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Abstract
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ramifications.
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1 Introduction

Do market interactions shape people’s values and political preferences, and if so, in what

way? The debate over the role of markets in shaping social relations has occupied thinkers

from Montesquieu and Adam Smith to Marx and Schumpeter. Whereas some attribute to

markets positive influences, nurturing frugality, moderation, wisdom, order and responsibility

(Montesquieu, 1748; McCloskey, 2006), others have argued that markets commodify social

relations, and make people more egoistic and instrumental in their treatment of others (Marx

and Engels, 1848; Polanyi, 1957; Sandel, 2012).

The potential influence of one set of markets on society and politics has become par-

ticularly conspicuous in recent decades. Financial markets have made a dramatic leap in

prominence throughout the developed, and increasingly also the developing world. This is

reflected not only in the growing size of the financial sector and its share of national income,

but also in the fact that more and more individuals are engaged in the trading of stocks,

either directly or via their pension savings. This means that people are increasingly partic-

ipating in an activity that is centered on material gains, involves continued consideration

of risk taking and risk mitigation, and often evokes strong notions of winners and losers.

Moreover, financial markets are highly sensitive to economic and political developments,

hence following them can shape individual outlook on related issues. However, we still have

a very limited understanding of how engagement in financial markets affects investors’ social

outlook and political preferences. This paper helps fill this gap.

There are good reasons to suspect that engagement in markets indeed affects attitudes

on social and economic issues. Figure 1 presents a simple cross-sectional correlation between

the share of the adult population invested in the stock market and support for income redis-

tribution. Support for redistribution tends to be lower in countries with a larger fraction of

the population trading in stocks. It is of course hard to know to what extent this pattern re-
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Figure 1: Share Owning Stocks and Support for Redistribution

Note: Attitudes on redistribution from the World Values Survey’s question asking respondents to locate
their views on a ten-point scale between two statements: ”Incomes should be made more equal” vs. ”We
need larger income differences as incentives for individual effort”. Share of population owning stocks from
Grout et al (2009). The figure includes all 38 countries that were included in both data sources. For each
country, we use the WVS survey that is closest to the year in which the stock shareholding information was
gathered.

flects any direct relationship, as other factors could account for both outcomes. Nonetheless,

the notion that markets affect values is quite prevalent, and seems to underlie important

policies.

One prominent example is the European economic integration project, which was driven

not merely by an economic rationale; integrated markets were also expected to shape values

and attitudes, thereby fostering European solidarity and promoting peace (see, e.g., the

EU’s founding document, the Schuman Declaration). As another related example, President

George W. Bush’s push to “privatize social security” was promoted by some of his supporters

using the “investor class” argument. It held that by broadening the share of the population

who have a stake in the stock market, the policy would also lead to the expansion of the

ideological Right’s constituency (Calmes, 2005; Continetti, 2005).
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Yet the notion that exposure to markets—and in particular, financial markets—affects

individuals’ social-economic values and policy preferences remains largely speculative. Sim-

ply comparing the political and social views of investors in the stock market to those of

non-investors tells us little, as the two groups differ on a host of dimensions (age, gender,

income, and more), and probably also in many unobserved characteristics (Guiso, Sapienza

and Zingales, 2008; Hong, Kubik and Stein, 2004). More broadly, the fact that exposure to

financial markets is not randomly assigned means that differences in preferences may reflect

factors unaccounted for in the analysis.

To overcome these challenges, we design and implement a field experiment. Our popula-

tion consists of a national sample of 2,703 residents of England who are eligible to vote. Over

sixty percent of them had never invested in the stock market before. We randomly assigned

1,560 of them to receive substantial monetary sums (£50) that they could repeatedly invest

in financial assets over a six-week period. In the weeks before and after the study, we also

tracked participants’ social and political attitudes as part of a seemingly unrelated study.

Beyond the main treatment group—which traded in real stocks—we included a control

group and two more asset treatments. These treatments differ in subtle ways from the

real stocks treatment, and allow us to go beyond assessing the effect of exposure to the

investment process, and empirically distinguish between different theoretical mechanisms.

As we discuss below, engagement with financial markets could affect values and preferences

in two conceptually different ways. The first is via the activity of investment itself, the second

via exposure to finance and economics. Accordingly, the additional treatments varied from

the main one in (a) whether the investments were in real or “fantasy” money (i.e., did not

involve actual monetary stakes), and (b) whether the investments were in company stocks

or in assets tied to sporting events.

Our main result is that participants assigned to an asset treatment shifted rightward

in their social-economic values i.e., in their attitudes on issues such as economic fairness,
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inequality and redistribution, and the role of luck in economic success. Using a composite

index of these items, we find that exposure to an asset treatment led to a rightward shift

in social-economic values equivalent to 9-12% of the mean difference between Labour and

Conservative voters. We find similar effects on economic policy preferences.

The effect is primarily driven by the real stocks treatment. Among subjects in this

group, the effect was equivalent to 11-14% of the Labour-Conservative gap. By contrast, the

effect was smaller and statistically insignificant when investments were in assets tied to the

performance of baseball teams rather than in the stock market. We also cannot detect an

effect among subjects in the fantasy treatment.

A rightward shift in social-economic values occurred among both left- and right-wing

voters, but was more pronounced among those on the left. The data allow us to rule out

that this attitudinal shift was driven by a deep change in subjects’ tolerance of risk. We also

find little evidence that the change in attitudes was determined by how well participants’

investments performed during the experimental period. In contrast we find that exposure

to the market increased subjects’ confidence in the ability of regular people to successfully

invest in the market, as well as their own inclination to invest. This pro-market shift perhaps

accounts for the broader rightward movement in social-economic values.

We also examine attitudes on a range of policy domains. Subjects exposed to the in-

vestment treatment, particularly those investing in the stock market with real monetary

stakes, moved distinctly rightwards in their views on policies related to market regulation

and taxation. In contrast, no effect was registered with respect to government spending on

unemployment assistance. Most notable was the effect on participants’ views in the policy

debate over the privatization of pension savings. Compared to the control group, we find

that following the experimental treatment, subjects in the real stock treatment were about

7.5 percentage points more likely to support allowing citizens to invest their national insur-

ance savings in the stock market. This represents a shift of almost 31 percent above the
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baseline rate of support.

Since our main experimental intervention took place around the time of the Brexit refer-

endum (June 2016), the effects we estimate may potentially be attenuated or magnified by

the political events and higher market volatility during the period (although, as we discuss

below, we find little evidence for this). Replication in other settings is therefore needed to

assess the generalizability of our results.

Our findings contribute to several bodies of work. First, we speak to the growing literature

that studies how personal experiences shape attitudes on social and political issues (Erikson

and Stoker, 2011; Kinder and Kiewiet, 1981; Lau, Brown and Sears, 1978; Margalit, 2013;

Mo and Conn, 2018). We expand this literature to a new domain of experiences, namely the

impact of engagement in financial markets. Furthermore, we develop a research design which

allows us to rule out confounding factors that often hamper efforts to isolate the effects of

personal experience. Second, the study contributes to the literature on public support for the

welfare state. Previous work has identified several factors, both personal and contextual, that

shape such preferences, including individual income, inequality, unemployment risk, social

identity, religion, immigration and crime (Burgoon, Koster and Van Egmond, 2012; Cusack,

Iversen and Rehm, 2006; Lupu and Pontusson, 2011; Rueda and Stegmueller, 2016; Scheve

and Stasavage, 2006; Shayo, 2009). Our analysis examines the role of a source of influence

that is largely unexplored in this literature. Given the growing presence of financial markets

across the globe, this source is becoming particularly important. Finally, our results can

inform the debate in moral and political theory over the social influence of markets. While

arguments are often made regarding the impact of markets in either nurturing or eroding

desired social values (McCloskey, 2006; Sandel, 2012), given the scarcity of evidence, claims

often have to rely on intuitions and correlations. The results presented here should therefore

serve as a useful building block in developing these arguments and advancing the debate.
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2 Markets, Social Values and Political Preferences

The impact of markets and the pursuit of material interests on social values and human

behavior has traditionally been a source of concern for moral and political thinkers. But

as Hirschman (1977) shows, starting in the 18th century, market activity has begun to be

seen—by thinkers such as Montesquieu, Condorcet and Adam Smith—as a civilizing force

that contains mankind’s destructive passions. “Commerce”, said Montesquieu, “polishes and

softens barbaric ways, as we can see every day” (cited in Hirschman 1982, p.1464).

