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The idea of upward social mobility is a critical part of the U.S. “American Dream”. Yet, despite the prevalent
cultural narrative about the possibility of economic success, actual upward social mobility in the U.S. remains
historically low. This suggests that young children may encounter mixed messaging: strong cultural narratives
surrounding social mobility on the one hand, and economic realities that do not match those narratives on the
other. The current work explored how U.S. children and adults respond to social mobility narratives of different
strengths. Across four pre-registered experiments (N = 723; 500 Adults; 223 3-10-year-olds), we measured
people's beliefs in social mobility and the extent to which those beliefs were responsive to evidence of upward
mobility. Participants were introduced to two fictionalized groups (one financially advantaged and one finan-
cially disadvantaged) and first prompted for their beliefs about social mobility of those groups. Participants then
saw either 0/10, 1/10, 5/10, or 1/2 individual(s) experiencing upward mobility. Adults and children responded
differently to evidence: while adults changed their beliefs according to the strength of evidence, children's
likelihood to believe in upward mobility increased even after a single example of one person experiencing up-
ward social mobility. All age groups showed evidence of ignoring counterevidence (i.e., a lack of social mobility)
in their post-test responses, showing that displaying the possibility of social mobility may cause undue beliefs
about its likelihood. Results are discussed with reference to the potential unintended consequences of presenting
people with social mobility narratives.

“You have brains in your head. You have feet in your shoes. You can steer
yourself any direction you choose.” - Dr. Seuss

Young children in the U.S. are often told inspirational messages that
they can become anything they want regardless of initial circumstances.
These themes of individual agency and unlimited opportunity some-
times appear explicitly in children's media through depiction of social
class and upward social mobility narratives (Forest, 2014; Streib et al.,
2017). Recent findings suggest ‘rags-to-riches” narratives in TV pro-
grams have increased over the last two decades and shaped people's
upward mobility beliefs (Kim, 2023). Consistent with these findings,
adults in the U.S. tend to overestimate actual social mobility, or the
likelihood of changing social status (Kraus & Tan, 2015), even as data
show that absolute income mobility, the fraction of children earning
more than their parents, is currently declining (Chetty et al., 2017):
Based on current trends, only 1% of children from low-income families
(compared to 22% of children from high income families) reach the top
5% of income distribution by adulthood (Hertz, 2006), and only 1 in 40

Black boys born into poverty will hold a high-income job in adulthood
(Chetty et al., 2020). Thus, there is a contrast between the prevalent
messaging of the American dream as a cultural narrative on one hand
(Kraus & Tan, 2015) and lived experiences on the other (Chetty et al.,
2020; Hertz, 2006). Given the prevalence of upward mobility narratives
in the U.S. (Wolak & Peterson, 2020), our aim was to understand the
extent to which children's and adults' beliefs are impacted by evidence of
upward social mobility, of the type commonly found in storybooks and
common cultural narratives. Specifically, we were interested in the ef-
fects of exposure to upward mobility narratives on our beliefs.

Prior work reveals that children are able to conceptualize the idea of
social mobility, both about themselves and others. Children ages 5 to 12
expected their own social status to change under circumstances such as
changes in parental occupation, and that other families from a high-
status background would be more likely to experience upward
mobility than families from a low-status background (Tian et al., 2024).
These findings suggest that children are able to reason about social
mobility, and leaves open the question of where these beliefs come from
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and the extent to which they are responsive to evidence of status change.
Since social mobility beliefs are associated with a host of social conse-
quences, including the tendency to justify existing inequalities and hi-
erarchies as natural or deserved (Day & Fiske, 2017), negative attitudes
towards less privileged people (Koo et al., 2023), and consequential life
decisions such as pursuit of higher education (Harris, 2008), we set out
to understand the factors that shape and change these beliefs.

Beliefs in social mobility also impact beliefs in fairness - or the extent
to which children and adults believe that wealth inequality between two
groups (rich vs. poor) is fair. Social mobility beliefs are driven by the
notion that societal status can change because the world is fair. People
who view themselves to be higher in status are motivated to over-
estimate social mobility (Kraus & Tan, 2015), and tend to underestimate
the scope of income disparities (Hadler, 2005), as they have a desire to
consider their current social standing as fair and there are psychological
benefits to view the society as fair (i.e., system-justification beliefs).
Social mobility beliefs shape fairness attitudes independently from
inequality beliefs: even those who acknowledge high inequality view the
economy as fair if they believe social mobility is high (Heiserman et al.,
2020). On the other hand, when social mobility is perceived to be low,
people are less likely to hold system-justification beliefs and are more
likely to view the outstanding system inequalities as unfair (Day & Fiske,
2017). Thus, due to the interconnectedness of social mobility and fair-
ness beliefs, we explored the impact of social mobility evidence on
children's fairness beliefs.

Building on insights from developmental and social psychology, we
investigated the extent to which people respond to social mobility nar-
ratives. We considered three possible distinct responses to upward
mobility narratives. The first of these (what we term the wealth as fixed
hypothesis) posits that children, relative to adults, should show little
belief in social mobility, regardless of evidence. Several lines of devel-
opmental work converge on this view: First, based on markers of wealth,
children make complex inferences such as causal attributions and social
evaluations (e.g., who is nice or smart; Shutts et al., 2016; Sigelman,
2012). If these wealth-based evaluations of inherent qualities are
believed to be stable causes of wealth statuses, children might view
wealth as reflecting an unchanging aspect of an individual rather than a
circumstance that can change over time. Second, cross-cultural work
suggests that young children, around the age of 5, believe that wealth
may be an “essentialized” trait (i.e., believe that wealth status is
immutable, present at birth, and caused by an inner “essence™), although
their belief declined significantly with age (Davoodi et al., 2020). If
wealth is indeed essentialized, young children may believe wealth to be
an intrinsic, stable, and unchangeable characteristic of an individual
that runs in contrast to the idea of social mobility.

Alternatively, rational belief updating hypothesis suggests that chil-
dren may adjust their beliefs about social mobility based on the strength
of the evidence presented. Presenting evidence that the poor can become
rich might raise children's beliefs in social mobility inasmuch as the
evidence licenses that type of belief revision. Across many domains,
children respond more rationally to counter-evidence than adults (Xu &
Kushnir, 2013): For example, preschoolers revised their beliefs when
given new information that conflicted with their prior beliefs and could
decide when they wanted to update their beliefs by integrating new
evidence and old information (Macris & Sobel, 2017). Children also
have relatively less experience with members of different wealth cate-
gories and thus may have less rigid beliefs, susceptible to rational
updating, compared to adults. Thus, when provided with evidence of
upward mobility, children might also respond to inputs from their
environment and reason about social mobility consistent with those
inputs.

One final possibility (which we refer to as the sensitivity to success
hypothesis) proposes that the cultural landscape of individualizing
success narratives may make children especially receptive to stories
about braving difficulties. A single success narrative can carry outsized
weight in shaping social beliefs. For instance, in the case of former
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President Obama's election, one prominent example of overcoming
racial injustice had effects on motivation, racial attitudes, and academic
performance (Kaiser et al., 2009; Marx et al., 2009; Plant et al., 2009).
Similar effects of role models on motivation have also been well docu-
mented in work with children (Gonzalez-Pérez et al., 2020; Gladstone &
Cimpian, 2021). As upward social mobility narratives typically carry
messages about individuals rather than systems, which people are
particularly receptive to (Tilly, 1991), children might be particularly
receptive to narratives of upward social mobility. In addition, young
children are particularly sensitive to persistence narratives (Amemiya
et al., 2023, b), and show general optimism about psychological traits
(Lockhart et al., 2002), suggesting that they may be particularly sus-
ceptible to narratives about upwards mobility that frequently feature
positive outcomes due to individual effort. Thus, if they attribute
persistence to characters who attempt to transcend their socioeconomic
status, we would expect that any evidence of social mobility, even
relatively weak evidence, will boost social mobility beliefs.

In this study, we thus both investigate the extent to which children
and adults believe in social mobility and whether or not they are
responsive to evidence of its existence. Although there is limited un-
derstanding of how prevalent social mobility narratives are in children's
social world, children's books and media containing American Dream
narratives demonstrably exist and parents report discussing social
mobility with their children (Kinnard et al., 2025). While upward
mobility narratives convey optimism, depicting success in ways that
dismiss hardships of the poor could potentially legitimize social class
inequalities (Streib et al., 2017). Understanding how people respond to
upward mobility evidence serves as an important first step towards
understanding how to empower children to reason positively about their
futures without downplaying structural inequalities.

