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Abstract

Recent empirical evidence contends that meritocratic ideals are mainly a Western
phenomenon. Intriguingly, the Chinese people appear to not differentiate between
merit- and luck-based inequalities, despite their rich historical legacy of meritocratic
institutions. We propose that this phenomenon might be due to the Chinese pub-
lic’s greater adherence towards the status quo. In order to test this hypothesis, we
run an incentivized redistribution experiment with elite university students in China
and France, by varying the initial split of payoffs between two real-life workers to
redistribute from. We show that Chinese respondents consistently and significantly
choose more non-redistribution (playing the status quo) across both highly unequal
and relatively equal status quo scenarios than our French respondents. Addition-
ally, we also show that the Chinese sample does differentiate between merit- and
luck-based inequalities, and does not redistribute less than the French absent status
quo conformity. Ultimately, we contend that such a phenomenon is indicative of
low political agency rather than apathy, inattention, or libertarian beliefs among the
Chinese. Notably, our findings show that Chinese individuals” conformity to the sta-
tus quo is particularly pronounced among those from families of working-class and
farming backgrounds, while it is conspicuously absent among individuals whose

families have closer ties to the private sector.

JEL Classification: D31, D63, D73, D83, H23, H24, P26

Keywords: Meritocracy; Fairness Preferences; Spectator Games; China-France Compar-

ison; Beliefs; Redistribution; Status quo Bias; Market Economy in China
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1 Introduction: the Unmeritocratic & Inequality-loving Chi-

nese?

How much should a society redistribute is one of the central themes of political eco-
nomics, and fairness concern is one of the major factors influencing redistribution choices.
When previous research talks about fairness, a certain meritocratic form is often as-
sumed, where inequalities based on one’s merit (ability, effort) are considered fair, while
those based on factors beyond one’s control (luck, privilege, etc) are considered unfair.
Accordingly, in the past literature investigating determinants of redistributive prefer-
ences using survey experiments, researchers often use questions on respondents” beliefs
about different sources of inequalities, such as whether respondents think inequalities
in the society mainly come from entrenched privileges, or if one can achieve success
mainly through personal efforts, directly as proxies for whether respondents think that

such inequalities are fair or not.!

A recent strand of literature (Almads et al., 2020, 2021), however, uses experimental meth-
ods to question the universality of such meritocratic fairness preferences, and quantify to
which extent such a meritocratic fairness framework is shared by different populations.
They oftentimes use a spectator game design where a spectator is asked to redistribute
money between a winner who is awarded a sum of money, and a loser who is awarded
nothing; the main source of variation is how the winner is selected - between a merit
scenario where he or she completes a task better than the other, or a luck scenario where
the winner is decided by a lottery. The most extensive research using this method is
Almas et al. (2021), where this spectator experiment was implemented in 60 countries
across the globe. The authors come to the conclusion that there are significant varia-

tions in the degree of meritocratic fairness preferences across countries, and that richer

1For an example, see Alesina et al. (2018). In the introduction, the authors write that “Americans are
thought to view the market system as relatively fair, and to believe in the “American dream,” i.e., the
notion that one can make it from rags to riches with sufficient effort.... ‘In contrast, Europeans tend to
believe that the economic system is unfair, and that wealth is the result of family history, connections, and
sticky social classes.” In this passage, the importance of personal effort and social mobility are used as
synonyms for fairness.



countries have a higher share of meritocrats in aggregate.

The country which draws our attention in this branch of literature is China. Not only
does it implement one of the highest inequality level among all the countries in the
Almas et al. (2021) study;, it is also one of the two countries that redistributes almost as
much when the inequality is due to merit as when it is due to luck.? Similar results
about the Chinese people’s non-meritocratic and inequality-loving preferences were also
found with a redistribution study involving Chinese and Norwegian children (Cappelen,
Falch, et al., 2022), as well as a survey experiment study in which researchers primed a
representative panel of Chinese citizens with stories of getting rich by lucky opportuni-
ties, and witnessed a significant decrease in the propensity to redistribute (N. Y. Chen et

al., 2022).

This observation is strongly counter-intuitive due to China’s long history of a deeply
meritocratic selection system. The Imperial Civil Service Exam selecting senior civil
servants enabled high levels of social mobility as early as the 6/ century, and abundant
evidence suggests that it has shaped many aspects of modern-day China, including but
not limited to a very strong cultural attachment to exam-based meritocratic selection and

high investments in education (Ho, 1962; T. Chen et al., 2020; S. Chen et al., 2022).

In this paper, we hypothesize that the seemingly non-meritocratic and inequality-loving
preferences of Chinese respondents might be due to a strong reluctance to move away
from the status quo. Expressing revealed redistributive preferences is to make a political
choice and to realistically change other people’s lives, which means to bear the respon-
sibility for this change and potentially to generate conflicts. It is thus self-evident that
Chinese citizens, unfamiliar with political participation and living in a culture that em-
phasizes conformity and harmony, might be less willing to express their preferences and
may therefore be reluctant to deviate from the status quo than their Western counter-
parts. Existing examples of spectator games often employ a “winner-takes-all” design,

where the winner and loser start with a very unequal original split (status quo).> Under

2The other country with similarly non-meritocratic preferences in aggregate is India.
3In Almas et al. (2020) and Almas et al. (2021), the default option is 12 monetary pieces for the winner



this “winner-takes-all” status quo, if the Chinese respondents are reluctant to make any
changes to the distribution, regardless of the source of inequality, it would appear as

though they preferred a very unequal split and did not distinguish merit and luck.

We test this hypothesis with an adapted spectator game design, where we vary the initial
split between the winner and the loser. For half of the sample, we ask the spectator to
redistribute from a very unequal initial split (12 monetary pieces for the winner and 0
for the loser), and for the other half a more equal initial split, in which 7 monetary pieces
are given to the winner and 5 monetary pieces to the loser. If it is status quo conformity
— instead of a true preference for high inequality — which drives the final redistribution
choice by Chinese spectators, we would expect to see that the Chinese spectators play

status quo more often than French spectators under both equal and unequal initial splits.

