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Abstract

Cognitive biases affect how people perceive social class mobility. Previous studies suggest that people find it difficult to estimate actual economic
social mobility accurately. These results have also noted differences between regions. While in the United States people overestimate actual
economic social mobility, in Europe people tend to underestimate it. Across two independent cross-sectional studies, we examined whether
cognitive biases operate in the Spanish context and, if so, whether they depend on the type of social mobility. In Study 1 (N = 480), we tested
whether people in Spain have an accurate estimation of actual upward economic societalmobility. The results showed that people in Spain have a
pessimistic view of upward societal mobility. In Study 2 (N = 274), we analyzed whether people in Spain are more or less optimistic according to
the type of social mobility: Personal vs. societal. We found that Spaniards are more optimistic when estimating their ownmobility (i.e., personal
mobility) than when estimating the mobility of the Spanish society (i.e., societal mobility). Contrary to our predictions, we found that
meritocratic beliefs do not play a relevant role in determining any type of social mobility. These results extend previous research on social
mobility and its psychosocial consequences. Furthermore, they are well aligned with a new psychosocial perspective suggesting that social
mobility is a multidimensional construct. We also discussed the psychosocial implications of this optimistic bias for personal mobility.
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Cognitive biases affect how people perceive economic reality
(Eriksson & Simpson, 2012; Hadavand, 2018; Trump, 2018). This
is also true for social mobility (i.e., the change in the socioeconomic
status of a person or group over time; Day & Fiske, 2019). Whereas
some people tend to overestimate social mobility (Cheng & Wen,
2019; Davidai &Gilovich, 2015; Kraus & Tan, 2015), others tend to
underestimate it (Alesina et al., 2018). Social class mobility is an
ambiguous and controversial construct, as it is influenced by the
multiple theoretical and methodological perspectives from which
it is approached (Kerbo, 2003/2010). Thus, the social sciences
differentiate between various types of social mobility (see for detail
Echeverría Zabalza, 1999). In this paper, we study some of them.
This research aimed to ascertain whether cognitive biases operate
in the Spanish context and, if so, whether they depend on the
type of social mobility beliefs (Davidai & Wienk, 2021): personal
(i.e., prospects of own mobility) or societal (i.e., prospects
of general mobility); intragenerational (i.e., prospects of mobility
during the course of one’s life) or intergenerational (i.e., prospects
of mobility between generations); upward (prospects of improving

subjective status over time) or downward (prospects of getting
worse subjective status over time).

Social Mobility (Mis)perception
Subjective (or perceived) reality is important for understanding
and explaining human behavior (Asch, 1952; Benabou & Ok,
2001; Davidai et al., 2012; Gugushvili, 2016). However, subjective
economic reality often does not correspond to objective reality
(Gimpelson & Treisman, 2018; Hauser & Norton; 2017; Willis
et al., 2022). Indeed, different empirical studies suggest that people
find it difficult to accurately estimate actual economic social
mobility (Alesina et al., 2018; Duru-Bellat & Kieffer, 2008; for
occupational social mobility see Jaime-Castillo & Marqués-
Perales, 2014). These results have also highlighted notable dif-
ferences between regions. While in the United States, people
overestimate actual economic social mobility (Cheng & Wen,
2019; Davidai & Gilovich, 2015; Kraus & Tan, 2015; see also
Chambers et al., 2015), in Europe, people (e.g., those from France,
Italy, Sweden, and the United Kingdom) tend to underestimate it
(Alesina et al., 2018).

These cognitive biases have important individual and societal
consequences (Alesina & La Ferrara, 2005; Cruces et al., 2013;
Karadja et al., 2017; Präg &Gugushvili, 2021). For instance, Brown-
Iannuzzi et al. (2015) found that experimentally manipulated high
subjective social status in laboratory tasks decreased support for
redistribution. These findings are consistent with existing research
showing that when individuals overestimate their perceived
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standing in society and are presented with their actual status (which
tends to be poorer), they often exhibit a more favorable outlook
toward redistribution (Alesina & La Ferrara, 2005; Cruces et al.,
2013). Conversely, when people mistakenly underestimate their
true standing in society, they tend to be less approving of redis-
tributive policies (Karadja et al., 2017). Therefore, people could
overestimate (optimistic view) or underestimate (pessimistic view)
their status in society, which, in turn, could lead to unequal support
for policies that would promote economic equality.

