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Abstract

This paper studies differences in inequality perceptions, distributional norms, and redis-

tributive preferences between East and West Germany. As expected, there are substantial

differences with respect to all three of these measures. Surprisingly, however, differences

in distributional norms are much smaller than differences with respect to inequality per-

ceptions or redistributive preferences. Nonetheless, individuals from East Germany tend

to be more supportive of state redistribution and progressive taxation, and less likely to

have a conservative political orientation, even conditional on having the same inequality

perceptions and distributional norms.
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1 Introduction

It is well documented that individuals from different countries differ widely in their support

for redistribution (e.g. Alesina and Glaeser, 2004). One important question within this context

is whether institutions that favor redistribution, once established, have any feedback on indi-

viduals’ distributional norms or their preferences for redistribution. Against this background,

the unique event of the German reunification has attracted considerable attention because it

provides an opportunity to shed light on the role different political and economic institutions

play in influencing individuals’ preferences. Assuming that the separation of Germany was

orthogonal to such preferences (see Alesina and Fuchs-Schündeln, 2007, on this issue), the

comparison between East and West Germany may indeed be informative about the feedback

from institutions on individuals’ preferences in East and West Germans.

Indeed, several recent empirical studies show that there are substantial differences in re-

distributive preferences, as well as other preferences and attitudes, between East and West

Germany. Both Corneo (2004) and Alesina and Fuchs-Schündeln (2007) show that East Ger-

mans are substantially more likely to support redistribution by the state than West Germans,

even a full decade after German reunification. Rainer and Siedler (2008) report a difference in

the subjective evaluation of fair marginal tax rates for people working in different occupations

between East and West Germans. Interestingly, they only find a difference in the evaluation of

the marginal tax rate for an unskilled worker, but not with respect to the tax rate for a man-

ager. In an experimental study, Ockenfels and Weimann (1999) find that East Germans show

significantly less cooperation and solidarity than West Germans. In a related study, Rainer

and Siedler (2009) show that there is also a substantial difference in social distrust between

the East and West Germany and that, specifically, East Germans have less overall social trust

and less trust in specific institutions, such as the legal system or the parliament, than West

Germans. Consistent with this finding, Heineck and Süssmuth (2010) report large differences

in general trust between East and West Germans. Moreover, they find that East Germans are

less likely to see others as fair or as helpful. The underlying explanation in all these studies is

that individuals from East Germany lived under a socialist regime, many of them for several

decades. Taken together, these studies therefore support the view that institutions have an

impact on individual preferences and attitudes.
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This paper adds to this small but growing literature, focusing on three unique measures of

individuals’ inequality perceptions, distributional norms regarding the legitimate level of wage

inequality, and redistributive preferences that are conceptualized simply as the discrepancy

between the former two measures. As expected, I find that there are substantial differences

between East and West Germany regarding all three of these measures. For example, I find

that East Germans have, on average, a larger demand for redistribution than West Germans.

The overall findings presented in this paper are by and large in line with previous evidence, but

there are also some new and surprising conclusions. Probably the most interesting, and also

most surprising, result is that individuals from East and West Germany differ much less in their

evaluation of how the ethical distribution of wages should look like than in their perceptions

of actually existing wage differentials. This finding likely reflects the fact that there have been

substantial changes in the East German wage structure since the German reunification.1

The empirical analysis further shows that there are large differences in individuals’ more

general political preferences between East and West Germans, even conditional on having the

same inequality perceptions and distributional norms. Nonetheless, differences in inequality

perceptions and distributional norms explain a substantial part of the raw differences in po-

litical preferences. Specifically, East Germans are much more likely to believe that is the

government’s responsibility to reduce existing inequalities that are judged as being too large.

Thus while there are only small differences in distributional norms (regarding ethically accept-

able pay differentials across people working in different occupations), and while differences in

redistributive preferences are therefore mainly driven by differences in inequality perceptions,

it is nonetheless true that East Germans are much more likely than West Germans to think

that it is the state’s responsibility to reduce existing inequalities. Interestingly, it thus ap-

pears that communism shaped individuals’ perception of the role of the state regarding wage

inequality judged to be unethical, but did not substantially affect individuals’ beliefs of what

they view as an ethical or legitimate distribution of wages across different occupations.