Besides status quo conformity, we also test two alternative hypotheses: one is drawn
from the political philosophy literature. Mulligan (2022) suggests that, in China, meri-
tocratic selection is valued as a means to the end of having higher total surplus, which
means Chinese citizens are more likely to tolerate a member on top of the society to
have a head start, as long as he or she is competent at the role and increases total social
surplus at the same time. We test this hypothesis by introducing a trade-off between
rewarding people proportionally to their merit and maximizing total surplus: while the
winner in this condition has as much merit as in the merit scenario, attributing more
resources to him or her comes at a cost. We also test the hypothesis that Chinese respon-
dents may have libertarian fairness preferences and regard all inequalities as fair, by
introducing scenarios with inequalities of opportunities, mixed signals about merit and
compare the redistributive behaviors of our respondents in these scenarios with those in

the merit and luck scenarios.*

Between the end of 2022 and the beginning of 2023, we implemented an online survey

experiment with Chinese and French elite university students, the demographic groups

and O for the loser.
*Luck scenario refers to the pure lottery luck scenario. We hereafter systematically use the terminology
of Luck scenario throughout the paper.



for which one could expect meritocratic principles to be the most salient. France is
selected as a comparison group because it has a similar tradition of meritocratic selection

of elites, but is a polar opposition to China when it comes to conformity.

Our main results are the following. Overall, it appears that even the Chinese elite univer-
sity students - in the Chinese of population, the group for whom meritocratic concerns
could be expected to be the most salient - implement “unmeritocratic” distributions in
the aggregate. The gap between amounts given to the loser in the luck and merit scenar-
ios is small in magnitude and only marginally significant. However, this result is almost
entirely driven by status quo conformity: Chinese respondents play status quo oftener
than French respondents in both initial splits and in all scenarios. When we remove the
status quo players from the sample, we find that the part of respondents who do not
play status quo display a significant merit-luck gap. Furthermore, the raw amounts they
redistributed are not significantly different from those of French non status quo players

in the unequal initial split.

We further delve into the mechanisms of status quo conformity. We argue that instead of
apathy, inattention, fatigue or libertarianism, status quo playing by the Chinese respon-
dents reflects a true reluctance to make a change, which is likely to be attributable to a
lack of political agency and a wish to behave in a socially desirable way. We show that by
exploring the correlation between status quo playing and other behaviors in the experi-
ment: respondents play significantly less status quo in the unequal initial split, showing
that status quo playing is rational rather than apathetic. Among Chinese respondents,
we find that children of farmers and workers are over-represented among status quo
players, while the children of private enterprise owners display almost no status quo
conformity. The status quo players are also more likely to claim that they understood
the experiment and played in the direction of our expectation. Finally, we show that
status quo play is unlikely to reflect apathy. First, aside from the redistribution ques-
tions, status quo players do not have a stronger tendency to give neutral answers, i.e.
in sections of the survey in which deviating from neutral answers will not affect other

people’s lives, they are as likely as other respondents to deviate from default answers.



Second, they do not appear to spend less time on the survey, to be more inattentive or

to grow more impatient over time.

The paper is organized as follows. In section 2, we recapitulate the relevant literature
and discuss our contributions. We explain our hypotheses in detail, and the reasons as
to why we selected the Chinese and French elite student samples in section 3. Section
4 details the experiment protocol. Section 5 presents the results and section 6 discusses
the mechanism of status quo playing in light of (or a lack thereof) political agency, as
well as our exploration on the respondents” understanding of the experiment. Section 7

concludes.

2 Contributions to the Literature

Our paper contributes to the literature in the following ways.

First of all, our paper is broadly related to the vast literature investigating the deter-
minants of redistributive preferences using survey and lab experiments (Cruces et al.,
2013; Kuziemko et al., 2015; Karadja et al., 2017; Alesina et al., 2018; Stantcheva, 2020;
Hoy & Mager, 2021; Alesina et al., 2023). As previously mentioned, one of the limits
in the current literature on redistribution experiments is the underlying assumption of
universally-shared meritocratic redistributive preference. A second limitation is that,
until recently, this literature mainly focused on Western countries — although Henrich
(2020) and Nisbett (2004) both show that many preferences and habits of thoughts of-
ten assumed by Westerners as universal are sometimes far from being shared by non-
Westerners. We contribute on this front by connecting ourselves with the recent advance
that deviates from this aforementioned paradigm (Almas et al., 2020, 2021; Cappelen,
Falch, et al., 2022), and we go one step further by showing that the mechanisms be-
hind the seemingly unmeritocratic redistributive preferences previously demonstrated
in China could be driven by other underlying cultural or political motivations: such
as lower political agency and higher status quo conformity among the Chinese. A re-

sistance to moving away from the status quo might be mistaken for low redistribution



propensity or unmeritocratic behavior when the status quo is extremely unequal.

The spectator experiment design we build upon has been widely used to investigate the
role of preferences and beliefs in driving redistributive choices.” Implementing respon-
dents” choices is indeed meant to provide incentives for respondents to think carefully
about their answers — while unincentivized survey elicitation of preferences can result
in very noisy measures (Nisbett, 2004). Aguiar et al. (2013) and Konow et al. (2020)
further show that third-party spectator experiments appear to perform better at elicit-
ing preferences than experiments involving stake-holders, as the latter appears to make
self-serving choices and exhibit an in-group bias. However, our results shed light on
a caveat of such spectator experiments: if some respondents are reluctant to making
choices which will affect others, this incentivization method can act against its initial
aim of preference elicitation. Probably closest to our paper is Telle and Tjotta (2023)
who similarly show that making the choice to not redistribute more salient significantly
increases the share of respondents who do not implement any redistribution. In compar-
ison to their design, we go further by showing that the share of respondents who stick to
the status quo may vary greatly across countries - threatening cross-county comparisons

- and investigating the factors driving status quo conformity.