Importantly, these biases could be shaped by the type of social
mobility that is being examined. People may think of mobility in
personal terms (personalmobility) or general societal terms (societal
mobility). Although it is plausible that societal mobility beliefs affect
personal mobility beliefs (e.g., Day & Fiske, 2017), other variables
may also be at play. For example, in the US context, people tend
to overestimate their experienced mobility (e.g., Duru-Bellat &
Kieffer, 2008) and their future mobility (Kraus & Tan, 2015), as
well as to believe in “The American Dream” to a greater extent for
themselves than for other people of their society (Hanson & Zogby,
2010). Likewise, when people are presented with actual mobility
rates, their mobility beliefs decrease but do so more strongly for
societal mobility beliefs than for personal mobility beliefs (Shariff
et al., 2016). Therefore, they may be important differences when
estimating personal mobility and societal mobility.

Bias in Personal vs. Societal Mobility
Previous research has shown that people tend to be optimistic when
thinking about their own personal future, believing that their own
chances of experiencing a negative event are lower than can possibly
be true (Weinstein, 1980). For example, people underestimate the
likelihood of getting into an automobile accident (Robertson, 1977),
or being affected by a health problem (McGee & Cairns, 1994;
McKenna et al., 1993). Interestingly, although people seem to be
optimistic about themselves and their families, they also tend to feel
pessimistic about the fate of their fellow citizens and of their nation
(Galdi et al., 2020).

These results suggest the existence of an optimistic personal bias
(Mezulis et al., 2004; Taylor, 1989), which appears to be consistent
across countries (Sharot, 2011), and a pessimistic societal bias
(Galdi et al., 2020). For instance, a survey conducted in twenty-
seven European countries after the 2008 economic crisis showed
that, when respondents were asked whether the economic crisis
impacted on their personal situation, only 56% of them gave an
affirmative answer. However, 90% or more of the respondents
agreed that the economic crisis impacted on the world economy,
the European economy, and the national economy (European
Commission, 2012). In the same vein, a recent survey in the Spanish
context showed that, whereas 66.1% of Spaniards described their
economy as very good or good, only 20.4% did so for the country’s
economy (Centro de Investigaciones Sociológicas, [Sociological
Research Centre], 2022).

This optimistic bias is also shown when estimating personal
social mobility. Regardless of whether they had improved (upward
mobility) or worsened (downward mobility) their social position
compared to the past, people believed that theywould improve their
social position in the future (Du et al., 2021; Kelley & Kelley, 2009).
This social mobility bias may be explained by dispositional opti-
mism; that is, the fact that people tend to view personal future
events positively (e.g., getting a good job, salary increase, etc.;
Scheier et al., 1994).

In most Western countries, most people believe that the social
hierarchy is a mirror of hard work and effort, that is, a consequence

ofmeritocracy (Mijs, 2018). People’smeritocratic beliefs refer to the
belief that moving from one social position to another is due to
individual talent and/or hard work (Mijs, 2021). When people
perform meritocratic attributions about success, they believe that
it is easier to climb the social pyramid upward. In this way, another
explanation for this cognitive bias may lie in how people perceive
their personal accomplishments and those of their peers
(meritocratic beliefs). These meritocratic attributions about future
success could lead to increased optimism about personalmobility in
the future as people could believe that their own efforts will be
rewarded (Mijs et al., 2022).

Briefly, there is strong evidence to support the thesis that people
have an optimistic bias when they think about their own future and
a pessimistic view when they think about the future of other people
or society. However, this approach has not been tested directly in a
societal mobility beliefs framework.

Overview of the Current Research
People have difficulties in estimating the actual economic social
mobility in their country, and this leads to a biased view of reality.
Whereas some people overestimate the existing level of mobility,
others underestimate it. Here we will use the term “optimistic” to
refer to the overestimation of mobility and “pessimistic” to refer to
the underestimation. The overestimation or underestimation of
social mobility can be analyzed in several ways. In this paper, we
have chosen two of them. The first is by comparing the objective
actual economic mobility with the perceived or estimated one. This
can only be done logically concerning the past because people have
yet to know about future. The second is by asking people if they
think that in the future, they (or their children) will be economically
better off (optimism) or worsen off (pessimism).

