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People constantly rely on rankings and relative comparisons to make sense of the world. But how 

accurately do people understand relative rankings? In sixteen studies, I document an upward 

mobility bias in predictions of ascent and descent in rankings. Although rankings are by 

definition zero-sum (one entity’s rise necessitates another’s decline), I find that people believe 

that a rise in rankings is more likely than a decline. In Studies 1 and 2, I find that people believe 

that a person born to a family in the bottom income quintile is more likely to rise in the social 

ladder (i.e., upward social mobility) than a person born to a family in the top income quintile is 

to drop (i.e., downward social mobility). In Studies 3-8, I show that this bias is not confined to 

economic social mobility, and that the belief that a rise in ranking is more likely than a decline is 

observed in various settings, including athletics, academia, and employment. I present evidence 

that this bias results from people’s tendency to give considerable weight to a focal agent’s 

intentions and motivation, but to give less weight to the intentions of competitors and other 

factors that would thwart the focal agent’s improvement. Finally, in Studies 9-13, I demonstrate 

that the upward mobility bias is exhibited even in non-volitional domains (where intention, 

motivation, or effort play no role), and propose that, due to a mental association between a 

ranking’s order and the direction of absolute change, people may exhibit the upward mobility 

bias even in the absence of motivation.  
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

 

In a speech in 2012, Republican Senator Marco Rubio stated that the United States has 

“never been a nation of haves and have-nots. We are a nation of haves and soon-to-haves, of 

people who made it and people who will make it.” In a sense, Senator Rubio’s observation is 

accurate. Nowadays, the median household income is much higher than it was 50 years ago, and, 

thanks to technological and scientific advances, Americans today live longer, safer, and healthier 

lives than their parents had a mere half century ago. As implied in Senator Rubio’s statement, 

Americans have more today than they had ever had and, assuming this trend continues, they will 

soon have even more.  

Nonetheless, on a deeper level Senator Rubio could not have been more wrong. Although 

the median household today is much wealthier than its mid-20
th

 century counterpart, due to the 

growing disparities in wealth in the United States, it is, in many ways, worse off (Frank, 2007; 

Frank & Cook, 1995).  Given that many important outcomes in life are often determined by 

people’s relative wealth, and since wealth and income inequalities have been steadily growing 

for the past four decades, these aforementioned increases in wealth have not directly translated to 

everyone being better off. Just as applicants are admitted to graduate school based on their 

relative abilities (e.g., how the applicant compares to all other applicants) rather than their 

absolute abilities (e.g., the applicant’s own credentials), so are the opportunities to live in good 

neighborhoods, attend good schools, or afford adequate medical treatment determined more by a 

person’s relative wealth (e.g., where she stands in the social ladder), than her absolute wealth 
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(e.g., how much money she is worth). The United States may not be a nation of “haves” and 

“have-nots”, but neither is it a nation of “haves” and “soon-to-haves.” 

Although the importance of relative wealth has eluded Senator Rubio, people, in general, 

seem to be quite attuned to relative comparisons and considerations. For example, to the extent 

that people are aware that the prestige of one’s alma mater is as important for one’s future 

success as the education she gets, they are likely to be especially attentive to how schools 

compare to each other, and which schools are considered the best ones to attend. Indeed, a 

simple analysis on Google Trends (an on-line search-engine based tool that exhibits the relative 

popularity of search terms) reveals that every fall, as the deadline for applying to colleges in the 

United States approaches, interest in rankings of academic institutions increases. Whereas people 

are equally likely to search for the term “college rankings” in August as they are in January, they 

are four to five times more likely to do so during the months of October and November, when 

they are presumably deciding where to apply.  

More generally, people often pay attention to relative comparisons to make sense of their 

world, especially when it comes to complex or ambiguous domains that are difficult to evaluate 

objectively (Festinger, 1954; Suls, Martin, & Wheeler, 2002). Such comparisons provide people 

with important information on how to improve their lot in life (Blanton et al., 1999; Taylor & 

Lobel, 1989), and may be so crucial to understanding one’s world, that people engage in them 

automatically and without full awareness. For example, one study found that subliminal primes 

of extreme exemplars of high or low athleticism influenced participants’ evaluations of their own 

athletic abilities. Although they were not aware that they had seen the primes, participants who 

were primed with Pope John Paul rated themselves as more athletic than those who were 
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subliminally primed with Michael Jordan (Mussweiler et al., 2004). Comparisons, it seems, are 

an integral part of our social lives.  

Yet, despite people’s tendency to engage in relative comparisons, they are notoriously 

inaccurate in making such judgments. For example, a large body of research has shown that 

across various domains, people believe they are more moral and competent than the average 

person (Alicke et al., 1995; Epley & Dunning, 2000; Kruger, 1999; Sedikides et al., 2014; 

Williams & Gilovich, 2008), and there is evidence that this tendency extends beyond judgments 

of the self. For example, when Klar (2002) asked senior officers in a police academy to evaluate 

the organizational and leadership skills of a randomly selected colleague, he found that, on 

average, every group member was judged to be better than average (see also Klar & Giladi, 

1997). Moreover, the tendency to rate every individual as above its group’s average is manifest 

even when judging non-human targets, such as when one is asked to evaluate the pleasantness of 

soap fragrances, the healthiness of food items, or the prestige of various occupations 

(Bruchmann et al., 2013; Giladi & Klar, 2002). Because people often have more information 

about, and pay more attention to, focal targets (versus other, non-focal targets), they tend to 

judge each focal target as more extreme than the group’s average (Krizan & Suls, 2006; Kruger, 

1999; Kruger et al., 2008; Moore & Cain, 2007; Moore & Small, 2007).  

Whereas these biases may, at times, be self-serving, errors in comparative judgments 

often threaten (rather than boost) people’s self-esteem.  For example, because they fail to account 

for their peers’ abilities when comparing themselves to their peers, people tend to believe that 

they are below average on difficult tasks where absolute performance is low, such as juggling or 

playing chess (Kruger, 1999). And, because people fail to account for the likelihood that others 

will encounter various positive and negative life events, they believe they are more likely than 
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their peers to experience frequently occurring negative events, but less likely to experience such 

events that rarely occur (Chambers, Windschitl, & Suls, 2003; for a cross-cultural comparison, 

see Rose et al., 2008). For example, despite people’s tendency to be generally unrealistically 

optimistic about their future (Weinstein, 1980), they believe that they are more likely to 

experience common negative events (e.g., receive a ticket for speeding), but less likely to 

experience uncommon positive events (e.g., graduate in the top of their class), than their peers 

(Kruger & Burrus, 2004). Finally, people tend to believe they react more intensely then their 

peers to positive and negative events (Chambers & Suls, 2007), and because they fail to account 

for others’ subjective experiences, they believe they will have a more difficult time than their 

peers coping with severe negative life events (e.g., getting fired, losing a loved one in a car 

accident; Blanton et al., 2001).  

An underlying theme of the various accounts that have been offered for these biases is 

people’s tendency to substitute easy assessments that automatically come to mind for more 

challenging judgments that are actually required (Kahneman & Fredrick, 2002). For example, 

people substitute the ease with which they can bring an event to mind for the more challenging 

judgment of the likelihood that the event will (or will not) occur (Tversky & Kahneman, 1973), 

and substitute an individual’s similarity to a group’s prototypical member for the more 

challenging evaluation of whether the individual is (or isn’t) a member of that group (Kahneman 

& Tversky, 1972).  Similarly, when it comes to social comparisons, people often substitute 

absolute judgments for relative judgments, evaluating how high or low the focal target is on a 

specific attribute, rather than how much higher or lower that focal target is in comparison to 

other, non-focal targets. That is, people simplify the often challenging and mentally demanding 

relative judgments by making absolute judgments instead, asking themselves “how happy am I?” 
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rather than “how happy am I in comparison to my friends?” (Klar & Giladi, 1999), “how good of 

a driver am I?” rather than “how good of a driver am I relative to the average driver?” (Kruger, 

1999), “how likely am I to win?” rather than “how likely am I to win in comparison to my 

competitors?” (Moore & Cain, 2007; Rose, Windschitl, & Smith, 2012; Windschitl, Kruger, & 

Simms, 2003), and “how likely is my business to succeed?” rather than “how likely is my 

business to succeed in comparison to other businesses?” (Moore et al., 2007).  

Despite the fact that people make systematic errors in judgments when comparing a focal 

target to its referent group, it is unclear whether they exhibit the same biases when judging a 

target’s ranking. When it comes to the type of comparative judgments discussed above, 

substituting an absolute judgment for a relative judgment may be done easily and with minimal 

awareness of the substitution. However, the relative nature of the comparison should be more 

salient when it comes to judging a target’s ranking, and, therefore, make the substitution less 

likely. After all, rankings are by definition relative, and the entire notion of a ranking highlights 

the relative differences between the ranked targets. Because rankings may remind people that 

both advantages and disadvantages are relative (and, more generally, that for every target that 

rises in ranking another target must drop), people may be more accurate and less biased in 

judging a target’s ranking than they are in direct comparisons.
1
 Thus, an open question is 

whether people would exhibit similar biases in judgments of targets’ rankings as they do in direct 

comparative judgments.   

                                                           
1
 Only one study has come close to examining whether emphasizing the relative nature of comparisons can eliminate 

people’s biases in comparative judgments. In this study, participants were asked to rank-order their favorite foods 

before comparing one randomly selected food item to all the other items. Despite highlighting the relative nature of 

the comparison, participants still judged each focal food more positively than the average of all other foods 

(Bruchmann et al., 2013). As stated by the researchers, participants in this study engaged in two different types of 

cognitive comparisons: one involving the rank-ordering of the targets, and the other involving a direct comparison of 

the focal target with the group’s average. However, because the researchers focused solely on biases in the latter 

type of comparison, the question of whether comparison biases appear when judging rankings remains and open 

question.  



6 
 

The Upward Mobility Bias  

In this dissertation, I present evidence for a systematic cognitive bias—the upward 

mobility bias—in predictions of future rankings. Across various domains, I show that people 

believe that a rise in ranking is more likely than a decline. Despite the fact that every target’s 

ascent in ranking must be accompanied by another target’s descent, people believe that targets 

are more likely to climb than to drop in ranking. For example, I show that people believe that an 

individual from the bottom income quintile is more likely to rise up the social ladder than an 

individual from the top income quintile is to fall in the income distribution (Chapter 2), that NFL 

and NBA teams are more likely to rise than drop in the league’s ranking (Chapter 3), that people 

are more likely to be relatively taller (rather than shorter) than their parents (Chapter 4), and that 

states are more likely to rise in a ranking of the warmest states in the U.S. than to drop in the 

ranking (Chapter 4).  Furthermore, I provide evidence that this bias occurs both when the ranked 

targets can willfully influence their future standing in the ranks (Chapters 2 and 3) as well as 

when the targets are non-agentic and therefore cannot willfully control how they rank (Chapter 

4). 

Although I approached this project hoping to discover one definitive answer to why 

people believe that rising in ranking is more likely than a decline, I have yet to find one. That is 

not to say that I have no answers to this question, and this dissertation offers empirical support 

for some compelling (albeit tentative) explanations of the upward mobility bias. Still, as I have 

learned throughout my graduate career, questions beget questions, and science advances through 

sequences of questions, not answers. Thus, a project that started with one, naïve question—why 

aren’t Americans as concerned about income inequality as one would expect them to be (Chapter 

2)—lead me to explore other unexpected questions—why people often root for the underdog 
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(Chapter 3) and why people believe that children grow up to be relatively taller than their parents 

(Chapter 4). Throughout this work I have stumbled upon a robust cognitive bias that was 

surprisingly difficult to eliminate, and my (sometimes unsuccessful) attempts to examine its 

boundary conditions have advanced my understanding of this bias. Accordingly, the reader is 

advised to approach this dissertation not as a definite, final work on the upward mobility bias, 

but rather as a travel journal in my academic exploration of a cognitive bias.  

My thinking about the upward mobility bias has substantially evolved throughout this 

work. At first, the data led me to conclude that the belief that a rise in ranking is more likely than 

a decline stemmed from a motivated process that fulfills a self-serving function (Chapter 2). 

However, as the reader will see in Chapter 3, the upward mobility bias is exhibited even in 

predictions of hypothetical rankings that cannot, in any way, influence a person’s self-views. 

Given these data, I was led to conclude that the bias was due to people’s tendency to overweight 

a focal target’s motivation to rise in ranking, and their relative disregard of the motivation of 

other, non-focal targets (Chapter 3). Yet, as I was soon to realize, the upward mobility bias is 

exhibited even when predicting the future ranking of non-entitative agents that cannot willfully 

control their rank, and which have no motivation to rise or drop in ranking (Chapter 4).  

Given the trajectory of this work, at this point in time I can safely make the following two 

conclusions. First, it is clear that the upward mobility bias is a robust, systematic cognitive 

phenomenon that is exhibited across a wide variety of domains and targets with different 

characteristics. Second, it can be confidently stated that the bias is due to people’s tendency to 

substitute absolute judgments for relative judgments, and their tendency to disproportionately 

attend to focal targets over other, non-focal targets. Any further conclusion regarding the upward 

mobility bias may prove to be temporary, and should therefore be taken with a grain of salt. 
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A (Tentative) Explanation of the Upward Mobility Bias  

As discussed above, when asked to directly compare a focal target to its referent group, 

people often substitute easy assessments (e.g., how the target stands on a given attribute) for 

more complex ones (e.g., how that target compares on a given attribute to its referent group). I 

argue that when it comes to predicting a target’s future ranking, people are likely to do the same.  

When predicting how a target will rank in the future, people are likely to substitute absolute 

change—how the focal target will change in absolute terms—for the more difficult assessment of 

relative change—how the focal target will change relative to all other, non-focal targets. That is, 

people are likely to pay increased attention to how the focal target is expected to change in 

absolute terms, but pay less attention to how all the other, non-focal targets, are expected to 

change. And, just as focalism leads people to predict that every focal target will beat its 

competitors in easy (but not difficult) competitions (Moore & Kim, 2003; Radzevick & Moore, 

2008), I suggest that people’s tendency to focus on a target’s expected absolute (rather than 

relative) future change leads them to believe that every focal target will experience a larger 

change in ranking than all other targets.  

Notice, however, that this account does not imply, in and of itself, that people will believe 

that a rise in ranking is more likely than a decline. After all, it is equally likely that the increased 

attention given to a focal target would lead people to predict that the target will drop as well as 

rise in ranking. However, people are likely to believe that some changes are more probable than 

others. And, to the extent that people expect absolute changes that are congruent with a rise in 

ranking (i.e., changes “toward” the top of the ranking), they should believe that a rise in ranking 

is more likely than a decline. Thus, in order for a focalism account to adequately explain the 

upward mobility bias, it needs to be coupled with a general belief that absolute change will occur 
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in the direction that implies a rise in ranking. Only when people expect change that is consistent 

with a rise in ranking, should their tendency to disproportionately attend to focal targets over 

non-focal targets lead to the belief that a rise in ranking is more likely than a decline.  

 

Expectations of Absolute and Relative Change 

There are three reasons why people might generally expect ranked targets to change in 

the direction of a rise in ranking. First, being at (or near) the top of a ranking is often deeply 

coveted, and a rise in ranking is often associated with both internal and external rewards. To the 

extent that all targets in a given ranking are motivated to better their position by rising in 

ranking, they are expected to take active measures that will increase their absolute level of skill 

or competence in the domain in question. For example, an individual trying to rise in the income 

ladder is likely to take concrete steps that may increase her absolute income level (e.g., attend 

night courses, work extra hours, etc.), a student who wishes to graduate at the top of her class is 

likely to invest extra time studying for her final exams, and a tennis player trying to rise in the 

world ranking is likely to spend longer hours on the court working on her forehand, backhand, 

and drop shot. And, to the extent that taking such steps often leads to improvement in one’s 

performance, people may be right to expect motivated individuals to improve in absolute terms. 

However, because changes in rankings are influenced by a target’s relative, not absolute, 

performance, what should matter is a target’s relative, not absolute, level of motivation (i.e., the 

target’s motivation relative to the motivation of all other targets). Thus, although substituting 

absolute change for relative change may result in biased predictions, people may nonetheless 

expect all motivated targets to improve in absolute terms and therefore rise in ranking.  
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Second, extraneous information about the domain at hand may contribute to the 

expectation of absolute changes that are consistent with a rise (rather than a drop) in ranking. For 

example, expecting median income to rise in absolute terms may lead people to the erroneous 

conclusion that upward social mobility is more likely than downward social mobility, expecting 

tuition levels to rise in absolute terms may lead people to erroneously conclude that every 

college will become relatively more expensive than other, non-focal schools, and expecting 

average temperatures to rise (i.e., global warming) may lead people to the erroneous belief that a 

state is more likely to rise than drop in a ranking of the warmest states. Although extraneous 

absolute increases influence all targets in a ranking (and a target’s standing is determined by its 

relative, not absolute, increases in the domain at hand), domain-specific knowledge may lead 

people to expect absolute increases to imply a rise in ranking.  

Finally, it is possible that even when people do not believe that the targets in a ranking 

are motivated to improve their standing, and even when they do not have domain-specific 

expectations about future change, they may still come to expect absolute change “toward” the 

top of the ranking. In Chapter 4, I argue that, over time, people may have come to form a mental 

association between a ranking’s order and change, and therefore expect absolute changes to be in 

a direction that is consistent with a rise in ranking. Thus, although any ranking can be ordered in 

either an ascending or descending manner, people may have come to associate “the top” of a 

ranking with the direction of movement or progress. And, to the extent that people believe that 

rankings are not arbitrarily ordered, and that a ranking’s order is informative about the current 

and future state of affairs, they are likely to come to expect the targets in the ranking to undergo 

absolute change that is consistent with a rise in ranking.  
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Overview of the current work 

In what follows I document evidence for the upward mobility bias in predictions of future 

rankings. In Chapter 2, I examine people’s beliefs about upward and downward social mobility. 

In two studies, participants were asked to predict the likelihood that a person born to a family in 

the poorest or richest income quintile will end up, as an adult, in each of the five income 

quintiles. Providing initial evidence for the upward mobility bias, participants in these studies 

believed that rising in the social ladder is more likely than dropping in it. That is, they predicted 

that a person born in the bottom quintile of the income ladder is more likely to rise to a higher 

income quintile than a person born to a family in the richest quintile is the drop to a lower 

income quintile.  

In Chapter 3, I examine the robustness of this bias in a variety of domains, including 

rankings of academic, athletic, and work performance. In eight studies, I provide evidence that 

people believe that a rise in ranking is more likely than a decline. Moreover, I provide evidence 

that this bias is due, at least in part, to people’s tendency to give considerable weight to a focal 

target’s absolute level of motivation, but to give less weight to the motivation and intentions of 

its non-focal competitors. As will be shown, participants exhibited the upward mobility bias only 

when the focal targets were believed to be motivated and able to rise in ranking (Studies 6 and 

7). In contrast, when the targets were seen as lacking the motivation or the ability to rise in 

ranking, participants predicted that they were equally likely to rise as they were to drop. Finally, 

in Study 8, I show that this bias is most pronounced for people who believe that performance is 

malleable, and hence pay more attention to others’ intentions and motivation.   
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In Chapter 4, I examine predictions of rankings in domains where motivation and 

intention play no role. Focusing on non-agentic targets which cannot willfully change their 

standing on a given ranking (and in direct opposition to the findings in Chapter 3), I find that the 

upward mobility bias—the belief that rising in ranking is more likely than a decline—can persist 

even in the absence of motivation or intention. These findings have led me to the (tentative) 

conclusion that people have a general belief that things change in the direction of a rise in 

ranking, and base their predictions, at least in part, on a ranking’s order.  

Furthermore, in Chapter 4 I identify an important boundary condition for the upward 

mobility bias. Examining participants’ knowledge about the domain at hand (e.g., their beliefs 

regarding global warming), I find that the bias is not exhibited when the general belief that things 

move “upwards” is countered by participants’ domain-specific expectations of change. In these 

studies, I find that the upward mobility bias was only exhibited among participants whose 

domain-specific expectations were consistent with the belief that things change in the direction 

of a rise in ranking. Just as a cyclist is slowed down when riding against a headwind, in Chapter 

4 I show that the upward mobility bias is reduced when domain-specific knowledge counters the 

general belief that ranked things change “towards” a rise in ranking.   

It is important to note, however, that despite this boundary condition, the upward 

mobility bias seems to be a robust cognitive bias. Indeed, despite my attempts to do so, it has 

been difficult to completely eliminate the bias, and all but impossible to reverse it. In fact, 

Chapter 3 provides the only documented evidence that, under very specific circumstances, 

participants exhibit an opposite bias—believing that a drop in ranking is more likely than a rise. 

These results, however, are much weaker than those supporting the existence of the upward 

mobility bias, and failed to reach traditional levels of significance. Thus, although future research 
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may prove otherwise, at this point in time I feel it is safe to conclude that the upward mobility 

bias is a reliable psychological phenomenon.  
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Chapter 2 

Building a More Mobile America – One Income Quintile at a Time 

 

In the past several decades, financial inequality in the United States has risen 

dramatically, earning the country the dubious distinction of being one of the most economically 

skewed Western nations (OECD, 2011). In 2012, those in the top 10% of the income distribution 

earned half of the total national income, compared to a third in 1970 (Saez, 2013).   While the 

real income of the top 1% has risen an astonishing 86.1% during the last two decades, the 

income of the remaining 99% of the population has increased only 6.6% (Saez, 2013; see also 

Piketty, 2014). This rise in inequality has been accompanied by increasing hardship among those 

at the bottom. As of 2010, there were almost 650,000 homeless people in the United States (US 

Department of Housing and Urban Development, 2010) and an additional 9.5 million families 

(46 million people) were living below the poverty line (a 50% increase since 1980; US Census 

Bureau, 2012). Furthermore, while inequality has risen steadily, the effective tax rates for the 

very wealthy (i.e., the tax paid on all sources of income, including capital gains) have dropped. 

At the same time that the taxable income of the top 400 earners in the United States quintupled 

(from 16.9 billion dollars in 1992 to 90.9 billion dollars in 2008), their tax rates dropped from 

29.2% to 21.5% (Buffett, 2011; see also Internal Revenue Services, 2008).  

Research suggests that this increase in financial inequality may pose a threat to overall 

societal well-being. An analysis of four-decades of data reveals that the increase in inequality in 

the United States is correlated with diminished self-reported happiness, and that this effect is 

especially strong among the bottom 40% of income earners (Oishi, Kesebir & Diener, 2011). 
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Cross-sectional correlational data indicate that areas of the United States with high income 

inequality tend to have higher divorce and bankruptcy rates than areas with more egalitarian 

income distributions (Frank, Levine & Dijk, 2014) and they suffer from higher homicide rates 

(Daly, Wilson, & Vasdev, 2001).  