The remainder of this paper proceeds as follows. In the next section, I discuss the data

source and the key measures used in the empirical analysis. The empirical analysis is then

1Several empirical studies show that wage inequality has increased substantially in East Germany since
reunification (e.g. Biewen, 2000; Franz and Steiner, 2000). Moreover, Fuchs-Schündeln et al. (2010) show that
there have been similar trends in increasing inequality in both disposable household income and consumption
as well.
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presented and discussed in the subsequent two sections. Differences in subjective inequality

measures and redistributive preferences between East and West Germany are presented and

discussed in section 3, while section 4 presents evidence on the relation between these measures

and individuals’ more general political preferences. Finally, section 5 concludes.

2 Data and Measures

I use data from three surveys of the International Social Survey Program (ISSP), all three

of which focus closely on issues of social inequality. The surveys were administered in 1987,

1992, and 1999, respectively. However, data for East Germany are only available for 1992 and

1999. All three surveys contain an interesting series of questions on respondents’ subjective

estimates of both actual and ethical earnings for people working in different occupations.2

These estimates reflect pay differentials across occupations that respondents perceive to exist

and pay differentials across occupations that they view as legitimate, respectively.

Figure 1

Figure 1 shows simple averages of individuals’ estimates of actual and ethical wages for peo-

ple working in different occupations, separately for respondents from East and West Germany.

Several features are noteworthy. First note that the ranking of occupations with respect to

actual wages is almost the same in East and West Germany, and that the ranking only differs

at the very top of the distribution. Second, actual wages estimates of East Germans for most

occupations are lower than those of West Germans. For example, the actual wage estimate for

a skilled factory worker (a lawyer) averages e 1,354 (e 4,852) among East Germans and e 1,834

(e 6,398) among West Germans (averages are calculated using data from only 1992 and 1999).

Interestingly, the only exceptions where this pattern does not apply are the wages of a federal

judge and of a minister of the national cabinet.3 Similarly, average ethical wage estimates also

differ between respondents from the two parts of the country. The average ethical wage for

2 Specifically, respondents were asked the following two questions (original wording from the source ques-
tionnaire of the ISSP): (1) “We would like to know what you think people in these jobs actually earn. Please

write how much you think they actually earn each month before taxes. Many people are not exactly sure about

this, but your best guess will be close enough.” (2) “Next, what do you think people in these jobs ought to be

paid. How much do you think they should earn each month before taxes, regardless of what they actually earn.”

3This finding is consistent with Rainer and Siedler (2009), who show that East Germans have less trust in
both the constitutional court and in the parliament than West Germans.
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a skilled factory worker (lawyer) equals e 1,817 (e 3,944) among East Germans and e 2,136

(e 5,148) among West Germans. Third, there are substantial differences in both East and West

Germany between actual and ethical wage estimates for most occupations. More specifically,

ethical wages are higher (lower) than actual wages for the lower (higher) paid occupations,

resulting in less spread of ethical than of actual wages across the same set of occupations. This

finding implies that the average respondent in both East and West Germany would prefer a

more equal distribution of wages across different occupations than what she actually perceives

to exist.

This statement can be made much more precisely. In fact, it is possible to construct two

different subjective inequality indices and a measure of redistributive preferences using these

individual estimates of actual and ethical wages (see Kuhn, 2009, for details), and the em-

pirical analysis presented below will mainly focus on these three measures. Specifically, it is

possible to construct two distinct subjective Gini coefficients analogous to the conventional

Gini coefficient used to describe objective inequality.4 The first of these two Gini coefficients

describes individuals’ perceptions of the actual level of inequality G(i)actual, while the second

refers to people’s ethical level of inequality G(i)ethical and thus reflects an individual’s distribu-

tional norms. Note that there is variation in these two inequality indices across individuals, in

contrast to objective measures of inequality, as long as individuals have different perceptions of

actual wages and/or different evaluations of ethical wages (as I will show below, people indeed

have widely different inequality perceptions and normative beliefs). The third measure is sim-

ply the relative difference between the two inequality indices, R(i) = 1− (G(i)ethical/G(i)actual).

This measure describes individuals’ demand for equalization of market wages (i.e. R(i) = 0 if

actual wage inequality is exactly the same as the evaluation of ethical wage inequality). Alter-

natively, one may also think of R(i) as measuring the absence of market justice because higher

values of R(i) imply a larger discrepancy between an individual’s ethical and actual level of

inequality of market wages.5 Thus R(i) = 0 indicates that an individual perceives the market

distribution of wage to be perfectly just, in the sense that there is no discrepancy between his

4As in the case of objective wage data, a coefficient of 0 denotes absolute equality while a coefficient of 1
denotes the maximum level of inequality. In my application, a coefficient of 0 would imply that wage estimates
by the individual under consideration are equal for all occupations. A coefficient of 1 is unlikely to be observed,
but a coefficient close to 1 would imply that an individual estimates the earnings of one occupation to be much
higher than the earnings in all other occupations.