After introducing two hypothetical groups of people with opposing
socioeconomic statuses, we assessed participants' beliefs in social
mobility. The current study focused specifically on wealth (as opposed
to other markers of socioeconomic status, such as occupational prestige
and education level), as a visible indicator of socioeconomic status. We
then provided four different types of evidence of upward mobility (i.e.,
stories of different numbers of poor individuals becoming rich). In Study
1 (adult sample) and Study 2 (child sample, adaptation of Study 1),
participants saw either 5 of 10 members of the poor group, 1 of 10
members of the poor group, or 1 of 2 successfully became rich. Notably,
1 of 2 Condition is matched in absolute number of successful members
who show upward mobility to 1 of 10 Condition, but matched in pro-
portion to the 5 of 10 Condition, and thus allows us to investigate any
potential biases towards attending to either absolute number or pro-
portion in their responsiveness to evidence. We were interested in
manipulating proportion and absolute value, as children develop
sensitivity to proportional information when making social evaluations
during preschool and middle childhood (Chernyak et al., 2020; Hurst
et al., 2020), but also continually show a whole number bias and sample
size neglect in their probability judgments (e.g., O'Grady & Xu, 2020). In
Studies 3 and 4, we added a condition in which we included unambig-
uous evidence against social mobility (0 of 10 members of the poor group
became rich).

Given our experimental design, we anticipated several possible
patterns of responses. If people hold the belief that wealth does not
change easily (i.e., wealth as fixed hypothesis), then we would expect no
shift in social mobility beliefs after the exposure to evidence of upward
mobility. If, instead, people engage in proportional belief adjustment (i.
e., rational belief updating hypothesis), we would expect people to change
their social mobility beliefs based on the strength of evidence. Finally, if
people are highly attuned to evidence (i.e., sensitivity to success hy-
pothesis), we would expect that social mobility beliefs would increase
after receiving any evidence of upward mobility, regardless of strength.
Across all of our measures, we asked people to reason about both up-
ward and downward social mobility in order to assess beliefs about so-
cial mobility both before and after being provided with evidence. We
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included measures of downward social mobility in order to account for
the possibility that hearing about any evidence of change in wealth
status more generally shifts beliefs about wealth groups as being more
flexible. However, given the focus on upward social mobility, we
describe results for downward social mobility and fairness beliefs about
the advantaged group in our Supplementary Analyses.

1. Study 1
1.1. Methods

1.1.1. Participants

Three-hundred English-speaking US participants were recruited
Prolific (49% female, 49% male, 2.00% other; M age = 35.25, Range =
18-78 years). Of these participants, 9% indicated their ethnicity as
‘Asian or Pacific Islander’, 7% as ‘Black’, 70% as ‘White’, 0.3% as
‘American Indian/Alaskan Tribe’, 4% as ‘Hispanic’, and 10% as ‘Other’.
The median income was $50,000 (range: $0 - $450,000). In addition,
25% reported their political view as ‘Very Liberal’, 37% as ‘Somewhat
Liberal’, 19% as ‘Neither Liberal nor Conservative’, 16% as ‘Somewhat
Conservative, and 3% as ‘Conservative’. Participants were provided $3
for successful completion of the survey. All analyses were pre-registered
on aspredicted.org (https://aspredicted.org/VQZ_55C).

1.1.2. Procedure

After consent, participants read a vignette that introduced two
groups with opposing financial statuses that arose due to a historic
structural inequality. We referred to the financially advantaged group as
Group A and disadvantaged group as Group B (e.g., “In a country far
away, there are two groups of people: Group A and Group B. For a really
long time, a lot of people from Group A got to have jobs that gave a lot of
money so they could live in big houses and buy a lot of things. However,
for a really long time, Group B got to have jobs that gave little money so
they could only live in small houses and not buy very many things at
all.”). Though we intentionally made clear that the inequality was his-
toric, we also intentionally did not clarify the reason or source for the
inequality. Participants then answered 8 attention check questions to
show their understanding of the vignette (e.g., “Who has the best jobs?”,
“Who can't buy many things at all?”). Participants who failed any
attention check questions at this point had their survey terminated (n =
21) and were not included in our final reported sample of 300.

1.1.2.1. Pre-test measures. Participants then completed the following
pre-test measures in the following order. Below we describe upward
social mobility beliefs:

1.1.2.1.1. Process beliefs about social mobility. We assessed the par-
ticipants' beliefs about the process of achieving social mobility based on
the information we gave in the introduction. We examined the extent to
which participants believed the poor group could get a high-income job
(one item: “It would be really hard for Group B to get the kind of jobs
that would earn a lot of money.”; 1 = strongly agree, 5 = strongly
disagree). The question was coded on a 1-5 scale with 5 indicating that
participants believed the social mobility process would be easy. This
item served as an Upward Social Mobility Ease of Process Score.

1.1.2.1.2. New member outcome beliefs about social mobility. We also
measured participants' beliefs about the potential outcomes of the two
groups. We thus asked how probable it would be for a new individual
from a poor group to experience high-income status (four items; e.g., “A
child born to parents from Group B could grow up to have lots of very
nice things.”; 1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree). All questions
were coded on a 1-5 scale with 5 indicating high beliefs in social
mobility outcomes. Questions were averaged to create an Upward Social
Mobility New Member Outcome Score.

1.1.2.1.3. Fairness beliefs. We asked whether it was fair for the
disadvantaged group to be poor (two items; e.g., “Group B deserves to
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live in small houses.”; 1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree). All
questions were coded on a 1-5 scale with 5 indicating high fairness
beliefs. Questions were averaged to create a Fairness Beliefs - Disad-
vantaged Group Score.

1.1.2.1.4. Social mobility prediction. We asked participants to make
a prediction for the financial characteristics that an individual from
Group B might have if they worked hard (four items; e.g., “If they
worked really hard, how likely would it be for them to get a good job?”;
0 = not at all likely, 100 = extremely likely), coded on a 0-100 scale
with 100 indicating high beliefs of upward social mobility.

1.1.2.2. Manipulation. After completing pre-test measures, participants
were randomly assigned to one of the three experimental conditions,
reflecting the type of evidence they were provided in support of social
mobility: 1/10, 1/2, and 5/10. In the 1/10 and 5/10 Conditions, par-
ticipants viewed an image with 10 new characters from the disadvan-
taged group and then were told that either one (in the 1/10 Condition)
or five (in the 5/10 Condition) individuals experienced social mobility
and got a job and monetary items they wanted, respectively (e.g., “These
people really wanted to get good jobs and get lots of money, live in big
houses, and buy lots of things. So they worked really, really hard. 1/10
of people got to get all the good things and the other 9/10 ones didn't.”).
In the 1/2 Condition, participants saw two new disadvantaged group
characters, and one out of two individuals was then able to change their
financial status. Note that the social mobility success ratio for the 5/10
Condition is the same as the 1/2 Condition (with 50% of disadvantaged
group members becoming rich), but the absolute number of individuals
becoming rich differed across the two conditions. At this point, all
participants were asked one additional attention check question to
reflect their understanding of the number of individual(s) who experi-
enced social mobility in the test condition (“These are the people from
group B, can you select how many of them ended up getting good
jobs?”), and were excluded if they had answered either question incor-
rectly (n = 3).

1.1.2.3. Post-test measures. In order to measure and compare change in
beliefs, participants viewed the same set of questions as they were asked
in the pre-test phase in the same order.

1.2. Results

All analyses, data, stimuli, and code are available at [https://osf.
io/d9rc8/?view_only=7d2310b839b04bc9b9877e7368f2ced9].

1.2.1. What are adults' initial upward social mobility and fairness beliefs?

We first performed a series of one-sample t-tests comparing each
dependent variable to the midpoint (50 for Social Mobility Prediction
measure and 3 for the remaining measures) to understand participants'
baseline upward social mobility and fairness beliefs about disadvan-
taged groups before they viewed the experimental condition. These are
displayed in Fig. 1 below.

People generally showed low beliefs for the Upward Social Mobility
Ease of Process (M = 1.8, SD = 1.1), t(299) = —19.74, p < .001) and
believed that it was difficult for the poor to become rich, but were
agnostic about the Upward Social Mobility New Member Outcome (M =
2.9, SD = 1.1), t(299) = —1.60, p = .111). People generally believed it
was unfair that the low status group was disadvantaged (M = 1.9, SD =
0.8), t(299) = —23.11, p < .001, and that it was unlikely for a new
member of the disadvantaged group to have financial goods in the future
(compared to midpoint of 50%; M = 44.1, SD = 26.3), t(299) = —3.92, p
< .001. Therefore, overall, people did not endorse very strong upward
social mobility beliefs and found poor groups being poor to be unfair.
We display initial beliefs in Fig. 1 below (blue bars).
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A. Ease of Process of
Social Mobility

B. Beliefs about New
Member Outcomes
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C. Fairness of
Outstanding Inequality
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Fig. 1. Pre-test and post-test comparisons for the upward social mobility measures in Study 1 (adults) & Study 2 (children).