 

Aware but Unconcerned  

Although in recent years some have begun to sound the alarm about this issue (including 

the current presidential administration), Americans as a whole do not seem especially concerned 

about this increase in income inequality. Survey respondents acknowledge the rise in economic 

inequality, but very few see it as a major problem (Pew Research Center, 2012; Bartels, 2005). 

Reducing the income and wealth gaps between the rich and the poor does not rankly highly in a 

list of priorities for most respondents (Gallup, 2013), and most believe the government should 

not be responsible for alleviating the problem (McCall & Kenworthy, 2009) but rather should 

focus on growing the economy (Gallup, 2011).  

Faced with growing levels of inequality, why aren’t people more concerned about reining 

in, or reversing, rapidly-rising income inequality? One reason might be a widespread belief in a 

high degree of social mobility. A World Value Survey found that 71% of Americans (compared 

to 40% of Europeans) believe the poor have a reasonable chance of escaping poverty (Alesina, 

Di Tella & MacCulloch, 2004). Faith in the American dream—that everyone has the potential to 

climb high up the economic ladder—may make it easier to accept vast inequality of wealth and 

income. As President Obama put it in a speech delivered to a cheering Illinois crowd, Americans 

have “tolerated a little more inequality for the sake of a more dynamic, more adaptable 
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economy…[in which] no matter how poor you started, if you're willing to work hard and 

discipline yourself and defer gratification, you can make it, too.  That's the American idea” 

(Office of Press Secretary, 2013a). Viewing the United States as an upwardly mobile nation in 

which every citizen has the opportunity to succeed may make it easier to accept pronounced 

inequality as a minor side-effect of a well-functioning economic system that offers more equality 

of opportunity than equality of outcome. 

Thus, the “rags to riches” element of the American dream and the ethos of the protestant 

work ethic may combine to mitigate incipient negative attitudes about economic inequality. 

According to what’s been called the dominant ideology of American society, people are born 

equal and have an equal chance to succeed, with success thought to be determined by an 

individual’s competence and willingness to work hard (Kluegel & Smith, 1986). The wealthy are 

often perceived as having gained their riches largely through the exercise of effort and talent. 

The poor, in contrast, are seen as having not worked hard enough (Pew Research Center, 2014; 

Fong, 2001).  From this perspective, the discrepancy between the rich and poor is not considered 

morally troublesome or unjust, a perception bolstered by frequent exposure to stories of self-

made individuals. Indeed, when participants were exposed to stories of individual success, they 

tended to agree more with statements like “hard work is rewarded by success”, “people succeed 

when they put in a lot of effort” (Wakslak, Jost, Tyler & Chen, 2007), “people get rewarded for 

their effort” (Sawhill & Morton, 2007) and “opportunity exists for anyone to get ahead” (Ho, 

Sanbonmatsu & Akimoto, 2002). As long as everyone is perceived as having a reasonable shot at 

success, aversion to economic inequality is kept in check (Lane, 1959; Krawczyk, 2010). People 

may even come to expect (rather than merely accept) inequality as a necessary element of a 

socially dynamic system. 
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Surprisingly little research has assessed people’s perceptions of social mobility 

quantitatively. Most studies have assessed people’s general beliefs about opportunities to get 

ahead in life instead of systematically measuring the magnitude, nature, and scope of their 

beliefs. For example, a typical study may ask respondents to rate their agreement with such 

statements as “there’s plenty of opportunity and anyone who works hard can go as far as they 

want” (Fong, 2001), “hard work and effort guarantee success” (Ho et al., 2002) and “social 

mobility is possible” (Mandisodza et al., 2006). Although such questions are valuable in 

assessing abstract beliefs about social mobility, they capture something more like an overall 

attitude on the subject rather than a set of detailed beliefs. In the studies reported here, we sought 

to fill this gap by systematically examining people’s concrete perceptions of income mobility in 

the United States.  

 

The Aims of the Current Studies 

What can be gained by capturing people’s concrete beliefs about economic mobility? 

Consider Norton and Ariely’s (2011) quantitative examination of people’s beliefs about wealth 

inequality in the United States (see also Eriksson & Simpson, 2012; Norton & Ariely, 2013).  

Their research revealed a marked discrepancy between people’s beliefs and economic reality.  

They found, for example, that whereas the bottom two quintiles in the United States (i.e., the 

bottom 40% of the population) own 0.3% of the total wealth in the country, they are thought to 

possess about 10%. Such a pronounced miscalibration would not have come to light had the 

researchers asked their respondents more general questions about the distribution of wealth. By 

measuring people’s beliefs about the wealth distribution in concrete detail, Norton and Ariely 
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were able to get a more informative picture of the public’s beliefs about inequality and to 

contrast public perception with economic reality.  

Quantifying perceptions of economic mobility may be as important as understanding 

beliefs about income inequality—perhaps even more so.  Whether people are troubled or pleased 

by their standing is a product of both their current circumstances and how they expect to fare in 

the future.  People derive more satisfaction from negative experiences that end on a positive note 

than positive experiences that end on a negative note (Ross & Simonson, 2006), from improving 

health outcomes than declining outcomes (Chapman, 2000), and from gradually increasing 

wages than fixed or declining wages (Loewenstein & Sicherman, 1991; Frank & Hutchens, 

1993), even when the final salary is the same (Hsee, Abeslon & Salovey, 1991). Moreover, a 

belief in upward mobility may foster hopeful thinking, which has been shown to affect individual 

achievement in academic (Ciarrochi, Heaven & Davies, 2007; Day et al., 2010; Snyder et al., 

2002), athletic (Curry et al., 1997) and self-help settings (Geraghty, Wood & Hyland, 2010). 

Note, however, that political participation is motivated disproportionally by negative emotions 

such as anger and dissatisfaction (Valentino et al., 2011) and so any personal benefits of hopeful 

thinking must be considered in conjunction with potential collective costs of inaction. Thus, to 

fully comprehend people’s attitudes regarding economic inequality, it is necessary to know their 

beliefs about economic mobility.  

In pursuing this focal goal, we were also able to examine several issues that have yet to 

be addressed in the literature. First, we could compare beliefs about upward and downward 

social mobility. The studies conducted to date have focused exclusively on upward mobility, 

assessing people’s perceptions of the likelihood of climbing up the economic ladder. But because 

the income distribution is relative, the rise of one person necessarily entails the decline of 
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another. Although a rising tide lifts all boats, the relative rise of one boat (i.e., movement to a 

higher income quintile) is accompanied by the relative drop of a second one (i.e., movement to a 

lower income quintile).  From a logical perspective, then, beliefs about upward mobility should 

mirror those about downward mobility. 

We suspected this would not be the case. The American dream focuses on personal 

success and self-made individuals, calling little attention to those headed in the opposite 

direction, and we thought that this asymmetry would be reflected in people’s beliefs about the 

degree of upward and downward mobility. Indeed, when participants in one study were asked to 

write a brief definition of the term social mobility, 40% defined it in terms of upward mobility 

alone and only 31% referred to both upward and downward mobility (Mandisodza, Jost, & 

Unzueta, 2006).  

Second, our concrete assessments allowed us to compare people’s beliefs about mobility 

with actual mobility data, as provided in a recent report by the Pew Economic Mobility Project 

(2012). Do people have an accurate sense of the degree of social mobility in contemporary 

America, or are their beliefs systematically off the mark—possibly in ways that might impact 

how they think about the economic and political issues of the day?  

Third, just as Norton and Ariely (2011) were able to compare people’s beliefs about 

existing levels of wealth inequality with the levels of inequality people consider ideal, our 

concrete assessments of people’s beliefs about economic mobility allowed us to compare 

impressions of what is with beliefs about what should be.  

Finally, we examined demographic and ideological differences in perceptions of 

economic mobility.  Although past research has found a remarkable degree of consensus among 
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high and low-income earners and among Democrats and Republicans with respect to perceptions 

of wealth inequality (Norton & Ariely, 2011), we suspected that beliefs about social mobility 

might differ across income levels and partisan lines. Since the belief in social mobility is a handy 

device in the system justification toolbox (Tyler, 2011; Mandisodza et al., 2006; Wakslak, et al., 

2007), and since the financial dependence of low-income individuals on the system increases 

their tendency to engage in system justification (Kay et al., 2009; Shepard & Kay, 2012), we 

thought that high and low income earners might differ in their beliefs about mobility.  In 

addition, since conservatives are more likely than liberals to justify the system (Jost, Glaser, 

Kruglanski, & Sulloway, 2003), we expected liberals and conservatives to differ in their beliefs 

about mobility. Thus, although liberals and conservatives might agree on how things stand in 

terms of the (static) state of inequality in the U.S. (Norton & Ariely, 2011), they might 

nonetheless differ in their assessments of more dynamic properties of the economy, such as the 

likelihood of a person overcoming the barriers that inequality entails.   

 

Study 1: Measuring Perceptions of Social Mobility 

A nationwide cross-sectional sample of 3,034 Americans, aged 18-90, was surveyed on-

line between February 21
st
 and February 25

th
, 2014, by Harris Poll on behalf of the Northwestern 

Mutual financial services organization. We gave each participant a definition of income quintiles 

accompanied by a graphic depiction of the five different quintiles (Norton & Ariely, 2011). Next, 

to elicit their beliefs about either upward or downward intergenerational income mobility, we 

asked respondents to assess the likelihood of a “randomly selected” American born to a family in 

the poorest or richest quintile ending up as an adult in each of the five quintiles. In the upward 
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mobility condition, for example, participants were asked to imagine a randomly selected 

American born to a family in the lowest income quintile and to estimate his or her likelihood of 

either remaining in this quintile as an adult or rising to each of the four higher income quintiles. 

In the downward mobility condition, participants assessed the likelihood that an American born 

to a family in the richest 20% would either remain in the top quintile or drop to each of the four 

lower income quintiles. Participants were instructed that their assessments must total 100% and 

were unable to proceed with the survey if they failed to do so.  

We focused participants’ assessments on the mobility of people born to families in the 

richest or poorest quintiles for two reasons. First and foremost, we only had data on actual rates 

of mobility for these quintiles, to which we were able to compare participants’ responses.  

Although this prevented us from examining people’s perceptions of mobility on the part of the 

middle class (i.e., the perceived likelihood of a person born to a family in the middle quintiles 

moving up or down the income ladder), it nonetheless allowed us to measure the perceived 

mobility of 40% of the population – the top and bottom 20%. Second, people’s beliefs about 

mobility are likely to be more crystallized for the two extreme quintiles than for the three middle 

quintiles because extreme exemplars tend to stand out more in people’s minds (Gilovich, 1991; 

Morewedge, Gilbert & Wilson, 2005).  With respect to economic mobility, rags-to-riches and 

riches-to-rags stories are more likely to attract attention and become folklore than less dramatic 

examples of mobility, such as when a person moves from the middle-class to either the lower- or 

upper-middle class.  
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Moving On Up 

As a measure of mobility, we summed participants’ assessments of the likelihood that a 

person born to a specific quintile (either the top or bottom quintile) would have moved by 

adulthood at least two income brackets. Thus, in the upward mobility condition, we summed the 

perceived likelihood that a person born into the lowest quintile would rise as an adult to the 

middle quintile or higher. In the downward mobility condition, we summed the perceived 

likelihood that a person born into the highest quintile would drop to the middle quintile or lower.  

Overall, participants thought that a randomly selected American is significantly more 

likely to experience upward mobility than downward mobility. Whereas participants believed 

that an individual born into the bottom quintile has a 43% chance of moving up to the middle 

quintile or higher, they thought someone born into the top quintile has only a 33% chance of 

dropping to the middle quintile or lower, t(3032) = 12.12, p < .0001.  

Another way of analyzing these data is to examine participants’ estimates of the 

likelihood that people will simply inherit their parents’ economic standing. From these data it is 

clear that people believe that the economic standing of the rich is “stickier” than that of the poor. 

Whereas someone born into the richest quintile was believed to have a 49% chance of remaining 

at the top, a person born into the poorest quintile was believed to be only 33% likely to remain at 

the bottom, t(3032) = 16.73, p < .0001. Thus, whereas the rich are seen as highly likely to remain 

rich, poverty is seen as more likely to be a temporary state.  
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Accuracy of Perceptions 

How accurate were participants’ assessments of economic mobility? Figure 1 juxtaposes 

participants’ perceptions of intergenerational income mobility with actual upward and downward 

mobility rates (Pew, 2012). As these graphs make clear, the accuracy of participants’ estimates 

depended on whether they assessed upward or downward mobility. Participants vastly 

overestimated the amount of upward mobility, estimating a 43% likelihood of a person born into 

the poorest quintile rising to the top three quintiles—a value significantly higher than the actual 

30% chance of this happening, t(1528) = 23.53, p < .0001  In contrast, participants 

underestimated the prevalence of downward mobility, albeit to a smaller extent. Although 37% 

of the individuals born into the richest quintile drop to the middle quintile or lower as adults, 

participants estimated that only 33% do so, t(1504) = 6.32, p < .0001.   

 

Figure 1. Perceptions of upward and downward mobility in a nationally representative 

sample: Perceived and actual quintile of where someone born to a family in the bottom (left) or 

top (right) quintiles ends up (Study 1). 
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Who Believes in Social Mobility? 

Norton and Ariely (2011) found considerable consensus among Americans with respect 

to perceptions of wealth inequality. We examined whether the demographic characteristics of our 

respondents affected their estimates of social mobility. Building upon the ideas of system 

justification, system dependence, and system inescapability, we expected people who are most 

dependent on the financial system to have a more pressing need to justify it (Kay et al., 2009).  

That is, because they lack the power to “escape” from the system (e.g., by moving to a different 

country), we expected those who are most disadvantaged by the current economic system—

poorer individuals and members of the minority—to justify it by believing that it offers more 

mobility (Jost, Blount, Pfeffer & Hunyady, 2003).  

Consistent with our predictions, low-income participants indicated that there is more 

economic mobility in the U.S. than high-income participants. Low-income respondents (i.e., an 

annual income lower than $25,000) believed that moving more than one quintile from the top or 

bottom is significantly more likely (Mmobility = 44%), t(760) = 4.19, p < .0001, and that both poor 

and rich individuals are less likely to remain at their parents’ income level (Mmaintain parents’ level = 

38%), t(760) = 2.55, p = .01, than did higher-income respondents (i.e., an annual income high 

than $100,000; Mmobility = 36% and Mmaintain parents’ level = 43%, respectively).
2
 In addition, non-

White participants believed that social mobility is more likely (Mmobility= 44%), t(2998) = 4.93, p 

< .0001, and that staying in the same bracket is less likely (Mmaintain parents’ level = 37%), t(2998) = 

3.67, p < .0005,  than respondents who identified as White (Mmobility = 37% and Mmaintain parents’ level 

                                                           
2
 According to the latest available data, the bottom income quintile in the United States has an annual income of 

$20,599 or less, and the top income quintile has an annual income of $104,097 or more (U.S. Census Bureau, 2012). 
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= 42%, respectively). Those who have more to lose from the current financial system, it seems, 

are more likely to see it as more dynamic. 

 

Study 2: Liberals and Conservatives Are Both Accurate and Inaccurate 

Another notable finding of Norton and Ariely’s (2011) study of perceptions of inequality 

is the surprising political consensus regarding the actual (and ideal) distribution of wealth in the 

United States. Although there are pronounced differences of opinion across the political 

spectrum regarding economic policies designed to address wealth inequality (e.g., progressive 

taxation and welfare programs), “Americans may possess a commonly held ‘normative’ standard 

for the distribution of wealth” (Norton & Ariely, 2011, p. 12).  Is there a similar consensus with 

regard to economic mobility? Although people on opposite ends of the political spectrum may 

agree about income inequality, their opinions might diverge when it comes to economic 

mobility. Furthermore, because conservatives are more likely to justify the system (Jost, Glaser, 

Kruglanski, & Sulloway, 2003), we expected conservative participants to believe there is more 

mobility than liberal participants. 

We weren’t able to assess political orientation in the survey conducted for us by 

Northwestern Mutual, so we surveyed a separate sample of 290 Mechanical Turk participants 

from the United States (52% female; average age = 30.4). These participants completed the same 

measures of upward or downward income mobility and reported their political affiliation on a 

five-point scale, ranging from “very conservative” to “very liberal” (with “moderate” as the mid-

point). Participants who self-identified as “conservative” or “very conservative” were coded as 

conservatives and those who self-identified as “liberal” or “very liberal” were coded as liberals. 
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First, we replicated the main findings from the nationally representative sample: participants 

believed that upward mobility (i.e., rising to the middle quintile or higher) is significantly more 

likely than downward mobility (dropping to the middle quintile or lower), t(288) = 3.74, p < 

.0001, and that rich children are more likely to maintain their parents’ economic standing than 

poor children, t(288) = 5.78, p < .0001. Second, as in the main study, participants overestimated 

the amount of upward mobility, t(146) = 3.35, p < .005, and underestimated the amount of 

downward mobility, t(142) = 5.7, p < .0001. Finally, we found a strong effect of political 

affiliation on participants’ perceptions of economic mobility. Overall, conservatives indicated 

that there is more economic mobility in the U.S. than liberals did. Self-identified conservatives 

believed that moving more than one quintile from the top or bottom is significantly more likely 

(Mmobility = 39%), t(168) = 3.25, p < .01, and that both poor and rich individuals are less likely to 

remain at their parents’ income level (Mmaintain parents’ level = 38%), t(168) = 3.12, p < .01, than did 

liberals (Mmobility = 28% and Mmaintain parents’ level = 51%, respectively).  

Whose beliefs are more accurate, liberals or conservatives? It depends. Figure 2 presents 

participants’ beliefs about upward and downward mobility broken down by political affiliation. 

A quick glance at these graphs reveals that the accuracy of liberals’ and conservatives’ views is 

dependent upon the type of mobility—upward or downward—under consideration. With respect 

to upward mobility, liberal participants were significantly more accurate than conservatives (left 

panel, Figure 2). Whereas liberals accurately estimated the likelihood of a person from the 

poorest quintile rising to the middle quintile or higher (Mestimated = 32% vs. actual 30%; one-

sample t < 1), conservatives substantially overestimated this likelihood (Mestimated = 44%, one-

sample t(22) = 3.27, p < .005).  The accuracy of participants’ estimates flipped when it came to 

downward mobility. Whereas conservatives accurately estimated the likelihood that a person 
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from the richest quintile would drop to the middle quintile or lower (Mestimated = 35% vs. actual 

37%, one-sample t <1), liberals underestimated this likelihood (Mestimated = 23%, one-sample 

t(68) = 4.85, p < .0001). The accuracy of liberals’ and conservatives’ beliefs about economic 

mobility thus depends on whether they are thinking about upward or downward mobility.  

 

Figure 2. Perceptions of upward and downward mobility in a Mechanical Turk sample: 

Perceived and actual quintile of where someone born to a family in the bottom (left) and top 

(right) quintiles ends up (Study 2). 

 

Ideal Mobility Assessments 

To more fully understand people’s beliefs and attitudes about economic mobility, we also 

asked the Mechanical Turk participants about their ideal level of economic mobility. More 

specifically, in the upward mobility condition, participants were asked what likelihood a person 

born into the lowest income quintile should have of rising to each of the four higher income 

quintiles. In the downward mobility condition, participants were asked what likelihood a person 

born into the richest 20% should have of dropping to each of the four lower income quintiles.  
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Unsurprisingly, participants preferred a more mobile economic system when thinking 

about upward mobility than when thinking about downward mobility. As can be seen in Figure 

3, when asked about upward mobility, participants believed that in an ideal economic system a 

person should be equally likely to end up in each of the five income quintiles. In contrast, when 

asked about downward mobility, participants believed that an ideal system should allow a high 

level of inertia among those at the top. For instance, when asked about upward mobility, 

participants believed that a person born into the poorest quintile should have a 43% chance of 

remaining in the bottom two quintiles and a 31% chance of rising to the top two quintiles.
3
 

However, when asked about downward mobility, participants believed that a person born into the 

richest quintile should have a 61% chance or remaining in the top two quintiles and only a 23% 

chance of dropping to the bottom two.  Interestingly, when asked about downward social 

mobility, participants’ ideals were strikingly similar to the actual level of economic mobility. For 

example, participants believed that a person born into the top quintile should have a 42% chance 

of remaining there, a value not significantly different from the actual 40% chance of such a 

person doing so, t <1. Finally, echoing Norton & Ariely’s (2011) findings of political consensus 

in the perception of the ideal society, we found that liberals’ and conservatives’ agreed in their 

perceptions of the ideal levels of upward and downward mobility (Figure 3).  

                                                           
3
 Participants’ ideal levels of upward mobility were much closer to existing levels of mobility in the Scandinavian 

countries (as reported in Jantti et al, 2006) than in the United States. This finding parallels Norton & Ariely’s (2011) 

finding that people’s ideal level of wealth inequality is closer to the actual level found in Sweden than the United 

States. 
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Figure 3. Ideal upward and downward mobility in a Mechanical Turk sample: Ideal and actual 

quintile of where someone born to a family in the bottom (left) and top (right) quintiles ends up. 

(Study 2). 

 

General Discussion 

Our results demonstrate the importance of studying perceptions of the economic system 

in quantitative terms. Although which concrete measures best capture people’s economic beliefs 

is not without controversy (see Eriksson & Simpson, 2012, 2013, and Norton & Ariely, 2013), 

such measures are an improvement over past measures that have assessed people’s attitudes 

about the economy in abstract terms. Our concrete measures of perceived mobility enabled us to 

address some novel and informative questions regarding perceived economic mobility. First, in 

both a large, nationally representative sample and a smaller sample of Mechanical Turk 

participants, we found evidence of a pronounced difference in perceptions of upward and 

downward mobility. Complementing past findings on the influence of different frames on 

support for redistributive tax policies (Chow & Galak, 2012; Lowery, Chow & Crosby, 2009), 

we found that people perceive the economic system as less rigid when thinking of upward rather 
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than downward mobility. Second, our concrete measures of people’s beliefs about economic 

mobility allowed us to assess the accuracy of people’s perceptions. Here too we found an 

influence of direction: the accuracy of participants’ estimates of social mobility was dependent 

on whether it was thought of in terms of upward or downward mobility. Although our 

participants as a whole overestimated the likelihood of upward social mobility, they vastly 

underestimated the likelihood of downward mobility. Third, we found that demographics affect 

people’s perceptions of mobility: low-income individuals, and those who identify as members of 

minority groups, see the system as more socially mobile than high-income individuals and 

members of the majority group. Finally, we found that conservatives and liberals differ in their 

perceptions of social mobility: conservatives overestimated the likelihood of upward mobility 

and liberals underestimated the likelihood of downward mobility. Together, these findings 

underscore the importance of using concrete assessments of the public’s beliefs about complex 

social issues.  