5Appendix table A.1 shows selected descriptive statistics for these three measures.
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or her perception of the distribution of market wages and his or her desired distribution of

market wages.

3 Subjective Inequality Indices and Redistributive Preferences

3.1 Graphical Evidence

I start the empirical analysis with a simple graphical description of the distribution of subjective

inequality measures and redistributive preferences in East and West Germany. Figure 2 shows

simple density estimates for the three measures discussed before, first by region only (figures at

the top) and then by both region and year of survey (figures at the bottom). First note that the

perceived level of wage inequality is considerably larger than the ethical level of wage inequality

on average for both East and West Germany. Panels (a) and (b) show that the distribution

of actual wages is clearly skewed to the right, while the distribution of ethical wage estimates

has almost no skew. From this, it immediately follows that most individuals have a positive

demand for redistribution. Indeed, an overwhelming majority of individuals in both East and

West Germany would prefer more equal market wages across different occupations, relative to

the wage differentials they perceive to actually exist; see panel (c).6

Figure 2

Aside from these similarities, there are also notable differences between East and West

Germany. First, panel (a) of figure 2 shows that there is a remarkable difference in the over-

all distribution of inequality perceptions between East and West Germans. As expected (see

footnote 1), inequality perceptions are substantially higher among East Germans. There is a

difference in the distribution of the ethical level of wage inequality as well, as evident from

panel (b), but the difference regarding distributional norms appears to be much smaller than

the difference regarding perceived wage inequality.7 Somewhat surprisingly, however, the ethi-

cal level of wage inequality even appears to be slightly higher among East than West Germans.

Panel (c) shows the distribution of redistributive preferences. Clearly, the different distri-

butions support the view that East Germans favor more redistribution than West Germans.

6More specifically, appendix table A.1 shows that 95.7% (92.3%) of all individuals from East (West) Germany
have a strictly positive demand for redistribution.

7This finding is consistent with corresponding descriptive statistics reported in appendix table A.1, as well
as with the results from the regression analysis discussed below (see section 3.2).
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Taken together, the figures also suggest that this difference in redistributive preferences is

mainly driven by differences in perceptions of the actual level of inequality, and not so much

by differences in distributional norms.

The lower panel of figure 2 shows how the distribution of these three measures changed

over time, for East and West Germans separately. Interestingly, panel (d) shows that the

distribution of individual estimates of actual wage inequality increased over time in West

Germany, while it slightly decreased in East Germany. There is thus some convergence in

inequality perceptions over time between the two parts of the country. In contrast, panel (e)

shows that the distribution of ethical inequality in the two regions moved in the same direction

over time. There is a substantial upward shift in the distribution of ethical inequality in both

East and West Germany, i.e. people have become more tolerant towards wage inequality.

In fact, this upward shift in the distribution of ethical wage inequality was so large that the

distribution of redistributive preferences shifted slightly downwards over time, the upward shift

in inequality perceptions notwithstanding, as shown in panel (f).

3.2 Regression Estimates

To further elaborate on these differences in subjective inequality measures between East and

West Germans, I run a series of simple regression models that take the following basic form:

yit = β0 + Eastitα+ xitβ + λt + εit, (1)

with yit denoting either one of the two subjective inequality indices (i.e. inequality perceptions

or distributional norms) or the measure of redistributive preferences of individual i in year

t.8 The regressor of main interest is Eastit, a dummy variable denoting current residency

in East Germany.9 The regression also includes a series of control variables and survey-year

fixed effects, denoted by xit and λt, respectively.
10 Moreover, I show for each outcome both

8The regressions include observations from the 1987 survey (West Germany only) as well.
9The ISSP only records current residency, but not place of birth, and selective migration from one part to the

other part of Germany is thus a potential concern. I do not believe, however, that migration can fully explain
the results presented later on. See Alesina and Fuchs-Schündeln (2007) on the issue of migration from East to
West Germany, and vice versa, before 1989.

10The full list of control variables is as follows: Personal income (rank), social mobility index, the perception
that ascribed (acquired) characteristics are important in determining one’s pay, the belief that needs (effort)
should be important in determining one’s pay, the perception of conflicts in society, a cubic in age, education
(in years), a female dummy, labor market status (3 categories), and occupation (10 categories).
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the raw difference between East and West Germans as well as the remaining difference once

I include the full set of control variables. I also show the estimated time effects, allowing me

to quantify the distributional shifts between the different survey years that are evident from

figure 2. Finally, I also include interactions between the dummy for East Germany and the

year dummies, thereby allowing for the possibility that the difference between East and West

Germany in the considered outcomes varies over time. Table 1 shows the resulting estimates.