In addition, our paper also relates to the literature that studies cross-culture psychology
and compares the thought process of Western and Eastern cultures. A rich literature
is dedicated to describing psychological differences between the East and the West (For
example, Nisbett (2004); Cai et al. (2011)) or between the West and the rest of the world,
such as the seminal study by Henrich et al. (2010) which coined the term WEIRD and
their subsequent argument about the origin of this difference (Schulz et al., 2018). In
our paper, we contribute to this literature by testing and rejecting the hypothesis in
Mulligan (2022) that the East Asian meritocracy is “consequentalist”, that is to say that

East Asians only value meritocratic systems as a means to an end of having a higher

*Durante et al. (2014); Bortolotti et al. (2017); Mollerstrom et al. (2015); Tinghog et al. (2017); Almas et al.
(2020); Andre (2021); Miiller and Renes (2021); X. Chen and Scheyen (2022); Preuss et al. (2022); Cappelen,
Mollerstrom, et al. (2022); Madland and Stremland (2022); Cappelen et al. (2023); Lobeck (2023); Bartling
et al. (2023); Z. Huang et al. (2023), for instance, have recourse to such a design.



total surplus. However, we do find evidence consistent with previous findings that the
Chinese respondents think more holistically, are more likely to put situation into context,

rather than thinking in terms of simple abstract principles, and are more modest.

What’s more, we also contribute to the literature specifically trying to understand the
determinants of redistributive preferences in China. There has been a range of past
studies attempting to decipher if there are salient social cleavages with respects to redis-
tributive preferences in China or not (Smyth et al., 2010; Xun, 2015; Y. Chen et al., 2017;
An & Ye, 2017; X. Huang, 2019; Yang, 2019). Most of these studies are of descriptive
nature, with the exception of a few recent experimental studies by Y. Chen et al. (2017),
N. Y. Chen et al. (2022) and Mu (2022). The paper that comes the closest to ours is Almads
et al. (2022), which also tries to look at cross-country differences in the propensity to
redistribute among China, Germany and the United States. Compared to their study, we
delve deeper into the potential mechanisms driving the stark cross-cultural differences

in redistribution propensities between China and the West in an experimental set-up.

Last but not least, our paper contributes to the literature on political agency and en-
trepreneurship under the Chinese context. In our study, respondents whose parents
have closer involvements in the private market economy are significantly less likely to
play status quo. We consider this a supportive piece of evidence that private economy
exposure increases political agency, which is also documented in the Chinese context by
Li et al. (2006) and Kao et al. (2022): the former empirically demonstrates that private
entrepreneurs are more likely to enter politics in areas with weak market infrastructures,
while the latter shows that entrepreneurial elites are more likely to ask for political rep-
resentation, in contrast with the rest of the population who prefer public services. Our
tindings also echo the hypothesis made by Nisbett (2004) that trade activities in Ancient

Greek culture explain its debate culture compared to agricultural Ancient China.



3 Hypotheses and Contexts

3.1 Hypotheses

Status Quo Conformity One thing that attracts our attention in existing redistribution
spectator experiments ran in China is how Chinese respondents do not redistribute much
in either the luck-based inequality scenario or in the merit-based inequality scenario. The
lack of difference, in fact, between the two scenarios seems to be driven by extremely

low levels of redistribution in both scenarios.

Starting from these observations, we suspect that Chinese respondents appear to be non-
meritocratic and anti-redistribution due to status quo conformity - in other words, due

to reluctance to make any change that deviates from the current state of affairs.

While research that is based on Western subjects rarely observe status quo playing
(Fischbacher et al., 2023), we believe that this effect might be at play in the Chinese
sample for three main reasons. First of all, individual agency is not valued that strongly
in cultures with a collectivist focus such as the Chinese one Nisbett (2004). Secondly,
commercial survey companies documented that the Chinese audience is likely to re-
spond positively to any questions and cares about social desirability of its answers
(International, 2017). Finally and perhaps most importantly, the Chinese public rarely
participates in policy-making process of any sort, be it voting, activism or publicly-
engaged policy deliberations. Under the authoritarian context and communist legacy,
the government is perceived to be omnipresent and responsible for all: the majority of
Chinese citizens consider the government responsible for not only implementing tradi-
tional duties of a welfare state such as universal healthcare and education, but also for
providing a job to anyone who needs it or guaranteeing a minimum living standard to
everyone. (Whyte, 2010). As redistribution is fundamentally a political topic, it is highly

likely that they consider the subject out of their responsibility or decisional reach.

We propose to test this hypothesis by varying the initial split. Apart from the highly

unequal initial split where the winner gets 12 monetary pieces and loser 0 pieces, we



randomly assign half of the sample to receive a more equal status quo where the winner
gets 7 monetary pieces and the loser 5 pieces. If we observe that Chinese respondents
play status quo more often than the French respondents in both cases, then we would
have reasons to believe that there is a strong status quo conformity shaping Chinese
respondents’ choices, casting doubt on the idea that they truly prefer unmeritocratic and
anti-redistribution policies. On the contrary, if they truly wish to implement a low level
of redistribution, they should adjust downward from the 7/5 split instead of sticking to

the status quo in that case as well.

Deontological vs Consequentalist Meritocracy Another possible explanation for the
behavior of Chinese respondents is put forward by the political philosophy literature:
Mulligan (2022) calls the Western meritocracy “dentological” , where it is insisted that
the reward must be proportional to merit and that this principle should be an end in
itself. Meanwhile, the type of meritocracy developed in imperial China has a utilitar-
ian flavor (which Mulligan dubs “consequentialist” meritocracy), because meritocracy is
taken as a means to increase social welfare rather than an end in itself: putting the most
capable person on top of the hierarchy is expected to generate positive benefits for the

society as a whole.

Those two different rationales would lead to a similar attempt to set-up meritocratic

systems selecting the most capable, but will produce different solutions if:

* There is an inequality of opportunity. Deontological meritocrats wants to reward
people according to “pure” individual merit, while a consequentialist meritocrat
would prefer rewarding a more skilled individual even if the skill difference were

attributable to a head-start, e.g. private tutoring.

* There is a trade-off between total surplus and rewarding individuals proportion-
ally to their merit. For a consequentalist meritocrat, meritocracy exists to produce
higher surplus; if there is a conflict between the meritocratic mean and the end of

higher surplus, then the end should trump the mean.



Such utilitarian motives could help explain the low redistribution levels by Chinese re-
spondents observed in previous experiments: since such spectator games are one-shot
experiments where respondents simply decide on a bonus (rather than, for instance,
selecting workers to be promoted), consequentialist meritocrats have no real reason to
distribute bonuses proportionally to merit: their choices will leave the total surplus un-

affected.

