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The American Dream



• The United States: High 

income gap, low social mobility

• 42% of American men raised in 

the bottom 5th percentile of 

wealth remain in the bottom 5th

as adults (Jäntti et al.,2006)

The Real Situation



• People tend to overestimate 

actual rates of social mobility

• These overestimates can 

incentivize low SES individuals, 

leading them to work harder 

and increase odds of making 

progress (Kraus & Tan, 2015)

Overestimating Social Mobility



Study Goal: Create a simple 

intervention to raise people’s 

estimates of social mobility 



Using Metaphor to Influence Attitudes

Thibodeau & Boroditsky (2011):

• Describing crime as a beast: Enforcement 

solutions

• Describing crime as a virus: Reform solutions



Society as Vertical Space

• “I’m trying to climb the 

social ladder”

• “She’s moving up in the 

world”

• “He works below me”

• “I’ve hit rock bottom”

• “I’m at a low point in life”



Society as Horizontal Space

• “I’m trying to move forward

in my career”

• “I feel like I’ve taken a step 

backwards”

• “Some people can hold you 

back”

• “He got a head start in life”



Society as Vertical Space

What’s easier: 

moving up in 

space, or moving 
down in space?



Society as Horizontal Space

What’s easier: 

moving forward in 

space, or moving 

backwards in 
space?



Study 1: Hypothesis 1

1: Describing social mobility using horizontal

spatial metaphors will make people feel as 

though they are more likely to advance in 

society compared to describing social mobility 

using vertical spatial metaphors (because it’s 

easier to move forwards than upwards!)



Study 1: Hypothesis 2

2: Increasing people’s belief in possible 

social progress (i.e., through horizontal

spatial metaphors) will make people less 

likely to support redistributive social policies 



Study 1: Methods

• Participants read a brief paragraph that used 

either Vertical or Horizontal spatial metaphors 

to describe social mobility

• Answered questions about their belief in social 

progress and support for redistributive policies

• Responded to basic demographics 

questionnaire 



Vertical Condition
How easy is it to move up in your career?

A local news program in the city of Edison recently interviewed members of the 

community to find out how people felt about social mobility. The reporters talked to 

people at every level of society, from executives at the top of the ladder to busboys 

on the bottom rung. Accountant Rachel Howard, 32, had this to say: “Well, you 

know I’m really just trying to show my worth so I can move up in the company. I 

feel like you’ve got to show your superiors that you’re willing to do what it takes to 

come out on top.” Many others had similar things to say. James Sullivan, a 45-

year-old foreman at the local mill told the news crew, “It’s all about putting one 

hand above the other and just keep on climbing. For some people that hard work 

will pay off and you’ll make it to the top of the hill.” Some residents expressed a bit 

more uncertainty, however; “It’s tough, you know?” said Franklin Smith, 28, a 

clothing store manager. “We all want keep moving up, but sometimes I feel like I 

might fall back down instead.”



Horizontal Condition

How easy is it to move forward in your career?

A local news program in the city of Edison recently interviewed members 

of the community to find out how people felt about social mobility. The 

reporters talked to people at every milestone in society, from executives that 

have walked the entire career path to busboys who have just taken their first 

step. Accountant Rachel Howard, age 32, had this to say:  “Well, you know 

I’m really just trying to show my worth so I can move forward at the company. 

I feel like you’ve got to show your superiors that you’re willing to do what it 

takes to get ahead.” Many others had similar things to say. James Sullivan, a 

45-year-old foreman at the local mill told the news crew, “It’s all about putting 

one foot in front of the other and just keep on moving. For some people that 

hard work will pay off and you’ll make it to the front of the line.” Some 

residents expressed a bit more uncertainty, however; “It’s tough, you know?” 

said Franklin Smith, 28, a clothing store manager. “We all want keep moving 

forward, but sometimes I feel like I might take a step backwards instead.”



Belief in Progress Questions

• Out of 100 people born into the poorest 20% of the 

population of the United States, how many of them do you 

think are likely to work hard enough to improve their 

position in society and no longer be living in poverty?

• In general, how difficult is it for people to progress in their 

careers in order to improve their financial situation? (0 = 

extremely easy, 100 = extremely difficult)

• Using the sliding scale below, please indicate how you feel 

about the possibility of improving your own career and/or 

financial situation (0 = impossible, 100 = Certain to 

improve).



Support for Redistributive Policies Questions

• How much do you agree with the following statement?

• The government should offer additional programs to help 

the poor receive a college education.

• How much do you agree with the following statement? 

• The government should NOT apply larger income taxes 

to the rich.

• How much do you agree with the following statement?

• The government should adopt policies to reduce income 

differences between the rich and poor.



Study 1: Participants

• 288 participants (181 male, 107 female) were 
recruited online through Amazon’s Mechanical Turk.

• Subjects were aged 19-71 (M = 31.42, SD = 9.391).