Note. Bars represent +/— standard error for the mean.

1.2.2. Are adults' upward beliefs responsive to evidence about social
mobility?

To investigate how people's beliefs may have shifted across condi-
tions, we calculated change scores by subtracting pre-test beliefs from
post-test beliefs for each DV. We then ran linear models using Condition
as the independent variable and each change score as the dependent
variable. For the Upward Social Mobility Ease of Process Change Score,
there was a significant effect of Condition, ¥*(2) = 41.18, p < .001; post
hoc Tukey's-adjusted pairwise comparisons showed that the 1/10 Con-
dition had significantly lower change scores than either the 5/10 or 1/2
Condition, t's < —4, p's < 0.001, while the 1/2 Condition had no sig-
nificant difference from the 5/10 Condition, t(297) = —2.11, p = .089.
Similarly, the Upward Social Mobility New Member Outcome Change
Score showed a significant effect of Condition, XZ(Z) = 1.47, p = .005;
the 1/10 Condition had significantly lower change scores than the 5/10
Condition t(295) = —3.06, p = .007 and 1/2 Condition t(295) = —2.44,
p = .04, while the 5/10 Condition did not differ significantly from 1/2
Condition t(295) = —0.65, p > .25. Finally, there was a significant
Condition effect on the change score of the Social Mobility Prediction
measure (whether people believed that an individual of lower status
would attain higher status), XZ(Z) =58.34,p <.001. The 1/10 Condition
had significantly lower change scores than the 5/10 or 1/2 Conditions,
t's < —6, p's < 0.001, indicating that people were less likely to believe
that lower status individuals would change their status after viewing the
1/10 condition, but not the 5/10 or 1/2 Conditions, which were not
different from one another t(297) = —1.08, p > .25. Fairness beliefs for
the disadvantaged group, however, did not show a significant Condition
effect, ¥%(2) = 0.13, p > .25.

1.3. Study 1 discussion

In Study 1, adults generally endorsed the belief that the process
involved for the disadvantaged groups to experience upward social
mobility would be difficult, but were somewhat more tempered in their
views on whether people would achieve upward mobility outcomes.
Most importantly, adults were responsive to the strength of evidence
about upward social mobility: specifically, adults showed increased
upward social mobility beliefs in the 5/10 and 1/2 Conditions, which
showed strong evidence (50% achieved social mobility), but not in the
1/10 Condition when evidence was relatively weaker. Notably, how-
ever, adults' responsiveness were not fully rational - they ignored evi-
dence of lack of social mobility, even in the 1/10 condition which
provided considerably more evidence for a lack of social mobility than
for its presence.

In Study 2, we adapted the paradigm from Study 1 to investigate the

extent to which children may be responsive to social mobility narratives.
By 5 years of age, children hold rich theories and stereotypes about
wealth (Shutts et al., 2016) and social mobility (Tian et al., 2024).
However, those stereotypes undergo developmental change and are
qualitatively different from those of adults (Peretz-Lange et al., 2022;
Yang & Dunham, 2022). In addition, young children show different
types of responsiveness to evidence than adults (Lucas et al., 2014).
Therefore, even if children may hold theories about the socioeconomic
world, how they respond to social mobility evidence may differ mean-
ingfully from adults. Study 2 therefore targeted a sample of 3-10-year-
old children.

2. Study 2
2.1. Methods

2.1.1. Participants

We recruited 128 children (M age = 6.6 years, Range = 3-10 years;
73 girls, 55 boys). We focused on this developmental time window since
3-year-olds are the earliest documented age group that has been known
to reason about social status using explicit verbal report measures
(Elenbaas et al., 2020), but children show changes in their reasoning
about social status through middle childhood (e.g., Peretz-Lange et al.,
2022). An additional 29 participants were tested but excluded for failing
comprehension checks after corrective feedback (n = 7), experimenter
error (n = 5), or failing to complete the experimental session (n = 17).
Data collection occurred in both online and in-person settings, including
laboratory, parks, museums, and libraries (123 online; 35 in-person).
Online participants were recruited via local events, social media ad-
vertisements, and study listings on research platforms. Only participants
from the U.S. could partake in the study.

All analyses were pre-registered on aspredicted.org (https://aspr
edicted.org/R21_XP8). Sample size was set a priori based on a power
analysis in which we wished to achieve 95% power to detect a medium
effect using our linear regression models.

We administered an optional demographics form to parents, and 79
participants completed at least partial demographics. Of these partici-
pants, 5.5% reported their income as ‘Less than $30,000°, 5.5% as
‘$30,000-$59,000°, 10% as ‘$60,000-$89,000°, 26% as ‘$90,000—
$119,000°, and 53% as ‘Over $120,000’. In addition, 18% of parents/
guardians reported the child participants' ethnicity as ‘Asian or Pacific
Islander’, 1% as ‘Black’, 56% as ‘White’, 1% as ‘American Indian/
Alaskan Tribe’, 5% as ‘Hispanic’, 18% as ‘Other’.

Participants were compensated with either a $3 gift card (online) or
a small gift of equivalent value (in-person participants).
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2.1.2. Procedure

Procedures were conceptually similar to Study 1 but adapted for a
developmental sample. A schematic of the procedure is shown in Fig. 2.
Children were first told that they would participate in a game on the
computer and learn about people from a different planet. They were
then shown two novel groups (depicted as yellow and blue alien char-
acters and referred to as Hibbles and Feppies) with opposing financial
statuses, depicted by one alien character underneath a bigger house and
another alien character underneath a smaller house juxtaposed to each
other. The experimenter pointed and described the financial status of
each group (“For a really long time, a lot of Hibbles got to have jobs that
gave a lot of money so they could live in big houses and buy a lot of
things™). After the introduction, participants answered 10 comprehen-
sion questions to show their understanding of the vignette (e.g., “Who
has the best jobs?”, “And who doesn't have good jobs?”). Children who
answered any of the comprehension check questions incorrectly were
given corrective feedback and re-asked the question. Children who still
could not answer a comprehension check question after 3 times were
excluded from the study.

The type of aliens (Hibbles vs. Feppies) introduced as advantaged or
disadvantaged was counterbalanced across participants. The color of
aliens (blue vs. yellow) was also counterbalanced. Upward mobility
questions were asked first.

2.1.2.1. Pre-test measures. We asked the following questions in a fixed
order.

2.1.2.1.1. Process beliefs about social mobility. We measured chil-
dren's attitudes towards the process of achieving social mobility. To
simplify the process question for children, in Study 2, we first asked
whether status change is possible and then followed up with a question
regarding difficulty. We examined the extent to which children believed
the disadvantaged group could become high-income status (two items;
e.g.,“Do you think [Disadvantaged Group] can change their job to have a
lot of money?”). If children said yes, then we prompted them whether it
would be easy or hard (e.g., “Do you think it is easy or hard to change
their jobs?”). The questions were coded on a 0-2 scale (2 = answered
they could change their status and it would be easy; 1 = answered they
could change their status and it would be hard; 0 = answered they could
not change their status). Questions were averaged to create an Upward
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Social Mobility Ease of Process Score.

2.1.2.1.2. New member outcome beliefs about social mobility. We then
assessed children's beliefs about the potential outcomes of the two
groups. We simplified the measures and switched from a 5-point scale to
a binary choice. We also modified the wording to make the scenario
more concrete and less hypothetical. The measure examined how likely
it is for an individual from the disadvantaged group to experience high-
income status and whether children would make inferences based on an
individual's group membership. Children were shown a new member of
the same social category and answered 4 forced-choice questions to
indicate the type of job, money, house, and items they thought this new
character had (e.g., “Do you think this Feppy has a good job or not a very
good job?”). Each question was given a score of 0-1, with 1 reflecting
high beliefs in social mobility outcomes. Questions were averaged to
create an Upward Social Mobility New Member Outcome Score.

2.1.2.1.3. Fairness beliefs. To examine children's sense of fairness,
we simplified the measures and switched from a 5-point scale to a binary
choice. We asked whether it was fair for the disadvantaged group to be
poor (four items; e.g., “Do you think it's fair or not fair that [Disad-
vantaged Group] live in small houses?”). Each question was coded on a
0-1 scale with 1 reflecting high fairness beliefs. Questions were aver-
aged to create a Group Fairness Beliefs - Disadvantaged Score.