Table 1

The first three columns show results regarding individuals’ inequality perceptions. The

raw difference between East and West Germans is about 0.07 Gini points. In relative terms,

inequality perception is thus about 16% higher in East than in West Germany. The inclusion

of the control variables has only a marginal impact on the corresponding parameter estimate,

and a large and significant difference of 0.067 Gini points after including the full set of control

variables remains (in relative terms, the remaining difference equals about 15%). Consistent

with the corresponding pattern from figure 2, the regression results show that there are sig-

nificant time effects as well.11 The third column also includes the interaction terms between

the East German dummy and the dummies indicating year of survey. Estimates from this

model show that the difference in inequality perceptions between East and West Germany has

narrowed considerably over time, from 0.082 Gini points in 1992 to only 0.036 Gini points in

1999.

The next three columns show regression results regarding the ethical level of wage inequal-

ity (i.e. distributional norms). Surprisingly, and in contrast to inequality perceptions, the

ethical level of wage inequality is somewhat higher among East than West Germans, i.e. East

Germans are slightly more tolerant towards wage inequality than West Germans.12 The re-

sulting point estimate for the East dummy is 0.014 in both specifications. Thus there is a

much smaller, though still significant, difference in social norms than in inequality perceptions

between East and West Germany.13 In line with the graphical evidence presented above, the

11Note that there are no observations for East Germany for the year 1987. The estimated effect on the dummy
for the year 1992 thus only refers to changes in West Germany, while the estimated effect on the dummy for the
year 1999 refers to changes for both East and West Germany.

12In line with this finding, East Germans are somewhat more likely to think that “working hard” and “doing
one’s job well” should be important in determining pay.

13This holds true if one takes the fact into account that the mean ethical inequality is considerably smaller
than the average perceived inequality (see appendix table A.1).
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regression estimates show that distributional norms changed even more over time than in-

equality perceptions. Most notably, the increase in the ethical level of wage inequality between

1992 and 1999 is about three times as large as the corresponding increase from 1987 to 1992.

The third model again includes interaction terms between year of survey and the dummy for

East Germany. These estimates show that the difference in the ethical level of wage inequality

between East and West Germany switched from positive in 1992 (0.031) to negative in 1999

(-0.022).

The last three columns show analogous results for redistributive preferences. In this case,

the inclusion of individual level controls appears to have some, but still limited, influence on

the estimated difference between East and West Germany. The raw difference amounts to

0.059, which shrinks to 0.052 if the full set of control variables is included. This finding is

again in line with previous evidence showing that East Germans have a higher demand for

redistribution than West Germans. Furthermore, while there is virtually no change in average

redistributive preferences from 1987 to 1992, there is a substantial and significant decrease

from 1992 to 1999.14 The above results make it clear that this finding is the consequence of a

disproportional increase in the ethical level of wage inequality because inequality perceptions

had increased as well within this period. The final column shows that the difference in the

demand for redistribution between East and West Germany increased considerably over time,

from 0.037 in 1992 to 0.083 in 1999, reflecting the underlying time trends in the difference in

inequality perceptions and distributional norms, respectively.

3.3 Differences Across Birth Cohorts

Alesina and Fuchs-Schündeln (2007) argue that living under a socialist regime for up to 45

years had a long lasting impact on individuals’ attitudes, especially on their attitudes towards

the role of the state. More specifically, they find that convergence of attitudes towards the state

proceeds very slowly and that it will take up to two generations before attitudes of East and

West Germans will fully converge. Looking at differences across birth cohorts may therefore

yield additional insights, and thus figure 3 shows differences in inequality perceptions, distri-

butional norms, and redistributive preferences by birth cohort and separately for respondents

14Again note that, since there are no observations from East Germany in 1987, the observation that preferences
did not change from 1987 to 1992 relates to West Germany only.
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from East and West Germany, respectively, for all individuals born in 1910 or later (there are

too few observations from individuals born before 1910, and they are thus left out).