• Subjects recruited for the study must have been 
living in the U.S.

• Subjects were paid $0.50 USD for their participation.



Study 1: H1 Results

• H1: Horizontal > Vertical on belief in progress

• Independent samples t-test revealed no 
difference in progress score between subjects 
in Horizontal (M = 41.36, SD = 14.45) and 
Vertical (M = 43.29, SD = 16.28) conditions, 
t(286) = 1.056, p = .292

• H1 not supported



Study 1: H2 Results

• H2: Horizontal < Vertical on support for 
redistributive policies

• Independent samples t-test revealed no 
difference in redistributive scores between 
those in Horizontal (M = 3.87, SD = .93) and 
Vertical (M = 3.854, SD = 1.039) conditions, 
t(286) = .172, p = .864

• H2 not supported



Study 1: Exploratory Analysis

• 2 (political ideology: liberal vs. conservative) X 
2 (metaphor condition: Vertical vs. Horizontal) 
ANOVA with Progress as DV

• Main effect of ideology: conservatives (M = 
39.64, SD = 15.60) have higher progress 
scores than liberals (M = 45.13, SD = 14.86)

• Marginal interaction between ideology and 
condition: F(3, 287) = 1.795, p = .181



Study 1: Exploratory Analysis



Study 1: Exploratory Analysis

• 2 X 2 (metaphor condition: Vertical vs. Horizontal) X 
(political ideology: liberal vs. conservative) ANOVA with 
Redistributive score as DV

• Main effect of ideology: Liberals (M = 4.282, SD = 
.730) have higher redistributive scores than 
conservatives (M = 3.444, SD = 1.036)

• Significant interaction between ideology and condition: 
F(3, 287) = 5.719, p = .017

• Conservatives in vertical (M = 3.267, SD = 1.063) 
• Conservatives in horizontal (M = 3.613, SD = .987)



Study 1: Exploratory Analysis



• Original hypotheses not supported: metaphor condition 
had no effect on people’s belief in progress or support 
for redistributive policies

• Intriguing interaction: when conservatives (but not 
liberals) were exposed to vertical metaphors, they 
seemed to double down on their prior beliefs

• New hypothesis: when people already conceptualize 
society along a rigid vertical axis (e.g. conservatives), 
then being exposed to vertical metaphors reinforces 
their attitudes towards society

Study 1: Discussion



• Replicate Study 1 with two additional 

measures:

1. Cultural Orientation Scale (Triandis, 
H. C. & Gelfland, M. J.,1998)

2. General Belief in a Just World Scale 

(Dalbert, Montada, & Schmitt, 1987)

Study 2



• Vertical Collectivism – seeing the self as a part of a collective 
and being willing to accept hierarchy and inequality within 
that collective

• Vertical Individualism – seeing the self as fully autonomous, 
but recognizing that inequality will exist among individuals

• Horizontal Collectivism –seeing the self as part of a 
collective but perceiving all the members of that collective as 
equal. 

• Horizontal Individualism –seeing the self as fully 
autonomous, and believing that equality between individuals 
is the ideal.

Cultural Orientation



• “I think basically the world is a just place.”

• “I think people try to be fair when making 
important decisions.”

• Belief in a just world is positively 
associated with trust in societal 
institutions, and young adolescents trust 
in their future workplace (Dalbert et al., 
2009).

Belief in a Just World



Study 2: Hypothesis

Describing social mobility using vertical

metaphors will make people who believe in a 

just world and have a vertical cultural 

orientation double down on their belief in 

progress and their disapproval of 
redistributive policies



Study 2: Participants

• 353 subjects (195 male, 157 female, 1 other)

• Subjects were aged 18-74 (M = 33.58, SD = 
10.25)

• Paid $0.75 USD for participation

• Restricted to subjects living in the US



Study 2: H1 Results

• H1: Vertical subjects in Vertical condition < Vertical
subjects in Horizontal condition on support for 
redistributive policies

• Significant interaction found between the vertical
condition and political ideology on redistributive 
scores: F(1,352) = 5.476, p = .02

• Conflicted with study 1 results 

• H1 not supported





Study 1 & 2: Results

• Progress scores:
• No main effect of condition on subjects progress scores: 

F(1,639) = 1.367, p = .243

• No significant interaction between condition and political 
ideology median split: F(1,639) = .773, p = .380

• Redistributive scores:
• No main effect of condition on subjects redistributive score: 

F(1,639) = .009, p = .924

• No significant interaction found between condition and 
political ideology: F(1,639) = .028, p = .868



Study 2: Discussion

• Hypothesis for study 2 not supported

• Intriguing results from study 1 not replicated

• Significant interactions likely due to noise in 

the data



• No evidence that spatial metaphors 

influence attitudes toward social progress 

and redistributive policies

• Internal replication is important!

Conclusions



Thank You!
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