The overestimation or underestimation of subjective social
mobility —compared to economic social mobility— has been
tested in different European countries, but not in Spain. Moreover,
although past research has shown that people perceive their per-
sonal economies more optimistically than their countries’ econ-
omies (Galdi et al., 2020), little attention has been paid to the fact
that people may be more optimistic when estimating their own
mobility (personal mobility) than in general (societal mobility).

The main goals of this research were to determine: (a) The
extent to which the Spanish people accurately perceive actual
economic social mobility, to examine whether there are some
differences between personal and societal mobility perceptions;
and (b) whether meritocratic beliefs are related with people’s
social mobility beliefs. In general, we hypothesize that personal
mobility beliefs will be higher than societal mobility beliefs and
that meritocratic beliefs will be positively related to social mobil-
ity beliefs. To achieve these purposes, we conducted two inde-
pendent cross-sectional studies. All the analyses were conducted
using R software (R Core Team, 2022)1.

Study 1

This study aims to explore to what extent the perception of upward
societal mobility matches actual upward economic societal mobility
in Spain; that will allow us also to analyze whether an optimistic

1Preregistrations, R code to reproduce analyses, and supplementary
material are available at https://osf.io/x2p7w/?view_only=cc9dc681996d4d92b3cf8
2446a5f4cac
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(more perceived mobility than actual) or a pessimistic perspective
(less perceived mobility than actual) exists.

To compare the reality and the perception of societal mobility in
Spain, we compare statistics about actual economic mobility during
18 years with the subjective estimation of mobility in this period.

Method

Participants and Procedure

The sample size was calculated in a prior power analysis using
G*Power (Faul et al., 2009) for a one-sample t-test (two tailed,
α = .05, 80% Power, Cohen’s d = 0.15; Lovakov & Agadullina,
2021), to check the differences among actual upward intergenera-
tional economic societal mobility and upward intergenerational
societal mobility beliefs. A minimum of 351 participants was
required. The final sample was composed of 480 participants. A
sensitivity analysis showed that a sample size of 480 allowed us to
achieve a Cohen’s d ≥ 0.12 (α = .05, 80% Power).

After granting informed consent, a total of 553 participants were
collected. Seventy-three participants were excluded according to
the pre-registered exclusion criteria. The final sample included
480 participants, 65% female (33.54% male and 1.46% other),
withMage = 24.62 (SD = 7.74) and,Mincome = €1,482.86 per month
(SD = 4,980.43). Most of the participants were single (62.71%), had
a higher secondary education (99.37%), and students (63.33%) (see
Table S1 from the supplementary material).

All participants were reached online through the university’s
institutional email. Participants were asked to complete a confiden-
tial and anonymous survey which took approximately 20 minutes
to be completed. They voluntarily agreed to participate and were
informed that they could leave the study at any time. A monetary
incentive was provided to participants. The study was conducted
after receiving approval from the local Ethics Committee.

Measures

In the preregistration plan, we pre-registered others measures for
exploratory purposes related to different research goals.

Actual Upward Intergenerational Societal Mobility. The data
on intergenerational economic social mobility provided by the
Felipe González Foundation in collaboration with the Cotec
Foundation were extracted. To calculate the intergenerational
social mobility index, the Felipe González Foundation, in collab-
oration with the Cotec Foundation, extracted household income
data in 1998 and 2016 through the Spanish Tax Agency. Using the
household identifier, they matched parents with children and
filtered out children born between 1984–1990 (between 8 and
14 years old in 1998). From this point they calculated income
percentiles for each child in 2016 and their parents in 1998. At
this point, we obtain the income percentile to which Spaniards
aged 26 to 32 belong in 2016 and that of their household of origin.
Using both data, intergenerational social mobility is calculated
and the data are shown in income quintiles.

We carried out the average intergenerational economic social
mobility of people born between 1984–1990, who aged in 2016
between 26 and 32. To calculate the percentage of people from the
poorest quintile who moved into richer quintiles, we subtracted
from the total percentage of people (100%) the number of people
who remained in the poorest quintile. Specifically, we obtained an
objective indicator of upward intergenerational societal mobility of
people belonging in his youth—people between 8–14 years in 1998

— to the poorest quintile who moved to richer quintiles when they
were between 26–32 years in 2016. Higher scores mean higher
actual upward intergenerational economic societal mobility.