By the mid-nineteenth century, new perspectives on the social influence of markets began

to emerge. As Marx and Engels (1848) famously put it,

“The bourgeoisie... has left remaining no other nexus between man and man

than naked self-interest, than callous ‘cash payment.’ It has drowned the most

heavenly ecstasies of religious fervour, of chivalrous enthusiasm, of philistine sen-

timentalism, in the icy water of egotistical calculation.”

Polanyi (1957) has similarly argued that capitalism has transformed values and social rela-

tions. According to Hirsch (1976), market activity and the emphasis on self-interest under-

mine the very values on which capitalist society ultimately rests. Such claims continue to be

fiercely debated in the 21st century (see, e.g., McCloskey 2006 and Sandel 2012). This paper

seeks to contribute to this conversation by attempting to answer an empirical question: does

market activity indeed affect social values and preferences, and if so – in what direction?

The bulk of the research to date has centered on the opposite effect, namely the influ-

ence of social dispositions on individuals’ willingness to invest in the stock market. Key

findings in this literature indicate that individuals who are more risk-tolerant, optimistic,

and sociable are more likely to invest in stocks (Guiso, Sapienza and Zingales, 2008; Hong,

Kubik and Stein, 2004). These findings highlight the empirical difficulty of answering our

research question: individuals are not randomly assigned to one market or the other. Mar-
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ket interactions—their character, intensity, location, duration—are correlated with many

confounding unobserved factors.

Some headway in addressing this challenge has been made within the literature on how as-

set ownership affects political behavior (e.g. Jha 2015, Huberty 2011, Hilt and Rahn 2018).
1

Recent work by Jha and Shayo (2018) offers another approach to the empirical challenge, by

randomizing exposure to financial markets in a field experiment. However, unlike the current

paper, they focus on how engagement with financial markets affects attitudes towards peace

in the context of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, rather than the effect on social values and

preferences over economic matters.

How might engagement with financial markets shape social-economic values and prefer-

ences? One possibility can be termed the Activity Channel. According to this hypothesis,

investment activity itself—with its focus on material gains, risk taking, winning and losing—

triggers emotions and modes of reasoning that influence views on issues beyond traditional

market activity.
2

For example, engagement in investment activity might affect people’s tol-

erance of risk. This may happen if, for example, exposure to the ongoing fluctuations of the

market reduces sensitivity to risk, which then shifts policy attitudes. Specifically, a number

of studies highlight the key role of risk considerations in shaping preferences over the welfare

state (Iversen and Soskice, 2001; Rehm, 2009).

As another example for the Activity Channel, the literature on self-serving bias docu-

ments how individuals tend to attribute success to their own abilities and effort, but blame

external factors for their failures (Campbell and Sedikides, 1999). Again, views about the

role of luck and the extent to which people are responsible for their own fate can have impor-

tant consequences for political ideology and attitudes on social policy (Benabou and Tirole,

1
Note that this question is conceptually different from the one we address. We are not primarily interested

here in how interests stemming from asset ownership affect behavior. Rather, we seek to inquire how
engagement in market activity itself changes social-economic values.

2
A related argument is made by Sandel (2012) who claims that with the advent of markets, “the logic of

buying and selling no longer applies to material goods alone but increasingly governs the whole of life.”
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2006).

A second possibility can be termed the Exposure Channel. Rather than the investment

activity per se, according to this hypothesis it is the engagement with financial markets

and stocks of real-world companies that influences social-economic values. This engagement

exposes investors to broader aspects of the economy and to the workings of markets, including

the impact of changes in interest rates, the influence of political events on prices, and the

consequences of market regulation. Such exposure could affect attitudes by fostering a sense

of familiarity with, and greater trust in financial markets. This could extend to one’s broader

approach to markets, and shift related policy views.

A similar logic seems to underlie the “investor class” argument, initially advanced by

conservative think tanks and analysts (O’Sullivan 2000, Continetti 2005), and later garnering

support in the policy community. It holds that experience in stock market activity not only

shapes interests, but also leads to more “laisez faire” views on government intervention and

regulation and to a right-leaning worldview (Glassman, 2001).
3

Perhaps the sharpest test of

this argument in the policy realm concerns the effect of market participation on support for

privatization of pension savings.

More broadly, research finds that one’s personal experiences, as well as the nature of

the experience (whether positive of negative), can be a powerful source of attitude change.

This could occur either because the experience brings about a change in material interest, or

because it exposes the individual to a new perspective or new evidence. For example, several

studies show that experiences such as job loss, a major drop in income, or living in a low-

income community, can exert a significant impact on individuals’ social and political views

(Fisman, Jakiela and Kariv, 2015; Giuliano and Spilimbergo, 2013; Margalit, 2013; Mo and

Conn, 2018). Yet identifying the attitudinal impact of a specific experience, in this case of

3
Relatedly, Barabas (2006) shows that the performance of the stock market is correlated with the public’s

support for privatization of social security.
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trading in stocks, is a difficult task. In the next section, we describe the empirical approach

we take to address this challenge as well as to shed light on the underlying channels.

3 The Experimental Design

3.1 Sequence

In April 2016 we sent out email invitations to a sample of the English adult population

participating in an internet panel that includes around 40,000 Britons.
4

Recipients were

invited to an international study on economic behavior. To take part, recipients had to

complete a detailed consent form as well as a survey that included questions on economic

issues and a series of items gauging their financial literacy. Participants were informed that

they would be entered into a lottery and that winners would receive up to 50 and would

be asked to make weekly investment decisions with this sum over a period of about two

months, as well as to complete a set of surveys. They were informed their investment choices

may increase your earnings even further, or if your choices are unsuccessful, you could lose

some of this money. The sum of 50 obviously does not represent a major share of most

people’s income. Nonetheless, subjects in experimental settings have been shown to respond

to incentives that are far smaller in size. Furthermore, the response is often qualitatively

similar across small and large stakes (Camerer, 2011; Falk and Heckman, 2009).

To learn about participants’ views on social and political matters, we fielded to all those

who completed the initial economic survey another (seemingly unrelated) survey. This survey

had a different user interface and did not include any details or information that indicated

that the two studies (i.e. the economic and the socio-political) were connected. This separa-

tion was made in order to minimize the possibility of experimenter demand effects influencing

4
See Appendix for detailed versions of the recruitment and invitation correspondence with participants

(Appendix A.1), wording of survey items (Appendix A.2) as well as screen captures from the various treat-
ments (Appendix A.3).
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how participants answered the survey.
5

Individuals who consented to participate in the study and completed both the economic

and the social surveys, were randomly assigned to the treatment and control groups. Five

hundred and twenty participants were assigned to the Control. Another 2,183 were assigned

to an Asset Treatment, which required making investment decisions over a period of six

consecutive weeks. Each participant in the Asset Treatment was assigned three assets and

asked to allocate her money between these assets. Subjects were not allowed to keep part of

their earnings in cash. To further incentivize participation, subjects who did not complete

a weekly investment survey lost 10% of their portfolio that week.

Investments were made on the weekends when markets were closed, so that all participants

were facing the same prices at the time of decision. Investment decisions were entered as part

of weekly surveys completed online, and conducted on a trading platform we developed. The

platform was designed to mimic key features of the user interface of popular trading platforms

such as Ameritrade or E*trade (see Appendix Figures A1–A4). The platform provided links

to financial websites that allowed participants to gain more information about each of the

companies and to follow the prices of their assets. The first investment survey included

detailed explanations of the rules of the investment procedures and how the value of the

investment portfolio would be calculated. Participants were then asked to fill out a quiz to

make sure they understood the rules (additional explanations were provided if needed).

Appendix Figure A5 shows the experiment sequence between the initial survey (May

9th) to the final post-treatment survey (July 20th, fielded to all participants including the

control). Beyond these surveys we also fielded a followup survey in July 2017.

5
The term demand effects’ describes instances where subjects alter their behavior or expressed views

because of what they think the investigator expects.
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Figure 2: Experimental Design

Investment 
decisions?

Yes
("Asset treatment")

Prices of publicly 
traded company 

stocks

Monetrary stake
("Real Stocks")

No monetary stake
("Fantasy")Prices unrelated to 

the (local) economy
("Sports")

No "Control"

Note: The figure presents the classification scheme distinguishing each of the experimental groups. “Invest-
ment decision” denotes whether the participant was required to engage in weekly investment allocations.
“Monetary stake” relates to whether or not the participant was rewarded with real monetary compensation.
Solid boxes indicate treatment groups.

3.2 Experimental Treatments

The experimental design included several asset treatments in order to separate the theoretical

channels discussed above, as well as a control group in which subjects made no investment

decisions. The design is illustrated in Figure 2.