 

Asymmetrical Perceptions of Upward and Downward Social Mobility  

Why do perceptions of upward and downward mobility differ so dramatically? We 

suspect that three mechanisms are at play. First, the belief that upward mobility is more prevalent 

than downward mobility may serve to justify the existing economic system (Mandisodza, Jost & 

Unzueta, 2006).  Although willing to acknowledge the vast income inequality in society, people 

have a deep desire to believe that the economic system is fair, legitimate, and just (Jost, Glaser, 

Kruglanski & Sulloway, 2003; Tyler, 2011).  Indeed, as system justification theory would lead 

one to suspect, we found a difference in perceptions of social mobility between conservatives 
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and liberals, poor and wealthy individuals, and between respondents who identify as minorities 

or members of the majority. Because conservatives are more inclined to justify the existing 

economic system (Jost, Glaser, Kruglanski & Sulloway, 2003), they may be more motivated to 

see it as offering greater mobility. Furthermore, given that those who are most dependent on the 

system are most motivated to perceive it as just (Jost, Pelham, Sheldon. & Sullivan, 2003; Kay et 

al., 2009; Shepard & Kay, 2012), it is to be expected that poorer participants and those who 

identify as minorities would also perceive the economic system as more mobile.  Such a belief 

provides assurance that the “have-nots” can nonetheless rise up the social ladder and that the 

economic system works as it should.  

The observed difference in people’s beliefs about upward and downward mobility may 

also be due to a persistent theme in American discourse, a theme encapsulated in the term 

“American dream.” The idea of upward social mobility is part of the American ethos (Kluegel & 

Smith, 1986). Success and economic wealth are thought of as the products of personal drive, 

hard work, and great ability or talent; poverty is thought of as the result of sloth, a lack of effort 

or ability, or unwise financial decisions (Cozzarelli, Wilkinson & Tagler, 2001; Fong, 2001; 

Mandisodza, Jost & Unzueta, 2006; Kay, Jost & Young, 2005; Lane, 1959).  Notably absent 

from this cultural ethos is the prevalence of downward social mobility. The cultural obsession 

with upward social mobility (and its complementary lack of attention to downward mobility) is 

almost certain to contribute to the asymmetry in perceptions of mobility that we observed in our 

research.  

Finally, there is reason to believe that the asymmetry between upward and downward 

social mobility reflects a more general cognitive bias, one which leads people to think that a rise 

in any ranking is more likely than a decline. For example, when predicting the future 
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performance of NBA teams based on their ranking at the end of the previous regular season, 

people believe the likelihood that a team ranked near the bottom will rise to the top of the league 

is higher than the likelihood that a team ranked near the top will drop to the bottom (Davidai & 

Gilovich, 2015b, see Chapters 3 and 4 of this dissertation). Moreover, whereas a team’s rise to 

the top of the league tends to be attributed to its efforts and talent, a decline in a team’s rank is 

more frequently attributed to external constraints (e.g., other teams). Because every team’s 

intention is to rise in ranking, a rise seems a more likely outcome than a decline. Returning to the 

domain of economic mobility, because people wish to climb the economic ladder (or secure their 

position at the top), their likelihood of succeeding may be overestimated, leading to stronger 

impressions of upward mobility than downward mobility.  

 

Implications and Future Directions 

There are several important implications of our research. First, whether one is interested 

in perceptions of inequality or mobility (Norton & Ariely, 2011; see also Norton & Ariely, 

2013), using concrete quantitative measures paints a more intricate and informative picture of 

public views that would not be possible using general attitudinal questions about the economic 

system. In addition, by not relying on general attitude questions, there is less danger that people 

will respond in socially desirable ways. Because participants in our study were asked to estimate 

economic mobility rather than express their attitudes about it, it is less likely that they tailored 

their responses to fit what they believe is expected of them. This is especially important in 

assessing attitudes on such sensitive issues as the economy.  
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Our findings also shed light on a perplexing psychological phenomenon. Although people 

have been shown to experience intense aversion to even minor financial inequalities in the lab 

(Loewenstein, Thompson & Bazerman, 1989; Sanfey et al., 2003; Henrich et al, 2006; Dawes et 

al., 2007; Johnson et al., 2009), they seem to accept much higher levels of financial inequality 

outside of the laboratory.  How can these two opposing truths be reconciled? Lab-induced 

inequalities are obviously different from societal inequalities, and many factors surely play a role 

in people’s much stronger reactions to the former than the latter.  But one important element, we 

argue, is the strong belief in upward mobility we have observed here.  A strong faith in the 

possibility of upward mobility (along with relatively little concern about downward mobility) 

may dampen people’s reactions to prevailing economic inequality outside the laboratory.  By 

providing people an opportunity to justify inequality as fair and equitable, the steadfast belief in 

upward mobility may serve as a mute button on the sound system of public debate about 

economic justice. 

Focusing public attention on downward mobility, in contrast, may enhance people’s 

concerns about economic equality and thereby encourage social action. As we have shown, when 

asked in terms of downward mobility, people vastly underestimate mobility rates, leading to the 

perception of a highly static economic system. Though erroneous, this belief may serve to 

motivate social action by highlighting ways in which the country falls short in terms of fairness 

and opportunity. Channeling the public debate to revolve around either downward or upward 

mobility may therefore serve to encourage or inhibit social action, respectively. 

Finally, by highlighting political differences in perceptions of economic mobility, our 

findings may shed light on the partisan divide over the issue of economic inequality. A core tenet 

of social psychology is that when people disagree about something, their disagreement is often 
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more about the “object of judgment” than the “judgment of the object” (Asch, 1948). Opposing 

views, in other words, may not stem from divergent valuations of a given problem or topic, but 

from different construals of what the problem or topic is. Political affiliation and ideology, 

furthermore, are known to be associated with such differences in construal (Ross, Lelkes, & 

Russell, 2011). In this case, when liberals and conservatives argue about social mobility, their 

disagreement may stem in part from their assessments of the amount of social mobility that’s 

actually out there. As we have shown, liberals and conservatives differ in their assessments of 

the existing amount of economic mobility, and their divergent assessments are likely to influence 

what they think about the current state of the economy and different proposed policies designed 

to influence it. Informing policy makers and the public about actual mobility rates (rather than 

relying on biased perceptions of mobility) is therefore likely to be a helpful first step in 

advancing the political debate surrounding this issue.  

 

Conclusion and Future Research 

We have found that beliefs about the amount of upward economic mobility are different 

than those about downward mobility, and that beliefs about economic mobility are different 

among people on different sides of the political spectrum. As we noted, these findings have both 

theoretical and applied implications. Nevertheless, our findings have some limitations and we 

note them as a starting point for future research. First, future studies should examine whether our 

findings apply to other types of social mobility. Our studies focused on intergenerational income 

mobility, and participants were specifically asked to assess the likelihood that one’s standing in 
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the social ladder would differ from his or her parents.
4
 Although people don’t generally use that 

term, their beliefs about social mobility often take essentially this form. Popular media 

depictions of upward mobility, for example, typically involve a person rising to a class higher 

than the one into which he or she was born. Future research might also examine beliefs about 

intra-generational income mobility (e.g., the likelihood of moving up or down the social ladder 

during one’s lifetime or one’s career) as well as beliefs about wealth mobility (e.g., the 

likelihood of moving up or down the ladder of overall wealth rather than income).  In addition to 

perceptions of relative mobility, it would also be informative to examine people’s beliefs about 

absolute inter-generational mobility (e.g., the likelihood of having a higher income—in absolute 

terms—than one’s parents). Data reflecting such beliefs need to be collected and interpreted with 

a great deal of care, however, because people have trouble thinking clearly about money in terms 

of its real monetary value (Shafir, Diamond & Tversky, 1997). Note, furthermore, that regardless 

of people’s beliefs about absolute mobility—whether they are richer now than they were before, 

regardless of how others are doing—the rags-to-riches ethos in American culture is one in which 

a person vastly exceeds her parents’ station in life rather than merely has more purchasing 

power.  

Future studies might also profitably examine the connection between beliefs about 

economic mobility and more specific political attitudes, such as views on economic policies and 

voting behavior. We assessed political affiliation with a general, one item measure, and future 

studies could try to discern the different dimensions of political affiliation (e.g., social, fiscal, 

                                                           
4
 Given that young adults are more likely to enter a lower rung of the social ladder upon entering adulthood (e.g., 

high school or college graduation), and given that the higher rungs of the social ladder are more likely to be 
populated by older individuals, participants may have (rightly) concluded that upward social mobility is indeed 
more likely than downward social mobility. However, because we explicitly asked participants to compare an 
individual’s standing on the social ladder to his or her parents’ standing when they were of a comparable age, this 
positive relation between age and income cannot account for participants’ skewed perceptions of 
intergenerational mobility rates.  
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and moral liberalism or conservatism) and their relation to perceptions of mobility. Finally, 

future longitudinal studies could ascertain whether perceptions of social mobility are evolving 

and, if so, in what direction.  Answers to these questions are important, as reflected in President 

Obama’s recent characterization of contemporary trends in inequality and mobility as a 

“fundamental threat to the American Dream” and “the defining challenge of our time” (Office of 

Press Secretary, 2013b).  
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Chapter 3 

What Goes Up Apparently Needn’t Come Down:  

Asymmetric Predictions of Ascent and Descent in Rankings  

 

In an often-told tale, two campers see a bear running toward them and realize there’s no 

way they can outrun it.  One nevertheless proceeds to swap his hiking boots for a swifter pair of 

sneakers.  The other finds this odd and remarks, “What are you doing?  You can’t outrun a bear.”  

“I don’t have to,” he replies, “I only have to outrun you.” 

As this tale highlights, success in competitive settings is measured in relative terms. 

Financial success is commonly expressed in relative terms (e.g., “the 1%”; “middle class”), 

students are frequently graded “on a curve,” sport teams advance to the playoffs based on how 

their record compares to others’, and workers are named “employee of the month” whether 

absolute performance that month was strong or weak. Predicting performance in competitive 

settings therefore involves an extra layer of complexity, as it requires assessing not just the 

attributes of a target person, team, or organization, but the attributes of its competitors as well.  

How, and how well, do people make such predictions?  

 

Predicting Relative and Absolute Performance 

Attribution theorists have explored the naïve psychological processes underlying people’s 

understanding of behavior.  Nearly all of them have highlighted the distinction between personal 

and impersonal causal factors. Heider (1958) suggested that three factors affect a person’s 

understanding of an agent’s behavior: the agent’s motivation (i.e., the extent to which she is 
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trying to perform the behavior), her ability (i.e., the extent to which she is able to perform the 

behavior), and external circumstances beyond the agent’s control (i.e., the extent to which 

environmental forces prevent, hinder, facilitate, or virtually guarantee the behavior). To the 

extent that an individual is believed to be both motivated and able to overcome external 

obstacles, she would be expected to succeed at the task at hand. In contrast, to the extent that an 

individual’s motivation or ability is seen as insufficient to overcome any inhibitory forces, she is 

considered likely to fail. A student believed to be both motivated and intellectually able is 

expected to succeed in her courses. A student known to be insufficiently motivated or 

intellectually lacking is expected to do poorly. When predicting achievement in absolute 

settings—where performance is measured according to objective criteria—the only information 

necessary is whether the person’s motivation and ability surpass any inhibiting external forces. 

In competitive settings, prediction is more complex. Since a target’s ranking is, by 

definition, relative (the rise of one person, team, or company necessarily entails the decline of 

another), accurate predictions of performance must take into account each competitor’s 

motivation and ability in addition to those of the focal target.  

Imagine a course in which students’ are graded on a curve. To simplify matters, imagine 

that only two students are enrolled in the course, one of whom will receive an A while the other 

will have to settle for a B. How would the professor go about predicting the performance of 

Student X, when X nervously asks her to do so during office hours?  First, as attribution theory 

suggests, the professor will need to infer Student X’s motivation and ability from her past 

behavior (e.g., her attendance record), accomplishments (e.g., her GPA), and so on. Second, the 

professor will need to assess the attributes of the other student, Student Y— her motivation and 

ability.  Third, the professor will need to account for any external circumstances that might affect 



39 
 

one student more than the other (e.g., Student X’s financial situation or extracurricular 

entanglements, Student Y’s health issues). To predict Student X’s performance, all of these 

factors must be considered. 

Now imagine instead that 30 students are enrolled in the course. How would the 

professor go about predicting Student X’s performance in such a setting? In addition to assessing 

Student X’s motivation and ability, the professor would now need to consider each of the other 

29 students’ attributes. Furthermore, beyond considering the impact of external circumstances 

shared by all students (e.g., time allotted for the final exam), the professor would need to 

consider each student’s individual circumstances (e.g., Student Z’s family situation) as well as 

circumstances shared by subsets of students (e.g., students with time extensions). Obviously, 

computing the likely impact of factors that affect relative performance in competitive settings is 

a challenge. 

Given all the difficulties involved, it is unlikely that people predict performance in 

competitive settings the same way they do in non-competitive settings, where performance is 

measured relative to an objective benchmark.  The sheer number of factors that need to be taken 

into account complicate the already challenging task of predicting uncertain future events.  

 

An Upward Mobility Bias in Predictions of Relative Performance 

It is not uncommon for people to substitute an easy assessment that comes to mind 

automatically for the more challenging judgment that’s actually required (Kahneman & 

Frederick, 2002).  When it comes to the computationally complex task of predicting relative 

performance, a likely substitution is the relatively simple assessment of likely absolute 



40 
 

performance. Focusing on a target’s absolute attributes rather than how those attributes compare 

to those of the target’s competitors greatly simplifies the prediction process. Indeed, evidence 

from several lines of research supports the idea that both personal (i.e., motivation and ability) 

and impersonal (i.e., external circumstances) factors that might affect the performance of the 

target’s competitors are barely taken into consideration—if at all. That is, when making 

predictions of relative standing (Klar & Giladi, 1997; Kruger, 1999; Kruger & Burrus, 2004) or 

when predicting the outcome of explicit competitions (Moore, 2005; Moore & Kim, 2003; 

Radzevick & Moore, 2008; Windschitl et al., 2003), people often focus exclusively on a target’s 

personal attributes and all but ignore its competitors’ capabilities.  

If, as past research suggests, people ignore the efforts, abilities, and actions of the target’s 

competitors, on what, exactly, are they likely to focus?  Following Heider (1958), we predict that 

people tend to focus on a target’s effort and ability.  In many circumstances, furthermore, it is 

much easier to assess whether the requisite effort is present than to assess whether the target has 

sufficient ability.  In this paper, we propose that the narrow focus on a target’s motivation and 

effort leads to an upward mobility bias in predictions of performance: that is, people tend to 

predict that a rise in ranking is more likely than a decline.  Because people generally want to 

improve their standing in a competition, a focus on the motivation of a lowly-ranked target will 

give credence to the prospect of her moving up.  At the same time, because those who are highly-

ranked generally want to stay in the higher echelon, focusing on a highly-ranked target’s 

motivation will make the prospects of a decline seem remote. Declines, after all, are not 

intended, and happen despite a person’s efforts. But of course, rankings are by definition zero-

sum: one person’s (or team’s) rise in ranking is always accompanied by another’s decline.  
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To illustrate, imagine once again that a student asks her professor to predict her likely 

performance on the final exam, based on her midterm performance.  If, as we argue, the 

professor engages in a type of attribute substitution, she will focus her assessment on this 

particular student’s ability and (especially) motivation, and neglect the attributes of the other 

students in the class. As long as the professor believes that her student is sufficiently able and 

motivated, she is likely to predict that Student X will rank higher (relative to the other students) 

than she had ranked on the midterm. This leads to a logical impossibility: students near the 

bottom of the class will generally be seen as motivated to do better and therefore be expected to 

rise in the rankings; at the same time, students ranked near the top of the class will likely be seen 

as motivated to remain at the top, and therefore expected to stand their ground.  But because a 

rise of one student necessitates the decline of another, these two predictions are in conflict. 

Although intuitively appealing (students’ motivation and ability should affect their performance) 

predictions that focus solely on a given student and disregard the motivations and talents of the 

rest of the class are inherently flawed. 

To examine this account of the upward mobility bias, we asked participants to predict the 

relative performance of a focal target in various settings, including athletics (Studies 3 and 5A), 

academia (Studies 4, 5B, 6, 7A, and 7B), and employment (Study 8). Participants considered an 

individual (or team of individuals) previously ranked high or low in the domain in question and 

were asked to predict the future ranking of that same individual (or team). In line with the 

upward mobility bias, we predicted that participants would see a rise in ranking as more likely 

than a decline. We predicted that this would be the case both when participants might be 

interested in seeing the targets succeed (Study 3) and when they likely had no rooting interest 

(Studies 4-8).  Furthermore, we predicted that this effect would result from participants’ 



42 
 

overreliance on the attributes of the target of prediction, especially the target’s perceived 

motivation. Among the consequences of this focus on the target’s motivation, we predicted that 

incremental “theorists,” who believe that traits and abilities are subject to change and who prize 

and attend to effort (Dweck, 1999), would be especially prone to the upward mobility bias. 

 

Study 3: National Football League (NFL) Rankings 

We first asked participants to predict performance in a domain in which rankings and 

relative assessments are ubiquitous: sports. We examined whether sports fans, who are presumed 

to know a lot about different teams and are familiar with the relativity of performance, would 

predict that a team near the bottom of the standings is more likely to rise in ranking than a team 

near the top of the standings is to drop. We asked discussants in an on-line sports forum to assess 

the future standing of NFL teams based on their past standing. We predicted that participants 

would exhibit an upward mobility bias and assign a higher likelihood of low-ranked teams rising 

in rankings than high-ranked teams dropping in them. 

Method 

Participants. Sixty-nine participants (1 female, Mage=24.26), recruited from a popular 

NFL fan forum,
5
 volunteered for this study.  

Materials and Procedure. Several times each year, the popular sports network ESPN 

publishes a “power ranking” of the 32 National Football League (NFL) teams based on the 

assessments of its sports analysts.  Ten days following the publication of ESPN’s post-NFL-draft 

power ranking (May 23
rd

, 2014), participants were presented with the rank assigned to eight 

                                                           
5
 http://www.reddit.com/r/nfl/ 
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teams and asked to predict each team’s ranking at the end of the following season. To simplify 

their task, participants were asked to assess the likelihood that next year a given team would 

finish among the top or bottom 16 of the league. For example, some participants estimated the 

likelihood that the Seattle Seahawks (ranked #1) would either remain in the top 16 of the league 

or drop to the bottom 16.  The eight teams were presented randomly, such that each participant 

predicted the performance of one team from the top 4 teams, one team from the second 4 (places 

5-8), one team from the third 4 (places 9-12), and so forth.
6
 For each participant, the teams in the 

top and bottom halves of the rankings were matched to be equally distant from the middle rank. 

For example, participants who predicted the future standing of the Seattle Seahawks (ranked #1), 

the New Orleans Saints (#5), the Philadelphia Eagles (#9) and the Baltimore Ravens (#13) also 

predicted the future standing of the Cleveland Browns (#32), the Washington Redskins (#28), the 

Miami Dolphins (#24) and the Detroit Lions (#20). Participants typed their percentage estimates 

of the likelihood of a given team ending up in the bottom half and top half of the rankings and 

were unable to proceed if the sum did not equal 100%. 

After eliciting their predictions, we assessed participants’ interest in football with 3 

questions: “To what extent do you consider yourself a football fan?” (1- I don’t consider myself 

a fan at all, 5-I am an avid fan), “To what extent do you follow the NFL?” (1-Not at all, 5-Very 

much so), and “To what extent do you care about the outcomes of games in the NFL?” (1-Not at 

all, 5-Very much so). We averaged these questions to create an index of participants’ interest in 

football (Cronbach’s α=0.84). As expected given the subject pool, all but 2 participants rated 

themselves as extremely avid fans (M = 4.72, SD = 0.47).  

 

                                                           
6
 Participants were randomly presented with eight teams drawn from one of the following four sets: (#1, #5, #9, #13, 

#20, #24, #28, #32) , (#2, #6, #10, #14, #19, #23, #27, #31), (#3, #7, #11, #15, #18, #22, #26, #30) or (#4, #8, #12, 

#16, #27, #21, #25, #29). 
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Results 

 We averaged participants’ likelihood estimates for the four low-ranking and the four 

high-ranking teams to create composite measures of the anticipated likelihood of a rise in 

ranking and a drop in ranking, respectively. For the rise in ranking measure, we averaged 

participants’ estimates that each of the four teams from the bottom 16 of the current power 

rankings (places 17-32) would rise to the top 16 the following year. For the drop in ranking 

measure, we averaged participants’ estimates that each of the four teams from the top 16 of the 

current rankings (places 1-16) would drop to the bottom 16 the following year.  

Consistent with our hypothesis, participants exhibited an upward mobility bias in their 

predictions of teams’ rankings from one year to the next. Participants estimated that a team 

previously ranked in the bottom half of the league would be significantly more likely to rise to 

the top half of the rankings (M = 33.93%, SD = 10.83) than a team ranked in the top half would 

be to drop to the bottom half (M = 28.91%, SD = 10.80), t(68) = 2.99, p < .005. This was most 

pronounced for teams farthest from the middle of the pack. Despite being equally distant from 

the mid-rank, participants thought that a team ranked in the bottom 4 of the league was 

significantly more likely to rise to the top 16 (M = 25.41%, SD = 23.49) than a team ranked in 

the top 4
 
 was to drop to the bottom 16 (M = 12.78%, SD = 18.05), t(68) = 5.07, p < .0001. They 

also thought that a team ranked 25th-28th was more likely to rise to the top 16 (M = 27.68%, SD 

= 16.75) than a team ranked 5th-8th
 
was to drop to the bottom 16 (M = 21.88%, SD = 16.77), 

t(68) = 2.08, p < .05. Participants’ estimates for the teams ranked 21-24 and 9-12 and the teams 

ranked 17-20 and 13-16 did not differ significantly from reach other.
7
  

 

                                                           
7
 Not surprisingly, given that there was so little variability in the measures of participants’ interest in the NFL, 

interest in professional football did not qualify any of our results. 
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Study 4: Business School Rankings 

Participants in Study 3 exhibited an upward mobility bias in predictions of performance 

in the NFL: they estimated that low-ranked teams are more likely to rise in the standings than 

high-ranked teams are to drop. Of course, this is impossible: given that NFL standings are a zero-

sum game, the rise of one team requires the drop of another. It is noteworthy that participants 

exhibited this bias even though they predicted the performance of specific teams (e.g., the Saints 

and Dolphins) rather than abstract entities (the “5
th

 ranked” and “24
th

 ranked” teams) and despite 

making several predictions (which should highlight the relativity of each team’s performance).  