Our main test of this hypothesis is to introduce a a trade-off between total surplus and
proportional reward to merit : we introduce a scenario where the winner is as deserving
— from a deontological point of view — as in the merit condition, but where distributing
more to him or her will lead to a loss in total surplus. If the Chinese respondents are
indeed consequentalist meritocrats while French respondents are deontological merito-
crats, we imagine that the Chinese respondents will be less willing to destroy surplus to

reward the deserving winner than their French counterparts.

As additional tests, we also introduce scenarios with inequalities of opportunities where
one of the workers gets certain assistance or hindrance in the task; we expect the Chinese
respondents to redistribute less in these situations if they are indeed consequentialist

meritocrats. We describe in detail these scenarios in section 4.1.1.

Libertarianism Finally, an alternative explanation for Chinese respondents” lack of re-
distribution when inequality derives from luck could be that they are libertarian, in the
sense that they do consider all sources of income as fair. To test this hypothesis, a lottery
which distributes reward due to pure luck with no human agency might not be the best
proxy. In a lottery, the parties involved have the same starting point (no head start for
either party) and they have both accepted the rule where reward will be allocated by

luck. Moreover, pure luck is rather fair in the sense that it is impartial.

To further test for libertarianism among our Chinese respondents, we consider situations
with more complex signals of merit: situations involving luck-based inequalities of
opportunities, an error in reporting the winner or the loser in the reward allocation, and

also situations where the winner has more merit than the loser by a very slim margin. If

10



our Chinese respondents are true libertarians who regard all the sources of inequality as
fair, they would not make a difference between these situations, pure luck or merit, and
redistribute similar amounts overall. On the other hand, if they do make a difference in
the amount redistributed in each scenario that seems to correlate with the level of merit
involved, then the Chinese respondents are not completely indifferent to the sources of

the inequalities, and pure lottery luck might just be a special case.

3.2 Subject Selection

We choose elite university students as respondents, as they are the group directly con-
cerned with meritocracy — and to whom meritocratic selection is the most salient. If even
the elite university students in China behave unmeritocratically, then the rest of society
might be even less adherent to the meritocratic ideal. In addition, elite university stu-
dents are relatively easy to reach logistically and have similar lifestyles and backgrounds,

thus facilitating cross-country comparison as well.

While the goal is to compare China to a Western country that is supposed to have a
“standard” form of meritocratic preferences, we acknowledge that there is no such thing
as a neutral control group. Under the context of elite education, however, the Franco-
Chinese comparison is particularly interesting because they have a similarly merit-based
elite selection system (thus potentially similar approach to meritocracy), but opposite
tendency to conform to the status quo. The French education system is renowned for
its elitist characters and exam-based selection procedures (concours) . In this sense, it
resembles more the selection procedure in China and could lead to similar attitudes of
meritocracy among students compared to countries where the admission procedure is
more based on a comprehensive assessment of the student’s application. However on the
other hand, in contrast to the Chinese students, French students are historically much

more politically active and are accustomed to collective action.® They have a strong

®Particularly, a part of our experiment was run during protests against the retirement age re-
form proposed by president Emmanuel Macron. From January onwards, the youth - high school
and university students - was particularly mobilized in this protest, blocking high schools and uni-
versities: https://www.publicsenat.fr/actualites/politique/mobilisation-des-jeunes-contre-la
-reforme-des-retraites-il-y-a-des-generations-d
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desire to make change and are very unlikely to submit to the status quo, which makes

them an interesting comparison group with respect to the Chinese audience.

3.3 The French Context

For this experiment, we recruited students from two types of French higher education
institutions. First, undergraduate students of Sciences Po Paris and, in a latter phase,
students from Classes Préparatoires and other Grandes FEcoles to achieve greater rep-
resentativeness of French elite university students as well as a greater similarity to the

composition of the Chinese sample.

The French higher education system includes certain institutions called "Grandes Ecoles":
while, historically, most French universities used to be non-selective, under the principle
that higher education should be available to all, "Grandes Ecoles" are highly-selective
institutions designed with the purpose of training scientific, political and business elites.
Most French Grandes Ecoles recruit students through a competitive exam. In the case of
Sciences Po, which was created in 1840 with the explicit aim of training French political
elites, this exam takes place in the last year of high school and was ultimately replaced
by an admission procedure based on academic and extracurricular records completed by
an interview in 2021.7 However, for the vast majority of French Grandes Ecoles, prospec-
tive students must first enrol in a two-year long "Classe Préparatoire", a selective course

in which they intensively prepare for the admission exams to Grandes Ecoles.?

Most Grandes Ecoles were founded in the 18" century with the aim of training highly-
skilled public servants — Sciences Po was, in turn, founded in 1872 with the aim of
training a new generation of political elites in response to France’s loss of a war against

Prussia. This contributed to transforming the aristocratic French Ancien Régime soci-

7Sciences Po Paris has a highly international student body and undergraduate programs focused on
different geographical areas. However, while we initially aimed to exploit this within sample cultural
variation by recruiting respondents from Le Havre campus which focuses on Asia, the fraction of non-
French respondents was too low to make this variation exploitable.

8Well-ranked students who failed to be admitted in a highly-ranked Grande Ecole may be permitted to
study in "Classe Préparatoire” for a third year, called "khube" or "5/2", to attempt the competitive exams
again.

12



ety by facilitating the emergence of a highly-educated and powerful bourgeoisie. The
initial motivation for the creation of Grandes Ecoles was utilitarian and the idea of se-
lecting civil servants based on merit directly was directly inspired from the utilitarian
Chinese keju system of imperial examination. However, their development was concomi-
tant with the Enlightenment which promoted deontological meritocratic ideals and ulti-
mately contributed to the French Revolution in 1789 as the newly-powerful bourgeoisie

started contesting the aristocratic organization of the Ancien Régime society.

The French education system encourages critical thinking as a key skill early on, with
students starting to take essay-based exams before high school. As such, the ability
to debate and stand for one’s opinion is seen as an important source of pride. This is
also true of French Grande Ecole students, although their role is often paradoxical: as
future elites, they benefit from a system which they nonetheless often denounce as non-
meritocratic due to inequalities of opportunities.” Last but not least, French students
have historically been highly politicized, frequently taking part in protest movements.
In particular, students played a key role in the "May 68" movement, the largest protest
movement of the 207 century in France which led to the dissolution of the French par-

liament.