The Real Stocks treatment : 1560 individuals were assigned the task of investing 50

in a portfolio that consisted of three financial assets. These assets represented firms in three

different sectors: technology, automotive and wine & spirits.
6

The Sports treatment replicated the investment experience of the real stocks treat-

ment, but instead of investing the 50 in stocks of firms traded on the stock market, the

assets were indexed to the performance rankings of American baseball teams. To mimic the

variability—as well as the external verifiability—of the stock market prices, we used the rat-

6
This treatment consisted of four sub-groupings in which the home country of the firms—whether in the

UK, continental Europe or the US—differed. These sub-groupings relate to a different project that focuses
on the Brexit vote.
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ings of baseball teams’ strength as published on the website fivethirtyeight.com. This rating

score varies as a function of a number of factors, such as how well the team performed during

the preceding week, changes in the injury status of its players, or the performance of other

competing teams in its division. By including this treatment, we are able to distinguish be-

tween the Activity Channel (i.e., the effects of investment activity per-se) and the Exposure

Channel (i.e. the effects of exposure to financial markets). To this end, we ensured that the

investment experience in the sports treatment replicated the real stocks treatment in every

respect, with the one difference being the nature of the assets involved (see Figure A4).

Moreover, using foreign baseball teams further ensures that the performance of the assets is

not related to the local economy. Overall, 312 subjects were assigned to this treatment.

The Fantasy treatment : 311 subjects received the exact same conditions as the real

stocks treatment, with one important difference. Instead of making investment decisions with

real money, participants were informed that their investments were with ’fantasy money’,

i.e., the financial stakes involved were zero. Participants were invited to take part in the

same study as the basic treatment, received the same type of information throughout the

study and had to make investment decisions on the same assets – but these decisions did

not affect their payment.

Finally, the Control group did not participate in any of the investment waves, but

completed the two sets of surveys, before and after the intervention.

4 Data and Outcome Variables

The randomized assignment of participants in the study into control and treatment groups

ensured that the two groups were comparable.
7

Table 1 presents descriptive statistics on pre-

7
We used block randomization to increase comparability across treatment groups. We stratified the

sample based on political and social attitudes, investment experience, risk attitudes and financial literacy (all
measured in the baseline surveys, W1 and W2). Within each stratum of 26 individuals, we then randomized
assignment into seven treatments and sub-treatments: Control, Real Stocks (UK, EU, US and UK-short),
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treatment values for a broad range of demographic and attitudinal variables, including all

outcome variables used in subsequent analyses. The table includes only the individuals who

completed the post-treatment surveys.
8

Column 1 shows means (and standard deviations)

for the control group. Columns 2-5 show differences (and standard errors) of the various

treatment groups from the Control.

Several patterns are of note. First, comparing the Control to each of the treatment groups

reveals few statistically significant differences for all but one of the treatments.
9

The Control

and the (overall) Asset Treatment (column 2), the Real Stocks (col 3), and Sports (col 5)

treatments are well-balanced. However, the Fantasy treatment does reveal some statistically

significant differences from the control group on several variables (col 4). While in our

analysis we will control for demographics and pre-treatment attitudes, estimated treatment

effects for the Fantasy group should still be interpreted with caution.

Attrition rates in the different treatments are reported in Appendix Table A1. Not

surprisingly, attrition was higher in treatments that did not reward participants with in-

vestment money (i.e., the Fantasy Treatment and the Control) where attrition was about

23%. In contrast, among the Real Stocks and Sports treatments attrition was 15.6% and

15.7%, respectively. Appendix Table A2 examines whether there is evidence for selective

attrition. We find little evidence that the difference between the attrited and non-attrited

systematically varies between the control group and either the Real Stocks or the Sports

treatment.
10

However, there is evidence for selective attrition in the Fantasy group, which

again implies caution when interpreting results pertaining to this treatment.

Sports and Fantasy.
8
Overall, 2,703 individuals completed the two baseline surveys and were assigned to one of the exper-

imental groups (including control). Among those, 2,334 completed the post-treatment economic survey,
2,378 completed the socio-political survey and 2,223 participants completed both post-treatment surveys.
We discuss attrition below.

9
Given that the table includes 32 different variables, one would expect one or more of these differences

in means between the two groups to be significant even by pure chance.
10

For example, people who had invested in the past are slightly less likely to be attrited. However, they
are as likely to be attrited in the control group as they are in the treatment groups.
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Table 1: Descriptive Statistics and Balance
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Turning to the characteristics of our sample in Table 1, observe that only 39% of the

participants have prior experience of investment in the stock market. Put differently, for

over sixty percent of the participants in the asset treatment, the experiment represented the

first engagement with the stock market as investors. Among those who report having ever

invested, only 33% did so in the past six months. The average age of participants is about

50, and slightly over half are female (52%). About 30% of the sample have a college degree

or higher. Overall, 34% voted for the Conservative Party in the 2015 elections, 30% voted

Labour and 16% voted UKIP.

A key variable in our analysis is participants’ Social-Economic values (SEV). The SEV

measure is derived from a principal component analysis on four items pertaining to issues

of personal responsibility, economic fairness, inequality and redistribution. By relying on

multiple items, we are able to reduce measurement noise and are less affected by peculiarities

of a specific item’s question wording.
11

For the first three items we ask:

“For each of the following statements, please note whether you agree or disagree

[1=Strongly agree; 3=Neither agree nor disagree; 5=Strongly disagree]”

a) Most people who don’t get ahead in our society should not blame the system;

they have only themselves to blame

b) Economic positions are legitimate reflections of people’s achievements.

c) There are no inherent differences between rich and poor; it is purely a matter

of the circumstances into which you are born.

The fourth item asked respondents to place their views on a 1-10 scale:

(1) We need larger income differences as incentives for individual effort

(10) Incomes in the UK should be made more equal

11
Results are qualitatively similar when dropping from the SEV measure any one of the four items, and

computing the first principal component for the remaining three. See Appendix Table A6.
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Figure 3: Social-Economic Values by Vote and Income

Note: The left panel shows kernel density estimates of the SEV distribution, by participant vote in the 2015
elections. Higher SEV represent social-economic values that are more conservative. The right panel shows a
kernel-weighted local polynomial regression of SEV on Household net income with 95% confidence bands. All
variables measured pre-treatment. The figures include only participants who completed the post-treatment
surveys.

The four items load on the first dimension with an eigenvalue of 1.74. SEV takes higher

values for more right wing views. Figure 3 (left panel) shows the distribution of the pre-

treatment SEV among Labor and Conservative voters in the 2015 elections. The SEV scores

of the Conservatives are higher by an average of 1.03. The right-hand-side panel shows SEV

by household income. Not surprisingly, higher income households have higher SEV scores.

Beyond SEV, we explore the impact of financial markets on specific policy issues including

regulation of the financial sector, welfare policy, and the debate over privatization of national

insurance savings. For the latter, we use participants’ responses to the question: Do you

think the government should or should not allow Britons to invest a portion of their National

Insurance contributions in the stock market? If a respondent favors somewhat or strongly,

then we code her as supporting privatizing National Insurance. Overall, about 35% of
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respondents supported privatization in the pre-treatment survey.

For welfare policy we use a question which is not directly related to financial markets:

Would you like to see more or less government spending to provide income assistance for

workers who lose their jobs? Remember that increasing such spending might require higher

taxes to pay for it.” The majority of respondents (54%) favor keeping the spending at the

current level. If a respondent favors spending less or much less then we code her as supporting

the reduction of unemployment assistance.

For regulation policy we use four items (with answers on a 5-point scale):

Please tell us whether you are in favour or opposed to the following measures:

a) Increasing the tax on gains made in the stock market

b) Placing limits on wages in the financial sector

c) Tougher rules on tax avoidance and tax havens

d) The introduction of a tax on financial transactions

Again, our measure of support for regulation is the first principal component of these

four items. Higher values denote greater opposition to regulation.

Overall, engagement with the experiment was high, measured either quantitatively (weekly

participation rates, time spent on investment decisions and on surveys) or qualitatively

(self reported learning). Levels of engagement were similar in the Real Stocks and Sports

treatments—the treatments required for distinguishing the two main theoretical channels—

and were somewhat lower in the Fantasy treatment. See Appendix A.5 for details. Taken

together, participation in the weekly investment surveys was bi-modal: 28% of participants

in the asset treatment did not complete any of the investment surveys but those who com-

pleted at least one survey tended to take the experiment very seriously and participated in

almost all the weekly surveys (Figure 4). Not surprisingly, the lowest compliance was in the

Fantasy treatment, where 43% did not complete any of the investment surveys. Overall, half
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Figure 4: Participation Rate in the Investment Surveys

Note: The figure shows the share of participants by the number of weeks in which they completed their
investment decisions. The figure pools participants in all asset treatments.

of the participants in the asset treatment made investment decisions in all six weeks and

another 12% participated in 5 investment weeks.