Upward Intergenerational Societal Mobility Beliefs. To contrast
the actual intergenerational societal mobility, we created an indi-
cator of perceived intergenerational societal mobility using a period
of years similar to that of our indicator of actual social mobility
(between 26–32 years), comparing the income quintile of origin of a
person born in the poorest quintile with the quintile of destination.
For this purpose, we used a ladder scale, which has been used to
estimate social mobility perception in prior studies (Alesina et al.,
2018; Davidai, 2018).

Specifically, perceived upward societal mobility was measured
by asking participants about the number of people born in 1988–
1994 that have moved from the poorest quintile to richer quintiles
in 2020. Afterward, participants were asked to imagine that the
Spanish population has been reduced to 100 people, and divided
by income quintiles. Then, we presented two social status
“ladders”, divided by income quintiles, which represent where
each person is on the income scale at two different moments:
Themoment of its birth (1988–1994) and 2020 (the year this study
was run). The participants were asked to indicate the number of
people in the poorest quintile (born between 1988–1994), assum-
ing that there were 20 people in each quintile, who remain in the
poorest quintile and who moved to other richer quintiles, in the
current affairs (2020; see Figure S1 from the supplemental mater-
ial). As we did for actual social mobility, we calculated the per-
centage of people whomove from the poorest quintile to the richer
quintile. Higher scores mean higher upward intergenerational
societal mobility beliefs.

Sociodemographic Factors. Finally, we asked about age, gender
(male, female, other), marital status (single, with partner, married,
divorced, widowed) occupation (unemployed, student, student and
part-time worker, part-time worker, full-time worker, retired), par-
ticipant’s income (it was calculated by dividing monthly net house-
hold income by the number of people living in the household),
educational level (from 1 = no schooling to 5 = postgraduate), and
political orientation (1 = far-left to 7 = far-right).

Results

Preliminary Analysis

Descriptive statistics and Pearson correlations between all variables
included in Study 1 are reported in Table S2 (see supplemental
material).

Exploratory Analysis

We examined potential differences between actual upward inter-
generational societal mobility and upward intergenerational soci-
etal mobility beliefs. The objective data showed that the percentage
of people who moved from the poorest quintile to other quintiles
was M = 75.2. Participants thought (subjective data) that the
percentage of people who moved from the poorest quintile to the
richer quintiles wasM = 53.57 (SD = 27.59).We run a one-sample t-
test using rstatix package (Kassambara, 2023) to check whether
there were significant differences between participants’ perceived
and actual social mobility. We found significant differences
between actual upward intergenerational societal mobility and
upward intergenerational societal mobility beliefs (t(479) = –17.18,
p < .001, Glass’s Δ = 0.78, 95% CI [–1.18, 2.75]).
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Discussion

Results from Study 1 suggest that participants from the Spanish
population had an inaccurate view of social mobility in Spain.
Specifically, the results indicated that the respondents underesti-
mated the probability (pessimistic view) of a person from the
poorest quintile reaching richer quintiles (upward intergenera-
tional societal mobility). This finding, which is in line with the
existing literature (Alesina et al., 2018), could be due to the percep-
tual difference between social (more pessimistic) and personal
(more optimistic) events (Galdi et al., 2020). That is, it is possible
that people are pessimistic when asked about societal mobility, and
not so much when asked about their personal mobility. To explore
this further, we conducted a conceptual replication of Study 1. Con-
cretely, in Study 2 we investigated whether there are substantial
differences between personal and societal mobility.

Study 2

The main goal of this study was to replicate and extend the findings
obtained in Study 1. We compared personal and societal mobility
beliefs to test whether the pessimistic perception of societal mobility
in Spain depends on the type of mobility: Personal and societal. In
other words, if Spanish population are pessimistic when estimating
mobility in Spain (societal mobility)—as it was found in Study 1—
but nevertheless they are more optimistic when estimating their
own mobility (personal mobility). We also tested whether these
differences are affected by the type of time-based mobility; that is,
we analyzed is this difference exists in both perceived intragenera-
tional (i.e., the social mobility of an individual) and intergenera-
tional mobility (i.e., the social mobility of different generations).

