservatism relative to the Concrete con-
dition. As described in my pre-analysis plan, one-sided
hypothesis tests are used in these analyses, given my
strong a priori expectation of positive effects of the
Status conditions relative to the Placebo and Concrete
conditions.

Results

Column1ofTable4 shows the resultsof themainanalysis
for affluent respondents,whichmeasures theeffects of the
threeStatus conditionsand theConcrete conditionrelative
to the Placebo condition. Figure 6 visualizes the

15 For example, a respondent who inputted the names Kate, Charlie,
andMolly to the first questionwould then be asked, “In 2–3 sentences
please tell us why Kate, Charlie, andMolly would feel proud of you if
you told them that you are about to start making more money.”

16 Imeasure the effects of the threeStatus conditionsboth individually
(in the main analysis) and in the form of a pooled Status condition (in
the appendix). The results are substantively similar across these two
approaches (see Appendix B.7.1 for pooled results).
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differences in means across the five conditions with 95%
confidence intervals. Aligning with my expectations, two
of the three Status treatments—Conspicuous Consump-
tion and Social Approval—cause affluent Americans to
become more economically conservative. When affluent
respondents view theConspicuousConsumption posts, in
which economically successful posters publicly broadcast
their intention to buy expensive goods, it causes a statis-
tically significant four-percentage point increase (p ,
0.05) in their level of economic conservatism. When af-
fluent respondents view the Social Approval posts, in
which economically successful posters are rewarded with
‘Likes’ and positive comments from Facebook friends,
it causes a statistically significant six-percentage point
increase (p , 0.01) in their level of economic conserva-
tism. By contrast, the third Status treatment—Self-
Esteem—fails to have a statistically significant treatment
effect,which is contrary tomyexpectations.17Onbalance,
the finding that two of the three Status treatments have
significant positive effects supports my main hypothesis
that the desire for social status causes affluent Americans
to become more economically conservative.18

In addition to hypothesizing that the desire for
social status would cause affluent Americans to be-
come more economically conservative, I also hy-
pothesized that status motivation would outperform
concrete motivation as an explanation for affluent
Americans’ economic conservatism. Although the
Concrete condition does not have a statistically sig-
nificant effect relative to the Placebo condition in
Column 1 of Table 4, that tells us little about whether
the effects of the Status conditions are larger than the
effects of the Concrete condition. To assess this
possibility directly, I ask whether any of the Status
conditions significantly increased economic conser-
vatism relative to the Concrete condition (see re-
gression results in Appendix B.5). Contrary to my
expectations, none of the Status conditions has sta-
tistically significant effects relative to the Concrete
condition.19 These results do not support my hy-
pothesis that status motivation is a more powerful
influence on affluent Americans’ level of economic
conservatism than concrete motivation.

TABLE 4. Effects of Treatments on Affluent Americans’ Level of Economic Conservatism

Main model Gender interaction model

Intercept 0.63*** 0.63***
(0.01) (0.02)

Conspicuous consumption 0.04* 0.01
(0.02) (0.02)

Self-esteem 0.02 0.00
(0.02) (0.03)

Social approval 0.06** 0.03
(0.02) (0.03)

Concrete 0.03 0.01
(0.02) (0.03)

Male — 0.01
— (0.03)

Conspicuous consumption X male — 0.07*
— (0.04)

Self-esteem X male — 0.05
— (0.04)

Social approval X male — 0.07*
— (0.04)

Concrete X male — 0.04
— (0.04)

R2 0.00 0.02
Num. obs. 1,942 1,942

Note:OLS regression predicting support for conservative economic policies amongaffluent Americans.Responsesare coded to range from
0 for “strongly oppose” to 1 for “strongly favor.”Thecoefficients represent the causal effects of beingassigned toeach condition relative to the
Placebo condition.
*** p , 0.001, ** p , 0.01, * p , 0.05 (one-sided).

17 I cannot draw strong conclusions about which of the three Status
treatmentshas strongereffectsoneconomicconservatism, as thereare
no significant differences between the effects of these treatments.
18 These results remain substantively similar in robustness checks
where I account for how much attention respondents were paying in
the survey, analyze the policies in the Economic Conservatism Index
individually, use sample weights, and control for demographic char-
acteristics (see Appendix B.7).