3.4 The Chinese Context

The Chinese sample respondents are recruited from selective elite universities which
used to receive labels of being part of the "Project 985" and the "Project 211" respectively,
which are comparable to our French Grande Ecole sample in terms of the selectivity
of the universities.!’ The overwhelming majority of - if not all - students admitted to

any university underwent the highly selective National College Entrance Exam (NCEE,

9For instance, in 2022, a group Grande Ecole students from "Agro ParisTech" made the headlines by
calling, during their graduation ceremony, their peers to refuse the jobs for which they were trained and
instead get directly politically involved. Similarly, Sciences Po students and the local branch of the largest
French student union - UNEF - were key supporters of the internal reform of the admission procedure
which marked the end of exam-based selection to enter the school.

19These two projects were established in the late 1990s in order to improve education quality and raise
research standards in China. Announced in 1995 and 1998 respectively, Both programs expired in 2014 but
the labels attached to universities remains. Both 985 and 211 universities are considered elite universities
by the general public in China, with the 985 universities being even more elitist.
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or Gaokao in Chinese).!! Students and the general public in China consider the Gaokao
as a quintessential symbol of meritocracy, because everyone is supposedly evaluated on
the same baseline and receive offers based only on their scores, and that students from
underdeveloped regions can indeed change their fate by taking the exam. However, it is
also common knowledge that Gaokao reproduces social inequalities due to unequal ac-
cess to education resources and admission quotas by province: the urban, Han, male and
rich students are significantly over-represented in elite colleges (Wang et al., 2013). Over-
all, the Chinese public still considers Gaokao the only relatively fair competition in the
society despite its flaws (Howlett et al., 2022). Finally, there are additional mechanisms
providing "discounts” or even total exemption from the Gaokao.'> However overall, only
an absolute minority of students who access elite universities benefit from these reduc-
tions and special programs, and in our sample we observe only 7% of the respondents

who benefited from these preferential policies.

4 Experiment Set-up

4.1 Main Design: Third-Party Spectator Game

Our design mainly follows the spectator game design widely used in the literature to
elicit fairness ideals (in particular, we build on the design in Almas et al. (2020) and
Almas et al. (2021)). We invite respondents to make real-stake redistribution choices be-
tween two real-life workers who have completed a small task. Without any intervention
by the respondent, one of the workers (the “winner”) get a higher payment than the

other (the “loser”). The selection of winner is based on either “merit” or “luck”: under

1 The exams featured three main subjects - Chinese, math and foreign language (normally English) -
and three self-selected subject. Overall, all exam takers take three out of the six auxiliary subjects: history,
geography, politics, biology, chemistry and physics, but the rule of selection and the degree of liberty
differs from provinces to province. Students list out their desired university by order of preference after
the exam, and universities admit the number of students planned for each province base on total scores
from top to bottom.

12While the specific rules vary by province, the overall categories that benefit from the discounts are
similar: laureates of Olympiads, students who excelled in arts and sports, students who already passed
through some colleges’” individual entrance exams, children of ethnic minority or disabled/sacrificed sol-
dier and returning veterans. Besides, students of foreign nationalities pass different admission exams
which is considered much easier than the ordinary Chinese student.
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“merit” scenarios, the worker who completes more tasks is the winner. Under “luck”
scenarios, the winner is selected randomly. In this way, the researchers can explicitly

randomize the source of initial inequality.

We augment this core design in two ways: we test for status quo conformity by ran-
domizing the initial split (which will be implemented if the respondent does not make
any redistribution): for half of the respondents, the split is “winner-takes-all”: a 12/0
status quo split of total payoffs, while the status quo is a 7/5 payoff split for the other
half.'> We adopt a within subject design to increase power and randomize the order
of questions. Then, we introduce more scenarios besides the standard luck and merit
scenarios — where the differences in merit are more noisy or narrow, such as an inequal-
ity of opportunity (the tutoring and obstacle scenarios), a trade-off between merit and
the size of total surplus (the inefficiency scenario) an error in the algorithm that reports
the winner (the wrong winner or wrong loser scenarios) or a situation where the two

workers have a very small difference in merit (the “marginal winner” scenario).

To incentivize thoughtful responses, we thereafter implement the choices of a randomly
drawn sample of 5% of the respondents, and make it clear to the respondents that their
choices would have approximately 5% chances of being implemented in deciding how to
pay actual workers. We insist that if the respondents picked, their choices would be used
to decide how to pay 12 workers. After the survey was carried out, we implemented the
choices of 5% of the respondents by paying Amazon MTurk workers hired to perform a

data entry task (see section 8.3 for further details).™

4.1.1 Scenarios

The scenarios section of the questionnaire systematically started with the merit and the

luck scenarios. In the merit scenario, respondents were told that one worker had cor-

13The 12/0 split was chosen for comparability with Almas et al. (2020) which use this split.

14To mitigate ethical concerns, each worker was paid a base payment corresponding to the US federal
minimum wage and respondents’ redistribution choices only concerned bonuses we paid on top of this
base payment. Throughout the scenarios, respondents were told that the workers would be paid in "pieces"
whose conversion rate with euro or yuan was disclosed at the end of the survey as usually done in cross-
country experiments.
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rectly performed more tasks than the other and was therefore designated as the winner.
In the luck scenario, they were told that one worker had been randomly drawn to be
the winner. These scenarios were followed by the inefficiency, tutoring, obstacle, er-
ror (wrong winner/wrong loser) and marginal winner scenarios. Differences of these
scenarios compared to the merit scenario were highlighted via recourse to vignettes as
well as bold, uppercase and highlighted words (see screenshots in section 8). Those new

scenarios we introduced differed from the merit scenario in the following ways:

¢ Inefficiency: The "winner" was the worker who had correctly completed the more
tasks. However, the higher the bonus given to the winner, the smaller the total
bonus which could be split between the two workers.
This scenario aims to introduce a trade-off between giving rewards proportional
to merit and efficiency. We made it clear to respondents that the money not dis-

tributed to either worker would be lost.