In Study 4, we examined the robustness of these findings and addressed a potential 

artifact in Study 3. It is likely that participants (who were avid football fans) were reluctant to 

indicate that their favorite team would drop in the rankings. To the extent that participants were 

likely to invest psychologically in winners and root for teams ranked at the top of the league, 

they may have inflated their estimates of highly-ranked teams staying at the top out of self-

interest. Indeed, when asked about their favorite NFL team, 69% of participants listed a team in 

the top half of the league, and 37% named a team in the Top 4. Therefore, the upward mobility 

bias found in Study 3 may have been the result of participants’ unwillingness to imagine their 

team dropping in rankings (rather than a general tendency to posit a great deal of movement 

upwards on the part of lower-ranked teams). In Study 4, we examined predictions in a domain in 

which participants had little or no prior exposure to the entities in question and were unlikely to 

have much of a rooting interest in their rankings.  

Method 

Participants. One hundred six Mechanical Turk participants (62 females, Mage=35.30) 

completed the study in exchange for modest monetary compensation. 



46 
 

Materials and Procedure. Every two years, Bloomberg Businessweek magazine 

publishes its ranking of the top full-time MBA programs in the United States, based on past and 

present students’ satisfaction with their education, the views of corporate recruiters, and statistics 

such as a school’s placement record in top firms. Participants were presented with the rankings 

of the Top 20 business schools as ranked in 2012. They were also informed of each program’s 

cost, enrollment, geographical location, and current dean. They were reminded of the importance 

of such rankings in influencing applicants’ enrollment decisions and were asked to predict the 

schools’ 2014 rankings. To engage participants in the prediction task, they were asked to 

consider the factors that are likely to play a role in determining the future ranking of the school. 

Participants were then given time to type their thoughts about whatever factors seemed important 

to them before continuing to the prediction task. 

After reviewing the rankings and the information about each school, participants 

estimated the likelihood that a given school’s standing would change from one ranking to the 

next. Specifically, participants were asked to assess the likelihood that a given school would 

finish among the top 5, the second 5, the third 5, or the bottom 5 of the rankings in 2014 based 

on its rank in 2012. For example, participants who were presented with the University of 

Chicago (ranked #1) were asked to estimate the likelihood that it would either remain in the top 5 

or drop to each of the other quadrants in the rankings. Participants were randomly presented with 

two schools: one school from the top 10 and one from the bottom 10 of the rankings. They typed 

their percentage estimates of the likelihood of a given school ending up in each of the quadrants, 

and were unable to proceed if the sum did not equal 100%. 
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Results 

 Each participant made two sets of predictions – one for a high-ranking school and one 

for a low-ranking school. We therefore computed for each participant two likelihood assessments 

– that a school in the bottom 10 would rise to the top 10 and that a school in the top 10 would 

drop to the bottom 10. For the rise in ranking measure, we summed participants’ estimates that a 

school from the bottom 10 (i.e., ranks 11-20) would rise to either the top 5 or the second 5 in the 

rankings. For the drop in ranking measure, we summed participants’ estimates that a school from 

the top 10 would either drop to the third 5 or the bottom 5.  

Participants exhibited an upward mobility bias in their predictions of business school 

rankings. They estimated that a school previously ranked in the bottom 10 would be significantly 

more likely to rise to the top 10 (M = 27.21%, SD = 20.86) than a school ranked in the top 10 

would be to drop to the bottom 10 (M = 16.05 %, SD = 17.87), t(105) = 4.68, p < .0001. 

Furthermore, despite being equally distant from the middle rank, participants believed that a 

school ranked in the bottom 5 (16
th

-20
th

) would be significantly more likely to rise to the top 10 

(M = 23.30 %, SD = 22.42) than a school ranked in the top 5
 
would be to drop to the bottom 10 

(M = 9.21%, SD = 12.13), t(32) = 3.22, p < .005, and that a school ranked in the third 5 (11
th

-

15
th

) would be more likely to rise to the top 10 (M = 34.92, SD = 20.61) than a school ranked in 

the second 5 (6
th

-10
th

) would be to drop to the bottom 10 (M = 20.92, SD = 17.10), t(24) = 2.93, 

p < .01.  

 

Studies 5A and 5B 

 Studies 3 and 4 provided support for the upward mobility bias in predictions of relative 

performance. When predicting the future standing of NFL teams or MBA programs, participants 
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considered a rise in ranking to be more likely than a decline. In both cases, participants had quite 

a bit of information about the targets in question.  Participants in Study 3 were avid NFL fans 

and likely knew a great deal about the personnel and off-season personnel changes of the 

different NFL teams.  Participants in Study 4 were given detailed information about the top 20 

MBA programs in the country.  This information may have facilitated the upward mobility bias 

by enabling people’s tendency to process information in ways that confirm preconceived notions 

(Cohen, 1981; Gilovich, 1991; Lord et al.1979).  That is, participants may have selectively 

attended to the information about the team or school whose ranking they were asked to predict 

and construed it in ways that implied a rise in ranking. For example, when asked to predict the 

performance of a school with a high enrollment rate, participants may have seen the enrollment 

as a signal of the school’s popularity and therefore as supportive of its likely rise in ranking. 

However, when asked to predict the performance of a school with a low enrollment rate, 

participants may have treated that piece of information as indicative of the school’s selectivity 

and therefore as similarly implying a rise in ranking.  

Although biased processing of specific items of information may play some role in the 

upward mobility bias, we don’t believe it is the main determinant. Instead, we argue that the bias 

is mainly due to people’s overreliance on the target’s motivation. When predicting the 

performance of a low-ranked team, school, or individual, people are likely to focus on its drive to 

succeed and therefore believe that it is likely to rise in the rankings. In contrast, when predicting 

the performance of a high-ranked team, school, or individual, people are likely to focus on its 

drive to remain successful and therefore believe that it is likely to remain near the top of the 

rankings. Indeed, when an entity experiences a drop in rank, it is generally despite its efforts, not 

because of them.  If such a narrow focus on motivation is the driving force behind the upward 
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mobility bias, then the bias should still be present when predicting the performance of abstract 

entities—those about whom one has no concrete, detailed knowledge.  We tested this idea in 

Studies 5A and 5B. Participants in Study 5A predicted the future rankings of sport teams based 

on their past standings. Unlike Study 3, these predictions were made about abstract entities (e.g., 

the 11
th

 ranked team) and hence in the absence of any detailed information about the team in 

question. Study 5B was a conceptual replication in the domain of class standing.  

 

Study 5A: National Basketball League (NBA) Rankings 

Method 

Participants. One hundred eighty-eight Mechanical Turk participants (100 females, 

Mage=35.41) completed the study in exchange for modest monetary compensation. 

Materials and Procedure. The National Basketball Association (NBA) has 30 teams that, 

at the end of each regular season, can be ranked according to win-loss record (which is done, for 

example, to help establish the order in which teams can draft collegiate and eligible foreign 

players). Participants were asked to estimate the probability that a team’s ranking would differ 

from one season to the next. To control for the strength of the teams participants were asked to 

consider, we specifically drew their attention to teams ranked in the top or bottom tertiles. In the 

rise in ranking condition, participants were asked to estimate the likelihood that a team ranked 

30
th

, 26
th,

 or 21
st
 one year would either remain in the bottom 10 of the league or rise to the middle 

or top 10 the following year. In the drop in ranking condition, participants were asked to 

estimate the likelihood that a team ranked 1
st
, 5

th,
 or 10

th
 in one year would either remain in the 

top 10 or drop to the middle or bottom 10 the following year. Note that teams ranked 1
st
 and 30

th
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are equidistant from the middle 10 of the league, as are teams ranked 5
th

 and 26
th

, and teams 

ranked 10
th

 and 21
st
. Participants typed their percentage estimates, and were unable to proceed if 

their estimates about each team did not sum to100%. 

After eliciting their predictions, we assessed participants’ interest in basketball with 3 

questions: “To what extent do you consider yourself a basketball fan?” (1 - I don’t consider 

myself a fan at all, 5 - I am an avid fan), “To what extent do you follow the NBA?” (1- Not at all, 

5- Very much so), and “To what extent do you care about the outcomes of games in the NBA?” 

(1 - Not at all, 5 - Very much so). We averaged these questions to create an index of interest in 

the NBA (Cronbach’s α=0.95).  

Results 

We summed participants’ estimates of the likelihood that a team’s standing would differ 

from one year to the next. In the rise in ranking conditions, we summed participants’ estimates 

that a team previously ranked in the bottom 10 (ranked 30
th

, 26
th

 or 21
st
) would be ranked in the 

middle or top 10 in the following year. In the drop in ranking conditions, we summed 

participants’ estimates that a team previously ranked in the top 10 (ranked 1
st
, 5

th
 or 10

th
) would 

be ranked in the middle or bottom 10.  

Replicating the findings from Studies 3 and 4, participants exhibited an upward mobility 

bias in their predictions of teams’ ranking from one year to the next. As shown in Figure 4, 

participants estimated that a team previously ranked 30
th 

(M = 53.62%, SD = 21.07), 26
th

 (M = 

50.96%, SD = 20.35) or 21
st
 (M = 59.19 %, SD = 19.02) would be significantly more likely to 

rise in the rankings than a team ranked 1
st
 (M = 43.71%, SD = 25.84), 5

th
 (M = 41.78%, SD = 

16.89) or 10
th

 (M = 48.30%, SD = 16.98) would be to drop in the rankings. A planned contrast 

between the three rise in ranking estimates and the three drop in ranking estimates was 
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significant, F(1,182) = 11.23, p = .001.  Furthermore, despite being equally distant from the 

middle 10, participants believed that a team ranked 21
st
 (M = 41.15%, SD = 17.13) was 

significantly more likely to move to the middle 10 than a team ranked 10
th 

(M = 31.45%, SD = 

10.79), F(1, 182) = 7.93, p = .005, that a team ranked 26
th

 (M = 32.08%, SD = 11.36) was 

marginally more likely to do so than a team ranked 5
th 

(M = 25.94%, SD = 10.43), F(1, 182) = 

3.03, p = .08, and that a team ranked 30
th

 (M = 37.50%, SD = 17.36) was significantly more 

likely to do so than a team ranked 1
st  

(M = 26.22%, SD = 15.19), F(1, 182) = 10.02, p = .002. 

These effects remained unchanged after controlling for participants’ self-reported interest in the 

NBA.  

 

 Figure 4. Perceived likelihood of a rise/drop in NBA rankings by previous season ranking (Study 

5A).  

 

Study 5B: Class Standing 

Method 

Participants. One hundred twenty-two Cornell University undergraduates (96 females, 

Mage=19.75) participated for extra credit in their psychology and human development courses.  
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Materials and Procedure. Participants were asked to estimate the probability that a 

student’s grade would differ from one exam to the next. Specifically, participants were asked to 

imagine a course in which 30 students were graded on a curve, such that the top 10 students on 

each exam receive an A, the middle 10 receive a B, and the bottom 10 receive a C. They then 

estimated the likelihood of a student with a particular grade on the first exam receiving each of 

the three grades on the second exam. In the rise in ranking condition, participants estimated the 

likelihood that a randomly selected student who received a C on the first exam would receive an 

A, B, or C on the second exam. In the drop in ranking condition, participants estimated the 

likelihood that a randomly selected student who received an A on the first exam would receive 

each of the three grades on the second exam. Participants wrote their estimates in percentages, 

with a written reminder that they should total 100%.
8
  

Results 

In the rise in ranking condition, we summed participants’ estimates that a student who 

received a C on the midterm would do better (receive an A or B) on the final; in the drop in 

ranking condition, we summed participants’ estimates that a student who received an A on the 

midterm would do worse (receive a B or C) on the final.  

As expected, participants exhibited an upward mobility bias, estimating that a rise in 

ranking is significantly more likely than a decline. Whereas participants in the rise in ranking 

condition estimated that a student who was previously at the bottom 10 of the class had a 56% 

(SD = 12.35) chance of rising to the middle 10 or higher, participants in the drop in ranking 

condition estimated that a student who was previously in the top 10 had only a 43% (SD = 15.69) 

chance of dropping to the middle 10 or lower, t(117) = 4.91, p  < .0001. Furthermore, despite 

                                                           
8
 Three participants’ likelihood assessments exceeded 100%. Since these participants either did not understand or 

did not pay attention to the directions, we excluded their data from the analyses. 
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being equally distant from the middle 10, participants believed that a randomly selected student 

from the bottom 10 had a 35% (SD = 8.29) chance of rising to the middle 10 (i.e., receive a B 

following a C), but that a student from the top 10 had only a 28% (SD = 7.98) chance of 

dropping to the same middle third, t(117) = 4.75, p  < .0001.
9
  

 

Study 6: An Alternative Account to the Upward Mobility Bias 

 Studies 5A and 5B testify to the robustness of the upward mobility bias by showing that it 

occurs even when participants do not have any detailed information about the target entities in 

question and are estimating the performance of abstract targets (e.g., the 11
th

 ranked team). 

Participants estimated that low-ranked teams (Study 5A) and students (5B) were significantly 

more likely to rise in the rankings than high-ranked targets were to drop.  

We contend that the upward mobility bias is due to a kind of attribute substitution: that 

people’s lay theory of motivation—that most people strive to improve a weak performance but 

don't strive to get worse—is highly accessible and is all-but substituted for the difficult 

assessment of how the person or team in question will stack up to the competition.  An 

alternative account of this bias is that people simply anchor on the most salient position in any 

ranking—the top position—and insufficiently adjust from it (Epley & Gilovich, 2001, 2006; 

                                                           
9
 Because participants were asked to estimate the likelihood that a student would receive each of the three grades (A, 

B, or C), it could be that we inadvertently cued them to think about performance in the classroom in absolute rather 

than relative terms. We therefore replicated this study with minor changes. We presented 148 Mechanical Turk 

participants (81 females, Mage=33.92) with a similar scenario, but rather than having them predict a random 

student’s grade, they were asked to predict the student’s ranking on the second exam based on her ranking in the 

first exam (e.g., given that a student was ranked in the bottom 10, what is the likelihood that she will rise to the 

middle 10). The instructions made no reference to specific grades. Participants still exhibited an upward mobility 

bias, estimating that a student from the bottom 10 had a 51% (SD = 19.88) chance of rising to the middle 10 or 

higher, but that a student from the top 10 had only a 35% (SD = 21.44) chance of dropping to the middle 10 or lower 

t(146) = 4.56, p < .0001. 
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Tversky & Kahneman, 1974). That is, the salience of “1” or “top” exerts a pull on people’s 

estimates of rising and declining in ranking, leading the former to be higher than the latter.  

We tested this alternative account in Study 6 by manipulating the desirability of rising in 

ranking. Being highly-ranked is often desirable. It is desirable for a country to be ranked high in 

per capita income, for a university to be ranked high in terms of Nobel Prize winners, or for a 

basketball team to be ranked high in assists. In those circumstances, the upward mobility bias 

can be explained both by an anchoring account as well as an attribute substitution account.  But 

sometimes a drop in ranking is more desirable. It is not desirable for a country to be ranked high 

in corruption, for a university to be ranked high in sexual assault charges, or for a basketball 

team to be ranked high in turnovers.  In these circumstances, the two accounts make different 

predictions.   

According to the anchoring account, people anchor on the top rank and insufficiently 

adjust from it, leading to estimates of a rise that are higher than estimates of a decline both when 

a rise in ranking is desirable and when it is not. In contrast, the desirability of a rise in ranking is 

critical to the attribute substitution account. When being highly-ranked is undesirable, the 

relevant targets are motivated to drop in ranking. Therefore, when it comes to “undesirable” 

rankings, people should see a drop in ranking as more likely than a rise. In Study 6, we tested 

this prediction by examining whether participants would see a rise in ranking as more likely than 

a decline only when a rise is desirable.  
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Method 

Participants. One hundred twenty six Mechanical Turk participants (59 females, 61 

males, 6 unspecified, Mage=33.89) completed the study in exchange for modest monetary 

compensation. 

Materials and Procedure. Participants were asked to estimate the probability that a 

student’s absentee rate would differ from one half of the semester to the next. Specifically, 

participants were asked to imagine a class of 30 students in which the teacher kept track of the 

students’ number of absences. To examine the two accounts of the upward mobility bias, we 

manipulated the desirability of being highly-ranked. In the desirable-ranking condition, 

participants were told that the rankings ranged from the students with the least absences (top 10) 

to those with the most (bottom 10). Therefore, to get good grades, the students “try to rise in the 

rankings by minimizing their absences.” In the undesirable-ranking condition, participants were 

told that the rankings ranged from students with the most absences (top 10) to those with the 

least (bottom 10). In this condition, participants read that to get good grades the students “try to 

drop in the rankings by minimizing their absences.”  

We crossed ranking desirability with direction of prediction in a 2x2 between-subjects 

design. In the rise in ranking condition, participants were asked to assess the likelihood that a 

randomly selected student who was in the bottom 10 of the class in absences in the first half of 

the semester would rank in each third of the distribution on the second half. In the drop in 

ranking condition, participants assessed the likelihood that a randomly selected student in the top 

10 of the class would rank in each third of the distribution on the second half.  
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If the upward mobility bias is due to participants anchoring on the top rank, then the 

desirability of being highly-ranked should be irrelevant to predictions of future absences. 

However, if the bias is due to overweighting the impact of the target’s motivation to better his or 

her standing, the desirability of being highly-ranked should significantly influence participants’ 

estimates.  

Results 

In the rise in ranking condition, we computed a measure of estimated likelihood of 

change in the student’s ranking by summing participants’ estimates that a student who previously 

ranked at the bottom 10 would rank in the middle 10 or higher.  In the drop in ranking condition, 

we summed their estimates that a student who had previously ranked in the top 10 would rank in 

the middle 10 or lower.   

As expected, the interaction between condition (desirable-ranking vs. undesirable-

ranking) and direction of change (rise or decline) was significant, F(1, 125) = 10.82, p = .001 

(see Figure 5). When a rise in ranking was desirable, participants estimated that a rise in ranking 

(M = 53.61%, SD = 19.85) is more likely than a decline (M = 37.33%, SD = 24.22), t(125) = 

2.83, p = .005. In contrast, when a rise in ranking was undesirable, participants exhibited the 

opposite pattern, estimating that a drop in ranking (M = 45.42%, SD = 26.44) is marginally more 

likely than a rise (M = 34.79%, SD = 20.01), t(125) = 1.82, p = .07.  Although these data indicate 

that anchoring may indeed play a role in predictions of this sort—strengthening the upward 

mobility bias in the desirable-ranking condition and weakening it in the undesirable-ranking 

condition—they cast doubt on a simple anchoring account of the bias documented in the studies 

we report here.  The significant interaction provides clear support for the attribution substitution 

account.   
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Figure 5. Perceived likelihood of a rise/drop in ranking when a rise in ranking is desirable (desirable-

ranking condition) and undesirable (undesirable-ranking condition) (Study 6). 

 

Studies 7A and 7B 

  Another alternative account of the upward mobility bias is that people are simply 

motivated to think that positive events are more likely than negative events. Because a rise in 

ranking is a more positive event than a decline, participants may be eager to see the former as 

more likely than the latter, even when they have no attachment to the school (Study 4), team 

(Study 5A), or student (Studies 5B and 6) in question.  

We test this alternative account in the following studies by manipulating the amount of 

control the target has over the outcome in question (Study 7A) and the motivation to exercise 

that control (Study 7B). If participants are merely being optimistic in thinking that a rise in 

ranking is more likely than a decline, they should be equally likely to exhibit this bias both when 

a person can exert considerable control over her performance and when control is limited. A rise 

in ranking is a positive outcome in either context. However, if the upward mobility bias is due, as 

we claim, to overweighting the target’s motivation, participants should only exhibit the bias 

when motivation is seen as both high and relevant to performance. In Studies 7A and 7B, we 
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predicted that participants would see a rise in ranking as more likely than a decline only when 

the target of prediction is willing and able to influence the outcome. 

 

Study 7A: Influence of Perceived Control on Predictions of Student Performance 

Method 

Participants. One hundred three Mechanical Turk participants (47 females, Mage=32.21) 

completed the study in exchange for modest monetary compensation. 

Materials and Procedure. As in Study 5B, participants estimated the probability that a 

student’s grade would differ from one exam to another. However, we manipulated the student’s 

perceived control over her performance. In the high-control condition, participants were told that 

the second exam was administered a month following the first one, that “the students have a lot 

of extra time to study between the first and the second exam,” and that the available time is 

“more than enough for the students to rehearse the material again and make sure they know 

everything.” In the low-control condition, participants were told that the second exam was 

administered the day following the first exam, that “the students do not have extra time to study 

between the first and the second exam,” and that the available time is “not enough for the 

students to rehearse the material again and make sure that they know everything. All the students 

can do is hope that the exam on the second day will not include things they didn't know on the 

first day.” In the rise in ranking condition, participants were then asked to assess the likelihood 

that a randomly selected student who was in the bottom 10 of the class on the first exam would 

rank in each third of the distribution on the second exam. In the drop in ranking condition, 
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participants assessed the likelihood that a randomly selected student who was in the top 10 on the 

first exam would rank in each third of the distribution on the second exam.  

If the upward mobility bias is due to participants wanting to see success as more likely 

than failure, the timing of the two exams should be irrelevant to estimates of relative 

performance. Participants should want a student who did poorly on the first exam to do better on 

the second one (rise in ranking condition) and a student who already did well on the first exam to 

keep doing well (drop in ranking condition).  However, if the bias is due to overweighting the 

impact of the target’s motivation, the timing of the two exams is highly relevant. Participants 

should see a rise in ranking as more likely than a decline only when outcomes are (at least partly) 

within the target’s control. When the target’s ability to affect her performance is limited (e.g., 

when she doesn’t have enough time to learn from her mistakes on the first exam), participants 

should think of a rise and decline in rankings as equally likely.   

Results 

As before, we computed a measure of change in ranking by averaging participants’ 

estimates of the likelihood that a student would receive a grade that ranked her in a different 

third of the class than where she ranked on the previous exam. In the rise in ranking condition, 

we summed participants’ estimates that a student who previously ranked at the bottom 10 would 

rank in the middle 10 or higher.  In the drop in ranking condition, we summed their estimates 

that a student who had previously ranked in the top 10 would rank in the middle 10 or lower.   