19 To better interpret these null effects, I run a series of manipulation
checks in the appendix which show that at least one of the three Status
conditions—Social Approval—actually increased status motivation
relative to the Concrete condition. As the Social Approval condition
passed this series of manipulation checks, its null effect on economic
conservatism relative to the Concrete condition provides particularly
clear evidence against my hypothesis that status motivation is a more
powerful influence on affluent Americans’ level of economic con-
servatism than concrete motivation (see Appendix B.6).
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Next, I askwhether theseresultspersist forrespondents
with especially high incomes.20 This question is important
to consider, given that political influence tends to increase
as income rises (e.g., Page and Gilens 2017). I focus here
on the results among respondents in the top 5% of the
incomedistribution, all ofwhomhavehousehold incomes
of at least $250,000 a year (n5 475). When I analyze this
more affluent subset, the results become substantially
stronger (see regression results onAppendix B.7.6). This
is especially the case when the Concrete condition serves
as the baseline. Among the top 5%, the Conspicuous
Consumption and Social Approval conditions both have
statistically significant effects relative to the Concrete
condition of eight (p, 0.05) and twelve (p, 0.01) points,
respectively.21 This exploratory analysis suggests that
status motivation is a more powerful influence on eco-
nomic conservatism than concrete motivation among
affluent Americans with especially high incomes.

Finally, I ask whether the effects differ by gender.
Column 2 of Table 4 interacts each condition with an
indicator variable for being aMale, where affluentmales
are coded 1 and affluent females are coded 0. Aligning
with my predictions, I observe positive and significant
interactioneffects for theConspicuousConsumptionand
Social Approval conditions. The effects of both of these
treatmentsare sevenpoints strongeramongaffluentmen
than they are among affluent women. Figure 7 visualizes
the results separately for affluent men (panel a) and
affluent women (panel b). The Conspicuous Consump-
tion and Social Approval conditions have effects of eight
points (p, 0.01) andninepoints (p, 0.001) respectively
on affluentmen, but no effects on affluentwomen. These
findings provide further evidence that the desire for

social status triggers especially large increases in eco-
nomic conservatism among affluent men, who are vastly
overrepresented in positions of power.22

Summary

Tests 1 and 2 produce remarkably similar results. My
primary hypothesis is that the desire for social status
causes affluent Americans to become more economi-
cally conservative. In support of this hypothesis, Test 1
found that Status motivation is positively associated
with affluent Americans’ level of economic conserva-
tism, and Test 2 found that two of the three Status
treatments—Social Approval and Conspicuous Con-
sumption—cause affluent Americans to become more
economically conservative.

In addition, I hypothesized that status motivation
would outperform concrete motivation as an explana-
tion for affluent Americans’ economic conservatism. In
support of this hypothesis, Test 1 found that Status
motivation is more strongly associated with affluent

FIGURE 7. Results for Affluent Men and
Affluent Women

Note:Mean levels of economic conservatismamongaffluentmen
and affluent women. Bars are 95% confidence intervals. The
effects of the Conspicuous Consumption and Social Approval
conditions relative to the Placebo condition are significantly
stronger among affluent men.

FIGURE 6. Mean Level of Support for
Conservative Economic Policies Across
Conditions

Note: Mean levels of economic conservatism among affluent
respondents. Bars are 95% confidence intervals. The
Conspicuous Consumption and Social Approval conditions have
significant effects relative to the Placebo.

20 I note that this specific analysis is exploratory, andwas not included
as part of the pre-analysis plan.
21 Further analysis shows that these findings appear to reflect a con-
sistent pattern in which the effects of the Status conditions grow
stronger as affluent Americans grow richer (see Appendix B.7.6).

22 Thenegative interactionbetweenConcretemotivationandbeingan
affluentman inTest 1, whichwas not predicted bymy theory, does not
replicate. This suggests that the causal effects of concrete motivation
do not differ significantly by gender.
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Americans’ level of economic conservatism than Con-
crete motivation. Test 2 found no significant differences
between the Status and Concrete treatments in the pre-
registeredanalysis, thoughanexploratoryanalysis found
large differences in the expected direction among
respondents in the top 5%. These results do not uni-
formly support my hypothesis that status motivation is
a more powerful influence on affluent Americans’ level
of economic conservatism than concretemotivation.Yet
both tests provide some support for this hypothesis, with
Test 2 suggesting that status motivation has larger con-
servatizing effects than concrete motivation among af-
fluent Americans with very high incomes.

Finally, I hypothesized that the desire for social status
would have larger conservatizing effects on the eco-
nomic policy preferences of affluentmen than it does on
the economic policy preferences of affluent women. In
support of this hypothesis, Test 1 found evidence that
Status motivation is more strongly associated with
economic conservatism among affluentmen, and Test 2
found that twoof the threeStatus treatments have larger
conservatizing effects on affluent men.