Furthermore, to shed light on the role of ideological variables in
personal and societal mobility beliefs, we tested the predictive
contribution of meritocratic beliefs to personal and societal mobil-
ity beliefs while controlling for the influence of the person’s level of
dispositional optimism.

Our preregistered hypotheses were:

Hypothesis 1: Intragenerational personal mobility beliefs will be
higher than intragenerational societal mobility beliefs (i.e., the par-
ticipants will perceive that in 15 years, they will be better off than
other people of the same socioeconomic status [SES]).
Hypothesis 2: Intergenerational personal mobility beliefs will be
higher than intergenerational societal mobility beliefs (i.e., the par-
ticipants will perceive that in 35 years, their children will be better
off than the children of other people of the same SES).
Hypothesis 3: Participant’s meritocratic beliefs will positively
predict: Intragenerational personal mobility beliefs (H3a); Interge-
nerational personal mobility beliefs (H3b); Intragenerational soci-
etal mobility beliefs (H3c); and Intergenerational societal mobility
beliefs (H3d).

Method

Participants and Procedure

After granting informed consent, answers from a total of 284 par-
ticipants were collected. Ten participants were excluded according
to the pre-registered exclusion criteria. The final sample (N = 274)
consisted of 71.17% female (28.83% male), with Mage = 36.57
(SD = 14.63) and,Mincome = €1,482.16 per month (SD = 4,980.43).
Most of the participants were in a relationship or married

(60.22%), had secondary education or higher (95.97%), and were
full-time workers (46.72%) (see Table S1 from the supplemental
material).

A sensitivity analysis was performed using the pwr package
(Champely, 2020) by R software (R CoreTeam, 2022). This analysis
suggests that for a paired t-test (one tailed, α= .05, 80%Power) our final
sample (N = 274) allows detecting an effect size of Cohen’s d ≥ 0.15.

Data collection was reached online through the university’s
institutional email and different social networks (e.g., Facebook,
Twitter, etc.). People voluntarily agreed to participate and were
informed that they could leave the study at any time. In the end,
participants were fully debriefed and thanked. The study was con-
ducted after receiving approval from the local Ethics Committee.

Measures

Personal Mobility Beliefs. Participants’ subjective socioeconomic
status was measured using the MacArthur Subjective Socioeco-
nomic Status (SSS) scale (Adler et al., 2000). It comprises 10 rungs
ranging from 1 (worse off status) to 10 (better off status). Partici-
pants answered the scale three times: (a) At the present;
(b) thinking about the position on the scale in the next 15 years;
(c) thinking about the position on the scale of their son/daughter
when he/she will be 35 years old. We calculated two personal
mobility indexes, which capture social mobility beliefs taking into
account two types of temporal mobility: Intragenerational and
intergenerational mobility. For intragenerational personal mobil-
ity beliefs, we calculated the difference between the participant’s
position on the scale in the next 15 years and the participant’s
subjective position on the scale at the present; for intergenera-
tional personal mobility beliefs, we calculated the difference
between the place of the participant’s child on the scale and the
participant’s position in the scale at the present. Therefore, posi-
tive scores reflect an upward intra/intergenerational personal
mobility belief, while negative scores reflect downward intra/
intergenerational personal mobility beliefs.

Societal Mobility Beliefs. Participants were presented with the
same MacArthur SSS scale (Adler et al., 2000) and were asked to
indicate: (a)What position will a person of the same socioeconomic
status be on the scale in the next 15 years; (b)What position will this
person’s son/daughter be on the scale in the next 15 years. We also
calculated two societal mobility indexes as did before. For intra-
generational societal mobility beliefs, we calculated the difference
between the place on the scale of a person with the same partici-
pant’s socio-economic status in the next 15 years and the place on
the scale of a person with the same participant’s socio-economic
status (i.e., participant’s position in the scale at the present); for
intergenerational societal mobility beliefs, we calculated the differ-
ence between the place on the scale of this person’s son/daughter
when he/she will be 35 years old and the place on the scale of a person
with the same participant socio-economic status (i.e., participant’s
position in the scale at the present). Positive scores reflect an
upward intra/intergenerational societal mobility belief, while
negative scores reflect downward intra/intergenerational societal
mobility beliefs.