2.1.2.1.4. Merit beliefs. Finally, we assessed children's merit beliefs.
We opted not to include the social mobility prediction measure from
Study 1 with children as it used a 0-100 scale and children of this age
group have a yet-developing numerical estimation of number lines
(Siegler & Booth, 2004). In addition, the social mobility prediction
measure was not significant in Study 1 and we believed it would be more
informative to measure merit, as meritocratic beliefs convey system-
legitimizing ideology in relation to social mobility beliefs (Day &
Fiske, 2017). We thus asked one question on whether the disadvantaged
group put in effort (one item; “Do you think [Disadvantaged Group]
worked really hard or didn't work very hard?”). The question was coded
on a 0-1 scale with 1 reflecting beliefs that the group worked hard.

2.1.2.2. Manipulation. The manipulation conditions for Study 2 was the
same as Study 1, except the stimuli used alien characters instead of
silhouettes. Before administering the post-test measures, children were
given two more comprehension check questions to see whether they

1. Introduction 2. Pre-Test Measures
Group: Do you think [Feppies] can
change their job to have [a lot of]
@ money? Would it be easy or hard
= : PR
( A\A ! § for [Feppies] to change their job?
L2 Individual (Study 3 only): Do you
— .7 think this [Feppy] can change their
:d‘“é job to have [a lot of] money?
:“ Group (Study 3 only): Here are
some new [Feppies]. Do you think
- E these Feppies have a good job or
8 not a very good job?
“On planet Binuter, there are Hibbles 5
and Feppies. For a really long time, O Individual: Here is a new [Feppy].
Hibbles go tto have jobs thatgave a Do you think think this Feppy has
lot of money so they could live in big agood jobor nota very good job?
houses and buy a lot of things.
However, for a really long time, Group: Do you think it’s fair or not
Feppies got to have jobs that gave fair that [Feppies] live in [small]
little money so they could only live in § houses?
small houses and not buy very many £
things atall.” E Individual (Study 3 only): Do you
thinkit’s fair or not fair that this
[Feppy] lives in a [small] house?

3. Evidence of Social Mobility Manipulation 4. Post-Test Measures
“These Feppies really wanted to get good Group: Do you think [Feppies] can
jobs and get lots of money, live in big change their job to have [a lot of]
houses, and buy lots of things. So they 3 money? Would it be easy or hard
worked really, really hard. 8 for [Feppies] to change their job?

(people randomized into one of the following:) 6.?

Individual (Study 3 only): Do you
§ 5 S5 N g N S M NG gt g think this [Feppy] can change their
e £ job to have [a lot of] money?
I g “These ones got to and these ones
O didn't” Group (Study 3 only): Here are
some new [Feppies]. Do you think
g ® these Feppies have a good job or
o B o 40 40 40 o 0 0 N5 § not a very good job?
<73 8 ’
oo “Thi iqonn || 3
8 This one got to and these ones didn’t O Individual: Here is a new [Feppy].
Do you think think this Feppy has
H a good job or not a very good job?
o~ E
-2 = = Group: Do you think it’s fair or not
I} A e
O “This one got to and thisone didn’t” P fair that [Feppies] ive in [small]
o houses?
o
a .3 ‘; wiwwwwwwwww E Individual (Study 3 only): Do you
g ’g 5 “All of them didn’t get to have jobs thinkit’slfair or not fair that this
S £ thatpaylots of money [...]. None of [Feppy] lives in a [small] house?
them did.”

Fig. 2. Schematic of methods and stimuli for Studies 2 and 3 (children).

Note. Study 1 (with adults) followed the same general procedures but showed silhouettes instead of alien characters, and referred to Hibbles and Feppies as Groups A

and B. All wording in [] is shown with upward social mobility beliefs.
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correctly understood the number of individual(s) who experienced up-
ward social mobility in the test condition they were assigned to (“Now,
can you remind me: Which [individual(s) from Disadvantaged Group]
got good jobs and lots of money? And which ones didn't?”). Children
who provided incorrect answers were given corrective feedback and re-
asked. Children who failed the comprehension check three times were
excluded from the study.

2.1.2.3. Post-test measures. In order to measure and compare change in
beliefs, children viewed the same set of questions as they were asked in
the pre-test phase in the same order.

2.1.3. Coding

All sessions were video or audiotaped for coding purposes, with the
exception of 9 children whose parents did not provide video/audio tape
consent, but whose answers were transcribed by a researcher present at
the time of the interview. Videos were then coded independently by two
researchers and entered into REDCap electronic data capture tools
(Harris et al., 2009, 2019), and any discrepancies were reviewed and
resolved by a third coder. Inter-rater reliability was 99.97%.

2.2. Results

2.2.1. What are children's initial upward social mobility and fairness
beliefs?

To understand children's baseline social mobility and fairness beliefs,
we first performed a one-sample t-test from the midpoint for each var-
iable. Social Mobility Process measures were on a 3-point scale (0-2)
and the midpoint was 1. The rest of the variables were on a 0-1 scale and
the midpoint was 0.5. Children's pre- and post-test beliefs are displayed
in Fig. 1.

At baseline, children generally showed low beliefs for the Upward
Social Mobility Ease of Process (M = 0.7, SD = 0.6), t(127) = —5.71,p <
.001, low beliefs for the Upward Social Mobility New Member Outcome
(M = 0.3, SD = 0.4), t(127) = —6.80, p < .00, and viewed financial
inequality for the disadvantaged group as unfair (M = 0.3, SD = 0.4), t
(127) = —7.57,p < .001 (i.e., believed that it was unfair for the poor to
be poor). Children did not show beliefs one way or the other about
whether the disadvantaged group worked hard (M = 0.5, SD = 0.5), t
(127) = 0, p = 1.00.

We then examined how baseline beliefs shifted across age through
running a series of linear regressions using Condition (to check for any
inadvertent Condition effects at baseline) and Age as the predictors and
each dependent variable as the response. There was a significant positive
effect of Age for Upward Social Mobility Ease of Process Scores, b = 0.06,
SE = 0.03; y%(1) = 4.84 p = .028, reflecting that older children thought it
would be easier for disadvantaged groups to change their status than
younger children did. There was also a significant negative effect of Age
for Fairness Beliefs for the Disadvantaged group, b = —0.06, SE = 0.02;
¥%(1) = 14.54 p < .001, reflecting the fact that older children believed it
was less fair for the poor to be poor than younger children did. There
were no other effects, and no Condition effects at baseline (all p's >
0.05).

2.2.2. Are children's beliefs responsive to evidence?

Finally, to investigate how children's beliefs changed in response to
different types of evidence, we ran linear models for each change score
as the DV using Condition and Age as the independent variables. As pre-
registered, we also tested fuller models checking for interactions and
potential Gender effects, and report those when significant. We found no
significant Age or Condition effects for any of our DV's, with one
exception (described further below), suggesting that although children's
beliefs did shift from pre-test to post-test, they changed similarly across
conditions. As an exception, we found a significant interaction of Con-
dition x Age x Gender, ¥*(2) = 15.43, p < .001 for the Upward Social
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Mobility Ease of Process Change Score, suggesting that children's social
mobility did change as a function of the Condition they received and that
their response pattern varied based on age and gender.

Given the lack of Condition effect and to confirm that children's
beliefs did change from pre- to post-test, we ran a series of one-sampled t-
tests comparing change scores to 0. Children generally believed more in
the Upward Social Mobility Ease of Process (M = 0.2, SD = 0.6) after
receiving the manipulation, t(126) = 4.10, p < .001, showed higher
beliefs in the Upward Social Mobility New Member Outcome (M = 0.2,
SD = 0.5) after the manipulation, t(127) = 3.27, p < .001, indicating that
children thought it was more likely that new individuals from the
disadvantaged group could change their financial status after seeing ev-
idence of success, believed that it was more fair for the disadvantaged
group to be low-income after viewing the manipulation condition (M =
0.1, SD = 0.3), t(127) = 2.93, p = .004. Children did not change their
merit beliefs for the disadvantaged group (p > .25). Therefore, in gen-
eral, children's beliefs shifted at post-test.