Figure 3

First, panel (a) of figure 3 shows how inequality perceptions differ between East and West

Germans by year of birth. There is clearly a substantial difference in inequality perception

between East and West Germans for every birth cohort, the difference appears to be of the

same size for most cohorts, but possibly showing a slight trend towards narrower differences for

younger cohorts. Panel (b) again shows the surprising result that East Germans tend to have

a higher level of ethical inequality than West Germans, and that differences tend to be much

smaller than differences in perceptions. The difference in distributional norms varies somewhat

across birth cohorts, and is largest among the oldest and youngest cohorts and smallest for

the cohorts born between about 1935 and 1960. Finally, panel (c) shows that differences in

redistributive preferences are larger, again because they reflect differences in both inequality

perceptions and distributional norms. Driven mainly by underlying differences in inequality

perceptions, there is a positive difference in redistributive preferences between East and West

Germans for every birth cohort, but the difference appears to narrow slightly for younger

cohorts (similar to the trend in inequality perceptions).

Overall, I find that differences in inequality perceptions are smaller for younger birth co-

horts. It is much more remarkable, however, that there are almost no differences in distribu-

tional norms for any of the birth cohorts considered in the analysis, except perhaps for the

youngest cohorts (for these cohorts, however, the ethical level of wage inequality is even slightly

higher among East Germans). As a consequence, differences in redistributive preferences are

indeed somewhat smaller among younger birth cohorts, in line with the corresponding find-

ing by Alesina and Fuchs-Schündeln (2007) that there is slow convergence in redistributive

preferences between East and West Germany.

4 Political Preferences

The second part of the empirical analysis studies how the two subjective inequality measures

and redistributive preferences, respectively, are associated with individuals’ political prefer-

ences, such as their support for intervention by the government regarding wage differentials
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that are viewed as illegitimate. To do so, I estimate the parameters of a regression model that

takes the following form:

ωit = β0 + Eastitα+ yitγ + xitβ + λt + εit, (2)

where ωit describes the political preferences of individual i in year t: their support for re-

distribution by the state, their support for progressive taxation, and their identification with

conservative politics (more information on these measures is given below). The key regressor

in all three cases is yit, which denotes the inclusion of either the measure of redistributive

preferences or the two subjective inequality indices (i.e. both inequality indices at the same

time). I also show results excluding yit to illustrate the quantitative impact of yit on the size

of parameter α. Parameter estimates are shown in table 2.

Table 2

The first three columns show results for individuals’ support for redistribution by the

state.15 The difference between East and West Germans is large and highly significant in all

three specifications. The point estimate in the first specification is 0.587 (with a small standard

error of 0.034). This implies a relative difference of about 16% between East and West Germans

in their general support for redistribution by the state. The next two specifications show that

the inclusion of yit has a substantial impact on this difference. First, including redistributive

preferences decreases the difference to 0.537, which remains a large and significant difference.

The third column includes both inequality indices (instead of redistributive preferences). This

decreases the remaining difference even more, to 0.505. Redistributive preferences can thus

explain about 8.5% (=100% [1-(.537/.587)]), while inequality perceptions and distributional

norms can explain about 14% (=100% [1-(.505/.587)]) of the remaining difference in the sup-

port for redistribution by the state. However, even in the last specification, the difference

between East and West Germans remains both statistically and quantitatively significant (the

difference is equal to about half a standard deviation of the dependent variable).

15This variable measures individuals’ agreement with the following statement: “It is the responsibility of the

government to reduce the differences in income between people with high incomes and those with low incomes.”

The corresponding variable ranges from 1 to 5, with 5 denoting perfect agreement with the statement.
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The next three columns show estimates for individuals’ support for progressive taxation,

similar to the questions on marginal tax rates used in Rainer and Siedler (2009).16 As in

the case of people’s general support for redistribution by the state, there is a substantial

difference between East and West Germans. Even though this difference shrinks once controls

for redistributive preferences or inequality perceptions and distributional norms are included,

a significant and large (equal to about one fifth of a standard deviation of the dependent

variable) difference in individuals’ support for progressive taxation with the same distributional

preferences remains. As before, redistributive preferences as well as inequality perceptions and

distributional norms explain a substantial fraction of the observed East-West difference in the

support for progressive taxation that remains after conditioning on the full set of controls

(about 13% and 27%, respectively). Also note that the estimated difference in the support

for progressive taxation is smaller, in relative terms, than the corresponding difference in the

support for redistribution by the state.

The remaining three columns report results for individuals’ political orientation on a sim-

ple left–right scale, with higher values indicating a more conservative orientation.17 East

Germans are much less likely to state that they have a conservative (or, say, right-wing) polit-

ical orientation than West Germans. Again, this difference remains large and significant even

if redistributive preferences or subjective inequality indices are explicitly held constant. The

remaining difference equals about one third of a standard deviation of the dependent variable.

The results imply that the fraction of the East-West difference in individuals’ political orienta-

tion that can be explained by differences in redistributive preferences or inequality perceptions

and distributional norms is about 8% and 9%, respectively.