As expected, participants exhibited the upward mobility bias only when the students were 

assumed to have considerable control over their performance on the second exam. When the 

students could exert control over their performance (the two exams were separated by a month, 
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allowing motivated students to practice the material), participants thought that rising from the 

bottom 10 of the class to the middle 10 or higher was significantly more likely (M = 60.53%, SD 

= 19.67) than dropping from the top 10 to the middle 10 or lower (M = 34.89%, SD = 19.68), 

t(102) = 4.99, p  <  .0001. However, when the students’ ability to determine their performance 

was limited (the two exams were on consecutive days, thus constraining the students’ ability to 

study the material), participants did not think that rising from the bottom 10 was significantly 

more likely (M = 41.65%, SD = 19.99) than dropping from the top 10 (M = 35.17%, SD = 

21.15), t(102) = 1.05, ns.  The interaction between condition (high vs. low control) and direction 

of change (rise or decline) was significant, F(1,99) = 5.66, p = .02. 

  

Study 7B: Influence of Perceived Motivation on Predictions of Student Performance 

 In Study 7A we manipulated the amount of control targets had over their performance 

and found that the upward mobility bias was evident only when participants thought the targets 

could influence their standing. In Study 7B, we manipulated the target’s motivation to control 

her standing. We maintain that the upward mobility bias results from overweighting the impact 

of the target’s motivation. Therefore, we predicted that participants would only exhibit the bias 

when they thought the target’s motivation to influence her standing was high.  

Method 

Participants. One hundred twenty-two Mechanical Turk participants (75 females, 

Mage=33.48) completed the study in exchange for modest monetary compensation. 

Materials and Procedure. As before, participants estimated the probability that a 

student’s grade would differ from one exam to the next. However, we manipulated participants’ 
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sense of the student’s motivation by altering the stakes involved in the second exam. In the high-

stakes condition, participants were told that the students were “about to graduate and look for a 

job” and that they were convinced that their final grades play a large role in their employment 

prospects. In contrast, in the low-stakes condition, participants were told that the students had 

already sent out all their job applications and therefore were convinced that their performance on 

the second exam wouldn’t influence their prospects. In the rise in ranking condition, participants 

were then asked to assess the likelihood that a randomly selected student who was in the bottom 

10 of the class on the first exam would rank in each third of the distribution on the second exam. 

In the drop in ranking condition, participants assessed the likelihood that a randomly selected 

student who was in the top 10 on the first exam would rank in each third of the distribution on 

the second exam.  

Results 

We summed participants’ estimates of the likelihood that a student would receive a grade 

that ranked her in a different third of the class than where she ranked on the previous exam. As 

expected, participants exhibited the upward mobility bias only when the students were assumed 

to be highly motivated to succeed (Figure 6). When the stakes for the second exam were high 

(i.e., the students believed their job prospects depended on their final grade), participants thought 

that rising from the bottom 10 of the class to the middle 10 or higher was significantly more 

likely (M = 60.81%, SD = 18.19) than dropping from the top 10 to the middle 10 or lower (M = 

34.48%, SD = 21.24), t(121) = 4.85, p  <  .0001. However, when the stakes were low (i.e., the 

students believed their final grade would not influence their job prospects), participants did not 

think that rising from the bottom 10 was significantly more likely (M = 49.80%, SD = 25.82) 

than dropping from the top 10 (M = 41.36%, SD = 23.43), t(121) = 1.42, ns.  The interaction 
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between condition (high vs. low stakes) and direction of change (rise or decline) was significant, 

F(1,118) = 4.95, p = .03.  

 

Figure 6. Perceived likelihood of a rise/drop in class rankings when the motivation is low (low-stakes 

condition) and high (high-stakes condition) (Study 7B). 

 

Study 8: Implicit Personality Theory and Predictions of Employee Performance 

Studies 7A and 7B provided support for an attribute substitution account of the upward 

mobility bias. Only when performance was seen as within the focal individual’s control, and only 

when the individual was seen as highly motivated to exercise that control, did participants 

estimate that a rise in ranking was more likely than a decline.  Of course, people vary in the 

degree to which they focus on (and attribute behavior to) motivation, variability that is likely to 

have implications for the strength of the upward mobility bias.  Researchers have documented 

considerable variability in the extent to which people believe abilities are stable, and 

consequently differ in the role they ascribe to effort in influencing performance (Dweck, 1999; 

Hong et al., 1999). Whereas entity theorists tend to believe that personal attributes are relatively 

fixed (agreeing with such statements as “People can do things differently, but the important parts 

of who they are can't really be changed” and “As much as I hate to admit it, you can't teach an 

old dog new tricks”), incremental theorists are more likely to believe that ability is malleable and 
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subject to change due to effort (Dweck, 1999). We therefore designed Study 8 to examine 

whether a person’s implicit personality theory or “mindset” influences the likelihood that they 

would exhibit an upward mobility bias. More specifically, we examined whether the bias is more 

pronounced for incremental theorists than for entity theorists. We also wanted to further test the 

pervasiveness of the bias by seeing whether it exists in yet another domain—sales performance. 

Method 

Participants. One hundred six Mechanical Turk participants (71 females, 1 unspecified, 

Mage=33.18) completed the study in exchange for modest monetary compensation. 

Materials and Procedure. Participants read a scenario describing a retail store in which 

30 salespeople were ranked at the end of each month according to their sales, with the top 10 

receiving a bonus. They then estimated the likelihood that an employee’s ranking would differ 

from one month to the next. In the rise in ranking condition, participants estimated the likelihood 

that an employee who was in the bottom 10 the previous month would rank in each third of the 

distribution the next month. In the drop in ranking condition, participants estimated the 

likelihood that an employee who was previously ranked in the top 10 would rank in each third of 

the distribution the next month.  

Following their predictions, participants completed a measure of implicit personality 

theory (Dweck, 1999). They indicated their agreement with eight statements (e.g., “the kind of 

person someone is, is something very basic about them that can't be changed very much”, 

“everyone is a certain type of person, and there is not much that can be done to really change 

that”), presented in a different random order for each participant, on a 6-point scale (1-strongly 

disagree, 6-strongly agree). We reverse-scored the four entity items and averaged them with the 

incremental items to create an incrementalist composite (Cronbach’s α=0.88; Levy et al., 1998). 
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Results 

We summed participants’ estimates of the likelihood that an employee’s ranking would 

differ from one month to the next. In the rise in ranking condition, we summed the estimates that 

an employee who previously ranked in the bottom 10 would rank in the middle 10 or higher. In 

the drop in ranking condition, we summed participants’ estimates that an employee who 

previously ranked in the top 10 would subsequently rank in the middle 10 or lower. 

Participants exhibited an upward mobility bias, giving higher estimates of the likelihood 

of a rise in ranking than a decline. Whereas participants in the rise in ranking condition thought 

that an employee who was previously in the bottom 10 in sales had a 56% (SD = 18.88) chance 

of rising to the middle 10 or higher, participants in the drop in ranking condition thought that an 

employee who was previously in the top 10 had only a 40% (SD = 15.84) chance of dropping to 

the middle 10 or lower, t(104) = 4.74, p  < .0001.  Furthermore, whereas participants believed 

that a randomly selected employee from the bottom 10 had a 34% (SD = 11.37) chance of rising 

to the middle 10, they thought that an employee from the top 10 had only a 26% (SD = 8.25) 

chance of dropping to the same third, t(104) = 4.15, p  < .0001.  

As predicted, the interaction between condition (rise vs. drop in ranking) and 

participants’ personality mindset was significant, F(3,102) = 5.13, p = .006. Figure 7 presents the 

estimated predictions for any participant scoring 1 standard deviation above and below the mean 

on the mindset measure (Aiken & West, 1991). As can be seen, high incremental theorists were 

significantly more likely to exhibit the upward mobility bias than low incremental theorists. High 

incremental theorists thought that a rise in ranking is significantly more likely than a drop in 

ranking, t(102) = 5.39, p < .001, but no such tendency was observed for low incremental 
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theorists, t(102) = 1.39, p = .17. It thus appears that the belief that performance is malleable and 

subject to one’s effort plays a role in the upward mobility bias.  

 

 

Figure 7. Perceived likelihood of a rise/drop in employee rankings by participants’ personality 

mindset (entity/incremental) at +/- 1SD (Study 8). 

 

General Discussion 

Eight studies provided consistent evidence of an upward mobility bias in predictions of 

performance in competitive settings. Regardless of whether they were predicting athletic (Studies 

3 and 5A), academic (Studies 4, 5B, 6, 7A and 7B), or vocational (Study 8) performance, 

participants thought that a rise in ranking was significantly more likely than a decline. This bias 

is not the product of simple optimism or wishful thinking. Rather, we obtained evidence that the 

upward mobility bias is due to the emphasis given to a target’s motivation, and a relative 

disregard of contextual factors influencing the target’s standing, such as the likely performance 

of competitors. Only when an individual was seen as willing and able to influence her 

performance was a rise in ranking judged to be more likely than a decline. When an individual’s 

ability to control her own performance was limited or when she was seen as not sufficiently 

motivated to do so, a rise and fall in rankings were judged equally likely. Study 8 provided 
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evidence that some people are predictably more prone to this bias than others. Participants who 

consider ability to be malleable rather than stable (Dweck, 1999), and who are therefore more 

likely to emphasize motivation and effort in their predictions, indicated that a rise in ranking is 

more likely than a decline.  

Although the upward mobility bias results from entirely different psychological 

mechanisms, it bears some resemblance to the tendency for people to give more weight to 

facilitory than inhibitory factors in judgment.  Hansen and Hall (1985), for example, found that 

people are more likely to attribute the outcome of a competition to the strength of the winner 

than the weakness of the loser.  Similarly, people’s causal attributions tend to be more influenced 

by factors that promote a given action (e.g., taking a class because the professor is popular) than 

factors that inhibit it (e.g., it meets early in the morning; Newtson, 1974).  With respect to the 

upward mobility bias, people give great weight to a particular facilitory cause on the part of low-

ranked targets (their motivation to rise in ranking) while giving little or no weight to inhibitory 

causes acting on those who are already at the top (regression, the decline in motivation that often 

accompanies success).  

 The upward mobility bias may contribute to the pervasive tendency to root for the 

underdog. In competitive sports (Frazier & Snyder, 1991), horse racing (Griffith, 1949), business 

endeavors (Michniewicz & Vandello, 2013), political campaigns (Goldschmied & Vandello, 

2009), international relations (Vandello et al. 2007) and artistic competitions (Kim et al., 2008) 

people are often drawn to those who face long odds. The underdog bias has been attributed to the 

tendency to sympathize and identify with the struggle of competitors with low a-priori chances 

of winning (Kim et al., 2008) as well as to spectators’ motivation to remain engaged in the 

competition (Frazier & Snyder, 1991). But the upward mobility bias may play a role as well. As 
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we have shown, people are relatively sanguine about the likelihood of success for low-ranked 

individuals or teams. As long as the underdog is seen as sufficiently motivated to succeed, 

people believe that a rise in their rank is quite possible. Indeed, people generally expect low-

performing targets to take actions that better their performance, and hence improve their future 

standings (Lawrence & Makridakis, 1989; see also Lawrence et al., 2006). Thus, an inflated 

sense of the likelihood of future success may contribute to the appeal of rooting for the 

underdog.  Because people’s beliefs about a target’s motivation to improve is an important 

component of the upward mobility bias, it should be the case that the more salient an underdog’s 

motivation to succeed, the more likely it is that observers will overestimate its success and 

therefore be drawn to it.  

The psychological processes underlying the upward mobility bias no doubt contribute to 

people’s asymmetrical beliefs about upward and downward economic mobility. In previous work 

(Davidai & Gilovich, 2015a, Chapter 2 of this dissertation), we found that people believe that a 

person is more likely to move up the economic ladder than down. Whereas people overestimated 

the likelihood that an individual born to a family in the bottom income quintile would rise to the 

middle quintile or higher as an adult, they underestimated the likelihood of an individual born to 

a family in the top income quintile dropping to the middle quintile or lower. Consistent with the 

results of the present studies, people appear to overweight the impact of others’ motivation to 

better their life circumstances and underweight the strong situational factors that work against 

their efforts to do so. The upward mobility bias therefore may make it easier for people to accept 

considerable economic inequality because it leads to an inflated sense of how likely it is to better 

one’s economic position. 
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Conclusion and Future Research 

We have found that people believe that a rise in ranking is more likely than a decline, a 

belief that appears to be robust across a variety of domains.  It remains to be seen whether it 

generalizes across cultures as well. Because participants from interdependent cultures pay more 

attention to contextual factors than participants from independent cultures (Masuda & Nisbett, 

2001; Miyamoto et al., 2006), the former may give more weight to various impersonal causal 

influences, such as competitors’ motivation and ability, and therefore be less likely to exhibit the 

upward mobility bias.  At the same time, we have shown that people who hold an incremental 

theory of personality are more likely to fall prey to the bias. Given that people from more 

interdependent cultures are more likely to hold incremental beliefs regarding the malleability of 

personal attributes (Norenzayan et al., 2002), they may be more likely to exhibit the upward 

mobility bias. We therefore remain agnostic about the generalizability of this bias across cultures 

and urge further research to explore this question. 

To probe the generalizability of this bias, we had participants assess the likelihood that 

individuals or teams would move up or down in rankings when they had rich, detailed 

information about the targets (Studies 3 and 4) and when they did not (Studies 5-8).  However, 

our results do not imply that the upward mobility bias will trump all types of detailed 

information when predicting performance in competitive settings. Knowing that a student was 

often absent from class would probably affect predictions of her academic success in both 

absolute and relative terms, leading her to be seen as less likely to rise in ranking and more likely 

to drop. Note, however, that a student’s frequent absence from lectures should not in and of itself 

affect predictions of the student’s relative performance and is diagnostic only to the extent that it 

relays comparative information (e.g., the amount the student was absent relative to her peers). 
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However, as we noted above, people often substitute absolute assessments for relative ones (Klar 

& Giladi, 1997, 1999; Kruger & Burrus, 2004; Kruger et al., 2008; Moore, 2005; Windschitl et 

al., 2003). Therefore, when given specific information about a student’s lack of motivation (or 

ability), people may jump to an overly pessimistic conclusion that a drop in ranking is more 

likely than a rise. Devoid of this information, participants in our studies seemed to believe that 

competitors (e.g., students, NBA teams, employees, etc.) are motivated to succeed, and 

proceeded to overweight this assumption in their predictions, resulting in an upward mobility 

bias. 

Motivation is likely to be seen as especially relevant when there appears to be 

considerable room for improvement. People may therefore assign considerable weight to a 

lower-ranked target’s motivation because those ranked near the bottom have plenty of room for 

improvement. People may assign less weight to a higher-ranked target’s motivation because, as 

hard as such a target might try, there is relatively little room to improve. Future research might 

therefore examine whether the tendency to overweight a target’s motivation that we have 

documented in these studies is inversely related to a target’s ranking: the lower a target is ranked, 

the more weight people assign to the motivation to improve.  

It is also worth considering how the upward mobility bias may be influenced by the 

number of contestants in a competition. The difficulty of predicting a target’s relative 

performance is likely to increase with the number of competitors. As a result, the more 

competitors there are, the more likely it is that the target’s desire to move up or down in the 

rankings will be substituted for the likelihood that the target will do so. We would expect, then, 

that as the number of competitors increases, so should the belief that a rise in ranking is more 

likely than a decline.  
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Might it be beneficial to believe that a rise in ranking is more likely than a decline? To 

the extent that the upward mobility bias leads to inflated estimates of future success, it may 

increase engagement in competitions both as spectators and competitors. However, to the extent 

that people overestimate the probability of success of lower-ranking competitors, the bias can 

lead to post-competition disappointment. It is possible, therefore, that people are especially likely 

to exhibit the bias prior to the beginning of a competition, and gradually correct their predictions 

as more information about the competitors’ relative advantages and disadvantages is revealed. 

Given that information about a favorite NBA team is highly accessible and salient during pre-

season, a fan may be more likely to overestimate the team’s success before the season 

commences, when information about the strength of the team’s rivals is not as salient. However, 

as league play gets underway, information about other teams and their relative abilities and 

motivations may then command more attention, thereby reducing the bias. As fans of many 

struggling NBA franchises have been painfully shown, the prospect of rising in the league’s 

rankings can seem very likely right up until the tip-off on opening night.  
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Chapter 4 

The Tide that Lifts All Focal Boats:  

Asymmetric Predictions of Ascent and Descent in Rankings in the Absence of Motivation 

 

A popular oversimplification of Einstein’s theory of relativity is that everything is 

relative. Admittedly, most people’s knowledge of quantum physics is limited, but when 

observing human judgment and decision making, this oversimplification rings true. People 

constantly rely on relative comparisons to make sense of the world, searching for the bigger, 

stronger, and faster, rather than the big, strong, and fast (Festinger, 1954; Mussweiler, 2003; 

Suls, Martin, & Wheeler, 2002).  They turn to published rankings for information on the safest 

cities in which to live, the most prestigious schools to send their children, the best employers to 

work for, the most attractive destinations for summer vacations, or the most retirement-friendly 

states to spend the golden years. But how accurately do people make relative judgments? 

A large body of research has revealed various biases in comparative judgments. First, 

because people often have more information about some targets than others, their relative 

judgments are disproportionately influenced by what they know about the specific target at hand. 

For example, because people are rarely exposed to others’ thoughts and feelings, they believe 

that they spend more time than their peers thinking of their loved ones, feeling rushed, or craving 

certain foods (Kruger et al., 2008). And, because others’ knowledge is less accessible than one’s 

own knowledge, people tend to believe they do better than others in easy trivia competitions, but 

worse than others in difficult competitions (Moore & Cain, 2007; Moore & Small, 2007).  
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Second, even when they have equal amounts of information about all targets, people 

access different types of information when making relative judgments—considering case-

specific information when thinking about the focal target, but base-rate information when 

thinking about non-focal ones. For example, because people consider specific reasons why they 

won’t get a divorce (e.g., I am a loyal partner) but base-rate information when thinking of a 

friend or a peer (e.g., one out of three marriages end in a divorce), they believe that others are 

more likely to get divorced (Klar, Medding, & Sarel, 1996). Finally, even if people were to 

consider the same information for all targets, the focal target’s attributes are likely to draw more 

attention than other targets’ attributes. For example, because people pay more attention to 

themselves than their peers, they tend to believe that they are above average in abilities they are 

good at (e.g., riding a bicycle, using a personal computer), but below average in abilities they are 

not good at (e.g., riding a unicycle, computer programming; Kruger, 1999), and that they are 

more likely than their peers to experience common life events (e.g., travel to Europe, be in a car 

accident), but less likely to experience uncommon events (e.g., travel to the moon, be in a boat 

accident; Kruger & Burrus, 2004). More generally, this bias is exhibited even when the focal 

target isn’t the self, as when people judge every member of a positive group (e.g., attractive 

people, exquisite fragrances) as above the group’s average, and every member of a negative 

group (e.g., unattractive people, repugnant fragrances) as below it (Giladi & Klar, 2002; Krizan 

& Suls, 2008; Klar, 2002; Klar & Giladi, 1997).  
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The Upward Mobility Bias 

Complementing past work on biases in relative judgments, recent research suggests that 

people show a bias in judgments of ranked performance (Davidai & Gilovich, 2015b, Chapter 3 

of this dissertation). When asked to predict a student’s academic performance, a sports team’s 

league standing, a business school’s ranking, or a sales agent’s success, participants 

systematically estimate that a rise in ranking is significantly more likely than a decline. This 

biased pattern of prediction—the upward mobility bias—has been shown to result, at least in 

part, from people’s tendency to assign considerable weight to a focal agent’s motivation, and to 

be relatively inattentive to the talents or motivations of the agent’s competitors or other obstacles 

standing in the way.  

 One limitation of these findings, however, is that they focused on judgments of relative 

performance in domains in which motivation plays a role. In fact, Davidai & Gilovich (2015b) 

found that the upward mobility bias was exhibited only when the targets were seen as highly 

motivated to rise in ranking, but not when their motivation was low. For example, participants in 

one study read about a college course in which all students had either high or low motivation. 

Although one’s ranking in a class is determined by their relative, not absolute, levels of 

motivation, when the students in the course were all highly motivated, participants believed that 

rising in class ranking was more likely than dropping. In contrast, when the students in the 

course had low motivation, participants believed that they were equally likely to rise or drop in 

ranking.  

In this work, we examine whether the upward mobility bias is exhibited even in the 

absence of motivation. Whereas rankings are prevalent in domains where motivation or effort 
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play an integral part, they are not limited to such domains. Take, for example, rankings of the 

warmest places in the United States or the rainiest cities on Earth. Obviously, warm places and 

rainy cities cannot strive to affect their rankings, nor can they expend effort to do so. Thus, an 

interesting open question is whether the upward mobility bias—the belief that a rise in ranking is 

more likely than a decline—is also observed in rankings where effort, intention, or motivation 

play no role.  

 There is reason to believe that the bias might still be observed in such circumstances. 

When making relative judgments, people often substitute simple assessments for the more 

difficult ones that are actually required, asking themselves “how will this focal target change?” 

rather than “how will this focal target change compared to other, non-focal targets?” (Davidai & 

Gilovich, 2015b; Kahneman & Frederick, 2002; Klar & Giladi, 1997; Kruger, 1999; Kruger & 

Burrus, 2004; Windschitl et al., 2003).  In and of itself, such a substitution does not imply that 

people would judge a rise in ranking as more likely than a decline, since the focal target of 

prediction could potentially drop in ranking as well as rise. However, people are likely to believe 

that some changes are more likely than others, and, to the extent that they expect absolute 

changes that are congruent with a rise in ranking (i.e., changes “in the direction of” or “towards” 

the top of the ranking), they should believe that a rise in ranking is more likely than a decline. In 

this paper, we argue that people generally expect change that favors increases in ranking over 

decreases in ranking, and that this expectation, coupled with the tendency to overweight a focal 

target in predictions, leads to the upward mobility bias. That is, because people generally expect 

things to change in the direction of a rise in ranking, and because they tend to be more attentive 

to the focal target for which they are making a prediction, people believe that every focal target 

is more likely to rise than drop in ranking.  
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Expectations of Absolute Change 

Why do people expect absolute changes that are congruent with a rise in ranking? First, 

despite the fact that any ranking can be ordered in either an ascending or a descending manner, it 

is doubtful that the order is arbitrarily determined. For example, given that computer sizes are 

getting smaller but memory capacity is getting larger, it would make little sense for an online 

computer store to present its computers “ranked” in terms of ascending size (i.e., with the largest 

computer in first place) or in terms of descending memory capacity (i.e., with the smallest 

memory capacity in first place). Because computers are decreasing in size and increasing in 

memory, a computer store is likely to order their computers in a way that highlights its newest, 

most advanced computer models—with the smallest computer or the one with the largest 

memory capacity at the top of the ranking. And, just as people engaged in conversation know 

how to infer what is meant to be said above and beyond what is actually said (e.g., understanding 

the figurative meaning of a joke, an irony, a metaphor, or an understatement; Grice, 1975; 

Hoffman & Kemper, 1987; Roberts & Kreuz, 1994), people may similarly learn to infer trends of 

change from the order of targets in a ranking. Thus, over time, people may come to associate a 

ranking’s order with progress in the ranked domain, and therefore expect absolute changes to be 

in the direction that is consistent with a rise in ranking.  