While assignment to the treatment is random, the group that complies and participates

in the assigned treatments is a self-selected subset. Hence we cannot simply compare the

group that actually participated to the control. We thus report the treatment effects in

two forms: Intention to Treat (ITT) and Treatment on the Treated (TOT). ITT estimates

compare the outcome between individuals assigned to the treatment and those assigned to

the control, irrespective of whether or not they actually participated. These estimates are

more conservative, as the treatment group includes individuals assigned to the treatment

who did not in fact trade in stocks. In contrast, TOT estimates use the assigned treatment

group as an instrument for being treated.
12

This provides a consistent estimate of the effect

of the treatment on those who complied.

12
We define being treated as having completed an investment survey beyond the initial approach.
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Figure 5: Distribution of Gains and Losses during the Experimental Period

Note: The figure presents the distribution of gains and losses at the culmination of the experimental period
among all participants who made at least one investment decision and completed the post-treatment surveys.

The performance of the participating assets varied a good deal during the experimental

period, though they generally performed quite well (see Figure A6). At its peak (in week

6), the stock of Rolls Royce Holdings rose 37%, at the same time that the stock of Siemens

was in the red (losing 8% at its trough).

Figure 5 shows the distribution of gains and losses among the individuals who made

at least one investment decision and completed the post-treatment surveys. Overall, 17%

percent of the investors gained more than £5 (or 10% of the initial endowment) during the

period, while 24% lost more than that amount (for some participants, these sums include

losses due to non-participation in weekly investment surveys).
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5 Results

We begin with the treatment effects on subjects’ SEV. We then examine the evidence on

potential mechanisms that can account for the attitudinal shift. Finally, we explore the

treatment effects on policy preferences.

5.1 Social-Economic Values

Table 2 shows the overall treatment effect on SEV, without distinguishing between sub-

treatments. That is, we pool together the Sports, Fantasy and Real Stocks treatments.

Columns 1-4 show intent-to-treat (ITT) estimates, which compare individuals according

to whether or not they were assigned to the treatment group, regardless of whether they

actually participated in the investment surveys.

The first column shows the average difference between the treatment and control groups,

without including any controls. In Columns 2-4 we progressively add controls for the pre-

treatment level of SEV; for party vote in the 2015 general election; and for income, gender,

education, prior investment history and risk attitudes, all measured pre-treatment. Not

surprisingly, the explanatory power of the regression increases substantially (from R
2
=0.001

in Column 1 to between 0.47 and 0.49). Nonetheless, and consistent with random assignment,

the treatment effect remains stable at around 0.095 and the estimate becomes more precise.

To get a sense of the effect’s magnitude, consider the values of SEV among voters of the

two main parties in 2015 (shown in Figure 3). Among Labour voters in our sample, the

pre-treatment mean SEV is -0.43, whereas among Conservatives the mean is 0.60. Thus, the

estimated treatment effect is equivalent to a rightward movement of roughly 9% of the gap

between average Labour and Conservative voters. This effect is equivalent to 13.5% of the

gap between respondents in the top and bottom income brackets.

Column 5 reports the estimated effect of the treatment on the treated (TOT), namely on
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Table 2: Impact of the Asset Treatment on Social Values

those that actually participated (defined as completing at least one investment survey). Not

surprisingly, the estimated effect is larger compared to the effect on those merely assigned to

the treatment, and corresponds to a rightward shift of about 12% of the gap between Labour

and Conservative voters.

Next, we examine more closely the nature of this effect. The first question is whether it

is investment activity per se that induces a change in social-economic values (the Activity

Channel), or whether the effect hinges on the type of assets to which participants are exposed

(the Exposure Channel). Our design allows us to investigate whether mere engagement in

repeated investment decisions—even if the assets are indexed to sporting outcomes in a

different country—causes a rightward shift in SEV. Alternatively, the effect may be limited

to treatments involving stocks of publicly traded companies.

Table 3 repeats the previous analysis, but now we separately estimate the effect of each
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Table 3: Treatment Effect on Social Values, by Sub-Treatment

sub-treatment. The results indicate that the asset treatment effect is largely driven by the

real stocks. As the third row suggests, investment in assets tied to sporting events has a

rather small and statistically insignificant effect on SEV. Thus, it seems that the treatment

effect observed in Table 2 hinges on exposure to actual stocks, a pattern consistent with the

Exposure Channel. The point estimate on the fantasy treatment in the full ITT specification

(column 4) is less than half the size of the real stock coefficient, and is not statistically

significant.
13

Note however that we cannot statistically reject equality in the treatment

effect across sub-treatments. Nonetheless, the results are consistent with the notion that the

largest effect occurs when there is a real financial stake involved and the investment is in

actual stocks.

Table 4 presents the results by subjects’ pre-treatment political leanings. We subset the

13
Due to non-compliance in the fantasy treatment, the TOT point estimate of the treatment’s effect

appears more substantial (column 5). However, the effect is imprecisely estimated. Recall also that there
was some imbalance in the fantasy treatment.
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Table 4: Treatment Effects by Political Attitudes

analysis to contrast voters of Labour (columns 1-3) and the Conservatives (4-6). Again,

the real stocks treatment had the strongest effect. However, the table seems to suggest

a partisan difference. Whereas the effect of the real stocks had a sizable impact on the

SEV of Labour supporters (ITT=0.203, representing a 21% shift toward the mean score of

Conservatives), among Conservatives the point estimate is roughly half in size (.115). Thus,

there is no evidence of a polarizing effect: if anything, the evidence suggests a stronger effect

on left-leaning individuals.

5.2 Long-term effects

To what extent do these effects endure? 12 months after the completion of the final invest-

ment survey, we fielded a followup study to the original participants. Despite substantial

effort to re-interview all original subjects, we managed to survey 1,611 individuals, repre-

senting a 60% recall rate (see appendix table A1).
14

To demonstrate the potential problem

14
86 participants who completed the followup survey did not complete the post-treatment surveys.
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Table 5: Treatment Effect: Short vs. Long Term

this generates, column 1 of Table 5 replicates the previous result from Table 3 (column 4),

i.e. shows the short-term treatment effect. In column 2 we repeat this same specification,

but limit the sample only to those individuals who also completed the follow-up study a

year later. Evidently, this is not a perfectly representative sample: the original treatment

effect is less pronounced in this sample (0.08 vs. 0.12) and is not statistically significant.

This means that simply comparing the estimated long-term effects as found on the narrower

sample with the original post-treatment effect would be misleading. In column 3 we present

such a “näıve” estimate of the treatment effect a year later, ignoring the fact that this sample

is selected. While we cannot interpret the estimate as the true long run treatment effect,

note that the estimate for the real-stocks effect in this sample is very similar in size and

significance to that measured directly post-treatment (column 2).

To address the problem of selective attrition, we conduct the following bounding exercise.

For each individual who did not complete the follow-up survey, we assign one of two values.
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In column 4 we present the estimated effects when assigning all the attrited individuals their

pre-treatment SEV. This essentially assumes that among all those we did not re-interview,

none of the original treatment effect survived a year later. This can be seen as a plausible

lower-bound on the long-term effect. In column 5 we assign the attrited individuals their

SEV scores measured immediately after the treatment. This yields a plausible upper bound

on the treatment effect (assuming the treatment did not cause a further increase in SEV

after the intervention ended). Taken together, this exercise suggests that the effect a year

later was somewhere between 0.07 and 0.13. The 95% confidence intervals on these estimates

are [-0.02, 0.17] for the lower bound and [0.16,0.24] for the upper bound. Thus, while we

cannot completely rule out the possibility that the effect did not persist a year after the

intervention, the thrust of evidence suggests that it did.

5.3 More on Mechanisms

So far we have documented a notable treatment effect on social-economic values. The pattern

of the results is consistent with the proposed Exposure Channel, as the effect was strongest for

the Real Stock treatment. Here, we seek to delve deeper into the question of why engagement

in repeated investment decisions causes a rightward shift in SEV. In the theoretical discussion

we laid out a set of potential mechanisms that could account for such a shift. We now

investigate them more closely.

One hypothesis, consistent with the proposed Activity Channel, is that investment activ-

ity leads to a change in people’s attitudes toward risk. If a key concern underlying left-leaning

social-economic values is providing insurance against hardships (e.g., Moene and Wallerstein

2001), an experience that causes people to become more risk tolerant may lead them to

embrace more right-leaning positions. We explore this possibility by examining whether the

treatment increased subjects’ tolerance of risk using the self-reported measure suggested by
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Table 6: Explanations for the Treatment Effect

Dohmen et al. (2011).
15

Column (1) of Table 6 indicates that, perhaps not surprisingly for such a ‘deep’ personality

trait, the experimental treatments did not bring about a meaningful change in subjects’

degree of risk aversion. We find no evidence of a treatment effect on risk attitudes for any

of the experimental groups. We thus conclude that the shift to the right in SEV is unlikely

to be the result of a shift in risk preferences.