Figure 4

Finally, figure 4 shows average political preferences for East and West Germans and by birth

cohort. Panel (a) shows a large difference in the support for redistribution by the state for each

cohort. Moreover, there is a clear tendency towards smaller differences for younger cohorts for

16The variable measures individuals’ response to the following question: “Do you think people with high

incomes should pay a larger share of their income in taxes than those with low incomes, the same share, or a

smaller share?”. The corresponding variable takes on values from 1 to 5, with 1 (5) meaning that respondents
think that the share of people with higher incomes should be much smaller (much larger) than the share of
people with low incomes.

17The variable measures respondents’ political orientation on a simple left–right scale running from 1 to 10,
and where the lowest (highest) value denotes the leftmost (rightmost) position.

12



this outcome. A similar but even more pronounced pattern is visible for individuals’ support

for progressive taxation, as shown in panel (b). While there is a large difference in the support

for progressive taxation for older cohorts, this difference gets smaller and essentially vanishes

for younger cohorts. Finally, panel (c) shows differences in individuals’ political orientation.

Again, differences between East and West Germans are smaller for younger cohorts. Moreover,

it appears that most of the observed convergence in attitudes across birth cohorts in this case

is driven by corresponding changes among West Germans, i.e. it appears that West Germans

have become somewhat less conservative over time.

5 Discussion

This paper studies differences in inequality perceptions, distributional norms, and redistribu-

tive preferences between East and West Germany using intuitive empirical measures derived

from survey data. A first key result of this study is that East Germans demand more redis-

tribution than West Germans, a result in line with previous evidence (e.g. Alesina and Fuchs-

Schündeln, 2007). However, it also shows that differences in inequality perceptions rather than

by differences in distributional norms drive this difference in redistributive preferences to a

substantial degree. Even more surprisingly, East Germans were slightly more tolerant towards

wage inequality than West Germans in 1992 (the sign of the difference in distributional norms

changed in the year 1999, however).

This finding is initially somewhat surprising, but note that it is consistent with results

reported in an earlier study by Shiller et al. (1991), who found similar attitudes towards

income inequality between American and Soviet respondents shortly after the fall of the Berlin

Wall. At the same time, the fact that East Germans perceive a much higher level of wage

inequality than West Germans likely reflects underlying trends in wage inequality following

German reunification in the two parts of the country (i.e. increasing wage inequality in East

Germany). Finally, Blanchflower and Freeman (1997) report essentially the same result for the

comparison between East and West Germany, even though they find substantial differences

in both perceived and ethical wage differentials among a broader group of ex-communist and

capitalist countries.

Moreover, I also find large differences in individuals’ more general political preferences, and
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especially people’s attitudes towards intervention by the state as a means of reducing existing

wage inequalities. Specifically, East Germans are much more likely than West Germans to

support state intervention with respect to the distribution of incomes and, consistent with this

finding, they are also much more likely to support higher taxes for individuals with higher

income. Finally, East Germans are substantially less likely to state that they have a conserva-

tive political orientation (measured on a simple left–right scale). Interestingly, these differences

remain large and statistically significant once redistributive preferences (or its underlying com-

ponents) are statistically held constant. Nonetheless, differences in inequality perceptions and

distributional norms or redistributive preferences, respectively, explain a substantial part of

the observed differences in political preferences.

Taken together, the findings presented in this paper suggest that living under a socialist

regime did not substantially influence individuals’ fundamental distributional norms (i.e. their

norms with respect to legitimate wage differentials for people working in different occupations).

At the same time, however, it appears that it had a significant impact on people’s belief that

it is the state’s responsibility to intervene if wage differentials are viewed as too large, and it

presumably changed individuals’ views on the role that the state should more generally play.
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Table 1: Differences in subjective inequality measures and redistributive preferences

Actual inequality Ethical inequality Redistribution

Mean 0.439 0.288 0.338
Standard deviation 0.143 0.138 0.246

East Germany 0.070⋆⋆⋆ 0.067⋆⋆⋆ 0.014⋆⋆⋆ 0.014⋆⋆⋆ 0.059⋆⋆⋆ 0.052⋆⋆⋆

(0.005) (0.005) (0.005) (0.005) (0.008) (0.008)
East Germany × 1992 0.082⋆⋆⋆ 0.031⋆⋆⋆ 0.037⋆⋆⋆