Second, it is possible that people simply anchor on the most salient position in the 

ranking and insufficiently adjust downwards from it (Epley & Gilovich, 2001, 2006; Tversky & 

Kahneman, 1974). And, to the extent that the most salient position in any ranking is the top 

position (Davidai & Gilovich, 2014b), people may predict each target’s future ranking by 

anchoring on the likelihood that it would reach first place and insufficiently adjust downward. 
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Thus, regardless of whether a target is motivated to rise in ranking or not, anchoring on the top 

position in the ranking may still lead people to exhibit the upward mobility bias. 

Finally, even if people do not simply anchor on the top position in the ranking and do not 

associate a ranking’s order with progress, their perceptions of absolute change—how things have 

changed in the past, are changing in the present, or will change in the future—may nevertheless 

be influenced by the most salient target in the ranking.  And, given that the most salient target is 

determined by whether the ranking is ordered in an ascending or descending manner, a ranking’s 

order may influence the change that people expect. To illustrate, imagine a policymaker studying 

the ranking of crime rates in all 50 state capitols in descending order, with the safest state capitol 

at first place—the most salient position in the ranking.  Primed with an exemplar of safety, the 

policymaker will likely wonder whether this city is indicative of a more general trend. And, 

given that the policymaker is more likely to seek information that confirms (rather than 

disconfirms) her query (Gilovich, 1991; Lord et al., 1979; Snyder & Swann, 1978), she is likely 

to come out believing that absolute levels of safety are, indeed, increasing.  

In contrast, imagine that the policymaker is presented with the same ranking, but this 

time in an inverted order, with the most dangerous city at the top position. In this case, since the 

most salient exemplar is a crime-ridden city, the policymaker is more likely to wonder whether 

the city’s crime rates are indicative of a more general trend. Here again, since the policymaker is 

likely to seek information that confirms (rather than disconfirms) her notion of increasing crime 

rates, she is likely to conclude that crime levels are increasing. Thus, despite getting the same 

information, the order of the ranking and the saliency of the top position may guide the 

policymaker down two different cognitive paths, leading to the belief that a ranking’s order 

signifies a trend in absolute terms.  
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  In six studies, we examine this focalism-cum-expectation account of the upward 

mobility bias in domains where motivation plays no role. Participants predicted the future 

ranking of a target previously ranked high or low in terms of height (Study 9), temperature 

(Study 10), natural disasters (Study 11), precipitation (Studies 12A and 12B), or pollution (Study 

13). In line with the upward mobility bias, we expected participants to believe that a rise in 

ranking is more likely than a decline. Furthermore, we predicted that this effect would result 

from the combination of participants’ expectation of absolute changes in the direction of a rise in 

ranking and their tendency to overweight a focal target in their prediction.  

 

Study 9: Height Percentiles 

As a first test of our hypothesis, we asked participants to predict rankings in a domain in 

which agency plays no role: a person’s height. We examined whether people’s belief that height 

is increasing, coupled with their tendency to overweight focal targets in predictions, would lead 

them to exhibit the upward mobility bias in a domain where motivation plays no role—believing 

that a person is more likely to rise than to drop in the percentile distribution of height. To this 

end, we asked participants to predict the height percentile of an individual born to either 

relatively short (e.g., at the 25
th

 percentile) or relatively tall parents (e.g., at the 75
th

 percentile).  

Based on participants’ beliefs about the correlation between children’s and parents’ 

height, their predictions could potentially take one of several forms. If participants believe that 

children’s and parents’ heights are not perfectly correlated, their predictions should exhibit 

regression to the mean: they should expect taller parents to have relatively shorter children, and 

shorter parents to have relatively taller children. In contrast, if participants believe that children’s 
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height is perfectly correlated with their parents’ height, their predictions should reflect the 

parents’ percentile: they should expect relatively tall parents to have children who are equally tall 

in relative terms, and relatively short parents to have equally short children. Moreover, because 

of people’s tendency to make insufficiently regressive judgments (Tversky & Kahneman, 1974), 

they are likely to predict tall children for tall parents (and short children for short parents) even if 

they believe that the correlation between children’s and parents’ height is far from perfect. 

We predicted, however, that participants’ predictions would neither reflect the parents’ 

percentile nor regress to the mean, but would exhibit the upward mobility bias. Because people 

expect absolute change in the direction of a rise in ranking (i.e., increases in height), and because 

they substitute absolute change for relative change, we expected participants to predict that a rise 

in height percentiles is more likely than a decline. That is, we expected participants to believe 

that a person would have a higher percentile ranking than her short parents, but a similar ranking 

as her tall parents.  

Method 

Participants. One hundred three Mechanical Turk participants (47 females, Mage = 35.98) 

completed the study in exchange for modest monetary compensation.  

Materials and Procedure. Participants were asked to predict a person’s relative height 

based on her parents’ height percentile. Specifically, participants predicted the likelihood that the 

child of either relatively short or relatively tall parents would be, as an adult, relatively short or 

tall herself. We used two different measures to elicit participants’ responses. First, in a between-

participant design, we asked participants to predict the likelihood that a child of either relatively 

short or relatively tall parents would be, as an adult, at different quartiles of the distribution of 
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height (e.g., the bottom 25% of the population). Specifically, in the short parents condition, 

participants estimated the likelihood (as a percentage) that a person born to relatively short 

parents (i.e., both at the 25
th

 percentile in terms of height) would, as an adult, be somewhere in 

the 1
st
-25

th
 percentiles, 26

th
-50

th
 percentiles, 51

st
-74

th
 percentiles, or 75

th
-99

th
 percentiles. In the 

tall parents condition, participants estimated the likelihood (as a percentage) that a person born 

to relatively tall parents (i.e., both at the 75
th

 percentile) would, as an adult, be in each of the 4 

quartiles. Participants typed their estimates, and were unable to proceed if the sum of their 

estimates did not equal 100%. 

Second, participants were asked to estimate an individual’s precise height percentile, 

based on her parents' percentile. Participants’ were presented with a sliding scale ranging from 

0% to 100% in 5% increments, and were asked to move the slider to the percentile they expected 

a child of relatively short or tall parents to reach.  

Results 

We first summed participants’ estimates of the likelihood that a person’s percentile 

grouping would differ from that of her parents. In the short parents condition, we summed 

participants’ estimates that a person born to parents in the 25
th

 percentile would be, as an adult, at 

the 26
th

-50
th

, 51
st
-74

th
, or 75

th
-99

th
 percentile groups. In the tall parents condition, we summed 

participants’ estimates that a person born to parents in the 75
th

 percentile would be, as an adult, at 

the 1
st
-25

th
, 26

th
-50

th
, or 51

st
-74

th
 percentile groups.  

Consistent with our hypothesis, participants exhibited an upward mobility bias in their 

predictions of an individual’s height percentile. Participants estimated that a person born to 

relatively short parents is significantly more likely to be taller (in relative terms) than her parents 
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(i.e., rise in percentiles; M = 52.14%, SD = 26.58) than a person born to relatively tall parents is 

to be shorter (in relative terms) than them (i.e., drop in percentiles; M = 33.79%, SD = 19.53), 

t(101) = 3.99, p = .0001. Even though the target person’s height could not be influenced by her 

motivation to be taller, participants believed that relatively short people are more likely to have 

tall children than relatively tall people are to have short ones.  

Next, we examined participants’ estimates of the precise percentile at which children of 

relatively tall or relatively short parents would end up as adults. To examine the predicted change 

between one generation and the next, we subtracted the parents’ original height percentile from 

participants’ predictions. That is, we subtracted 25 from participants’ predictions in the short 

parents condition, and 75 from participants’ predictions in the tall parents condition.  As before, 

we found evidence for an upward mobility bias: Whereas participants in the short parents 

condition predicted that a person would end up at a significantly higher percentile than that of 

her short parents (M = 8.09, SD = 16.67), t(50) = 3.46, p = .001, participants in the tall parents 

condition predicted there would be no difference between the target’s percentile ranking and that 

of her relatively tall parents (M = 0.21, SD = 8.59), t < .20, ns. The two difference scores 

differed significantly from each other, t(101) = 3.02, p < .004, signifying a belief that people tend 

to rise but not drop in ranking.  

Another way of looking at these data is to examine whether participants predicted that the 

individual’s percentile ranking would be more or less extreme than that of her parents.  Providing 

additional support for the upward mobility bias, it appears that participants believed that 

regression to the mean applies only to relatively shorter people: Whereas almost 61% of 

participants in the short parents condition predicted that a child would outdo her parents in her 

generation’s height distribution, only 21% of participants in the tall parents condition predicted 
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that a child would lag behind her parents in her generation’s height distribution, χ
2
(103) = 17.29, 

p < .0001. Whereas having relatively tall parents is seen as almost a guarantee of an offspring 

being relatively tall, being born to relatively short parents does not seem to condemn a child to a 

life of being short.  

 

Study 10: Temperature Rankings 

Participants in Study 9 exhibited the upward mobility bias in a domain where intention, 

motivation, or volition play no role: they estimated that children of relatively short parents are 

more likely to rise in their generation’s height ranking (i.e., be taller than their parents relative to 

each respective age group) than children of relatively tall parents are to drop. Despite a person’s 

best efforts, it is almost impossible to will oneself to be taller. Thus, the upward mobility bias 

does not seem to be restricted to domains in which agents are motivated to rise in ranking. 

However, it is possible that participants nonetheless inferred some wish on the parents’ behalf to 

have taller children. To the extent that participants thought that parents take active measures to 

increase the likelihood of having taller children (e.g., providing better nutrition), Study 9’s 

results may provide additional evidence for the existence of an upward mobility bias in 

motivationally-relevant domains (Davidai & Gilovich, 2015b), but not speak to its existence in 

non-motivational domains. In Study 10, we therefore conducted a more stringent test of the 

upward mobility bias in the absence of motivation, one involving a domain that does not consist 

of intentional agents at all. Moreover, because of people’s habit of anthropomorphizing non-

human agents (Epley, Waytz, & Cacioppo, 2007; Waytz, Epley, & Cacioppo, 2010), we focused 
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in Study 10 on abstract, non-entitative targets who are unlikely to be ascribed any intention or 

motivation.  

Method 

Participants. One hundred Mechanical Turk participants (63 females, Mage = 35.17) 

completed the study in exchange for modest monetary compensation.  

Materials and Procedure. In the past fifty years, average temperatures in the United 

States have been steadily rising. Based on information from the National Climatic Data Center, 

we presented participants with the ranking of the Top 20 states in terms of temperature, ranging 

from Florida (average annual temperature 70.7
◦
 Fahrenheit) to Maryland (54.2

◦
 Fahrenheit). 

After reviewing the ranking, participants predicted the likelihood that a state’s future standing 

would differ from its present one. To simplify their task, participants estimated the likelihood 

that 35 years from now, a given state would rank in the Top 5 warmest states, the Second 5, the 

Third 5, or the Fourth 5. For example, participants who were presented with Florida (currently 

ranked #1), were asked to estimate the likelihood that in 2050 it will remain in the Top 5 

warmest states, or drop to each of the other quartiles in the Top 20. Participants were randomly 

presented with two states: one from the Top 10, and one from the Second 10. They typed their 

percentage estimates and were unable to proceed if the sum of their estimates did not equal 

100%.  

We have argued that the upward mobility bias is due to a lay theory that things tend to 

change, in absolute terms, in the direction consistent with a rise in ranking. Nonetheless, 

predictions of rankings are also likely to be influenced by people’s specific beliefs about the 

domain at hand (i.e., global warming). Whereas some domain-specific beliefs may be compatible 
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with people’s lay theory that things change in the direction of a rise in ranking, other domain-

specific beliefs may be incompatible with this lay theory. Thus, although people believe that 

ranked targets generally tend to change in a manner that is consistent with a rise in ranking, we 

predicted that skepticism about global warming would counter this expectation and, therefore, 

reduce the upward mobility bias. That is, when it comes to a ranking of the warmest states, 

deniers of global warming should be less likely to exhibit the bias than people who believe in 

global warming. Therefore, we asked participants to indicate their belief in global warming:  “In 

the next 50 years or so, do you believe that the world’s temperature will rise, drop, or remain 

unchanged?” (trichotomous forced choice: the world’s temperature will rise in the next 50 years, 

the world’s temperature will drop in the next 50 years, the world’s temperature will not change 

in the next 50 years). 

Results 

Ranking Predictions. Each participant made two predictions—one for a state ranked in 

the Top 10 (places 1-10), and one for a state ranked in the Second 10 (places 11-20). We 

therefore computed two likelihood assessments for each participant—that a state from the 

Second 10 would rise to the top 5 or second 5 (rise in ranking measure), and that a state from the 

Top 10 would drop to the third 5 or fourth 5 (drop in ranking measure).  

Overall, participants exhibited an upward mobility bias in their predictions of temperature 

rankings: They estimated that a state currently ranked in the Second 10 would be significantly 

more likely to rise to the Top 10 warmest states (M = 29.35%, SD = 26.79) than a state ranked in 

the Top 10 would be to drop to the Second 10 (M = 18.87 %, SD =22.31), paired t(99) = 3.14, p 

< .005. Furthermore, despite being equally distant from the middle rank, participants believed 
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that a state ranked in the fourth 5 would be significantly more likely to rise in ranking (M = 

46.77, SD = 33.95) than a state in the top 5 is to drop in ranking (M = 23.88, SD = 24.87), t(25) 

= 3.41, p < .005, and that a state ranked in the third 5 would be more likely to rise in ranking (M 

= 34.58, SD = 26.04) than a state ranked in the second 5 is to drop (M = 22.29, SD =22.01), t(23) 

= 1.95, p = .06.
10

  

Moderation by belief in global warming. As predicted, the upward mobility bias—the 

belief that a rise in ranking is more likely than a decline—was not exhibited among deniers of 

global warming. Participants who believed in global warming predicted that a state ranked in the 

Second 10 is more likely to rise in ranking (M = 32.96, SD = 26.89) than a state ranked in the 

Top 10 is to drop (M = 17.93, SD = 21.01), paired t(79) = 4.02, p = .0001. In contrast, 

participants who did not believe in global warming predicted that a state from the Second 10 is 

as likely to rise in ranking (M = 14.90, SD = 21.45) as a state from the Top 10 is to drop (M = 

22.65, SD = 27.19), t(19) = 1.31, p = .21. The interaction was significant, F(1,98) = 7.99, p = 

.006 (see Figure 8). Thus, the belief that a rise in ranking is more likely than a decline was 

exhibited only among participants whose domain-specific expectation (about global warming) 

was consistent with the belief that things change “towards” a rise in ranking. 

 

 

                                                           
10

 Because participants were randomly presented with two different states—one from the Top 10 and one from the 

Second 10—only a subset of participants made predictions involving states from both the Top 5 and the Fourth 5 

(n=26) or the Second 5 and Third 5 (n=24).  
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Figure 8. Perceived likelihood of a rise/drop in ranking by participants who expect 

temperature to increase in the future (climate change believers) versus those who do not expect 

temperature to increase (climate change deniers) (Study 10). 

 

Study 11: Natural Disaster Rankings 

Study 10 provided further support for the upward mobility bias in predictions of relative 

performance, even when the predictions pertain to non-agentic entities without intention, 

volition, or motivation. Participants believed that relatively warm states are less likely to drop in 

temperature rankings than relatively cool states are to rise. These biased judgments were 

apparent despite the fact that each state’s ability to control its temperature is severely limited or 

non-existent. Furthermore, we found that these biased judgments were due, at least in part, to 

participants’ expectations of the direction of future change. When participants’ lay theory that 

things change in the direction of a rise in ranking was countered by their domain-specific 

expectations about global warming, they predicted that a state is equally likely to rise or drop in 

ranking. In contrast, when participants’ lay theory about changes in ranking was consistent with 
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their domain-specific knowledge about global warming, they exhibited the upward mobility bias, 

predicting that a state is more likely to rise than to drop in ranking.
11

 

In Study 11 we further examine this account by asking participants to predict states’ 

ranking in terms of natural disasters, and to report what images came easier to mind—the 

occurrence of more or fewer disasters. We predicted that the upward mobility bias would be 

exhibited only when participants easily imagined increases in natural disasters. In contrast, we 

predicted that the bias would not be exhibited (or would be exhibited to a smaller extent) among 

participants who have an easier time imagining decreases in disasters (countering their notion 

that things change in the direction of a rise in ranking).  

Method 

Participants. One hundred two Mechanical Turk participants (40 females, Mage = 30.04) 

completed the study in exchange for modest monetary compensation.  

Materials and Procedure. Based on information from the National Climatic Data Center, 

the National Hurricane Center, and the U.S. Geographical Survey Earthquake data, we presented 

participants with the ranking of the Top 10 states in terms of major natural disaster declarations 

since 1953, ranging from Texas (86 major disasters declared) to Missouri (53 disaster declared). 

In a between-participant design, participants were asked to predict a specific state’s ranking 35 

years into the future, in 2050. To simplify their task, participants assessed the likelihood that a 

given state would rank in the Top 5 states in terms of natural disasters (places 1-5), or in the 

Second 5 (places 6-10). In the rise in ranking condition, participants predicted the likelihood that 

                                                           
11

 If participants did not have a general belief that things change in the direction of a rise in ranking, one could 

potentially expect global warming deniers to exhibit a downward mobility bias (i.e., predicting that a drop in ranking 

is more likely than a decline). However, this was not the case in the present study or all other studies reported below.  
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Louisiana, currently ranked #6, would either rise to the Top 5 most dangerous states or remain in 

the Second 5. In contrast, in the drop in ranking condition, they predicted the likelihood that 

Florida, currently ranked #5, would either remain in the Top 5 states or drop to the Second 5. 

Participants made their predictions on two sliding scales, and were unable to proceed if the sum 

of their estimates did not equal 100%.  

Next, participants were asked two questions about the changes they expected in regard to 

natural disasters: When thinking about [the state’s] future ranking, what were you imagining? 

That is, what images came to mind? (7-point Likert scale: 1-More natural disasters occurring in 

[the state], 7-Fewer natural disasters occurring in [the state]), and When thinking about [the 

state’s] future ranking, which were you more focused on? (trichotomous forced choice: Reasons 

for it to rise in ranking, Reasons for it to drop in ranking, or Reasons for it to remain in the same 

exact ranking).  

Results 

First, we compared participants’ predictions of the likelihood of a state rising versus 

dropping in ranking. As expected, participants exhibited the upward mobility bias. Despite being 

equally distant from the midrange, participants believed that a state ranked #6 is more likely to 

rise in a natural disaster ranking (M = 52.94%, SD = 23.78) than a state ranked #5 is to drop (M 

= 22.09%, SD = 17.71), t(100) = 7.43, p < .0001. Moreover, whereas participants believed that a 

state ranked #5 had less than a 50-50 chance of dropping somewhere to the next 5 in rank, t(50) 

= 11.25, p < .0001, they believed that a state ranked #6 is equally likely to rise in ranking as it 

was to remain in the Second 5, t(50) < 1, ns. 
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Next, we examined participants’ domain-specific expectations regarding future changes 

in natural disasters. As predicted, participants were more likely to think about changes that were 

consistent with the belief that things change “towards” a rise in ranking than not. Whereas 64% 

of participants imagined the target state rising in ranking, 36% thought about the target state 

dropping in ranking or remaining in the same exact position, χ
2
(1) = 79, p = .005. In addition, 

participants reported imagining more (rather than fewer) disasters occurring in the state they 

were focused on, M = 3.26, t(102) = 4.45, p < .0001. Finally, as shown in Figure 9, participants 

exhibited the upward mobility bias only when their domain-specific expectations were consistent 

with the general belief about how changes in rank occur.  Participants who did not expect future 

increases in natural disasters (i.e., whose domain-specific expectations were at odds with the 

general belief about changes in ranks) predicted that a low-ranked state is as likely to rise in 

ranking (M = 37.54%, SD = 18.39) as a high-ranked state is to drop (M = 36.15%, SD = 21.17), 

t(35) < 1. In contrast, participants who did expect future increases in natural disasters (i.e., whose 

domain-specific expectations were consistent with the belief that things change in the direction 

of rising in ranking) predicted that a rise in ranking (M = 66.63%, SD = 19.37) is more likely 

than a decline (M = 17.29%, SD = 13.32), t(63) = 12.18, p < .0001. The interaction between 

condition (rise in ranking vs. drop in ranking) and participants’ domain-specific expectations 

(consistent vs. inconsistent) was significant, F(1,101) = 41.61, p < .0001.
12

  

                                                           
12

 A similar analysis with participants’ response on the continuous measure yielded a similar pattern of results. The 

upward mobility bias was observed most among participants who expected more natural disasters, and least among 

those who expected fewer natural disasters. This interaction, however, did not reach conventional levels of 

significance.   
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Figure 9. Perceived likelihood of a rise/drop in ranking by participants who thought about 

a rise in ranking (consistent expectations) versus those who thought about a drop in ranking or 

about remaining in the same position (inconsistent expectations) (Study 11). 

 

Studies 12A and 12B: Domain-Specific Expectations and Precipitation Rankings 

Providing additional evidence of the upward mobility bias in non-volitional domains, 

participants in Study 11 believed that a state is more likely to rise in a natural disasters ranking 

than to drop. Moreover, this bias was only observed among participants whose domain-specific 

expectations were consistent with the general belief that a ranking’s order signifies the direction 

of future change. In contrast, when their domain-specific expectations countered this general 

belief, the bias was not exhibited.  

In Studies 12A and 12B, we provide further support for this account by manipulating 

participants’ domain-specific expectations of future change. In Study 12A, we asked participants 

to predict the ranking of the driest places in the United States—the states with the lowest 

amounts of annual precipitation—and manipulated whether they expected absolute levels of 

precipitation to increase or decrease. In one condition, participants were told that due to global 
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warming precipitation levels were expected to decrease in the future. In another condition, they 

were told that global warming is expected to increase levels of precipitation. We predicted that 

the upward mobility bias would be exhibited only when the information participants read (i.e., 

their domain-specific expectation) was consistent with the general belief that changes occur in 

the direction of a rise in ranking. In contrast, when the information they read countered this 

belief, we expected that participants would not exhibit the upward mobility bias. Using the same 

manipulation, in Study 12B we asked participants to predict the future ranking of the wettest 

places in the United States—the states with the highest amounts of annual precipitation.  