A second hypothesis, also consistent with the Activity Channel, is that individuals’ per-

formance in the investment task makes the distinction between “winners” versus “losers”

more salient. If those who succeed become less empathetic to the “losers” in society, this

15
See Appendix A.2 for the precise wording. Dohmen et al. (2011) confirm the behavioral validity of this

measure using paid lottery choices and argue that it outperforms other measures in predicting risky behavior.
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may lead to a rightward shift in values. Note however that an opposite effect on those less

successful is also possible, if they come to see more need for a safety net to insure against

the vicissitudes of the markets. The literature seems to suggest an asymmetry in the two

responses (Campbell and Sedikides, 1999). Specifically, the well-documented self-serving

bias—whereby individuals tend to attribute success to their own skills and efforts but over-

look their failures and flaws—gives reason to expect the attitudinal impact on the winners

will be stronger than on those whose investments performed poorly.

To directly assess whether this mechanism can help account for our findings, we analyze

the attitudinal change among the investments’ winners and losers separately. This analysis

can only be done for compliers (i.e. subjects who participated in the investment part of

the study) since non-compliers neither won nor lost. Hence, the point estimates should not

be seen as causal. Rather, our interest is in whether the difference between treatment and

control is mainly due to the difference between the subset of the treatment group whose

investments performed well. To that end, in column 2 of Table 6 we estimate the full

regression from Table 3, column 4, but restrict the sample to the control group and to

compliers. We then present the results when comparing the shift in SEV among winners

as opposed to the control (column 3) and the losers versus the control (column 4). The

results indicate that the rightward shift among subjects in the real stocks treatment was not

stronger among the winners, as compared to the effect among the losers. If anything, the

point estimate is slightly bigger (0.124 vs. 0.082) and more precise among the losers. Thus,

consistent with the previous results on the Activity Channel, the notion of a self-serving bias

leading to a rightward shift in the social-economic values among those more successful in

their investments does not appear to explain the results.

Third, we examine whether the shift to the right was caused by increased interest in,

and exposure to economic news. If economic news outlets have a rightward slant, this

could account for the subsequent shift in attitudes. Unfortunately we had only one news

27



outlet among the options in the survey that was strictly focused on business and economics.

Column 5 presents the results of the regression with the dependent variable denoting whether

respondents were reading the Financial Times. As the results indicate, we do not find

evidence of a treatment effect. However, we cannot rule out that participants consumed

more economics-related news from other outlets.

A fourth hypothesis, consistent with the Exposure Channel, is that two months of ex-

posure to the operation of financial markets makes individuals more familiar with, and less

distrustful of markets. Participants learn about several publicly traded companies; they ob-

serve how markets react to various events; they see how prices change from week to week,

and they can comprehend how these changes affect their fortunes. While some stocks gain

and some lose, participants realize that people like themselves can profit by investing in the

right stocks. Thus, in this scenario, participants may come to perceive markets as less of a

black (possibly rigged) box than they had previously thought.

We begin with a key aspect of this mechanism: belief in the capacity of regular people to

navigate and make profits in the market. Specifically, we asked respondents how competent

they thought people would be in investing some of their National Insurance contributions

in the stock market. Column 6 of Table 6 shows that the real stock treatment increased

participants’ assessment of the public’s competence as investors. No significant movement

is registered among subjects in the sports or fantasy treatments.

We more directly examine participants’ trust in markets by asking how likely it is that

they themselves would invest in stocks in the coming 12 months. Column 7 of Table 6 shows

the results. They are again consistent with the fourth hypothesis: subjects in the real stocks

treatment were substantially more likely than subjects in the control to express an intention

to invest in the stock market. This is consistent with Jha and Shayo (2019) who find that

exposure to financial markets increases financial literacy and makes individuals more likely

to invest in stocks. It is interesting to note, however, that we find a similar, though smaller,
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effect in the sports treatment. This suggests that at least some of the treatment effect on

this outcome came from the activity of investment itself, irrespective of the nature of the

assets in which one was investing.

Further correlational evidence corroborating the third hypothesis can also be found out-

side the UK context. In Appendix A.7 we use data from the General Social Survey to show

that individuals with a higher degree of trust in financial institutions are less supportive

of redistribution and of helping the poor, and appear more likely to oppose regulation of

markets.

To sum up, the shift in social-economic values appears more in line with an Exposure

Channel than an Activity Channel. It is unrelated to a change in subjects’ tolerance of risk

and does not seem to be driven by how well the subjects’ investments performed nor by the

media outlets they consumed. Instead, our analysis suggests that the attitudinal change is

related to an increase in individuals confidence in financial markets. Specifically, we find

that subjects grew more trusting of the market in the sense that they were more likely to

express intention of investing in the future as well as confidence in people’s ability to invest

their savings wisely.

5.4 Policy Preferences

So far we have seen that engagement with investment activity shifted subjects to the right

with respect to social-economic values. We now turn to examine the impact of the treatments

on participants’ policy preferences.

In columns 1-2 of Table 7 we report the treatment effects on attitudes toward reforms

aimed at checking and regulating financial markets (e.g., higher taxes on gains in the stock

market and capping wages in the financial industry. See Section 4). To gain a sense of

the variation in this measure, note that pre-treatment the mean score among Labour voters

was -0.35 versus 0.29 among Conservatives. As the Table indicates, controlling for the pre-
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Table 7: Treatment Effects on Policy Preferences

treatment score, exposure to the real stock treatment is associated with a 0.102 (ITT) to

0.125 (TOT) shift on the scale. This represents 16-20% of the pre-treatment gap between

voters of Labour and Conservatives in the 2015 elections.

Next, in columns 3-4 we present the treatment effects on subjects’ support for reducing

government spending on unemployment assistance. The results show a positive association

with the real stock treatment but the effect is substantively quite small and well below

statistical significance. Both the fantasy and sports treatment effects are negatively signed,

but again, very small in magnitude and imprecisely estimated. These results suggest that

the rightward shift in social values does not automatically translate into a corresponding

shift in policy views. Rather, the effect of engagement in financial markets appears limited

to domains in which such exposure offers a relevant new perspective.

This interpretation is supported by the final policy outcome we study. In columns 5-
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6 of Table 7 we examine the effect that the experimental treatments exerted on subjects’

views in the debate over the privatization of pension savings. More specifically, on whether

to allow citizens to invest some of their National Insurance (NI) contributions in the stock

market. The results indicate that following the experimental period, participants in the real

stock treatment were 7-9 percentage points more likely to support privatization of NI than

individuals assigned to the control group. This effect is substantively large and statistically

significant. Given that only 24.2% of the control group supported privatization in the post-

treatment survey, this represents a sizable effect of over 31-38% above the baseline rate.

Notably, the other treatments also appear to have had a positive effect, although the

effects are not precisely estimated and tend to fall slightly below conventional statistical

significance. Thus, as with the results on the likelihood of personally investing in the market,

it is possible that with respect to the debate over privatization of pension savings, the

treatment effect was partially a result of engagement in investment activity itself, even if the

assets were not financial.

Figure 6 provides a closer look at these treatment effects. The figure shows the change

in the share supporting personal stock investment of NI contributions. Before the experi-

mental period, 34% of participants in both the control and the asset treatment supported

the proposal (see Table 1). However, after the investment period, a sizable gap in attitudes

opened up. Whereas support for NI privatization among the control group dropped by 9.5

percentage points, the rate of support among the treatment group dropped only by around

4 percentage points. Recall that the experiment took place around the time of the Brexit

referendum, which as noted earlier, generated higher volatility in the markets than usual.

The treatment effect may thus be interpreted as an indication that during times of increased

market uncertainty, individuals engaged in investments were more likely to uphold—rather

than increase—their belief in the stock market as a valid vehicle for long-term savings.

Further analysis of the potential mediating effects of Brexit-related events indicates that
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Figure 6: Change in Support for Investing NI Contributions

Note: The figure presents the change in the share of respondents that either somewhat or strongly favor
allowing Britons to invest a portion of their National Insurance contributions in the stock market.

they may have attenuated the effects we observed. The treatment effect was somewhat lower

among individuals assigned British financial assets compared to those assigned European

and, especially, American assets. In other words, exposure to assets more directly affected

by the Brexit debate did not have a stronger effect – if anything the reverse was true.