Meritocratic Beliefs. The scale was composed of 6 items, which
assesses beliefs about how hard work and skill are rewarded and
how much people are perceived as deserving of their achievements
(Spanish adaptation by García-Sánchez et al., 2022; Zimmerman &
Reyna, 2013). Some examples of items are: “People who work hard
succeed in their lives”; “If people work hard, they do get what they
want”. Answers were provided on a 7-point Likert scale ranging
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from 1 (totally disagree) to 7 (totally agree). High score means high
meritocratic beliefs (α = .87).

The same other measures from Study 1 were used in Study 2:
Political orientation, and sociodemographic characteristics.

Analysis Plan

To test Hypotheses 1 and 2 we carried out two paired t-test using
rstatix package (Kassambara, 2023). We compared the difference
between the means of the following variables: (a) Intragenerational
personalmobility beliefs vs. intragenerational societalmobility beliefs;
(b) intergenerational personal mobility beliefs vs. intergenerational
societal mobility beliefs.

After testing the assumptions, four regression analyses were
performed to test Hypothesis 3 (H3a, H3b, H3c, H3d). Our criterion
variables were: Intragenerational personal mobility beliefs (H3a),
intergenerational personal mobility beliefs (H3b), intragenerational
societal mobility beliefs (H3c), and intergenerational societal mobil-
ity beliefs (H3d), and our predictor variable was meritocratic beliefs.
Moreover, we replicated these regression analyses controlling for
sociodemographic factors, ideological variables, perceived inequal-
ity, and dispositional optimism.

Results

Preliminary Analysis

Descriptive statistics and Pearson correlations between all variables
included in Study 2 are reported in Table S3 (see supplemental
material).

Pre-registered Hypotheses

Regarding Hypothesis 1, we found significant differences between
scores on intragenerational personal mobility beliefs (M = 0.68,
SD = 1.59) and scores on intragenerational societal mobility beliefs
(M = 0.41, SD = 1.66), t(273) = 3.45, p < .001, Cohen’s d = .16, 95% CI
[.07,.26]. We also found significant differences between scores on
intergenerational personal mobility beliefs (M = 0.61, SD = 2.01)
and scores on intergenerational societal mobility beliefs (M = 0.47,
SD = 1.97), t(273) = 1.90, p = .029, Cohen’s d = .06, 95% CI [–.00,.13],
confirming Hypothesis 2.

As for Hypothesis 3, contrary to our predictions, meritocratic
beliefs did not predict any of the different types of personal and
societal mobility beliefs assessed (see Table 1): Intragenerational
personal mobility, H3a: β = –0.08, p = .267; 95% CI [–0.22, 0.06];
Intergenerational personal mobility, H3b: β = –0.01, p = .878; 95%
CI [–0.20, 0.17]; Intragenerational societal mobility,H3c: β = –0.13,
p = .087; 95% CI [–0.28, 0.02]; Intergenerational societal mobility,
H3d: β = –0.05, p = .618; 95% CI [–0.22, 0.13].

Discussion

Results of Study 2 showed significant differences between personal
and societal mobility beliefs. Participants were more optimistic
when considering their own personal mobility (intragenerational
personalmobility) compared to themobility of a person of the same
social position (intragenerational societal mobility; Hypothesis 1);
and when they consider their children’s mobility (intergenerational
personal mobility) compared with the children of a person of
the same social position (intergenerational societal mobility;
Hypothesis 2). Furthermore, results showed that the optimisticTa
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effect was higher for intragenerational than intergenerational
mobility when we compared personal and societal mobility beliefs.
In other words, the optimistic bias is stronger when people think
about their own lifetime mobility (compared to the lifetime mobil-
ity of another person with the same status in society; intragenera-
tional mobility) than when they think about the mobility of their
children (compared to the mobility of the children of another
person with the same status in society; intergenerational mobility).
Regarding Hypothesis 3, meritocratic beliefs did not emerge as a
significant predictor of intragenerational personal mobility (H3a),
intergenerational personal mobility (H3b), intragenerational soci-
etal mobility (H3c), and intergenerational societal mobility (H3d).