 

Study 12A 

Method 

Participants. One hundred sixty nine Mechanical Turk participants (107 females, Mage = 

35.10) completed the study in exchange for modest monetary compensation.
 13

 

Materials and Procedure. Participants were presented with the ranking of the 10 Driest 

States in the United States, ranging from Nevada to South Dakota, and were asked to predict a 

specific state’s ranking 35 years into the future, in 2050. We used a 2x2 between-participants 

design. First, we manipulated whether participants’ domain-specific expectation of precipitation 

was consistent or inconsistent with the general belief that things change “towards” the top of a 

ranking. All participants read that “there is some consensus among the scientific community that 

                                                           
 
13

 19 participants who failed an attention-check question were excluded from analyses, leaving a final sample of 150 

participants. Perhaps because it was inconsistent with their lay theory about how things change in ranking, 

participants in the expectation-inconsistent condition were more likely to fail the attention-check than those in the 

expectation-consistent condition, χ
2
(1) = 11.42, p < .001.  
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the world is getting warmer,” but “there is much less of a consensus regarding of what this 

means for rainfall and snowfall.” In the expectation-consistent condition, participants read that 

there is some evidence “that the world is getting drier,” and that the warmer the world gets, the 

less rainfall is expected. Because participants were presented with a ranking of driest states, this 

information was consistent with an expectation of a rise in ranking. In contrast, in the 

expectation-inconsistent condition, participants read that there is some evidence “that the world 

is getting wetter,” and that the warmer the world gets, the more rainfall is expected.  

Next, participants judged the likelihood that a given state would rank in the Top 5 (places 

1-5), or in the Second 5 (places 6-10) driest states. In the rise in ranking condition, participants 

predicted the likelihood that Montana (currently ranked #6) would either rise to the Top 5 driest 

states or remain in the Second 5. In contrast, in the drop in ranking condition, participants 

predicted the likelihood that New Mexico (currently ranked #5) would either remain in the Top 5 

driest states or drop to the Second 5. Participants made their predictions on a sliding scale, 

ranging from 0% to 100%.  

Results 

We predicted that participants would exhibit the upward mobility bias only when their 

domain-specific expectation about future rainfall levels was consistent with their general 

expectation that things change in a manner that leads to a rise in ranking. Indeed, whereas 

participants in the expectation-consistent condition predicted that a rise in ranking is more likely 

than a decline, participants in the expectation-inconsistent condition predict that rising and 

dropping in ranking were equally likely. Despite being equally distant from the midrange, 

participants in the expectation-consistent condition (i.e., who, consistent with a rise in ranking, 
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expected a drier climate in the future) predicted that a state ranked #6 is more likely to rise in the 

ranking of driest states (M = 44.37, SD = 23.55), than a state ranked #5 is to drop in them (M = 

24.60, SD = 18.04), t(146) = 3.84, p < .001. In contrast, in the expectation-inconsistent condition, 

there was no difference between participants’ predictions of a rise or drop in ranking: They 

predicted that a low-ranked state is as likely to rise in ranking (M = 38.97, SD = 27.34) as a high-

ranked state is to drop (M = 32.20, SD = 24.85), t(146) = 1.18, ns. The interaction between 

participants’ predictions of the likelihood of rising/dropping in ranking and the consistency of 

their expectations was marginally significant, F(1,149) = 2.85, p = .09. Thus, participants 

exhibited the upward mobility bias only when, consistent with the belief that things in rankings 

move “upwards”, they learned that the future is expected to be drier.  

 

Study 12B 

 In Study 12A, participants exhibited the upward mobility bias only when their domain-

specific expectation was consistent with the belief that absolute change occurs “towards” the top 

of the ranking. In Study 12B, in addition to manipulating participants’ domain-specific 

expectations, we manipulate the direction of the ranking for which participants made their 

predictions (and, therefore, what the top of the ranking signifies).  Whereas some participants 

were asked to predict the future ranking of a state from the 10 Driest States (i.e., in which the top 

position is occupied by the state with the lowest rate of annual precipitation), other participants 

were asked to predict the ranking of a state from the 10 Wettest States (i.e., in which the top 

position is occupied by the state with the highest rate of annual precipitation).  



93 
 

We predicted that, regardless of a ranking’s direction, participants would exhibit the 

upward mobility bias as long as their domain-specific expectation regarding future rainfall was 

consistent with the general belief that things change “in the direction of” a rise in ranking. When 

it comes to the ranking of the Top 10 Driest states, we predicted that participants would exhibit 

the bias only if they expect decreases in precipitation, but not if they expect increases in 

precipitation. In contrast, when it comes to the Top 10 Wettest states, we predicted that 

participants would exhibit the upward mobility bias only if they expect increases in precipitation, 

but not if they expect decreases.  

Method 

Participants. Three hundred ninety two Mechanical Turk participants (226 females, Mage 

= 33.73) completed the study in exchange for modest monetary compensation.
 14

 

Materials and Procedure. Participants were presented with the ranking of either the 10 

Driest States or the 10 Wettest States in the U.S., and were asked to predict a specific state’s 

ranking 35 years into the future, in 2050. Similar to Study 12A, we manipulated whether 

participants’ domain-specific expectations about precipitation were consistent or inconsistent 

with the general belief that things change “towards” the top of a ranking. All participants read 

that “there is some consensus among the scientific community that the world is getting warmer,” 

but that there were still some open questions regarding what that means for rainfall and snowfall. 

In the increased-precipitation condition, participants read that “scientists have shown that the 

increasing frequency of floods around the world and in the United States is evidence that the 

                                                           
14

 35 participants were excluded from analysis (30 who failed an attention-check question and 5 who did not 

complete the question), leaving a final sample of 357. As in Study 12A, because it was inconsistent with their lay 

theory regarding how things change in ranking, participants in the expectation-inconsistent conditions were more 

likely to fail the attention-check than participants in the expectation-inconsistent conditions, χ
2
(1) = 9.27, p = .002. 
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world is getting wetter,” and that “experts are warning that there will be more rain in the future.” 

In contrast, in the decreased-precipitation condition, participants read that “scientists have 

shown that the increasing frequency of droughts […] is evidence that the world is getting drier,” 

and that “experts are warning that there will be less rain in the future.”  

Next, participants judged the likelihood that a given state would rank in the Top 5 (places 

1-5), or in the Second 5 (places 6-10) driest or wettest states. In the rise in ranking conditions, 

participants predicted the likelihood that Montana (6
th

 driest state) or Tennessee (6
th

 wettest 

state) would either rise to the Top 5 driest/wettest states or remain in the Second 5. In contrast, in 

the drop in ranking conditions, participants predicted the likelihood that New Mexico (5
th

 driest 

state) or Florida (5
th

 wettest state) would either remain in the Top 5 driest/wettest states or drop 

to the Second 5. Participants made their predictions on a sliding scale, ranging from 0% to 100%.  

Results 

We analyzed participants’ predictions of a state’s likelihood of movement in ranking 

based on the ranking’s order (10 Wettest States vs. 10 Driest States), participants’ domain-

specific expectation (increased vs. decreased precipitation), and the direction of prediction (rise 

vs. drop in ranking).  The 2x2x2 interaction was significant, F(1,356) = 5.82, p = .016 (see 

Figure 10). To examine this interaction, we analyzed participants’ predictions separately for the 

10 Wettest States and the 10 Driest States.  

As predicted, in the 10 Wettest States condition, the upward mobility bias was exhibited 

only when participants’ domain-specific expectation about precipitation was consistent with their 

general expectation that things change “towards” the top of the ranking. In the increased-

precipitation condition (where, consistent with a rise in ranking, participants expected more 
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rainfall in the future), participants predicted that a state ranked #6 would be more likely to rise in 

ranking (M = 40.08, SD = 22.87) than a state ranked #5 would be to drop (M = 26.69, SD = 

20.29), t(185) = 3.31, p = .001. In contrast, in the decreased-precipitation condition (where, 

inconsistent with a rise in ranking, participants expected less rainfall in the future), participants 

predicted that a low-ranked state is as likely to rise in ranking (M = 30.98, SD = 18.84) as a high-

ranked state is to drop (M = 30.35, SD = 20.14), t(185) < 1, ns. The interaction between 

participants’ predictions of the likelihood of rising/dropping in ranking and whether their 

expectations were consistent or not was significant, F(1,185) = 4.35, p = .039.  

An analysis of participants’ predictions in the 10 Driest States condition revealed a 

similar pattern of results. In the decreased-precipitation condition (where participants’ domain-

specific expectation was consistent with a rise in ranking), participants predicted that a low-

ranked state is significantly more likely to rise in ranking (M = 41.07, SD = 22.69) than a high-

ranked state is to drop (M = 22.59, SD = 16.85), t(170) = 4.54, p = .0001. Although still 

significant, the difference between participants’ predictions of rising and dropping in ranking in 

the increased-precipitation condition (where participants’ domain-specific expectation was 

inconsistent with a rise in ranking), was much smaller. Participants predicted that a state ranked 

#6 would be more likely to rise in ranking (M = 40.49, SD = 24.39) than a state ranked #5 would 

be to drop (M = 30.48, SD = 17.96), t(170) = 2.16, p = .03. The interaction between whether 

participants predicted a rise/drop in ranking and the consistency of their expectations was not 

significant, F(1,170) = 1.80, p = .18, indicating that the upward mobility bias was exhibited 

(albeit to a different extent) both when participants’ domain-specific expectations were 

consistent and inconsistent with a rise in ranking.  
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Replicating Study 12A, participants were more likely to exhibit the bias when their 

domain-specific expectations were consistent with the lay theory that things change in a manner 

that leads to a rise in ranking. The upward mobility bias was most pronounced when participants 

expected more rainfall in the future and predicted a state’s standing in the ranking of the wettest 

states, or when participants expected less rainfall in the future and predicted a state’s standing in 

the ranking of the driest states. In contrast, the bias was least pronounced (or non-existent) when 

participants expected more rainfall but predicted the ranking of the driest states or when 

participants expected less rainfall but predicted the ranking of the wettest states. So long as their 

domain-specific expectations of absolute change were not at odds with their belief that things 

change in a manner consistent with a rise in ranking, participants in Studies 12A and 12B 

predicted that a rise in ranking is more likely than a decline. 

 

 

Figure 10. Perceived likelihood of a rise/drop in ranking when people’s domain-specific 

expectations are consistent (expectation consistent condition) and inconsistent (expectation 

inconsistent condition) with a rise in ranking (Study 12B). 
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Study 13: Pollution Ranking 

Regardless of the ranking’s direction, participants in Study 12B believed that a state is 

more likely to rise than drop in ranking. However, because the ranking’s direction was 

manipulated by presenting participants with two different lists (i.e., the 10 wettest states or the 10 

driest states), this study may have inadvertently confounded the ranking’s direction with the 

information participants were given (i.e., the specific states in the ranking). In Study 13, we 

address this (minor) concern by presenting participants with the exact same ranking, and 

manipulating whether the ranking signify the 10 most polluted states or the 10 least polluted 

states. Thus, by having all participants predict the future ranking of the same states, we were able 

to manipulate the ranking’s order independent of the particular entities that were ranked. As in 

Study 12B, we predicted that, regardless of the direction of the ranking, participants would 

exhibit the upward mobility bias, believing that a rise in ranking is more likely than a decline.  

Method 

Participants. Two hundred nineteen Mechanical Turk participants (116 females, Mage = 

31.85) completed the study in exchange for modest monetary compensation. 

Materials and Procedure. Participants were asked to imagine the following scenario: 

“Imagine you were an environmental consultant who is the highest authority on a 

specific chemical compound - Chemical XXZ. Your research has shown that Chemical 

XXZ may be dangerous when in high concentration, and should therefore be 

monitored. You have traveled to all 50 states to examine the concentration of this 

chemical.  
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Next, we manipulated the direction of the ranking. Whereas some participants were told 

that their work culminated with a ranking of “The Top 10 States with highest concentration of 

Chemical XXZ” (most-polluted-states condition), others were told that their work culminated 

with a ranking of “The Top 10 States with lowest concentration of Chemical XXZ” (cleanest-

states condition). However, regardless of condition, participants were presented with a ranking 

of the exact same 10 states.  

Participants imagined that they had been hired by the governor of New York to predict 

the future concentration of Chemical XXZ. They were told that this was “a difficult task, 

because it is hard to accurately predict how changes in industry, population, and weather would 

influence this chemical.” But, despite these difficulties, they were asked to do their best to 

predict “where the state of New York would rank 35 years from now, in 2050.” They were then 

randomly assigned to one of two conditions. In the rise in ranking condition, New York was 

ranked 6
th

 in the ranking of the top 10 states, and participants were asked to predict the 

likelihood that it would either rise to the Top 5 states with the highest/lowest concentration of 

Chemical XXZ or remain in the Second 5. In contrast, in the drop in ranking condition, New 

York was ranked 5
th

 in the ranking, and participants were asked to predict the likelihood that it 

would either remain in the Top 5 states or drop to the Second 5. Participants made their 

predictions on two sliding scales, and were unable to proceed if the sum of their estimates did not 

equal 100%. 

Results 

We compared participants’ predictions of the likelihood that New York would rise in 

ranking (when it was ranked #6) with the likelihood that it would drop in ranking (when it was 



99 
 

ranked #5). As can be seen in Figure 11, regardless of the direction of the ranking, participants 

believed that a state (New York) ranked #6 is more likely to rise in ranking than a state ranked 

#5 is to drop in ranking: They believed that it was more likely to rise (M = 59.00%, SD =19.27) 

than drop (M = 33.07, SD = 21.36) in a ranking of the “states with the highest concentration of 

Chemical XXZ”, t(218) = 6.55, p < .0001, and more likely to rise (M = 49.38%, SD = 19.62) 

than drop (M cleanest-states = 40.48%, SD = 22.29) in a ranking of the “states with the lowest 

concentration of Chemical XXZ” , t(218) = 2.26, p = .025.
15

 Thus, even though participants were 

presented with the same list of 10 states, and regardless of whether the rankings were ordered in 

terms of the cleanest or the most polluted states, participants exhibited the upward mobility 

bias—believing that a state is more likely to rise in ranking than drop. 

 

 

Figure 11. Perceived likelihood of a rise/drop in a ranking of the cleanest/most-polluted states 

(Study 13). 

 

                                                           
15

 Although participants exhibited the upward mobility bias in both conditions, the difference between rising and 

dropping in ranking was more strongly pronounced in the most-polluted-states condition than in the cleanest-states 

condition, resulting in a significant interaction between the ranking’s direction and whether participants predicted a 

rise or a drop in ranking, F(1, 218) = 9.30, p = .003.   
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General Discussion 

Six studies provided consistent evidence of an upward mobility bias even in non-

volitional domains. Despite the fact that people cannot willfully change their height (Study 9), 

and states cannot (or are severely limited in their ability to) willfully alter their temperature 

(Study 10), number of natural disasters (Study 11), levels of precipitation (Studies 12A and 

12B), or chemical concentration (Study 13), participants thought that each of these entities is 

significantly more likely to rise in their respective ranking than to drop. Replicating past findings 

(Davidai & Gilovich, 2015b), we find that this bias was not the product of simple optimism or 

wishful thinking. Participants believed that states were more likely to rise in a natural disaster 

ranking (Study 11) and in a ranking of a potentially dangerous chemical (Study 13)—rises that 

are surely undesirable.  Instead, the upward mobility bias appears to be due to participants’ 

expectations about absolute changes. As long as participants’ domain-specific expectations were 

consistent with the general belief that change occurs in the direction of a rise in ranking, they 

predicted that each focal target is more likely to experience a relative increase in ranking than all 

other targets (Studies 10-13).  

By showing that it is not restricted to domains involving agency, intention, or motivation, 

these findings complement previous work on the upward mobility bias. Furthermore, the present 

work provides a potential explanation of Davidai and Gilovich’s (2015b) finding that a focus on 

a target’s motivation leads to the erroneous belief that a rise in ranking is more likely than a 

decline. Motivation is naturally expected to improve an individual’s absolute levels of 

performance, and is therefore consistent with the general belief that things change “towards” the 

top of the ranking. Thus, focusing on a person’s motivation may lead people to expect increases 

in relative performance (i.e., rising in ranking) in addition to increases in absolute levels of 
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performance. In contrast, when a person is not motivated to succeed, there is little reason to 

expect her to improve in absolute terms and, as a result, not in relative terms either. Because 

focusing on motivation creates a domain-specific expectation of absolute improvement, the 

upward mobility bias is likely to be especially reliable and pronounced when it comes to 

predictions about the future ranking of highly-motivated agents (Davidai & Gilovich, 2015b).    

The present work also sheds light on the finding that people overestimate the likelihood 

of upward social mobility in the United States, and underestimate the likelihood of downward 

social mobility (Davidai & Gilovich, 2015a, Chapter 2 of this dissertation). To the extent that 

people have a domain-specific belief that absolute levels of income are slowly rising (and will 

continue to do so in the future), they may erroneously conclude that relative social mobility, in 

addition to absolute social mobility, is likely. Moreover, to the extent that everyone is motivated 

to increase their absolute income level, people may expect each individual’s relative income to 

increase as well. Thus, although it may be correct to expect a rise in income levels (in absolute 

terms), the belief that things change in a manner that is consistent with a rise in ranking, coupled 

with the tendency to overweight a focal target in one’s predictions, may lead to ungrounded 

confidence in the likelihood and extent of upward social mobility. 

 

Conclusion and Future Research 

We suggest a new framework for understanding the upward mobility bias in the absence 

of intention, motivation, or effort.  Based on prior work on focalism (Klar & Giladi, 1997; 

Kruger, 1999; Kruger & Burrus, 2004; Moore, 2005; Moore & Kim, 2003; Radzevick & Moore, 

2008; Windschitl et al., 2003), we have argued that the tendency to overweight a focal target in 

judgments leads to the belief that a rise in ranking is more likely than a decline.  However, it is 
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important to note that focalism by itself cannot sufficiently account for the upward mobility bias. 

Since a randomly-selected focal target is equally likely to rise or drop in ranking, focalism does 

not, in and of itself, explain why people believe that a rise in ranking is more likely than a 

decline. A focalism account can only explain the upward mobility bias when it is coupled with 

the belief that things change “towards” a rise in ranking. Because people generally expect change 

to be represented in terms of higher, not lower, ranks, and because they tend to focus on specific, 

focal targets, they believe that any given target will experience a larger relative increase than all 

other targets.  

Why do people infer the direction of change from a ranking’s order? As discussed in the 

introduction, although the order of any ranking can be arbitrarily determined (e.g., size can be 

ranked from biggest to smallest or from smallest to biggest), people may come to believe that the 

chosen order is indicative of the direction of future change. Because rankings are often ordered 

in a way that reflects the direction of progress or change,
16

 and because the most salient target in 

any ranking is the one ranked at the top position, people may associate a ranking’s order with the 

direction of change. When the top target is the largest, strongest, or fastest in ranking, people 

may expect absolute increases in size, strength, or speed. In contrast, when the top ranked target 

is the smallest, weakest, or slowest, people may expect an absolute decrease in size, strength, or 

speed. Just as “decision frames” influence people’s judgments, preferences, decisions, and 

choice (Tversky & Kahneman, 1981), a ranking’s order has the potential to “frame” people’s 

expectations of future change.  

                                                           
16

 Although we use the terms progress and change interchangeably, they denote, of course, two different 

expectations. A ranking’s order may reflect progress—an expected improvement in the ranked targets—or simply 

change—an expected positive or negative trend. While progress always involves change, change, in and of itself, 

does not necessarily imply progress. The question of when a ranking’s order is associated with progress rather 

change is an important and interesting one, but is beyond the scope of the current work.  
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That is not to say that domain-specific knowledge does not influence expectations of 

change. As we have shown, when participants’ domain-specific expectations countered the belief 

that things change “towards” the top of the ranking, participants did not exhibit the upward 

mobility bias. For example, the upward mobility bias was not exhibited (or significantly 

attenuated) by participants who did not believe in global warming (Study 10), who imagined 

decreases in natural disasters (Study 11), or who read domain-specific information that was 

inconsistent with their general expectations (Studies 12A and 12B). Thus, it seems that as long as 

they do not have any reason to believe otherwise, people infer future change from how a ranking 

is ordered or organized. In the absence of domain-specific expectations that counter their lay 

theory about change, people believe that a rise in ranking is more likely than a decline.  

We have so far discussed instances in which people substitute absolute change for 

relative change, leading to the upward mobility bias. However, it is worth considering whether a 

complementary bias sometimes occurs, in which people substitute relative change for absolute 

change. People often treat a rise or drop in ranking as informative of a more general, absolute 

change in quality: they attribute a drop in freedom-of-the-press ranking to a focal country’s 

policy (rather than the other countries’ policies; see Diamond, 2015), a tennis player’s rise in 

ranking to her own improvement (rather than to other players’ injuries), or a company’s drop 

from the S&P 500 to its own levels of profitability (rather than other companies’ profitability).  

Thus, it is worth examining such complementary biases, and instances in which relative rankings 

are substituted for absolute rankings and vice versa. The existence of such symmetric 

substitutions would constitute evidence that attribute substitution can work both ways, where a 

target attribute and its heuristic attribute are interchangeable (Kahneman & Fredrick, 2002).  
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Are people aware of their biased predictions? We don’t believe so. To the extent that 

having to make multiple predictions can cue participants to the fact that relative change is 

distinct from absolute change, one might expect the bias to be exhibited only in between-

participant designs.  However, mirroring past findings (Davidai & Gilovich, 2015b), in Study 10 

we found that participants exhibited the bias even when predicting the ranking of both high- and 

low-ranked entities. More generally, despite the fact that they are quick to notice it in others, 

people are notoriously bad at detecting traces of their own cognitive bias (Pronin, Gilovich, & 

Ross, 2004). Thus, to the extent that the upward mobility bias (like many other cognitive biases) 

results from processes that operate outside one’s awareness, it is not surprising that people do not 

correct their biased predictions despite having the time and mental resources to do so. However, 

that is not to say that people will always exhibit the bias. When predicting the rankings of a small 

number of entities, people may come to understand that for every entity that rises in ranking 

another has to drop. Whereas it is difficult to grasp the relative nature of a ranking of the 

warmest 20 places in the United States, it is easier to do so in a list of the two warmest places.  

Rankings, however, are rarely that simple.  

 

  



105 
 

Chapter 5 

General Discussion 

 

As I write this, the Social Psychology program at Cornell University is ranked as the 10
th

 

best program in the United States by the Gourmand Report of Graduate Programs, Cornell 

University is ranked as the 15
th

 best college by the U.S. News & World Report, and the town of 

Ithaca, New York, is ranked the 18
th

 best city in America for young, single, millennial women by 

the website DatingAdvice.com. But how will the Social Psychology program, Cornell 

University, and the town of Ithaca rank a year from now, in the summer of 2016? How would 

they rank 5 years from now? 

In this dissertation, I have examined how, and how well, people predict future rankings. 