To formally explore the interaction, we ran models separately for
each Gender and found significant effects for both Girls and Boys. For
Girls, there was an effect of Age, Xz(l) =5.03, p =.025, and an effect of
Condition, X2(2) = 9.14, p = .010, but no Age X Condition interaction,
XZ(Z) =5.31, p = .070. For Boys, there was an effect of Condition, X2(2)
= 9.75, p = .008, no effect of Age, y*(1) = 0.02, p = .879, and a sig-
nificant Age X Condition interaction, y*(2) = 9.85, p = .007. To further
investigate the interaction, we ran separate models using Age as the
predictor for each Gender and each Condition. For Boys, there was a
negative effect of age in the 1/10 Condition, %(1) = 4.97, p = .026, but
not the other two conditions (p's > 0.173). For girls, there was a negative
effect of age in the 1/2 Condition, Xz(l) = 4.86, p = .027, but not the
other two conditions (p's > 0.060). Thus, older boys became less influ-
enced by the 1/10 Condition and older girls became less influenced by
the 1/2 Condition. As children grew older, they may have become less
influenced by conditions that did not offer strong evidence (either by
virtue of having a small number, or by virtue of having a small sample
size).

The overall pattern of results suggests that although children's scores
shifted at post-test (as indicated by significant differences between pre-
and post-test), they shifted similarly across ages and conditions (as
indicated by the lack of Age and Condition effects on most measures),
suggesting that even 1 example of upward social mobility (as was the
case in the 1 out of 10 Condition) increased children's social mobility
and fairness beliefs.

2.3. Study 2 discussion

As was found in adults in Study 1, 3-10-year-old children did not
generally believe in upward social mobility at baseline. At the same
time, children did respond to evidence of social mobility across most
measures (as evidenced by changes from pre- to post-test), but they did
so similarly across conditions: Unlike adults who responded to the evi-
dence based on its strength (i.e., showing an increase in beliefs only
when seeing half of the group transcend (5/10 and 1/2) and not when
the relatively weak evidence of 1/10), children increased their beliefs
even in the 1/10 Condition and we did not observe any strong effects of
Condition. A deflationary possibility is that children simply were not
attentive to the evidence; however, multiple comprehension checks
ensured that was not true and children who failed comprehension
checks were not included.

Given that children showed increased beliefs even in the 1/10 Con-
dition, in Studies 3 and 4, we explored whether adults and children
would respond to evidence that is unambiguously against social
mobility. We compared a 0/10 Condition and the weakest social
mobility evidence condition from Studies 1 and 2 (the 1/10 Condition).
In addition, because we found some distinctions between children's
reasoning about process and outcome, we included a fuller set of mea-
sures by including beliefs about both groups and individuals for every
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measure (upward process of social mobility, upward outcome of social
mobility, and beliefs about fairness), given recent work showing that
tolerance of inequality differs when judgments are about individuals
rather than groups (Walker et al., 2021). Perhaps social mobility beliefs
might also vary when presented in multiple levels. In the following
study, we examine two facets of social mobility: group social mobility,
defined as socioeconomic status change of a number of individuals
collectively (e.g., the possibility of low-income immigrants as a whole
becoming high-income); individual social mobility, defined as a socio-
economic status change of a member in a group (e.g., one immigrant
from a low-income background becoming rich). To keep the study
manageable for children's attention, we removed the merit measure.

3. Study 3

We investigated whether adults would respond differently to un-
ambiguous evidence of lack of social mobility.

3.1. Methods

3.1.1. Participants

Two-hundred English-speaking US participants were recruited Pro-
lific (44% women, 54% men, 2.00% non-binary; M age = 40.92, Range
= 19-71 years). Of these participants, 13% indicated their ethnicity as
‘Asian or Pacific Islander’, 15% as ‘Black’, 72% as ‘White’, 3% as
‘American Indian/Alaskan Native, and 2% as ‘Other’. Note that cate-
gories were not mutually exclusive and thus can add up to higher than
100%. The median income was $68,500 (range: $199 - $400,000).
Participants were provided $4 for successful completion of the survey.
Analyses were pre-registered on aspredicted.org (https://aspredicted.
org/rw93-2ssm.pdf).!

3.1.2. Procedure

Our procedures followed those of Study 2. As in Study 1, we depicted
groups via silhouettes (either white or gray; counterbalanced for which
one was referred to as the advantaged group). As in Study 2, groups were
also referred to as Hibbles and Feppies. We added additional measures to
the ones used in the previous studies (see details below) to assess beliefs
about both group social mobility beliefs as well as individual social
mobility beliefs. To contrast individual and group questions, we dis-
played an image of three silhouettes when asking about groups and a
single silhouette when asking about individuals. Questions were asked
in three blocks which included a Fairness Block, Process Block, and
Outcome Block reflecting questions about each of these belief types
respectively. Within each block, we asked questions about Individual
Beliefs (e.g., whether it's possible for a poor individual to experience
upward social mobility) and Group Beliefs (e.g., whether it's possible for
a poor group as a whole to experience upward social mobility). We
counterbalanced Block order (Fairness, Process, New Member
Outcome), Question Type (Group first vs. Individual first), and Mobility
Question Type (Upward vs. Downward first) across participants. To
shorten the length of the protocol and because these questions showed
no effects in the prior child study, we excluded questions about merit.
Lastly, participants were excluded and replaced if they failed any
attention checks (n = 10).

! We note 2 deviations from our pre-registration: First, we made an error in
our pre-registeration by describing new member outcomes as being measured
on a 2-point scale (as they were in the child study). We instead measured them
on a 5-point scale, as we did in Study 1 with adults. We also pre-registered that
we would exclude only those who failed 2/, of attention checks. However, we
also excluded participants who failed the critical attention check of how many
Feppies achieved high-status, regardless of how many other attention checks
they passed, since this was critical to understanding our manipulation.
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3.1.2.1. Pre-test measures. For each group measure, we had individual
measures that asked the same question but about a single member of
each group.

3.1.2.1.1. Process beliefs about group/individual social mobility. We
asked whether participants agreed it would be hard for each group to
change its mobility (2 items; e.g., “It would be hard for [Disadvantaged
Group] to end up having a lot of money”; “It would be hard for
[Disadvantaged Group] to get the kind of job that would earn a lot of
money”). Each question was coded on a 1-5 scale with 5 reflecting that
people had high beliefs in social mobility process. Questions were
averaged to create an Upward Group Social Mobility Ease of Process
Score. The same question was asked about the individual, resulting in an
Upward Individual Social Mobility Ease of Process Score.

New Member Outcome Beliefs about Group/Individual Social
Mobility. As in Study 1, we measured new member outcome beliefs by
asking how much people agreed or disagreed with the notion that a child
born to each group could achieve a different status. Participants
answered four 1-5 Likert-scale questions to indicate whether they
believed it was possible for a child of the advantaged or disadvantaged
group to get the opposite type of job, money, house, and items (e.g.,
“[Disadvantaged Group] children could grow up to have very good jobs/
nice houses/lots of money/very many things”). Each question was given
a score of 1-5, with 5 reflecting that people had high beliefs in the social
mobility outcome. Questions were averaged to create an Upward Group
Social Mobility New Member Outcome Score. The same question was
asked about the individual, resulting in an Upward Individual Social
Mobility New Member Outcome Score.

3.1.2.1.2. Fairness beliefs about groups/individuals. We asked about
the extent to which people believed it was fair for the disadvantaged
group to be poor (4 items; e.g., “Do you think it's fair or not fair that
[Disadvantaged Group] live in small houses/have little money/have
very few things/do not have very good jobs?”), ranging from 1
(completely unfair) to 5 (completely fair). Each question was coded on a
1-5 scale with 5 reflecting high fairness beliefs for groups. Questions
were averaged to create a Group Fairness Beliefs - Disadvantaged Score.
The same question was asked about the individual, resulting in an In-
dividual Fairness Beliefs - Disadvantaged Score.

3.1.2.2. Manipulation. Following pre-test measures, participants were
randomized into either the 0/10 Condition in which they viewed
0 members of a disadvantaged group achieve high status or a 1/10
Condition in which they viewed 1 member of the disadvantaged group
achieve high status. Participants then completed the same measures to
measure beliefs at post-test.

3.1.2.3. Post-test measures. In order to measure and compare change in
beliefs, people viewed the same set of questions as they were asked in
the pre-test phase.

3.2. Results

3.2.1. What are adults' initial upward social mobility and fairness beliefs?

We first examined people's beliefs at pre-test by comparing each of
our measures to the midpoint using one-sampled t-tests. We organize
these results by the measure type below:

As in Study 1, adults generally believed that the poor cannot be rich
for both groups and individuals: At pre-test, adults generally had low
beliefs in Upward Group Social Mobility Ease of Process (beliefs that the
disadvantaged group could become rich), (M = 1.94, SD = 1.22), t(198)
=—12.13, p < .001 and low beliefs in Upward Individual Social Mobility
Ease of Process (beliefs that a single member of a disadvantaged group
could become rich), (M = 1.74, SD = 0.98), t(199) = —18.13, p < .001.