6 Discussion

Financial markets have an increasing presence in countries throughout the world. From

the stock market tickers on the TV screens at the local store, through the ups and downs

in people’s pension savings, to the torrent of tweets of the U.S. President about the Dow

Jones’ performance, more and more people are exposed to financial markets. However, lit-

tle is known about the political ramifications of this trend. This paper presents the first
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experimental analysis of how mass exposure to financial markets affects social values and

preferences over economic policies. We find that engagement with financial markets brings

about a rightward shift in values and attitudes. This effect is quite general, and if anything,

appears to be stronger among voters on the left. Furthermore, the effect is most pronounced

when individuals invest in actual stocks rather than in non-financial assets, a pattern con-

sistent with an Exposure Channel. The most likely mechanism underlying these shifts is

growing familiarity with, and decreasing distrust of markets. This is reflected in growing

confidence in people’s ability to successfully invest in the market.

These results suggest a rather inconspicuous effect of the growing financial sector on

politics, an effect that goes beyond the visible and widely discussed channels of influence,

such as large campaign contributions, lobbying activity, or the prominence of Goldman Sachs

executives in the U.S. Government. By encouraging a pro-market social and political outlook,

markets may engender a self-sustaining dynamic whereby their growing reach leads to wider

support for their further expansion.

Our findings suggest a link between growing trust in financial markets and more right-

leaning social-economic values. A pertinent question is whether the opposite effects also

hold true. Put differently, would growing distrust in financial (or other) markets lead to a

leftward shift? Exploiting instances where markets were tainted by scandals (e.g., Barclays’

Libor manipulation, Enron, Madoff), future research may be able to isolate the effect of trust

in markets on social-economic preferences.

This is a first a attempt at evaluating experimentally the impact of exposure to investing

in the stock market on social values. The volatility of the market during the experimental

treatment was higher than average because of the Brexit. While of course both treatment and

control groups experienced the same external conditions, it is an open question whether lower

market volatility would have produced weaker or stronger effects. Assuming that greater

market uncertainty tends to decrease trust in markets, it seems reasonable to conjecture that
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the results we report underestimate the magnitude of the general effect. Future replications

of this type of study will help shed light on this conjecture.

The interpretation and policy implications of our results depend, to some extent, on

one’s ideological dispositions. Some might find it troubling, for example, that engagement in

financial markets decreases participants’ appreciation of the need for a social safety net and

for regulation of markets. Others, however, may applaud the effect of market participation on

the way people think about personal responsibility for individual choices and achievements.

Some may also celebrate the reduced support for market regulation. Similarly, people may

disagree in how they interpret the finding that exposure to investment activity generates

confidence (or perhaps, overconfidence) in financial markets as a savings vehicle for the

masses, including for people’s pensions.

This latter point speaks to a growing policy trend of governments encouraging citizens

to invest in the stock market via subsidies and tax breaks. The U.S., for example, seeks to

encourage savings by allowing tax-deferred retirement funds for those making investments

in Roth IRAs. In 2017 the Israeli government replaced some of the traditional child-rearing

assistance funds with a saving plan for every child. Rather than receiving cash, parents

receive funds that they can invest in various saving vehicles such as mutual funds. To date,

these policies were assessed and debated with respect to their economic effects. Our findings

suggest that such policies may also have meaningful political repercussions.
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A.1 Texts of Correspondence Material with Participants and In-

vestment Instructions

Initial Invitation for Participation in the Study

Greetings! You are invited to take part in an international study on economic behaviour.

The study will last about two months and involve a series of surveys. You will receive the

standard payment for each survey you complete. In addition, after filling in the first survey,

you will have the chance to win up-to 50 with which you will make a range of choices on

a weekly basis. The choices you make may increase your earnings even further, or if your

choices are unsuccessful, you could lose some of this money. In other words, if you win the

lottery you will earn around 50, but your exact earnings will depend on your weekly decisions.

By July 2016, you will get the full value of your earnings in the form of mingle-points. You

can exchange these for a cash transfer into a bank account or a gift voucher. In addition

you can donate their equivalent value. Participating in this study requires completing a

series of short surveys, including over the weekends. If you are available and interested in

participating, please click to continue and receive further details.

� I am interesting in participating and available to complete surveys over the weekends

in the coming two months (1)

� No thanks (0)

Email to lottery winners

Thank you for completing the economic attitudes survey earlier this month and congrat-

ulations! You have won the draw to participate in an academic study on economic behavior.

As part of this study, you will receive 50 pounds, which you will be able to invest in dif-

ferent ways. The study will allow us to learn about the choices and investment decisions that

participants make. On Saturday morning, you will receive another email with details and in-

structions for participating in the study. Participating in the study this weekend is a condition

for being qualified for the 50 pounds. Please make sure to look for that invitation email and

take part in this exciting study

Invitation to first investment wave

Regular:
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Thank you very much for participating in an academic study of economic behavior.

Congratulations! You have won 50 in real money to invest! In the coming weekends you

will be able to invest this sum in three different financial assets. You will be able to see each

week how well your investments are doing and make new investment decisions. By trading

between these assets, you may also be able to learn about the stock market and about your

abilities as an investor. If you complete the survey each week, you will be entitled by the end

of the study in July to the full value of your investments, which you will receive in the form

of mingle-points. Please remember to complete the survey by Monday morning at 7:00am.

For details [standard link to the survey].

Sport:

Thank you very much for participating in an academic study of economic behavior.

Congratulations! You have won 50 in real money to invest! In the coming week-

ends you will be able to invest this sum in three different ways. If you complete the sur-

vey each week, you will be entitled by the end of the study in July to the full value of

your earnings, which you will receive in the form of mingle-points. Please remember to

complete the survey by Monday morning at 7:00am.

For details [standard link to the survey].

Fantasy:

Thank you very much for participating in an academic study of economic behavior. We

would now like to invite you to take part in a study on the way people make investment

decisions. As part of this study, you will receive 50 in fantasy money which you can invest in

three different financial assets over the coming weekends. You will be able to see each week

how well your investments are doing and make new investment decisions. Please note that

this is not real money. However, by participating and trading between these assets, you may

be able to learn about the stock market and about your abilities as an investor. In addition,

you will be paid the standard payment of Mingle Points for every survey that you complete.
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We only ask that you remember to complete the survey by Monday morning at 7:00am.

For details [standard link to the survey].

A.2 Wording of Survey Items

The Social-Economic Values (SEV) measure is based on a principal component analysis

of the four following items. For each of the following statements, please note whether you

agree or disagree: (1) Strongly agree; (5) Strongly disagree.

1. Economic positions are legitimate reflections of people’s achievements

2. There are no inherent differences between rich and poor, it is purely a matter of cir-

cumstances into which you are born

3. Most people who don’t get ahead in our society should not blame the system; they have

only themselves to blame

4. (1) We need larger income differences as incentives for individual effort- (10) Incomes

in the UK should be made more equal

The Market Regulation measure is based on a principal component analysis of the four

following items: Please tell us whether you are in favour or opposed to the following measures:

1. Increasing the tax on gains made in the stock market

2. Placing limits on wages in the financial sector

3. Tougher rules on tax avoidance and tax havens

4. The introduction of a tax on financial transactions

Answers were on a 5-point scale: (1) strongly support; (2) somewhat support; (3) neither

support nor oppose; (4) somewhat oppose; (5) strongly oppose.

The item on privatization of national insurance reads as follows:

Some people have suggested that workers should have the option of taking some of their

National Insurance contributions and putting them in investments such as the stock market.

People who did this would get more money when they retired if these investments did well, but
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less money if those investments did poorly. Do you think the government should or should

not allow Britons to invest a portion of their National Insurance contributions in the stock

market?

Answers ranged on a 5-point scale from (1) Favor Strongly to (5) Oppose Strongly.

The item on investor competence reads as follows:

How competent do you think most people would be at investing their National Insurance

contributions in the stock market? Do you think they would be: (1) Very competent; (2)

Somewhat competent; (3) Not very competent; (4) Not at all competent.

The item on unemployment assistance reads as follows:

Would you like to see more or less government spending to provide income assistance for

workers who lose their jobs? Remember that increasing such spending might require higher

taxes to pay for it.

Answers ranged on a 5-point scale from (1) “Spend much more” through (3) “Keep at current

level” to (5) “Spend much less”.

The measure of risk tolerance (Dohmen et al., 2011) is worded as follows:

How do you see yourself: are you generally a person who is fully prepared to take risks or do

you try to avoid taking risks? Please tick a box on the scale, where the value 0 means: not

at all willing to take risks’ and the value 10 means: very willing to take risks’.