Complementing past research on people’s biases in comparative judgments, I have presented 

evidence for an upward mobility bias in predictions of rankings. I have argued that, when 

predicting the standing of specific, focal targets, people tend to believe that rising in ranking is 

more likely than dropping in ranking.    

The findings presented in Chapter 2 suggest that people believe that a rise in the income 

ladder is more likely than a decline. In Study 1, participants from a nationally representative 

sample predicted that a randomly selected individual born to a family in the bottom income 

quintile is more likely, as an adult, to end up in a higher income quintile than a random 

individual born to a family in the top income quintile is to end up in a poorer quintile. In other 

words, although one person’s rise in the social ladder necessitates another person’s fall, 

participants believed that upward social mobility was significantly more likely than downward 
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social mobility, overestimating the likelihood of the former but underestimating the likelihood of 

the latter. This was due, in part, to people’s belief in the American Dream—the belief that all 

people are born equal and have an equal chance to succeed—as well as to the human tendency to 

justify the broader system in which one is embedded as just, legitimate and fair. Furthermore, in 

Study 2 I presented evidence that people’s biased perceptions of upward and downward social 

mobility are influenced, among other things, by their political affiliation. Although both 

conservatives and liberals believed that rising up the economic ladder is more likely than 

dropping down, self-identified conservatives were significantly more likely to overestimate 

upward social mobility than self-identified liberals. In contrast, liberals were more likely than 

conservatives to underestimate downward social mobility.  

Building upon these findings, in Chapters 3 and 4 I showed that the upward mobility bias 

occurs in other, non-financial domains. First, in Chapter 3 I presented evidence that the bias is 

exhibited in rankings that are unrelated to one’s identity or self-perception, and in which the rates 

of upward or downward mobility can neither threaten one’s self-esteem nor the legitimacy of 

one’s system. In a series of eight studies, I demonstrated that people believe that sport teams are 

more likely to rise than fall in their league standing, that business schools are more likely to rise 

than drop in a ranking of the best MBA programs, that students are more likely to rise than drop 

in their class standing, and that employees are more likely to rise than drop in their ranking at 

work. I argued that the upward mobility bias in such instances is due to the disproportionate 

attention that participants give to the predicted target’s motivation, and their relative inattention 

to other, non-focal targets in the ranking. Furthermore, I showed that this bias is present even in 

rankings that are clearly relative (i.e., in which one target’s rise in ranking is always 

accompanied by another target’s decline), and both in between- and within- participant designs.  
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Finally, in Chapter 4, I presented the most stringent test of the upward mobility bias, 

where the rankings are stripped of both self-relevance and inferred motivation. I demonstrated 

that participants exhibit the bias even in the absence of motivation, in domains where intention or 

effort play no role. Even when it comes to scenarios in which a target’s ranking is determined by 

circumstances beyond its control (and in which the targets cannot willfully influence their 

standing), participants believed that a rise in ranking is more likely than a decline. In a set of six 

studies, participants predicted that a child is more likely to “rise” in height percentiles than to 

drop in them, and that a state is more likely to rise than to drop in a ranking of the warmest 

states, the most disaster-ridden states, the driest states, the wettest states, or the most or least 

polluted states. I offered evidence for a (tentative) account of the upward mobility bias in non-

agentic domains, arguing that people associate a ranking’s order with the direction of absolute 

progress or change, and therefore believe that all targets in a ranking will change “in the 

direction of” or “towards” the top of the ranking.   

As can be seen in Figure 12, the upward mobility bias is a replicable, robust 

psychological phenomenon with a medium-to-large effect size. That being said, there are many 

remaining questions regarding this bias, which may prove to be important for both theoretical as 

well as practical reasons. Below, I address some of these questions and potential future research 

avenues. 
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Figure 12. Effect sizes (Cohen’s d) of the upward mobility bias (Studies 1-13). 

 

Motivation and Lack of Motivation 

In Chapter 3, participants did not exhibit the upward mobility bias when they thought that 

the ranked targets lacked the motivation to rise in ranking: they believed that unmotivated 

students were as likely to rise in ranking as they were to drop (Study 7B). In contrast, 

participants in Chapter 4 exhibited the upward mobility bias even in domains where motivation 

and intention play no role. Participants believed that non-agentic targets, that cannot willfully 

control their own standing, are more likely to rise in ranking than to drop. How, then, can these 

two apparently opposing findings be reconciled? Why does the absence of motivation eliminate 

the upward mobility bias in some situations but not others? 

The main difference, I believe, is whether participants expected the targets to be 

motivated to begin with. When the domain is one in which performance is believed to be 

affected by motivation, people expect each and every ranked target to be at least minimally 
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motivated to improve its performance and rise in ranking. If, for whatever reason, this 

expectation is violated (for example, by learning that the targets are not motivated to rise in 

ranking), people treat the lack of motivation as informative. In contrast, when people believe that 

performance is not (or cannot) be influenced by motivation, they do not expect the targets to be 

motivated to change their ranking, or may treat such motivation as irrelevant.
17

 In such 

situations, people are likely to ignore any cues about motivation (or lack of motivation), and rely 

on other, unrelated cues in their predictions. Thus, whether the lack of motivation affects the 

upward mobility bias depends on whether people expect the targets to be motivated or not. 

Whereas the absence of expected motivation sends an important signal about an individual’s 

future performance and ranking, the absence of motivation when motivation is not expected is 

not at all informative.  

But how can the fact that people expect targets to rise in any ranking (or at least remain in 

the same position) be reconciled with Study 6’s findings, in which participants believed that a 

drop in ranking was more likely than a rise? One potential explanation may be that there is a 

hierarchy of cues in predictions of ranking, and that people treat perceived motivation as a more 

important cue than the associative link between a ranking’s order and the direction of change. 

When predicting a target’s ranking, people may first attend to its motivation, and only later take 

into consideration the general expectation of change “towards” a rise in ranking. This latter 

consideration may still play a role in the upward mobility bias, but may do so to a smaller extent 

than the targets’ motivation. As long as people expect motivation to play a role in performance, 

they are likely to pay close attention to whether the ranked targets are motivated to change in 

                                                           
 
17

 Take, for example, height percentiles. Given that one’s height is beyond one’s control, people may regard the 

motivation to “rise” in height percentiles as irrelevant to one’s actual standing.  
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ranking and, if so, whether they are motivated to rise or to drop. In contrast, only when they do 

not expect motivation to play a role in the ranking (e.g., non-agentic targets that cannot willfully 

influence their standing), do people’s general expectation of changes “in the direction of” the top 

of the ranking influence their predictions.    

 

Rankings as information 

 The upward mobility bias is multi-determined. I have argued that one reason why people 

expect ranked targets to change in a way that would lead them to rise in ranking is that people 

have come, over time, to associate a ranking’s order with the direction of progress or change. 

Although a ranking’s order can be arbitrarily determined, rankings are often ordered in a manner 

that implies current or future trends. Knowing this, people may therefore expect each and every 

target to change in a manner that is consistent with a rise in ranking. And, as shown in Chapter 4, 

so long as this general expectation of change is not countered by their domain-specific 

expectations, people will believe that a rise in ranking is more likely than a decline. Thus, 

rankings may hold within them potentially important information that can influence comparative 

judgments.  

A useful analogue for how rankings can influence perceptions of change comes from 

research on “decision frames” (Tversky & Kahneman, 1981). A large body of research has 

shown that, in addition to a problem’s objective features, the way a problem is framed influences 

people’s preference, judgments, decisions, and choice (for a review, see Levin, Schneider & 

Gaeth, 1998). For example, people are more likely to choose a risky option if it is framed in 

terms of potential losses rather than gains (Tversky & Kahneman, 1981), are more likely to 



111 
 

choose a medical treatment that is framed in terms of success rates (e.g., survival) rather than 

failure rates (e.g., mortality; Levin, Schnittjer, & Thee, 1988; Marteau, 1989), are more receptive 

to messages that emphasize losses rather than gains (Ganzach & Karsahi, 1995), and are even 

more likely to prefer ground beef that is described in terms of leanness rather than fattiness 

(Levin, 1987).  

Similarly, a ranking’s order may frame people’s perception of current and future trends, 

and therefore influence how people think about, and respond to, the domain at hand. For 

example, a mayor may spend more resources on fighting crime if her city’s neighborhoods were 

ranked with the most dangerous neighborhood in first (rather than last) place, a financial 

regulator may spend more attention to enforcement if regulation infringement was ranked in 

ascending (rather than descending) order (i.e., with the institution with the most infringements in 

first place), and a superintendent may spend more time attending to her schools if they were 

ranked with the school with the highest student attrition in first (rather than last) place. Thus, just 

as framing inequality as the poor having less (rather than the rich having more) increases support 

for redistributive taxes (Chow & Galak, 2012; Lowery, Chow, & Crosby, 2009), a ranking 

presented in an ascending or descending order may influence attention to, and support for, 

similarly important social problems.  

In addition, past and present changes in ranking may also serve as a source of 

information. People may erroneously use relative changes in a target’s standing (i.e., how it has 

changed from one ranking to the next) as informative of a more general, absolute trend. That is, 

in addition to substituting absolute change for relative change (the focus of this dissertation), it is 

possible that people, at times, also substitute relative change for absolute change. For example, a 

mayor may jump to the conclusion that her city’s rise in crime rankings implies that her city’s 
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crime rates have increased, and a principal may erroneously conclude that her school’s drop in 

standardized test rankings is indicative of a decrease in her students’ grades or achievements. 

But, because a target’s rise or drop in ranking does not, in and of itself, imply that the target has 

changed in absolute terms (e.g., other targets may have surpassed an unchanged target), such 

inferences can bias the mayor’s or principal’s judgments, as well as affect whether (and how) 

they choose to address these relative changes in rankings.  

Finally, it is worth considering how people reason about situations in which relative and 

absolute changes are at odds with each other. As long as its progress is slower than other targets’ 

progress, it is theoretically possible for a specific, focal target to decline in relative terms (i.e., 

drop in ranking) while simultaneously increase in absolute terms (i.e., progress). Conversely, as 

long as a specific target’s pace of degradation is slower than other targets’ degradation, it is 

possible for the target to improve in relative terms (i.e., rise in ranking) while simultaneously 

become worse in absolute terms (i.e., degrade). How, then, do people process such two opposing 

inputs regarding change? Do people give more attention to, and put more weight on, information 

regarding relative change or absolute change? And, when it comes to taking action, are people 

more troubled and motivated to act by information involving a target’s relative change or 

information involving the target’s absolute change? 

To illustrate, imagine a mayoral meeting attended by the school system’s superintendent, 

and by the president of the city’s chamber of commerce. The superintendent informs the mayor 

that, although the school district’s performance had improved in the previous years, the district 

had dropped in ranking due to higher improvement rates among other school districts. In 

contrast, the chief of commerce informs the mayor that although foot traffic and business 

revenues had dropped in the past years, the city rose in ranking due to larger drops among 
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neighboring cities. Faced with these two advisers, the mayor is required to decide how to allocate 

her attention, time, and resources. In spite of the improvement in absolute performance, should 

the mayor allocate more funds to the city’s low-ranking education system (in hope of increasing 

the city’s relative ranking)? Rather, in spite of the rise in relative performance, should the mayor 

allocate more funds to the city’s department of commerce (in hope of increasing its revenue)? 

Although research has shown that relative considerations are weighted heavily in people’s 

judgments (Festinger, 1954; Mussweiler, 2003; Suls, 1977), the question of how people resolve 

situations in which relative considerations are in direct odds with absolute considerations has 

received limited attention.
 18

  

 

Extraneous influences on perceptions of ranking 

 I have shown that, absent other considerations, people believe that rising in ranking is 

more likely than dropping in ranking. That is not to say, however, that judgments and predictions 

of relative performance are not influenced by other, extraneous factors that are seemingly 

unrelated to the rankings themselves. For example, as discussed in Chapter 2, perceptions of the 

likelihood of rising or dropping in the social ladder are influenced, among other things, by 

people’s political affiliation, socioeconomic status, and even ethnic identity. And, as discussed in 
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 Consider, for example, the oft-cited finding that a significant number of people prefer to be better positioned than 

their peers, even if it means earning less money, getting less praise from their employer, and being less physically 

attractive (Solnick & Hemenway, 1998). While this finding suggests that people are more attuned to relative 

considerations than absolute ones, it does not directly tackle the question of how people react to relative and 

absolute change. For example, imagine that instead of choosing between an absolutely low income that is 

positionally higher and an absolutely high income that is positionally lower, participants were asked to choose 

between relative and absolute increases in income. Would people prefer their company canceled holiday bonuses 

than receive a bonus that is smaller than their peers? Is the employee with the smallest pay-cut in company X 

happier than the employee with the smallest bonus in company Y? Or, when it comes to change, do people pay more 

attention to absolute change rather than relative change?  
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Chapter 3, participants’ implicit personality theory—whether they believe that a person’s ability 

is malleable (Dweck, 1999)—can influence the extent to which they exhibit the upward mobility 

bias. Whereas incremental theorists (who believe that personal traits and abilities are adaptable 

and subject to change) thought that a rise in ranking was more likely than a decline, entity 

theorists (who believe that personal traits and abilities are relatively stable and cannot be 

significantly changed) believed that rising and dropping in rankings were equally likely. Thus, 

although the upward mobility bias is a robust cognitive phenomenon, it may nonetheless be 

influenced by individual differences and other extraneous factors. 

 One such factor, at least when it comes to predictions of rankings that are determined by 

motivation, is the extent to which people believe in free-will. Because an integral part of free-

will is the belief in one’s ability to willfully act upon one’s motivation and control one’s own 

fate, people who believe in free-will should be more likely to exhibit the upward mobility bias. 

That is, because the belief in free-will is likely to shift one’s attention toward a target’s 

motivation, those who more strongly espouse a belief in free-will should be especially inclined to 

predict that a rise in ranking is more likely than a decline. Indeed, some initial evidence suggests 

this to be the case. In one preliminary study, in addition to the measures of upward social 

mobility used in Chapter 2, I asked participants to complete the belief in free-will subscale of the 

Free-Will and Determinism Scale (Baumeister et al., 2009; Paulhus & Carey, 2010). As 

expected, the more participants endorsed statements like strength of mind can always overcome 

the body's desire and people have complete control over the decisions they make, the more they 

believed that a person born to a family in the bottom income quintile is likely, as an adult, to rise 

to the middle income quintile or higher, β = 0.28, t(128) = 3.13, p = .002.
19

 Although it remains 
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to be seen whether the belief in free-will influences perceptions of dropping in ranking as it does 

for perceptions of rising in ranking, these results provide initial evidence that the chronic belief 

in free-will may inflate predictions of upward mobility and, presumably, the likelihood of 

exhibiting the upward mobility bias.  

 More generally, thinking about choice may influence people’s tendency to believe that a 

rise in ranking is more likely than a decline, and the more the concept of choice is salient in 

people’s minds, the more likely they may be to exhibit the upward mobility bias. First, increasing 

the saliency of choice and agency may focus people on the factors that are within a ranked 

target’s control, leading them to predict that rising in ranking is possible. Second, to the extent 

that thinking about choice increases one’s belief in free-will (Feldman, Baumeister, & Wong, 

2014), activating the idea of choice and personal agency may indirectly increase people’s 

tendency to exhibit the upward mobility bias. If true, such a finding may help explain why 

people are more accepting of wealth inequality when the concept of choice is more cognitively 

accessible (Savani & Rattan, 2012). Thinking about choice may increase people’s belief in 

upward social mobility and in the idea that any hardworking individual can rise in the social 

ladder, thus reducing people’s dissatisfaction with existing levels of inequality.  

In a similar fashion, the upward mobility bias may also be affected by the mental 

accessibility of highly-motivated exemplars that were able, against all odds, to rise in ranking. 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
 
19

 In a second study, participants were assigned to one of two conditions. In one condition, participants rated their 

agreement with statements regarding their belief in free-will (e.g., if they truly want something, anyone can find a 

way to make it happen). In the second condition, participants indicated their agreement with statements implying a 

lack of free-will (e.g., some things will never happen, no matter how much people want them to). Although the 

difference between conditions was not significant, participants’ endorsement of the statements predicted their 

perceptions of upward social mobility. The more they agreed with statements in the free-will condition, the more 

participants believed that a person is likely to rise up the social ladder, β = 0.30, t(50) = 2.21, p = .03. In contrast, 

although non-significant, the more they agreed with statements in the determinism condition, the less they believed 

in upward social mobility, β = -0.13, t(49) = 0.90, p = .38. The interaction between condition and participants’ 

endorsement of the statements was significant, F(1,100) = 4.51, p = .04.  
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Thinking of the Cinderallas, the Seabiscuits, and the Rocky Balboas of the world may increase 

people’s tendency to believe that, with enough willpower and determination, any individual or 

organization can rise in ranking. In contrast, thinking about the obstacles that stand in one’s way 

to success may lead to the opposite pattern, guiding people to believe that a rise in ranking is less 

likely, and that a drop in ranking is more likely. It would therefore be interesting to examine 

whether activating this rags-to-riches mindset in a non-financial domain can influence people’s 

perceptions of financial mobility, spilling over from one domain to the next. Does upward social 

mobility seem more likely after watching Billy Elliot or The Mighty Ducks? Are people less 

troubled by, and more accepting of, rising levels of inequality after reading stories of 

determination and willpower? 

 Finally, it may be worthwhile to examine whether people vary in the degree to which 

they perceive life as a zero-sum game, and how this individual difference influences predictions 

of performance in rankings. Rankings are by definition zero-sum: one target’s rise in ranking is 

necessarily balanced by another target’s drop. Yet, people seem to fail to understand this zero-

sum principal, erroneously predicting that a rise in ranking is more likely than a decline. Do 

people differ in their zero-sum beliefs? Are some people more likely to believe that life is a non-

zero-sum game, where the proverbial pie can always get bigger and one person’s rise in ranking 

does not necessarily lead to another person’s decline? In contrast, are some people less likely to 

show the upward mobility bias, always expecting one person’s gain to be another’s loss? Finally, 

when it comes to perceptions of social mobility, do people vary in whether they perceive the 
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financial system as a zero-sum game? And, if they do, what are the potential policy 

consequences of perceiving the financial system as a zero-sum (versus a non-zero-sum) game?
20

  

 

Self-relevant rankings 

 So far, I have discussed predictions of rankings in domains that are not directly related to 

the self.
21

 To establish the robustness of the upward mobility bias, I have focused on domains 

that in all likelihood are not influenced by people’s self-serving biases. However, the question of 

whether people show this bias in self-relevant rankings remains. Do people believe that rising in 

ranking is more likely than dropping in ranking even when they themselves are the ones being 

ranked? Or, when it comes to self-relevant rankings, are people more calibrated in their 

predictions? For example, do academic administrators predict that their own schools are more 

likely to rise in ranking than to drop in them? Or, because it is more self-relevant, are they more 

likely to understand that rising and dropping in ranking depends on both their own school and 

the performance of all other schools?  

On the one hand, there are several reasons why one might expect people to show the 

upward mobility bias even when it is self-relevant. First, because of asymmetries in self- and 

other-knowledge, people have more information about themselves than about other targets in the 

ranking (Kruger et al., 2008; Moore & Cain, 2007). Thus, to the extent that people are aware of 

their own motivation but not of the other targets’ motivation, they may show the upward 

                                                           
20

 Describing one Wall Street trader, Michael Lewis writes that “for the first time in his career, he felt that he could 

only win if someone else lost, or, more likely, that someone else could only win if he lost. He was not by nature a 

zero-sum person, but he had somehow wound up in the middle of a zero-sum business” (Lewis, 2014). Could the 

belief that life is not a zero-sum game serve as a moral shield for those who are better-off financially?  

 
21

 The two exceptions being participants’ predictions of upward and downward social mobility in Studies 1 and 2.   
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mobility bias to a greater extent when predicting their own future ranking. Second, people are 

known to be unrealistically optimistic about their own future success (Weinstein, 1980). 

Therefore, to the extent that rising in ranking is desirable (and dropping in ranking undesirable), 

people are likely to overestimate the likelihood that they will rise in ranking but underestimate 

the likelihood that they will drop in ranking. Finally, as discussed in Chapter 2, people have a 

psychological need to perceive their systems as legitimate and fair (Jost, Glaser, Kruglanski & 

Sulloway, 2003). Assuming that this need is more likely to be activated in highly self-relevant 

systems, people should therefore be more likely to exhibit the upward mobility bias when 

predicting their own ranking than the ranking of other, unrelated targets.  

On the other hand, there is some reason to believe that people may not show the upward 

mobility bias in self-relevant domains, or may show it to a smaller extent.  First, people may be 

more careful in their predictions when thinking about their own future ranking and may be more 

motivated to make accurate predictions when it comes to a self-relevant domain. Thus, in the 

same manner that people can correct their “superficial thinking” about the self (Gilovich, Epley, 

& Hanko, 2005), it is possible that the more attentive they are, the less likely they will be to 

exhibit the upward mobility bias. Second, people may be reluctant to tempt fate (Risen & 

Gilovich, 2008; van Wolferen, Inbar, & Zeelenberg, 2013), especially in domains that are highly 

relevant to their self-esteem. Reluctant to jeopardize their future rise in ranking, people may 

therefore be likely to predict that they would drop in ranking, or remain in the same position. 

Finally, in some of my other work, I have shown that although people are known to be overly 

optimistic about their future performance, they also tend to notice the obstacles and hurdles that 

stand in their way more than the obstacles and hurdles that stand in others’ way. When predicting 

their own ranking, people may be especially attuned to the difficulties they will need to 
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overcome in order to rise in ranking, but not to the difficulties that their opponents will need to 

overcome, therefore reducing their tendency to exhibit the upward mobility bias.  

 

Conclusion 

 Bringing 33 years of a career in television to an end, late night television talk show host 

David Letterman recently retired. On September 18, 1985, Letterman pioneered his famous “Top 

Ten List” segment, in which he humorously ranks ten items that rotate around a common theme. 

At first, the segment was an explicit attempt to mock the custom of popular magazines to rank 

celebrities, diets, fashion fads, and the like according to ambiguous, unstandardized, and often 

nonsensical standards.
22

 However, Letterman’s Top Ten Lists quickly became very popular in 

and of themselves, spurring meta-lists that rank the Top Ten Top Ten Lists, and it’s not hard to 

see why. Rankings are enjoyable. They are often humorous, entertaining, and informative. We 

want to know how everything we deeply care about (including ourselves) ranks. But not all 

rankings are mere entertainment, and some rankings have the potential to influence important 

policy matters. My hope is that, when it comes to rankings that matter, future research can find 

ways to correct for the upward mobility bias. And to that, I say, onwards and upwards! 
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 “Top Ten Things That Almost Rhyme With Peas” 
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