Just as children did, adults also had low outcome beliefs for groups
and individuals from the disadvantaged groups. Specifically, adults did
not believe that children of a disadvantaged group in our vignette could
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grow up to have the different types of social status indicators (i.e., job,
house, things, money). One-sampled t-tests comparing beliefs to
midpoint revealed that adults endorsed low beliefs of upward social
mobility new member outcome for groups (M = 2.26, SD = 1.19) and
individuals (M = 2.38, SD = 1.23), both p's < 0.001. Most adults indi-
cated that, regardless of the group size (i.e., group vs individual), chil-
dren of the members of a disadvantaged group will maintain the status
of their parents.

Finally, adults generally did not believe status discrepancies were
fair: adults endorsed low fairness beliefs at baseline for the disadvan-
taged group (M = 1.89, SD = 0.89), t(199) = —17.65, p < .001 and for
disadvantaged individuals (M = 1.98, SD = 0.94) to be poor, t(198) =
—15.26, p < .001.

We also investigated whether there were any inadvertent condition
differences by running a series of linear regressions using each score as
the dependent variable and Condition as the predictor. There were no
Condition effects on any measures (all p's > 0.06), suggesting no initial
differences in upward social mobility beliefs across ages.

3.2.2. Are adults' upward beliefs responsive to evidence about social
mobility?

We next investigated whether beliefs shifted as a result of the types of
evidence they received. We ran linear models using Condition as inde-
pendent variable and each change score DV as the response. There were
no significant Condition effects for the Upward Social Mobility Ease of
Process Scores, for either groups or individuals (both p's > 0.42). This is
similar to the results of Study 1, where adults' social mobility beliefs
about the ease of process did not shift (most endorsed that it would be
difficult to change socioeconomic status). There was a significant effect
of Condition, however, for Social Mobility New Member Outcome
Scores, both for groups, Xz(l) = 4.22, p = .040, and for individuals,
¥2(1) = 4.19, p = .041, ¥%(1) = 20.032, p < .001. In both cases, the 1/10
Condition showed increased beliefs after manipulation (pre vs. post
paired t-test comparisons on Group Social Mobility New Member
Outcome Scores: t(56) = —1.90, p = .06, though non-significant; and on
Individual Social Mobility New Member Outcome Scores, t(55) = —2.71,
p = .009), whereas the 0/10 Condition showed no changes between pre
vs. post test on Group Social Mobility New Member Outcome Scores, t
(91) = —0.76, p = .45, but decreased beliefs about Individual Social
Mobility New Member Outcome Scores, t(89) = 3.67, p < .001. There-
fore, unlike children, adults were somewhat responsive to evidence
against social mobility. There were no changes in fairness beliefs about
either disadvantaged groups or individuals, both p's > 0.10.

3.3. Study 3 discussion

Study 3 explored whether adults respond to evidence against social
mobility: we found that some of their beliefs about the possibility of new
members experiencing upward social mobility did shift downward after
viewing that no one achieved high status. In study 4, we explored the
extent to which children might be responsive to evidence of lack of social
mobility.

4. Study 4
4.1. Methods

4.1.1. Participants

We recruited 96 children (M age = 7.9 years, Range = 5-10 years; 43
girls, 53 boys). We increased the minimum age group for this follow-up
study to ensure children's comprehension of the materials and the
duration of the study was appropriate for our youngest participants. An
additional 15 participants were tested but excluded for refusing to
complete (n = 3), failing the comprehension check questions after
corrective feedback (n = 2), or experimenter error (n = 10). Data
collection occurred in both online and in-person settings, including
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laboratory, parks, and museums (84 online, 12 in-person). As in Study 2,
online participants were recruited via local events, social media adver-
tisements, and study listings on research platforms (e.g., Children
Helping Science). Only participants from the U.S. could partake in the
study.

All analyses were pre-registered on aspredicted.org (https://aspr
edicted.org/X3B_5DB). Again, sample size was set a priori based on a
power analysis in which we wished to achieve 95% power to detect a
medium effect using our linear regression models.

We administered an optional demographics form to parents, and 91
(95%) participants completed the form. Of these participants, 7% re-
ported their income as ‘Less than $40,000’, 16% as ‘$40,000-$79,000°,
16% as ‘$80,000-$119,000°, 12% as ‘$120,000-$159,000°, 14% as
‘$160,000-$199,000’, and 35% as ‘Over $200,000’. Participants were
allowed to select multiple racial categories to best represent their
identity: 2% of parents/guardians reported the child participants'
ethnicity as ‘American Indian or Alaska Native’, 34% as ‘Asian or Pacific
Islander’, 7% as ‘Black or African American’, 2% as ‘Native Hawaiian or
Other Pacific Islander’, 51% as ‘White’, 11% as ‘Other’.

4.1.2. Materials

Our procedures followed those of Study 2 & 3. Instead of silhouettes
we used alien characters. As in Study 3, we counterbalanced character
order (Feppies first v. Hibbles first) and stimuli type (whether Feppy was
the yellow character or the blue character).

4.1.3. Procedure

4.1.3.1. Pre-test measures. As in Study 3, following group introductions,
we asked questions about social mobility and fairness. However, binary/
forced choice responses were used in lieu of 1-5 likert scales. We asked
the following questions in a randomized order:

4.1.3.1.1. Process beliefs about group/individual social mobility. We
measured the extent to which children believed the disadvantaged
group could attain high-income status (e.g., “Do you think [Disadvan-
taged Group] can get lots of money?”). If the participant thought the
change was possible, we asked how difficult it would be (e.g., “Do you
think it would be easy or hard to get lots of money?”). Each question was
coded on a 0-2 scale with 2 reflecting that children had high beliefs in
the ease of social mobility process. Questions were averaged to create an
Upward Group Social Mobility Ease of Process Score. We also asked the
same questions about individuals to create an Upward Individual Social
Mobility Ease of Process Score.

4.1.3.1.2. New member outcome beliefs about group/individual social
mobility. We measured how probable children believed the disadvan-
taged group could experience high-income status and whether children
would make inferences based on group membership. Children answered
four forced-choice questions to indicate the type of job, money, house,
and items they thought this new character had (e.g., “Do you think these
new [disadvantaged group members] have a good job or not a very good
job?”). Each question was given a score of 0-1, with 1 reflecting that
children had high beliefs in the social mobility outcome. Questions were
averaged to create an Upward Group Social Mobility New Member
Outcome Score. We also asked the same questions about an individual
group member and those questions were averaged to create an Upward
Individual Social Mobility New Member Outcome Score.

4.1.3.1.3. Fairness beliefs about groups/individuals. We asked
whether it was fair for the disadvantaged group to be poor (4 items; e.g.,
“Do you think it's fair or not fair that [Disadvantaged Group] live in
small houses?”). Similarly, we asked whether it was fair for the advan-
taged group to be rich (4 items). Each question was coded on a 0-1 scale
with 1 reflecting high fairness belief for groups. Questions were aver-
aged to create a Group Fairness Beliefs - Disadvantaged Score. Similarly,
we asked the same questions about individualsto create an Individual
Fairness Beliefs - Disadvantaged Score.
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4.1.3.2. Manipulation. Asin Study 3, participants were randomized into
either the 0/10 or 1/10 condition following pre-test. As in Study 2, we
had two check questions to ensure that the participants understood how
many individuals from the disadvantaged group experienced social
mobility. We corrected wrong answers and prompted the question again
until the child failed the comprehension check three times.

4.1.3.3. Post-test measures. In order to measure and compare change in
beliefs, children viewed the same set of questions as they were asked in
the pre-test phase in the same order.

4.1.4. Coding

All sessions were video or audiotaped for coding purposes, with the
exception of 4 children whose parents did not provide video/audio tape
consent, but whose answers were transcribed by a researcher present at
the time of the interview. Videos were then coded independently by two
researchers, and any discrepancies were reviewed and resolved by a
third coder. Inter-rater reliability was 99.98%.