Overall, these results indicate that people are more optimistic
about their ownmobility (personal mobility) than about the mobil-
ity of society (societal mobility). Moreover, our data suggest that
meritocratic beliefs do not seem to be a relevant variable for the
prediction of any of the different types of mobility studied.

General Discussion

The aim of the present research was to examine whether Spanish
participants tend to have a more optimistic or pessimistic outlook
on social mobility. To do this, we first contrasted their perceived
social mobility with the actual level of economic mobility; secondly,
we examined whether they are more optimistic about their own
socialmobility (comparedwith the socialmobility of others). In two
cross-sectional studies conducted in Spain, we found that:
(a) Spanish people underestimate the actual economic social mobil-
ity in Spain; (b) Spanish people are more optimistic when estimat-
ing their future mobility than when estimating the mobility of
society; and (c) meritocratic beliefs were unable to explain the
optimistic bias in the estimation of social mobility.

These findings alignwith previous studies suggesting that people
find it difficult to accurately estimate actual economic social mobil-
ity (Alesina et al., 2018; Duru-Bellat & Kieffer, 2008). Spanish
participants underestimated actual economic societal mobility; in
particular, the probability that a person born in the poorest group of
the Spanish population was likely to move to richer groups. This
finding is important since it strengthens the previous hypothesis
about contextual differences in social mobility perceptions. This
hypothesis rose by Alesina and colleagues (2018), showed that
people in the United States overestimate actual societal economic
mobility (see also Cheng & Wen, 2019; Davidai & Gilovich, 2015;
Kraus & Tan, 2015), while Europeans (including France, Italy,
Sweden, and the United Kingdom) tend to underestimate it.

The differences between countries in economic, social, and educa-
tional policies may influence how people overestimate their expect-
ations of social mobility. Based on data on social spending in
Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD)
countries (2024), the public social spending for Spain in 2022 was
28.1% of Gross Domestic Product (GDP): The sixth highest spending
OECD country, higher than other countries such as the United States
(22.7%) or the United Kingdom (22.1%). In this sense, Spanish people
could overestimate their social position in the future when they
perceive that the policies in their country favor social and educational
opportunities to climb the social ladder (Alesina et al., 2018; Gugush-
vili, 2019). Future research could investigate further how economic,
social, and educational policies affect people’s overestimationorunder-
estimation of their expectations of social mobility.

However, this pessimistic outlook only occurs when Spanish
people are thinking about others—not when they are thinking
about themselves. As such, people seem to have an optimistic view

of their own social mobility (personal optimism; McGee & Cairns,
1994; McKenna et al., 1993; Mezulis et al., 2004; Robertson, 1977;
Sharot, 2011), but a pessimistic view about the social mobility of
other people on their country (societal pessimism;Galdi et al., 2020).
Importantly, these happened regardless of whether theywere think-
ing about their own future mobility (intragenerational mobility) or
the mobility of their children (intergenerational mobility).

A potential explanation for this bias could be related to people’s
egocentrism and focalism (Kruger, 1999; Kruger & Burrus, 2004;
Windschitl et al., 2003). When estimating the probability of having
a favorable outcome, individuals may be inclined to focus solely on
their own chances of experiencing the event and neglect to properly
consider the probability of someone else experiencing the same
event. This egocentric tendency can lead to skewed, overly opti-
mistic predictions about the likelihood of a positive outcome.

In short, we found that people tend to be more optimistic about
their personal risks than about collective risks, and this bias could
also have important consequences. Recent studies have shown that
individuals tend to be less supportive of redistribution when they
think optimistically about their future in relation to their personal
risks, compared to their collective risks (Galdi et al., 2020). The
present study provides evidence for a dual perception of social
mobility. The personal optimism reflected by our studies could lead
to less support for wealth redistribution policies, which should be
explored in future studies.