(0.006) (0.006) (0.010)
East Germany × 1999 0.036⋆⋆⋆ −0.022⋆⋆⋆ 0.083⋆⋆⋆

(0.008) (0.008) (0.014)
1992 0.038⋆⋆⋆ 0.043⋆⋆⋆ 0.038⋆⋆⋆ 0.031⋆⋆⋆ 0.036⋆⋆⋆ 0.030⋆⋆⋆ −0.006 −0.008 −0.003

(0.005) (0.005) (0.005) (0.005) (0.005) (0.005) (0.010) (0.010) (0.010)
1999 0.073⋆⋆⋆ 0.067⋆⋆⋆ 0.079⋆⋆⋆ 0.104⋆⋆⋆ 0.099⋆⋆⋆ 0.112⋆⋆⋆ −0.116⋆⋆⋆ −0.111⋆⋆⋆ −0.122⋆⋆⋆

(0.006) (0.006) (0.006) (0.006) (0.006) (0.006) (0.011) (0.011) (0.012)
Constant 0.382⋆⋆⋆ 0.155⋆⋆⋆ 0.158⋆⋆⋆ 0.243⋆⋆⋆ 0.169⋆⋆⋆ 0.169⋆⋆⋆ 0.354⋆⋆⋆ 0.408⋆⋆⋆ 0.402⋆⋆⋆

(0.004) (0.048) (0.048) (0.004) (0.044) (0.044) (0.008) (0.091) (0.091)

Individual controls No Yes Yes No Yes Yes No Yes Yes
Number of observations 4,660 4,660 4,660 4,660 4,660 4,660 4,660 4,660 4,660
p-value (F-statistic) 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000
R-Squared 0.104 0.171 0.175 0.085 0.178 0.184 0.045 0.101 0.102

Notes: ⋆, ⋆⋆, ⋆⋆⋆ denotes statistical significance on the 10%, 5%, and 1% level, respectively. Robust standard errors are given in parentheses. See footnote
10 for the full list of included control variables and appendix table A.2 for the estimated coefficients of the control variables.
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Table 2: Subjective inequality measures and political preferences

Redistribution by the state Progressive taxation Conservative orientation

Mean 3.691 4.137 2.773
Standard deviation 1.111 0.691 0.989

East Germany 0.587⋆⋆⋆ 0.537⋆⋆⋆ 0.505⋆⋆⋆ 0.173⋆⋆⋆ 0.151⋆⋆⋆ 0.126⋆⋆⋆ −0.298⋆⋆⋆ −0.274⋆⋆⋆ −0.272⋆⋆⋆

(0.034) (0.034) (0.034) (0.024) (0.024) (0.025) (0.041) (0.041) (0.042)
Demand for redistribution 0.904⋆⋆⋆ 0.433⋆⋆⋆ −0.396⋆⋆⋆

(0.068) (0.045) (0.074)
Actual inequality 1.691⋆⋆⋆ 0.943⋆⋆⋆ −0.578⋆⋆⋆

(0.139) (0.100) (0.165)
Ethical inequality −2.232⋆⋆⋆ −1.029⋆⋆⋆ 1.072⋆⋆⋆

(0.154) (0.104) (0.173)

Individual controls Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Year fixed effects Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Number of observations 4,402 4,402 4,402 4,414 4,414 4,414 3,354 3,354 3,354
p-value (F-statistic) 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000
R-Squared 0.180 0.216 0.222 0.081 0.102 0.106 0.060 0.068 0.071

Notes: ⋆, ⋆⋆, ⋆⋆⋆ denotes statistical significance on the 10%, 5%, and 1% level, respectively. Robust standard errors are given in parentheses. The dependent
variables are defined in footnote 15, 16, and 17, respectively. See footnote 10 for the full list of included control variables.
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Figure 1: Subjective estimates of actual and ethical wages of individuals working in different occupations
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Notes: The figure shows sample means of individual wage estimates for people working in different occupations, using data from the two surveys of 1992 and 1999. See
also footnote 2. All wage estimates refer to nominal gross monthly earnings in e .
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Figure 2: Distribution of subjective inequality indices and redistributive preferences
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Notes: Panels (a) to (c) use observations from 1992 and 1999 only (because there are no observations for East Germany for the year 1987). Panels (d) to (f) also use
data from 1987 (West Germany only). Density estimates use the Gaussian kernel.
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Figure 3: Subjective inequality measures, by year of birth
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(c) Redistributive preferences

Notes: Figures use data from 1992 and 1999 only. Dashed (dotted) lines show nonparametric regression functions for respondents from East (West) Germany.
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Figure 4: Political preferences, by year of birth
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Notes: Figures use data from 1992 and 1999 only. Dashed (dotted) lines show nonparametric regression functions for respondents from East (West) Germany. The
variables measuring individuals’ political preferences are defined in footnote 15, 16, and 17, respectively.
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A Additional Tables