The question on news consumption is worded as follows:

Which of the following newspapers do you read? By newspapers we mean either the paper

version or its website and apps. Please select all that apply.

Options included: The Daily Express; The Daily Mail; The Daily Mirror; The Daily Star;

The Daily Telegraph; The Evening Standard; The Financial Times; The Guardian; The i;

The Independent; The Metro; The Morning Star; The Sun; The Times; Any local daily

newspaper; None of these; Don’t read a Daily Newspaper.

The question likelihood of investing is worded as follows:

What is the likelihood that you will invest in the stock market in the next 12 months?

Answers ranged on a 4-point scale from (1) “Very likely” to (4) “Not at all likely”.
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A.3 User Interface Screen Captures

Figure A1: User Interface, Investment Portfolio Screen (Real Stocks Treatment)
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Figure A2: User Interface of Investment Option (Mobile Phone Version)
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Figure A3: User Interface, Company Information (mobile phone version)
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Figure A4: User Interface Comparison: Real Stock vs. Sports Treatment
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Figure A5: Study Sequence
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Note: The figure presents the sequence and timeline of the experiment between the first date of the survey
(May 9th) to final post-treatment survey (July 20th). White boxes denote investment surveys. Colored
boxes denote surveys that included knowledge and attitudinal questions: these surveys were fielded to all
participants, including the control group. White boxes denote the period of investment in each week.
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Figure A6: Assets’ Performance during Experiment Period

Note: Asset prices are indexed to May 28th, the date of the first investment wave.
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A.4 Attrition

Table A1: Attrition Raw Numbers

Treatment type Baseline Observed Post-Treatment Observed Year After
N N proportion N proportion

Control 520 402 0.773 285 0.548
Real Stocks 1,560 1317 0.844 961 0.616
Fantasy 311 241 0.775 166 0.534
Sports 312 263 0.843 199 0.638

Total 2703 2223 0.822 1611 0.596
Note: The number observed refers to participants for which we have the complete set
of answers to the SEV questions.
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Table A2: Selective Attrition

Asset Real
Treatment Stocks Fantasy Sports

Invest (wave I) 0.027 0.002 0 0.033
(0.040) (0.030) (0.050) (0.043)

Age -0.002 -0.002** 0.003** -0.001
(0.001) (0.001) (0.002) (0.002)

Female 0.023 0.008 -0.094* 0.101**
(0.040) (0.030) (0.050) (0.044)

Social-Economic Values (pre) 0.003 0.009 -0.017 -0.002
(0.015) (0.011) (0.018) (0.017)

Market Regulation (pre) -0.018 -0.007 -0.007 -0.006
(0.014) (0.011) (0.019) (0.017)

Invest National Insurance (binary) -0.01 0.023 -0.087 0.017
(0.043) (0.032) (0.054) (0.047)

Unemp. Insurance Assistance -0.049 -0.016 -0.122 0.093*
(0.061) (0.045) (0.077) (0.056)

No formal qualification 0.028 0.027 -0.096 0.108
(0.098) (0.070) (0.111) (0.078)

GCSE and Vocational Qualifications -0.031 -0.027 0.042 -0.023
(0.041) (0.031) (0.052) (0.046)

A Levels 0.006 0.004 -0.027 0.041
(0.049) (0.037) (0.060) (0.055)

Professional Qualification -0.001 -0.012 0.055 -0.026
(0.061) (0.047) (0.075) (0.069)

Academic Degree 0.021 0.023 -0.011 -0.019
(0.045) (0.033) (0.055) (0.048)

Income 0 0** 0 0
(0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000)

Conservatives (2015) 0.039 0.021 -0.03 0.047
(0.042) (0.032) (0.056) (0.046)

Labor (2015) 0.081* -0.001 0.133*** -0.013
(0.045) (0.033) (0.049) (0.047)

UKIP (2015) -0.149*** -0.034 -0.014 -0.103
(0.047) (0.040) (0.062) (0.064)

Voted Other -0.054 0 -0.132* 0.045
(0.051) (0.039) (0.068) (0.054)

Risk (pre) Binary -0.023 -0.024 0.05 -0.025
(0.041) (0.031) (0.050) (0.046)

Trust (pre) Binary 0.008 -0.016 0.017 0.032
(0.041) (0.031) (0.051) (0.044)

Equality binary 0.036 -0.03 0.121** 0.016
(0.040) (0.030) (0.050) (0.044)

Tax Stock Gains (pro) 0.073* 0.033 0.025 0.012
(0.040) (0.030) (0.051) (0.044)

Wage Limits (pro) 0.001 0.019 -0.024 -0.016
(0.043) (0.032) (0.054) (0.046)

Tough Rules (pro) 0.012 -0.006 0.02 0.011
(0.045) (0.035) (0.057) (0.052)

Tax Transactions (pro) 0.012 0.017 -0.014 -0.018
(0.042) (0.031) (0.051) (0.045)

Competence NI Investment 0.034 0.041 -0.097* 0.049
(0.047) (0.036) (0.054) (0.053)

Patience (pre) -0.016 -0.013 -0.003 0.016
(0.041) (0.031) (0.051) (0.045)

Blame system (pre) -0.04 -0.045 0.056 0
(0.040) (0.030) (0.051) (0.044)

Success merit-based (pre) -0.014 -0.001 0.004 -0.022
(0.042) (0.032) (0.052) (0.045)

Role of Luck (pre) 0.024 0.004 0.036 -0.001
(0.040) (0.030) (0.051) (0.044)

Religious (above median) 0.016 -0.005 0.012 0.025
(0.040) (0.031) (0.050) (0.045)

UK Born 0.005 0.023 -0.082 0.033
(0.092) (0.070) (0.122) (0.102)

Financial Literacy (Big 3) Pre 0 0 0.001 -0.001
(0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001)

Significant interactions (10%) 3 2 6 1
F(all interactions) 0.837 1.02 1.625 0.826
Prob>F 0.718 0.436 0.017 0.735

Note: Each coefficient reported in the table is obtained from a separate regression in which the dependent variable is an indicator for whether we
observe the SEV measure post experiment (i.e., the respondent was not attrited). The three explanatory variables are: (i) an indicator variable
for being in the relevant treatment group shown in the column’s label); (ii) a pre-treatment demographic or attitudinal variable (shown in the row
label); and (iii) an interaction between the two. The table reports the interaction terms. Robust standard errors in parentheses. The bottom row
presents the number of interactions that are statistically significant at 10% (out of the 32 interactions).
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Table A3: Balance Between Participants Observed and Attrited One Year after
the Experimental Intervention

(1) (2) (3) (4)
Observed Attrited Diff Obs

Invest (wave I) 0.409 0.364 0.045* 2223
[0.492] [0.481] (0.022)

Age 52.813 46.14 6.673 2223
[13.578] [14.217] (0.641)

Female 0.502 0.576 -0.074** 2223
[0.5] [0.495] (0.023)

Social Values 0.021 -0.035 0.056 2223
[1.253] [1.378] (0.061)

Market Regulation -0.031 -0.028 -0.003 2223
[1.38] [1.355] (0.062)

Invest National Insurance
(binary)

0.329 0.403 -0.074*** 2223

[0.47] [0.491] (0.022)
Unemp. Insurance Assistance 0.136 0.149 -0.013 2223

[0.343] [0.356] (0.016)
EDUCATION:

No formal qualification 0.054 0.034 0.019* 2223
[0.226] [0.182] (0.009)

GCSE & Vocational 0.311 0.269 0.042* 2223
Qualifications [0.463] [0.444] (0.021)

A Levels 0.222 0.221 0.001 2223
[0.415] [0.415] (0.019)

Professional Qualification 0.12 0.142 -0.022 2223
[0.325] [0.349] (0.016)

Academic Degree 0.293 0.334 -0.041 2223
[0.455] [0.472] (0.021)

Income 27228.69 28057.97 -829.286 2203
[15849.978] [15938.251] (730.780)