4.2. Results

4.2.1. What are children’s initial upward social mobility and fairness
beliefs?

We first examined people's beliefs at pre-test by comparing each of
our measures to the midpoint using one-sampled t-tests. Baseline and
post-test beliefs are shown in Figs. 3 and 4 below. We organize these
results by the measure type below:

Children generally believed that the poor cannot be rich for both
groups and individuals: showing low beliefs in Upward Group Social
Mobility Ease of Process (beliefs that the disadvantaged group could
become rich) like they did in Study 2 (M = 0.8, SD = 0.5), t(95) = —4.68,
p < .001, and also low beliefs about Upward Individual Social Mobility
Ease of Process (M = 0.8, SD = 0.6), t(95) = —4.09, p < .001. Children
also had low outcome beliefs for groups (M = 0.2, SD = 0.4) and in-
dividuals (M = 0.2, SD = 0.4), both p's < 0.001. Most children indicated
that, regardless of the group size (i.e., group vs individual), new mem-
bers will maintain their current status. This is similar to the results in
Study 2, as children also reported low beliefs about the outcome for the
disadvantaged groups. Finally, children generally did not believe status
discrepancies were fair: children endorsed low fairness beliefs at

A. Ease of Process of

B. Beliefs about New
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baseline for the disadvantaged group (M = 0.2, SD = 0.3), t(95) = —9.40,
p < .001 and individuals (M = 0.2, SD = 0.3) to be poor, t(95) = —8.89, p
< .001.

We also investigated how baseline beliefs shift across age, and
whether there were any inadvertent condition differences by running a
series of linear regressions using each score as the dependent variable
and Age and Condition as the predictors. There were no Age or Condi-
tion effects on any measures (all p's > 0.10), suggesting no initial dif-
ferences in upward social mobility beliefs across ages.

4.2.2. Are children's upward beliefs responsive to evidence about social
mobility?

We next investigated whether children's beliefs shifted as a result of
the types of evidence they received. We ran linear models using Age and
Condition as independent variables and each change score DV as the
response. As pre-registered, we ran additional fuller models checking for
Gender and interaction effects and reported those if any Gender or
interaction effects reached significance. Though we did not have strong
predictions about gender, given previously-found associations between
gender and power in early development (Mandalaywala et al., 2020), we
found it plausible that girls may be more sensitive to evidence of success.

For the Upward Individual Social Mobility Ease of Process measure,
there was a significant Condition x Gender interaction (see Fig. 5), Xz(l)
= 10.14, p = .001, and no other effects (p's > 0.07). To explore the
interaction, we ran separate models for each gender. Boys showed a
significant Condition effect (with the 1/10 Condition being greater than
0/10 Condition) ¥*(1) = 9.807, p = .002, while Girls did not ¥%(1) =
2.25, p = .102. Therefore, boys, but not girls, were influenced by the 1/
10 Condition in comparison to the 0/10 Condition. There were no sig-
nificant effects or interactions for the Upward Group Social Mobility
Ease of Process measure, all p's > 0.200.

For the Upward Group Social Mobility New Member Outcome mea-
sure, there was a significant Condition effect, Xz(l) = 6.92, p = .009:
Children who saw 1/10 upward social mobility evidence had higher
social mobility beliefs at post-test than children who saw the 0/10
Condition (Fig. 5). There was also a significant Age X Gender interac-
tion, Xz(l) = 3.95, p = .047. To explore the interaction, we ran separate
models for each gender: Girls showed a significant negative age effect,
¥2(1) = 11.89, p < .001, while Boys did not show any age effect. There
were no significant effects for children's change scores about the Upward
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Fig. 3. Pre-test and Post-test comparisons for the individual measures in Study 3 (Adults) & Study 4 (Children).
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A. Children’s Individual Process Beliefs as
a Function of Condition and Gender

. Children’s Group Outcome Beliefs as a
Function of Condition

Fig. 5. Individual process beliefs and group outcome beliefs in Study 4.
Note. Bars represent +/— Standard Error for the Mean.

Individual Social Mobility New Member Outcome measure, all p's >
0.656. Therefore, children in general believed in less upward social
mobility after seeing the 1/10 Condition, and girls were less likely to
believe in social mobility as they got older.

There were multiple fairness measures with significant effects that
were qualified by interactions with Age and Gender (see Supplementary
Analyses for graphs depicting these interactions). First, for the Group
Fairness Beliefs measures about the disadvantaged group (when people
reasoned about whether it was fair for the poor group to be poor), there
was a significant Gender x Age x Condition interaction, y*(1) = 4.25, p =
.039, and no main effects (all p's > 0.189). To explore the interaction, we
ran separate models for each gender. For boys, there were no significant
effects (all p's > 0.271). For girls, there was no significant Age x Con-
dition interaction, Xz(l) = 3.36, p = .067, or main effects (all p's >
0.405). To explore the interaction, we ran models separately for girls for
each condition. There was a non-significant positive effect of Age for
girls in the 1/10 Condition, Xz(l) = 3.83, p = .050, and the 0/10 Con-
dition, y*(1) = 1.43, p = .232.

We also found a significant Gender x Age x Condition interaction
with the Individual Fairness Beliefs - Disadvantaged measure, xz(l) =
4.28, p = .039. Again, we ran separate models for each gender to explore
the interaction. We found that only Girls had a significant Age X
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Condition interaction, y*(1) = 7.19, p = .007, but no effects for Boys (p's
> 0.23). For girls, we ran models separately for each Condition and
found a significant negative Age effect for the 0/10 Condition, x%(1) =
8.54, p = .003, where girls showed lower change scores at older ages for
the 0/10 Condition, but not for the 1/10 Condition, Xz(l) =0.72,p =
.395.

Therefore, across both measures, older girls tended to show a
stronger distinction between conditions.

4.3. Study 4 discussion

In Study 4, we explored two inter-related questions: whether chil-
dren hold distinct social mobility conceptions for groups vs. individuals,
and whether children would respond to evidence of lack of social
mobility (i.e., when 0/10 individuals show no difference in status). For
the most part, children endorsed low beliefs about social mobility, for
both groups and individuals and did not respond to evidence of lack of
social mobility.

5. General discussion

The current set of studies explored the developmental trajectory of
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social mobility beliefs and the impact of evidence on these beliefs. We
find several key findings: First, neither children nor adults thought the
process of upward social mobility would be easy at baseline and both
groups were responsive to evidence of social mobility. Second, both
adults and children shifted their beliefs when provided with evidence of
upward mobility, providing no support for the wealth as fixed hypothe-
sis. Most importantly, they were responsive in qualitatively distinct
ways. Adults updated their beliefs according to the type of the evidence
they received, while children showed greater sensitivity to success
narratives than adults — even a single instance of a poor group member
becoming rich was sufficient to shift their beliefs. Therefore, to some
degree, both groups showed sensitivity to success. Overall, we find that
narratives about social mobility increase people's beliefs in it in ways
that ignore negative evidence. These findings are consistent with work
showing that children are capable of reasoning about inequality, and
also with work on early optimism: younger children are more likely to
see people's traits as malleable than older children and adults, especially
for negative traits (Lockhart et al., 2002; Lockhart et al., 2017). In the
context of our study, children may have viewed poverty as a malleable
trait, and thus may have been optimistic about its status change (i.e.,
social mobility) compared to adults.

The finding that adults respond more “rationally” to evidence than
children generally runs counter to the ways in which children respond to
evidence in other domains (e.g., Xu & Kushnir, 2013) in which they
construct beliefs rationally in accordance with the strength of evidence
supporting those beliefs (Lucas et al., 2014). One possibility is that
children were inattentive to the numerical information presented to
them. However, we find this possibility unlikely given that in general,
young children are sensitive to proportional information in social con-
texts (e.g., Gweon et al., 2010; Kushnir et al., 2010) and make sophis-
ticated social inferences accordingly. In the context of our study, we
asked children repeated comprehension checks to ensure that they had
understood the numerical content, and displayed it in a clear visual
format. An alternative possibility is that children were sensitive to
pedagogical cues regarding social mobility, as they were previously
exposed to social mobility messaging in everyday storybooks - present-
ing one instance of social mobility caused children to make “strong
sampling” assumptions (beliefs that data presented to them were drawn
to show positive examples; e.g., Navarro et al., 2012). If this is the case,
it is important to consider how presenting positive examples of social
mobility (e.g., through popular press, books, and social media) may
have unintended large shifts in their beliefs. In contrast, if messages
surrounding upward mobility are not as prevalent in young children's
social world, children may be reacting differently from adults due to the
novelty of the idea. However, if this were the case, we would expect that
children would show belief updating in a way that is consistent with
having weak priors - specifically, in the 1 of 10 condition, they might be
motivated to adjust downward from their baseline beliefs, since this
condition provides strong evidence of a lack of social mobility. Yet
another, non-mutually exclusive possibility is that young children's
strong desire to believe in social mobility may have played a pivotal role:
indeed, by the age of 7-8, young children (at least in the US) show strong
beliefs in agency, even in the face of social constraints (Chernyak et al.,
2019; Chernyak & Kushnir, 2013). Therefore, children's proportional
reasoning may be subsumed by their general beliefs that one can change
outcomes to become more positive. It may be fruitful for future work to
focus on children's responsiveness to social mobility beliefs in concert
with their developing ideas of agency and understanding of pedagogical
intent.