Regarding the predictive capacity of meritocratic beliefs, we did
not find an effect of meritocratic beliefs on personal and societal
mobility. In Study 2, meritocratic beliefs were only found to predict
intragenerational personal mobility. This could be due to several
factors linked to economic and cultural variables. After the eco-
nomic crisis of 2008, Spanish society experienced a significant
reduction in the opportunities to get stable and prestigious posi-
tions (Salido, 2018). In addition, the Spanish cultural history, where
the family plays a crucial role in supporting the growth or main-
tenance of descendents’ social position, might have influenced how
people value social capital compared to individual effort. This,
taken together, might have influenced the importance given to hard
work and effort (meritocracy; see also Mijs, 2021) to rise to better
social positions (especially among the most affected groups, such as
young people), attributing a higher value to acquired social capital,
such as family connections and support networks (Chetty et al.,
2022).

It is therefore plausible that other constructs play a more rele-
vant role in determining the perception of mobility, such as per-
ceived control or self-efficacy. Research has shown that people tend
to be optimistic about their future because they believe it is under
their control (Galdi et al., 2020). This finding is consistent with
other studies positing that perceived control might be a relevant
predictor of personal optimism and collective pessimism
(Chambers et al., 2003; Harris, 1996; Klein&Helweg-Larsen, 2002).

This cognitive bias about social mobility could have important
consequences related to the acceptance of redistributive policies to
reduce economic inequality. Previous studies showed that individ-
uals tend to be less supportive of redistribution when they think
optimistically about their future in relation to their personal risks,
compared to their collective risks (Galdi et al., 2020). In this line,
when individuals who have previously overestimated their current
position are shown their actual position, they tend to be more
supportive of redistributive policies (Cruces et al., 2013). Thus,
campaigns could be aimed at counteracting people’s optimistic
bias; for instance, through awareness-raising campaigns about the
actual level of social mobility. Consequently, people could become
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aware of the real difficulty of reaching the top of the social structure,
which could favor positive attitudes towards redistributive policies.

Although our findings expand the existing literature on social
mobility beliefs (Cheng & Wen, 2019; Davidai & Gilovich, 2015;
Kraus & Tan, 2015), the present research has some limitations. In
Study 1, although we attempted to reduce the difficulty of mobility
estimation, some of the perceptual bias could be explained by
simple estimation errors. In Study 2, we controlled for some of
the limitations of Study 1 by operationalizing social mobility beliefs
through a subtraction using the SSS scale scores (Adler et al., 2000),
as has been used in previous studies (Bucca, 2016; Du et al., 2021;
Gimpelson & Monusova, 2014; Mijs et al., 2022). However, this
approach may also have some limitations. For example, people
often place themselves in intermediate positions when asked to
report their subjective socioeconomic status (Evans&Kelley, 2004),
which could introduce measurement errors and affect the results
obtained. Therefore, future studies should replicate these results
using different measures of social mobility. Another limitation
could be related to the order in which we presented the variables.
We first presented personal mobility and then societal mobility.
This might have resulted in respondents using their personal
mobility as a reference point—anchoring bias—when estimating
societal mobility. Future studies should replicate these results by
counterbalancing the administration of the two mobility measures
to address this limitation.

Also, a limitation of our study is the composition of the sample,
which consists mainly of undergraduate students. This group has
perceptions and experiences of socialmobility thatmight differ from
those of the general population, given their educational level and
potential for upward mobility. Therefore, the results should be
interpreted with caution when generalizing to other contexts and
demographic groups. Future studies might benefit from including
more diverse samples to improve the generalizability of the findings.

The present research supports previous research showing that
people find it difficult to accurately estimate actual economic social
mobility and underestimate it in different European countries
(France, Italy, Sweden, and the United Kingdom). Significantly,
this research shows that this cognitive bias might relate more to
personal mobility than societal mobility. Our results follow that
people have a more substantial optimistic bias on estimating their
ownmobility (i.e., personal mobility) than when estimating societal
mobility (i.e., societal mobility). Moreover, these differences occur
regardless of whether people estimate their own mobility over their
lifetime (i.e., intragenerational personal mobility) or between gen-
erations (i.e., intergenerational personal mobility). Overall, under-
standing the causes of errors in estimating social mobility and the
optimistic bias present in personal mobility beliefs could be import-
ant for future research; for instance, research related to the main-
tenance of inequality, such as research about attitudes toward
economic inequality or support for redistributive policies.

Supplementary material. To view supplementary material for this article,
please visit http://doi.org/10.1017/SJP.2024.23.
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