¢ Tutoring: The "winner" was the worker who had correctly completed more tasks

but he/she had been arbitrarily selected to receive some tutoring before the tasks.

* Obstacle: The "winner" was the worker who had correctly completed the more
tasks but the "loser" had been arbitrarily selected to be imposed an obstacle before

the tasks.

* Error (wrong winner / wrong loser): The software meant to designate the winner
(who had correctly completed the more tasks) had some probability of picking the
wrong worker. We used two framings: in one framing ("wrong winner"), respon-
dents were told that the software may have picked the wrong winner, while in the

other framing, they were told that the software may have picked the wrong loser.

¢ Marginal winner: The "winner" was the worker who had correctly completed the

more tasks but the difference between the winner and loser was of only one task.

Among the scenarios, inefficiency is the main test to the hypothesis on deontological and
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consequentalist meritocrats described in Section 3.1: we expect dentological meritocrats
to give more to the winner under inefficiency scenario than consequentalist meritocrats.
If the Chinese respondents are indeed consequentalist meritocrats, implementing mer-
itocracy for the sake of higher total surplus, we would expect them to prefer a higher

surplus and give less to the winner than the French respondents in this scenario.

The other scenarios present situations with more complex signals of the winner’s merit
and help us check the potential presence of libertarianism: we expect that if the Chinese
respondents are true libertarians and do regard all sources of inequality as legitimate,
they would not differentiate redistribution in these scenarios from the merit scenarios.
On the contrary, if they indeed differentiate their desired amounts of redistribution in
these scenarios from the merit scenarios, but not in the luck scenario, then they are at

least partially meritocratic and the luck scenario would be a special case.

4.1.2 Randomization

The main randomization we implemented was that of the status quo. 50% of respondents
were told that, if they did not make any redistribution, the winner would receive a
bonus of 12 pieces while the loser would not receive any bonus (unequal status quo or,
hereafter, 12/0). The remaining 50% of respondents were told that, if they did not make
any redistribution, the winner would receive a bonus of 7 pieces while the loser would
receive a bonus of 5 pieces.

Since we used a within-subject design for more power, we additionally randomized the
order of the merit and luck scenarios for robustness purpose, to control for whether
starting with one of those two scenarios primed respondents to reply differently. 50%
of respondents were therefore first asked to make a choice in the merit scenario, the
remaining 50% in the luck scenario.

Finally, we randomized the framing of the error (wrong winner/wrong loser) scenario:
50% of respondents were told that the software picking the winner may have picked the

wrong winner, the remaining 50% that it may have picked the wrong loser.
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4.2 Survey Flow

The survey proceeds as following. First of all, after agreeing to take the questionnaire,
our respondents were asked a series of baseline belief and control questions,'®> and then
they were presented with the main redistribution scenarios elaborated above. Figure 4.1
gives an overall summary of the order of different segments of the survey, as well as the

randomization protocols embedded in the design.

50% of thejyl Baseline Belief Questions |\50% of the sample

*f Merit ‘f Luck
5} Luck -y Merit

| |

| |

| |

| |

| |

| |

Inefficiency Inefficiency
Tutoring Tutoring
Obstacle

Attention Check Attention Check

Wrong Winner/Loser Wrong Winner/Loser

Marginal Winner

|
!
|
|
Obstacle |
|
|
|

Marginal Winner

Very Unequal SQ (12-0) Less Unequal SQ (7- 5)

\' Demographic Questions |/

Figure 4.1: Flow Chart of the Survey Procedure

To incentivize attention of the respondents, we introduced attention checks and condi-
tioned participation payments or enrollment in a prize lottery to passing the attention
check.!'® We made it clear at the start of the survey that we would carry out attention
checks and that participants failing the attention checks would not be entered in the
lottery or remunerated. Participants failing the attention checks were excluded from the

analysis.

15For details on these belief an control questions, please refer to appendix 8.2.2.

16Sciences Po students passing the attention checks were enrolled in a prize lottery. Since this was
not reproducible for the French Grandes Ecoles and Chinese samples as per the regulations of the survey
companies with which we worked, attention checks were treated as screening questions for those samples,
meaning that participants failing the attention checks were treated as ineligible and did not receive a
participation payment.
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To mitigate experimenter demand effects and avoid priming respondents to think through
a cultural lens when answering the scenario questions, we waited until the end of the
questionnaire to ask respondents about their demographic characteristics as well as their

understanding of the experiment’s goal.”

4.3 Survey Execution

We made four versions of the questionnaire, adapting the language and academic trajec-
tory questions to the respondents: an English and a French version for the Sciences Po
sample (to account for the fact that certain international students there are more com-
fortable with English), a French version for the Grande Ecole sample, and a Chinese

version for the Chinese sample.

We distributed the Sciences Po questionnaires to first- and second-year undergradu-
ates at Sciences Po Paris in November 2022 (19" — 22"¢ November). In December 2022
(6" — 12" December), we partnered with a Chinese survey company to distribute the
Chinese questionnaire to students enrolled in their panel of respondents.!® In March
2023 (8¢ — 16" March), to increase the size of the French sample as well as to have a
sample more comparable to the Chinese sample in terms of age and gender compo-
sition, we similarly partnered with Qualtrics to distribute the Grande Ecole question-
naire to higher education students enrolled in their panel of respondents, screening out
non-Classe Préparatoire or Grande Ecole students. Ultimately, we implemented the re-
distribution choices made by our student samples in two waves, by hiring and paying

Amazon Mechanical Turk workers from February to April, 2023.1

4.4 Sample Descriptives

We yield our final samples with 233 French respondents and 337 Chinese respondents

after purging inattentive answers from the raw set of responses (see section 8.2.3 for

7See appendix section 8.2.4 for the questions.

8For confidentiality reasons we are unable to disclose the survey company’s name, but it is one of the
companies authorised by the Chinese government to conduct social surveys within mainland China.

YFor the detailed execution procedure on Amzon M-Turk please refer to appendix 8.3.
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details). Table 1 describes briefly our final data set. As we expected, the French and
Chinese respondents differ demographically, for example that the French sample aver-
ages to less than 20 years old while the Chinese sample is 21.5 years old; this is coherent
with the trait of the group of elite students that we aimed for and we would control
for demographic characteristics in all analysis. In the aggregate, the French respondents
come from families of higher social-economic categories: 44% of the parents of French re-
spondents are managers and intellectuals while the number is only 29% for the Chinese

sample, with 16% of Chinese sample having parents in agriculture.