2015 VOTE:
Conservatives 0.354 0.304 0.05* 2223

[0.478] [0.46] (0.021)
Labour 0.308 0.311 -0.003 2223

[0.462] [0.463] (0.021)
UKIP 0.163 0.155 0.008 2223

[0.369] [0.362] (0.017)
Other 0.176 0.231 -0.055** 2223

[0.381] [0.422] (0.019)
Risk tolerance 0.384 0.486 -0.102*** 2223

[0.486] [0.5] (0.023)
Trust (high) 0.372 0.318 0.054* 2223

[0.484] [0.466] (0.022)
Equality binary 0.477 0.486 -0.008 2223

[0.5] [0.5] (0.023)
Blame system 0.53 0.494 0.036 2223

[0.499] [0.5] (0.023)
Sucsess merit-based 0.653 0.665 -0.012 2223

[0.476] [0.472] (0.022)
Role of Luck 0.536 0.539 -0.002 2223

[0.499] [0.499] (0.023)
Tax Stock Gains 0.56 0.524 0.036 2223

[0.497] [0.5] (0.023)
Wage Limits 0.676 0.665 0.011 2223

[0.468] [0.472] (0.022)
Tough Rules 0.719 0.741 -0.022 2223

[0.45] [0.439] (0.020)
Tax Transactions 0.376 0.39 -0.014 2223

[0.484] [0.488] (0.022)
Competence NI Investment 0.765 0.797 -0.031 2223

[0.424] [0.403] (0.019)
Patience 0.532 0.485 0.048* 2165

[0.499] [0.5] (0.023)
Religious (above median) 0.424 0.477 -0.053* 2223

[0.494] [0.5] (0.023)
UK Born 0.946 0.928 0.018 2223

[0.226] [0.258] (0.011)
Financial Literacy 74.623 72.445 2.178 2223
(Big 3) [27.788] [27.315] (1.255)
N 1525 698

Notes:All variables are measured pre-treatment. Standard deviations in brackets in Columns 1-2. Standard
errors in parentheses in Column 3. Each entry in Column 3 shows the difference between the individuals
reinterviewed and not-reinterviewed (attrited) in the followup survey one year after the experimental inter-
vention. The table includes only participants who completed the surveys immediately post-experiment.
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1.
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A.5 Engagement across Treatments

To assess the degree of participants’ engagement in the study, we conducted a number of

tests. First, we exploited the fact that we have information on the click-through timing of

all participants and compared the time they spent on the investment decisions across the

treatment groups. The results are reported in Table A4. The first column shows the median

amount of time (in minutes) spent on the weekly investment survey. The amount of time was

comparable in the Real Stocks and the Sports treatments treatment (6.15 and 6.3 minutes,

respectively), but shorter in the fantasy treatment (4.75). However, it is not the case that

participants assigned to the fantasy treatment simply clicked through the study at speed

without any consideration.

Furthermore, column 2 in Table A4 shows that when we take account of the attitudinal

surveys (on economics and politics), the overall time spent on completing the surveys was

substantial (48-69 minutes). Columns 3 and 4 also show that conditional on participating in

the study, the level of engagement as measured by number of weeks in which the participant

entered the system to invest, was almost identical across all treatments: a mean of about

5.5 and a median of 6 weeks.

Table A4: Engagement Measures, by Treatment

Time on Time on Weeks Weeks
Treatment investment surveys overall invested invested

(median) (median) (mean) (median)
Real Stocks 6.15 66.3 5.6 6
Fantasy 4.75 48 5.4 6
Sports 6.3 69.1 5.6 6

Notes: Column 1 presents the median number of minutes spent weekly on the investment decisions, by
treatment assignment. Column 2 presents a similar quantity but also includes the time spent on the social
and political surveys conducted after the treatment. Columns 3 & 4 present the number of weekly investment
surveys participants completed, conditional on participating in the study (i.e. investing at least once).

15



As an additional measure of engagement in the study, we also coded the qualitative answers

participants recorded in response to an open question at the end of the study. The question

asked what participants had learned from taking part in the study. Table A5 presents the

distribution of responses. As we would expect, the issues learned were not identical across the

treatment groups. 53% of the participants in the Real Stocks treatment reported that they

learned about investing/economics/finance. Only 9% of the control group gave that answer

(this figure is above zero probably because some of the questions asked in the attitudinal

surveys were related to economics and finance). Notably, while participants in both the

Fantasy and the Sports treatments were less likely to say they learned about economics or

finance than in the real stocks treatment, they are much more in line with the Real Stocks

treatment than with the Control. Indeed, the fact that individuals in the Sports treatment

report having learned anything at all about finance and economics, despite the fact that

(unlike the Real and Fantasy treatments) their asset prices had nothing to do with the

stock market, shows that they indeed perceived the experiment as related to investment

activity. Furthermore, the proportion saying they did not learn anything from the study is

very similar across the Sports and the Real stocks treatment, again suggesting that overall

both responded to the manipulation.

Table A5: What Subjects Reported Learning from Participating in the Study

Learned about: Control Real Stocks Sports Fantasy
Investing/economics/finance 9% 53% 31% 41%
Myself 22% 17% 24% 17%
Brexit 6% 4% 2% 2%
Enjoyable/ Interesting 0% 4% 3% 2%
Don’t know/ Not sure/ Nothing 45% 15% 17% 28%
Other 20% 19% 29% 18%

Notes: The distribution of responses to an open-ended question asked in the conclusion of the study: ”What
did you learn from participating in this study?”
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Finally, we can also look at the average loss/gain across treatments.
16

The average total

values of the portfolio at the end of the experiment (in real or fantasy pounds) were:

Real Stocks: £47.91

Fantasy: £53.12

Sports: £48.1

Notably, the highest gains were actually attained in the Fantasy treatment. More impor-

tantly, and consistent with the above patterns, earnings were very similar across the Real

Stocks and the Sports treatments.

16
Recall that by design, participants always invested 100% of their available funds, so we cannot (mean-

ingfully) compare the amounts of money invested across treatments.
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A.6 SEV: Additional Results

Table A6: Alternative SEV Definitions

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)
SEV SEV SEV SEV

SEV excluding excluding excluding excluding
equality luck blame merit

ITT ITT ITT ITT ITT

Stocks, real 0.118** 0.112** 0.113** 0.0831* 0.106**
(0.0543) (0.0555) (0.0536) (0.0499) (0.0494)

Stocks, fantasy 0.0519 0.0738 0.0438 0.0303 0.0273
(0.0755) (0.0802) (0.0751) (0.0691) (0.0680)

Sports, real 0.0399 0.0535 0.0248 0.0256 0.0471
(0.0785) (0.0789) (0.0782) (0.0713) (0.0704)

SEV, pre-treatment 0.655***
(0.0193)

SEV excluding equality,
pre-treatment

0.585***

(0.0201)
SEV excluding luck,
pre-treatment

0.647***

(0.0196)
SEV excluding blame,
pre-treatment

0.591***

(0.0199)
SEV excluding BJW,
pre-treatment

0.645***

(0.0201)

Observations 2,223 2,223 2,223 2,223 2,223
R-squared 0.489 0.394 0.485 0.430 0.463
Political Controls YES YES YES YES YES
Demographic
Controls

YES YES YES YES YES

Notes: The first column replicates column 4 of Table 3 (the full regression, ITT). The next four columns use
alternative definitions of SEV, each time keeping only three of the original four componenets when taking
the first principal component, and controlling for the similarly defined pre-treatment SEV.
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1
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A.7 Trust in Markets and Social-Economic Values: Evidence from

the U.S.

Further evidence corroborating our hypothesis regarding the impact of trust in markets on

social-economic values can also be found outside the UK context. Figure A7 shows U.S. data

from the General Social Survey that speaks to the notion that trust in the financial system

leads to more right-leaning views on social policy.
17

We find that individuals with a higher

degree of trust in financial institutions are less supportive of redistribution and of helping

the poor, and appear more likely to oppose regulation of markets. For example, individuals

with a high degree of confidence in the financial system are about 8.4 percentage points less

likely to support redistribution than individuals with low levels of confidence in the system,

controlling for demographic variables. Given that the mean rate of support is 46%, this

amounts to an 18% difference in support.

17
The GSS is administered bi-annually to large national samples. We analyze the data collected between

1975-2016. Our outcomes of interest are respondents’ degree of support for redistribution, greater assistance
to the poor, and the belief that market deregulation is warranted. We measure trust in the market using
respondents’ answer to the question: “I am going to name some institutions in this country. As far as the
people running these institutions are concerned, would you say you have a great deal of confidence, only
some confidence, or hardly any confidence at all in them?.... Banks and financial institutions.” We regress
each of the three policy outcomes on two indicator variables denoting a “high degree” and “some degree”
of confidence in banks and financial institutions. In addition, we control for the following demographic
variables: gender, age, education, income and race, as well as year fixed effects.
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Figure A7: Trust in Financial Institutions and Policy Preferences: GSS

Note: Each marker denotes a point estimate of the association between respondents’ confidence in financial
institutions and the respective policy question, controlling for gender, age, education, income, race, and
year fixed effects. Horizontal lines surrounding each marker denote the 95% confidence interval. The top
two markers (in black) pertain to the respondents’ support for redistribution (n=27,996); the middle (blue)
markers pertain to the belief that the government should do more to help the poor (n=27,005). The bottom
two markers pertain to respondents’ views on market deregulation (n=1,795).
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