As this comparison demonstrates, there is a remark-
able similarity between the results of Tests 1 and 2. In
particular, both provide evidence that the desire for
social status causes affluent Americans—and affluent
men in particular—to support conservative economic
policies that benefit themselves financially and increase
inequality. In further alignmentwith the results of Test 1,
a placebo test shows that the Status treatments in Test 2
do not cause nonaffluent Americans to support policies
that serve their financial interests (see Appendix B.9).

Based on the results for affluent respondents, onemay
wonder if the same effects observed in the experiment
occur as affluent Americans use Facebook in their daily
lives. There are reasons to expect that this is the case. For
example, the kinds of posts used in the experiment—
which include posts announcing career successes and
posts announcing health and fitness accomplishments—
occur commonly on Facebook (Marshall, Lefringhausen,
and Ferenczi 2015, 37). Yet there are other ways in
which the experimental context is dissimilar to what
affluent Americans are likely to actually experience on
Facebook. For example, respondents are being shown
posts from strangers, rather than personal acquain-
tances. In the appendix I conduct an observational
analysis to assess whether the effects observed in the
experiment might occur as affluent Americans use
Facebook in their daily lives. I find evidence that this is
the case: as the amount of time affluent Americans
spend on Facebook increases, so too does their level of
Status motivation, as well as their level of support for
conservative economic policies (see Appendix B.10).

CONCLUSION

Affluent Americans hold a disproportionate share of
political power in theUnited States.When they use this
power to pursue conservative economic policies that
serve their financial interests, it facilitates rising eco-
nomic inequality (e.g., Bartels 2008).

Building off ThorsteinVeblen’sTheoryof theLeisure
Class (1899), I argue that the desire for social status is an
important and unrecognized reason why affluent
Americans support conservative economic policies that
benefit themselves financially and increase inequality. I
then subject this theory to a series of rigorous obser-
vational and experimental tests. First, I design a new
survey scale to measure affluent Americans’ desire for
social status, a process that includes the use of list
experiments to detect social desirability bias. Using this
scale, I demonstrate a positive relationship between
affluent Americans’ desire for social status and their
level of support for conservative economic policies.
Second, I report the results of an experiment in which
affluentAmericans are randomly assigned to encounter
Facebook posts in which others announce their eco-
nomic success. When these posts show social approval
flowing to the economically successful in the form of
“Likes” and positive comments fromFacebook friends,
or the economically successful engaged in acts of con-
spicuous consumption, they cause affluent Americans
to become more economically conservative.

The substantive importance of these findings is en-
hanced by observational and experimental evidence
thataffluentmenareparticularly likely topursuemoney
throughpolitics out of a desire for social status.Affluent
men are far more likely than others to make large
campaign contributions during elections, lead the cor-
porations and interest groups that lobby government,
and serve in elected office. The evidence produced here
suggests that the desire for social status causes affluent
men to use this political power in ways that benefit
themselves financially and increase inequality. These
results align with prior qualitative research suggesting
that status competition within affluent communities, as
well as its consequences for the restof society, aredriven
by affluent men (Lamont 1994; Veblen 1899). In ad-
dition, these results imply that gender inequalities in
political and economic leadership have substantial
potential consequences for the behavior of America’s
financial elite. In particular, men in positions of in-
fluence may be more willing to use their power as
a means of increasing their own social status than
womenwould be if they were in the same positions (see
also Kennedy and Kray 2014).

By testing my theory in the context of Facebook, I
also provide a new perspective on the political effects of
social media. While political scientists are increasingly
concerned about the political effects of Facebook and
other social media sites, they have not considered how
socialmediamight shape thepoliticsof inequality. I take
an important step toward addressing this gap in
knowledge in Test 2, where I provide experimental and
observational evidence that affluent Americans be-
come more economically conservative when they are
exposed to evidence of others’ success on social media.
This represents the first evidence to my knowledge that
social media encourages political behaviors that are
conducive to rising inequality.

As a whole, my analysis provides new insight into the
politics driving rising inequality in the United States.
When affluent Americans use their political power to
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pursue conservative economic policies that lower their
own taxes and decrease government regulation, they
facilitate rising inequality (e.g., Bonica et al. 2013).
Despite the importance of this political behavior for
politics, the economy, and society, few studies have
considered its origins. I fill this gap by demonstrating
that the desire for social status causes affluent Ameri-
cans to become more supportive of conservative eco-
nomic policies. Were it not for their desire for social
status, affluentAmericanswould be far less likely to use
their political power in ways that increase inequality.

SUPPLEMENTARY MATERIAL

To view supplementary material for this article, please
visit https://doi.org/10.1017/S0003055419000893.

Replication materials can be found on Dataverse at:
https://doi.org/10.7910/DVN/GL2WN8.
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