We also found several important developmental changes. First of all,
older children were more likely to believe in social mobility than
younger ones, aligning with previous research that suggest develop-
mental shifts in status beliefs (Davoodi et al., 2020; Peretz-Lange et al.,
2021, 2022). In contrast to many other forms of social categories such as
gender and race (see Prentice & Miller, 2007 for a review), wealth may
not be viewed as an internal, stable trait. Notably, Tian et al. (2024) did
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not find age differences in social mobility process beliefs, though there
were methodological differences between our studies. Tian et al. (2024)
used the MacArthur Ladder paradigm, which measures a comprehensive
view of socioeconomic status, including education and occupation.
However, our study focused on the financial aspects of social mobility
only and used stimuli related to material gain. Overall, the fact that
children generally were responsive to evidence, increased their view of
social mobility as they got older suggests strongly against our wealth as
fixed hypothesis.

The fact that children viewed being poor as unfair aligns with pre-
vious work showing that by middle childhood, children rectify and
recognize outstanding group inequalities (Elenbaas & Killen, 2016;
Olson et al., 2011) and that children in general, are highly sensitive to
norms surrounding fairness (Rakoczy et al., 2016). In addition, after
viewing evidence intended to create shifts in upward social mobility,
children were more likely to believe that it was fair for the poor to be
poor, suggesting that viewing evidence of social mobility made them
attribute more agency to the economically disadvantaged group. In
other words, exposure to evidence of social mobility seemed to influence
children's perception about the poor. This finding is in line with prior
work suggesting that beliefs in social mobility form the basis of status-
quo, or just-world beliefs (Day & Fiske, 2017).

One important question is how children attributed the source of the
long-standing inequality, and how that attribution may have influenced
their responsiveness to evidence of social mobility. In our work, we
intentionally provided children with long-standing and historic in-
equalities, but used wording that was ambiguous as to the source of the
inequality. Prior work finds, for example, that introducing inequality as
arising due to merit prompts a greater tendency to accept them and
lesser motivation to reduce the inequality (Chernyak, 2024; Farrukh
et al., 2025; Orford, 2025; Rizzo & Killen, 2020). In the context of our
study, prompting merit-based beliefs may have led to increased beliefs
in social mobility, since prior work has found that the two beliefs are
intrinsically linked (Koo et al., 2023). In contrast, citing inequalities as
arising due to structural factors may have prompted relatively fewer
beliefs in social mobility (Leshin & Rhodes, 2023), and one reason why
children in our study showed relatively low baseline beliefs surrounding
social mobility is that the inequality between groups was presented as
historically established. It is notable, in either case, that children, unlike
adults, were sensitive to the persistence narratives presented to them,
despite the minimal amounts of evidence contained in those narratives.

A related and important consideration is the cultural context in
which our findings are situated: children in our sample were drawn from
a culture (the United States) that is relatively high in both income
inequality (Hoffmann et al., 2020) and its prevalence of social mobility
messaging (Forest, 2014; Kim, 2023). In contrast, children in contexts in
which they may receive messaging against social mobility may be
considerably more skeptical of social mobility evidence at earlier ages,
or to rationally integrate evidence the way that adults did in our sample.
It is an important avenue for the future to investigate the extent to which
broader cultural messaging interplays with our skepticism or sensitivity
towards social mobility messaging.

Our child studies found two preliminary and somewhat unexpected
gender differences worth noting and exploring in future work. First, we
found gender differences in children's views about fairness (i.e., how fair
it was for the disadvantaged groups or individuals to be poor) measures.
While older girls showed a strong distinction between the 0/10 and 1/10
conditions, boys (and younger girls) did not show any such condition
effect. One possibility may be that girls are more sensitive to fairness
concerns in early development: A number of studies have found gender
differences in fairness beliefs: Data from Fehr et al. (2008) demonstrated
that girls are more likely to make egalitarian choices than boys. In
addition, 10-year-old girls displayed more egalitarian and strategic be-
haviors in ultimatum games compared to boys (Bueno-Guerra et al.,
2016). A non-mutually exclusive possibility may be that girls are more
likely to use their numerical cognition, in the context of fairness, than
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boys (Chernyak et al., 2019). In this case, girls may simply have paid
more attention to the distinction between the 1/10 and 0/10 condition
than boys. Second, girls and boys showed different patterns of
responding to evidence of social mobility: In Study 2, for the Upward
Group Social Mobility Ease of Process measures, younger boys had
higher beliefs after the 1/10 Condition while younger girls had higher
beliefs after the 1/2 Condition. Young girls also showed a pattern that
indicated being more rationally responsive than older girls and boys of
all ages: in particular, younger girls had higher change scores and
believed in more social mobility of disadvantaged groupsin 5/10 and 1/
2 Conditions than in 1/10 Condition. We found a similar effect for Study
4, though for individual social mobility beliefs than for group social
mobility beliefs: boys, compared to girls, were more likely to think that
it was feasible for individuals from the disadvantaged group to become
rich after viewing the 1/10 condition. Given that gender effects appear
inconsistently across our studies and in the fairness literature more
generally, we caution readers against drawing strong inferences.

Following a strong tradition in developmental psychology research,
our study used hypothetical, decontextualized storybook characters in
order to study young children's beliefs when they are devoid of prior
existing biases such as racial, gender, or socioeconomic cues that may
intersect with beliefs about social mobility. Though prior work suggests
that children can and do form strong theories about a range of social
phenomena (e.g., conformity, social categorization, immigration) that
they generalize to hypothetical, novel groups (e.g., Goldfarb et al., 2017;
Rhodes, 2012; Roberts et al., 2017), it is important to consider the ways
in which children's beliefs may be different when reasoning about real-
world social groups. For example, 4-9-year-old children are already
aware that some racial groups have a harder time achieving social
mobility than others (Tian et al., pre-print under review). As such, one
important avenue for future work is to investigate the extent to which
children respond differently to social mobility evidence about different
social groups about which they already hold pre-existing biases. Another
important avenue for future work would be to use role model exemplars
of the kind that children are likely to encounter in their daily lives (e.g.,
former President Obama) or through storybooks (e.g., Imagine by Juan
Felipe Herrera), and their relative impact on young children's beliefs in
social mobility, both in the context of the fictional world and in their real
lives more generally. Notably, unlike in our study, these exemplars
rarely contain frequency information (e.g., number of people who have
tried to achieve success before President Obama, but failed), and our
study suggests that young children are not affected by this information
to begin with when being responsive to social mobility beliefs, which is
in line with work showing that young children are overly affected by
single examples of “‘persistence” narratives (Amemiya, Mortenson, et al.,
2023). Given this, it is important to consider how to balance providing
positive exemplars of social mobility, while helping children attend to
the structural barriers (Amemiya et al., 2023, b; Vasilyeva et al., 2018;
Zhang et al., 2024) in order to form a more accurate picture of social
mobility.

To return to the point with which this paper began - although social
mobility beliefs are woven into the ethos of the American dream, neither
children nor adults believe in them very strongly, suggesting a consistent
skepticism of social status beliefs. This is surprising considering that
young adults with higher education expressed high beliefs in upward
social mobility (Shane & Heckhausen, 2017). One intriguing possibility
is an actor-observer distinction, where people may hold different beliefs
about upward social mobility for self rather than for others. If this is the
case, future work could also investigate how self concepts of social
mobility shift in response to positive exemplars. The current study was
the first, to our knowledge, to examine how children react to narratives
about social mobility: in general, we find that neither children nor adults
strongly believe in upward social mobility, suggesting that our beliefs
that social status, is to some extent, stable, emerges early in develop-
ment. At the same time, children appeared to be hypersensitive to
messaging around social status, which children and adults both receive

12

Cognition 274 (2026) 106567

frequently in their daily lives. Our study is one of the few in the literature
to explore the dynamic nature of social status beliefs, which could
expand developmental scientists' understanding of children's beliefs
about social inequalities and early onset of wealth biases. More gener-
ally, we hope our findings inform the methods through which parents,
educators, and society as a whole can inspire the development of chil-
dren's educational and vocational motivations while simultaneously
sensitively considering their life experiences and economic reality.
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