Our French sample also appear to be more “privileged” in their education path than
the Chinese sample: 15% of French respondents have lived abroad for at least 1 year,
while only 5% of the Chinese sample did. 19% of the French respondents accessed their
institution with some “discounts” in admission 2’ rather than a competitive exam only,
while only 7% of the Chinese sample had these means from their Gaokao. About 40% of
both samples self-reported to be from a privileged high school.?!

In terms of belief questions, the two samples have a similarly high baseline belief on the
statement that the state should be responsible for reducing income gaps. The Chinese
sample is understandingly more likely to agree that collective interests should prevail
over personal interests; they are also more likely to believe that hard work decides suc-
cess than the French respondents. Several interesting comparisons stand out: the Chi-
nese respondents are actually more likely to be overconfident in the “I'm better than
half of my cohort” question than the French, and the women in the Chinese respondents
even answered more confidently than the men, contrary to the French sample and con-

ventional observations. That might be related to their survival in a highly competitive

20For the Grande Ecole sample, we define this variable as one if the student was admitted sur dossier
(from an application file that contains the applicants” information, such as cv, transcript or portfolio) only.
In Sciences Po, the admission is supposed to be sur dossier for the whole cohort of students, so we define
this variable by students” affiliation to a “Priority Education Convention”, or CEP, through which students
from disadvantaged schools have better chance of being admitted. For the Chinese sample, we define the
variable as any discount or advantage in Gaokao.

2IFor the Grande Ecole sample, we define this variable as having enrolled in a tier 1 or tier 2 Classes
Préparatoires; for the Sciences Po sample, as response to the question “Do you think your high school as
privileged?”, For the Chinese sample, we ask the students whether they are from a privileged high school
with a few examples of those schools.
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French

Chinese
Mean \ Std.Dev. \ Mean \Std.DeV.

Demographics

Chinese 0.00 0.00 1.00 0.00
Age 19.25 1.96 21.41 1.68
Male 0.41 0.49 0.51 0.50
Parent 1 Job

Agriculture 0.03 0.17 0.16 0.37
Small business 0.08 0.27 0.15 0.35
Managers, intellectual 0.44 0.50 0.29 0.45
Intermediate profession 0.10 0.30 0.01 0.08
Clerical jobs 0.17 0.37 0.24 0.43
Blue collar jobs 0.06 0.24 0.14 0.35
Retired 0.03 0.18 0.00 0.00
Others 0.03 0.18 0.01 0.11
Without professional activities 0.03 0.18 0.00 0.00
Education

Lived Abroad >= 1 year 0.15 0.35 0.05 0.23
Privileged High School 0.39 0.49 0.41 0.49
Non-exam Admission 0.19 0.39 0.07 0.26
Agreeing to the following statements (0-10)

State responsible reducing income gap 7.65 2.08 7.94 1.92
Luck decides success 6.33 221 5.42 2.73
Collective interest over personal 6.43 2.29 741 2.06
I'm better than 50% of my cohort 5.42 2.40 6.88 1.90
I deserve my status 6.70 2.55 7.36 1.94
I deserve admission 6.53 2.25 5.79 2.92
My colleagues deserve admission 4.97 2.40 6.48 2.83
Experimenter Demand Controls

Agree: always respect diff. opinion 6.72 2.50 6.45 2.61
Agree: I always accept my errors 6.58 2.14 7.00 2.21
Claim: Understanding to Researcher Goals (0-10) | 6.30 2.13 6.50 3.09
Claim: Complying to Researcher Goals (-5-5) 0.70 1.85 1.65 2.07
Metadata

Duration (in seconds) 2601.88 | 14681.56 | 1596.68 | 302.97
Passed Att. Check 1.00 0.00 1.00 0.00
Observations 233 | | 337 |

Table 1: Descriptive Statistics
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exam, which leads them to believe that they are the best, especially for the women who
have beaten higher odds. That being said, the Chinese respondents are more humble
in the “I deserve my admission” questions, believing that the others deserve more their
admissions than them (while the French are the contrary). We believe that it is related
to the significance attached to modesty in Chinese culture, where one is not supposed

to boast him- or herself. 22

Finally, the two groups of respondents do not differ greatly in terms of the experimenter
demand controls except for the question on whether they have explicitly performed what
we (the researchers) expected. Here we observe that the Chinese sample is more likely
to say that they acted in accordance with our expectations. We would analyse further

this variable in Section 6.1.

5 Experiment Results

5.1 Raw Sums Distributed to the Loser

We report the raw results of the experiment in Table 2 and Graph 5.1. The results
reported here are the average sum given to the loser chosen by our respondents for each
scenario, aggregated by respondent population (Chinese or French) and the initial split

(12/0 or 7/5).

22Cai et al. (2011) analyzed that in the Chinese culture, explicit expression of modesty is encouraged but
this modesty actually serves to implicitly emphasize the positivity of the self. In other words, behaving
modestly and praising others is implicitly “showing off” one’s being a good person.
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4

French, 7/5

French, 12/0

Chinese, 7/5

Chinese, 12/0

Mean | Std.Dev. | Mean | Std.Dev. | Mean | Std.Dev. | Mean | Std.Dev.