Table A.1: Descriptive statistics

East Germany West Germany Overall

Actual inequality 0.502 (0.144) 0.432 (0.131) 0.458 (0.140)
1(Actual inequality = 0) 0.000 (0.000) 0.000 (0.000) 0.000 (0.000)
1(Actual inequality > 0) 1.000 (0.000) 1.000 (0.000) 1.000 (0.000)

Ethical inequality 0.312 (0.134) 0.298 (0.140) 0.303 (0.138)
1(Ethical inequality = 0) 0.000 (0.000) 0.003 (0.056) 0.002 (0.045)
1(Ethical inequality > 0) 0.995 (0.073) 0.993 (0.082) 0.994 (0.079)

Demand 0.370 (0.224) 0.311 (0.243) 0.333 (0.238)
1(Demand < 0) 0.034 (0.181) 0.055 (0.228) 0.047 (0.212)
1(Demand = 0) 0.014 (0.117) 0.028 (0.165) 0.023 (0.149)
1(Demand > 0) 0.952 (0.214) 0.917 (0.276) 0.930 (0.255)
1(Demand = 1) 0.000 (0.000) 0.003 (0.056) 0.002 (0.045)
1(Demand > 1) 0.005 (0.073) 0.003 (0.056) 0.004 (0.063)

Number of observations 1,293 2,214 3,507

Notes: All numbers refer to the pooled data from 1992 and 1999. 1(·) denotes the indicator
function. All table entries are sample averages (standard deviations in parentheses).
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Table A.2: Full regression results

Actual inequality Ethical inequality Redistribution

Mean 0.439 0.288 0.338
Standard deviation 0.143 0.138 0.246

East Germany 0.067⋆⋆⋆ 0.014⋆⋆⋆ 0.052⋆⋆⋆

(0.005) (0.005) (0.008)
1992 0.043⋆⋆⋆ 0.036⋆⋆⋆ −0.008

(0.005) (0.005) (0.010)
1999 0.067⋆⋆⋆ 0.099⋆⋆⋆ −0.111⋆⋆⋆

(0.006) (0.006) (0.011)
Income (rank) 0.001 0.004 −0.001

(0.008) (0.007) (0.015)
Social mobility −0.002 0.004 −0.010⋆⋆

(0.002) (0.002) (0.004)
Perception that ascribed characteristics 0.010⋆⋆⋆ 0.008⋆

are important for getting ahead (0.002) (0.004)
Perception that acquired characteristics 0.003 −0.055⋆⋆⋆

are important for getting ahead (0.005) (0.009)
Belief that needs should be important −0.012⋆⋆⋆ 0.014⋆⋆⋆

for getting ahead (0.003) (0.005)
Belief that effort should be important 0.023⋆⋆⋆ −0.029⋆⋆⋆

for getting ahead (0.005) (0.009)
Percpetion of social conflicts −0.010⋆⋆⋆ −0.026⋆⋆⋆ 0.046⋆⋆⋆

(0.004) (0.003) (0.006)
Age (years) 0.008⋆⋆⋆ 0.001 0.009⋆

(0.003) (0.002) (0.005)
Age2 −0.001 0.000 −0.002⋆⋆

(0.001) (0.001) (0.001)
Age3 0.000 −0.000 0.000⋆⋆

(0.000) (0.000) (0.000)
Education (years) 0.003⋆⋆⋆ 0.003⋆⋆⋆ −0.004⋆⋆⋆

(0.001) (0.001) (0.001)
Female −0.016⋆⋆⋆ −0.027⋆⋆⋆ 0.039⋆⋆⋆

(0.004) (0.004) (0.008)
Unemployed −0.001 0.006 −0.013

(0.009) (0.008) (0.016)
Not in labor force 0.002 0.009⋆ −0.013

(0.005) (0.005) (0.009)
Constant 0.155⋆⋆⋆ 0.169⋆⋆⋆ 0.408⋆⋆⋆

(0.048) (0.044) (0.091)

Number of observations 4,660 4,660 4,660
p-value (F-statistic) 0.000 0.000 0.000
R-Squared 0.171 0.178 0.101

Notes: ⋆, ⋆⋆, ⋆⋆⋆ denotes statistical significance on the 10%, 5%, and 1% level, respectively. Robust standard
errors are given in parentheses. All regressions also include dummies for respondents’ major occupational
group (10 categories).
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