Luck scenario: sum given to the loser 5.38 2.08 4.05 2.48 4.67 1.76 3.49 2.68
Merit scenario: sum given to the loser 4.75 1.99 3.62 2.24 4.58 1.42 3.35 2.37
Inefficiency scenario: sum given to the loser 3.70 2.37 4.12 3.44 2.43 1.86 2.52 2.68
Tutoring scenario: sum given to the loser 5.50 1.55 4.62 2.05 5.04 1.35 3.95 2.72
Obstacle scenario: sum given to the loser 6.06 1.52 5.45 2.01 5.12 1.31 4.19 2.87
Error scenario: sum given to the loser 5.82 1.47 5.05 2.00 5.15 1.32 4.42 3.28
Marginal win scenario: sum given to the loser | 5.50 1.48 4.98 1.85 4.95 1.06 414 2.83
Observations 112 121 171 166

Table 2: Raw Mean of Amounts Given to the Loser, by Population, status quo and Scenarios




The French-Chinese Gap To begin with, we observed that the French respondents re-
distribute more than the Chinese respondents to the losers in all scenarios, holding the
status quo (12/0 or 7/5) constant. These differences are almost all significant at 5% level,
except in the merit scenario: in the merit scenario, although the Chinese respondents
still distribute slightly less than the French respondents on average, the difference is not
significantly different. Reassuringly, this suggests that there might be some common
baseline on how much the loser in a merit scenario deserves. Thus, comparisons using
the merit scenario as baseline would make sense. Notice that in the inefficiency sce-
nario that Chinese respondents give significantly less to the loser. In this scenario, merit
differences between the winner and the loser are identical to the merit scenario but, giv-
ing more to the winner is costly (money is destroyed), introducing a trade-off between
deontological and utilitarian motives. The fact that Chinese respondents are willing to
destroy more money to give more to the deserving winner contradicts our hypothe-
sis about consequentalist meritocracy, where we assumed that the Chinese respondents

were more tolerant of inequality for the sake of total surplus.

The Luck-Merit Gap We now turn to the differences between scenarios for the same re-
spondent group. Previous research defines the luck-merit gap as the difference between
the amount redistributed to the loser under the merit and the luck scenarios. Coherent
with the existing literature, we noticed that French respondents redistribute significantly
more in the luck scenario than in the merit scenario; meanwhile, this gap is not signif-
icant for the Chinese sample.”> Results are more interesting for the scenarios framed
as a merit tournament with noisy signals about merit: for the scenarios introducing in-
equality of opportunity (tutoring and obstacle), both French and Chinese respondents

not only redistribute more than in the merit scenario, but also more than in the luck

ZCompared to barely significant in Almas et al. (2021). A back of the envelope calculation suggests that
this lack of significance is not only attributable to the smaller sample size in our experiment, but also to a
smaller difference between the luck and the merit scenario: according to the results graphically reported
by Almas et al. (2021), the authors find that, among Chinese respondents, giving respondents the merit
scenario instead of the luck scenario increases the implemented Gini coefficient by approximately 0.02,
corresponding to an increase of $0.24 in the sum given to the loser, while, in our experiment, Chinese
respondents only give on average 0.11 more pieces to the loser of the luck scenario compared to the loser
of the merit scenario.
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scenario. Instead of treating these scenarios as a middle ground between pure merit
and pure luck as Akbas et al. (2019) suggests,?* both French and Chinese respondents
appear to think that a rigged race is worse than no race. Similar results are obtained for
the marginal winner scenario (where we inform respondents that the loser performed
almost as well as the winner) and the error scenario (where we inform respondents that

the software picking the winner /loser might have picked the wrong worker).??

Impact of Different Initial Split Results from the status quo randomization, however,
strongly alarm us against interpreting the results above at face value. We observe that
the status quo has a significant impact on the final amount distributed to the loser — for
each scenario, respondents in the unequal status quo condition give significantly less to
the loser than those in the equal status quo condition. This phenomenon alone shows
the strength of the framing effect, and lends support to our hypothesis that status quo
compliance could play an essential role in the final distribution. In the next section, we
will show that Chinese respondents have, compared to French respondents, a strong
tendency to stick to the status quo (hereafter "status quo play") and examine in detail

correlates of status quo play.

5.2 Status Quo Conformity Among Chinese Respondents

In accordance with our hypothesis (in section 3.1), Chinese respondents are much more
likely to stick to the initial split in both 7/5 and 12/0 status quo conditions, and for all
scenarios. Figure 5.2 gives an example of their status quo conformism. It shows the fre-
quency distribution of the amount given to the loser in both 7/5 and 12/0 split situations

in the luck scenario by Chinese and French respondents. It is clear that Chinese respon-

24In Akbas et al. (2019) the authors elicit redistributive preferences in three situations where 1) final
payoff is generated by pure luck (pure luck) 2) final payoff is generated by whether to take part in a high-
risk, higher-average-return lottery and the result of this lottery (pure choice) and 3) only a part of subjects
have the choice to choose the the lottery (inequality of opportunity). They found that in the inequality of
opportunity scenario, some respondents redistribute as though the payoff were generated by pure luck,
the others distribute as though the inequality were generated by pure choice and the rest redistribute
intermediate values.

ZNote that the inefficiency scenario cannot be directly compared to the other scenarios due to a change
in total surplus.
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dents stick more often to the status quo for both 7/5 and 12/0 initial splits than the
French respondents. This shape of the distribution of the sum given to the loser can be
observed for each scenario and is sometimes starker for certain scenarios (histograms for
the other scenarios can be found in the appendix section 8.1.1). This mass on the status
quo point could not have been completely reflective of respondents’ true desired distri-
bution: Since the initial distributions are randomly assigned and the respondent is not
informed about this randomization, it is highly unlikely that the group of respondents
who were assigned the 7/5 split happened to want to implement a 7/5 distribution and

those with a 12/0 split happened to want to implement a 12/0 distribution.
Scenario: luck (equal SQ), Sample: Chinese Scenario: luck (equal SQ), Sample: French
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Figure 5.2: Examples of Status quo conformism among Chinese Respondents: Chinese
Respondents (Red) Play more status quo than French Respondents (Blue) in Both status
quos

To further parse out the effect of demographics, background factors and experiment
metadata (such as attentiveness, time spent on the questionnaire), we run the following

regression:
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SQij =Bo + B1Chinese; + B2UneqSQ;
+ B3Chinese; x UneqSQ; + ByScenarioj + BsX; + €

where 5Q;; is a dummy indicating that respondent i has played status quo (did not
move away from the initial split) in scenario j. Chinese; is a dummy indicating that the
respondent is Chinese and UneqSQ; indicates that the respondent is attributed the 12/0
inital split. Scenario; is a dummy for each scenario, and X; is a vector of individual-
level controls that includes one’s age, gender, parent occupation, educational controls
(lived abroad, went to a privileged high school, benefited from non-exam admission),
and experiment metadata (experiment duration and experimenter dem