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Motivation

I Welfare systems often rely on in-kind transfers. We focus on
food stamps. (Other examples: education, medical system)

I Textbook economics: unconditional cash transfers raise
recipient welfare most effectively

Why do transfers often come in-kind?

I Some theoretical explanations
I improving efficiency of tax system (fewer distortions), insurance (less

exposure to price risk), pecuniary effects, self-targeting (like
ordeal-mechanism), etc.

I Paternalistic preferences?
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Food stamps history
Origins: aftermath of Great Depression (1939)

I Massive agricultural surpluses
I Masses of people cannot afford to buy it

“We got a picture of a gorge, with farm surpluses on one cliff and

under-nourished city folks with outstretched hands on the other. We set

out to find a practical way to build a bridge across that chasm.”

—Milo Perkins, first administrator of the food stamps program

Ended in 1943. Formally reinstated in 1964. Official aims:
I strengthen the agricultural economy
I provide improved levels of nutrition among low-income

households

Today: Lobbying for food stamps by Pepsi, Coca-Cola, Kroger.
Kraft Foods gets 1/6 of its revenues from food stamps.

Are paternalistic concerns a relevant political economy
constraint that forces redistribution to happen in-kind?

How do these vary across Choice Architects?
What do Choice Architects seek to achieve with in-kind transfers?
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Why and how do citizens want to restrict
welfare recipients’ consumption bundles?

These are first-order questions

I 13% (41.5 mio.) of the US population lived in a household
benefitting from SNAP (food stamps program) in 2021 alone

I “One of the most striking aspects of in-kind programs is how
widespread and important they are.” (Currie, Ghavari, JEL,
2008)

Method
Lab-in-the-field experiment in which nationally representative
citizens decide about consumption opportunities of SNAP
participants (food stamp recipients; SNAP = supplemental
nutrition assistance program).
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I Merit goods literature (starting with Musgrave, 1959)

I Survey studies: Campbell, Gaddis, 2017, Liscow, Pershing,
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Poverty assistance and recipient demographics

I About how much to give, not in what way

I E.g. Luttmer, 2001, Akesson et al., 2022

Positive welfare economics: What welfare criteria do people
support?

I E.g. Ambuehl, Bernheim, Ockenfels, 2021, Ambuehl,
Bernheim, 2022, Bartling et al., 2022
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Hypothesis 1: Specific egalitarianism

The Specific Egalitarianism hypothesis (Tobin, 1970, Harberger
1984)

I Everybody should achieve an assured universal minimum of
specific commodities (e.g. nutrition, healthcare).

Specific egalitarianism is about ensuring
minimum consumption of ‘good’ items

(e.g. healthy food)
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Hypothesis 2: Ward paternalism

He who pays the piper, calls the tune — and why shouldn’t the
tune be, ‘Get your life in order’? ...Why can’t taxpayers ... protest,
‘It’s our money and you’ll use it as we think best’?

– Bryan Caplan

Ward paternalism is about ensuring
limited consumption of ‘bad’ items

(e.g. alcohol, video games)
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Potential Role of Stereotypes

Linda Taylor, branded The Welfare Queen by Ronald Reagan

I Many potential stereotypes: ‘welfare queen’, ‘white trash’,
‘absent black fathers’, ‘hillbillies’, etc.

I Do they affect interventions? For which demographics?

I Do stereotypes affect behavior towards welfare recipients, or
do they only affect beliefs about who is a welfare recipient?



Design



Overview

Lab-in-the-field experiment

I Choice Architects (US general population sample) decide
about the options that will be available to a recipient paired
with them.

I Recipients: Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program
(SNAP, i.e. food stamp) participants in the USA

Incentives

I 1 in 20 Choice Architects see a real SNAP participant, others
decide about hypothetical participants. Do not know whether
their participant is real.

I One decision selected at random for implementation

I No material incentives for Choice Architects’ main decisions
I But incentivized belief elicitation
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Decisions
All decisions involve:

A. Monthly deliveries of a food box for half a year

B. Monthly deliveries of cash equivalent for half a year

Food boxes

I Two different types: (i) Healthy, (ii) Representative

I Each Choice Architect makes decisions about only one of
them; does not learn of the other one.
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The healthy food box

Contents satisfy intake of macronutrients recommended by the
American Heart Association for 2 weeks for a 2000 calorie diet
(Lloyd-Jones et al., 2010)



Healthy food box

Cost: $51.68 (walmart.com, Sacramento CA, June 2022)



The representative food box

Contents chosen to match the macronutrient and food group
intake of the average SNAP participant for 2 weeks (Zhang et al.,
2018)



Representative food box

Cost: $51.73 (walmart.com, Sacramento CA, June 2022)



Cash equivalent

Goal: Cash equivalent that cannot buy groceries (reason later)

I Necessities: Inexpensive clothing, home improvement, gas,
and spending at gas stations other than alcohol and tobacco

I Luxury: full service restaurants, travel, and brand-name
clothing stores

I Lethargy: on-screen entertainment and consumer electronics,
fast food, and hot foods purchased at gas stations

I Sporting goods

I Addictive goods: Alcohol, tobacco (through gas station gift
cards)





Treatments

I Healthy vs. representative food box

I Demographics of the recipient

I Race (black, white). Unobtrusively conveyed through pixelated
mugshot.

I Gender (male, female)
I Age (20-29, 50-69)
I Parental status (only for young women)
I Place of residence {NY, CA, TX, FL}, {urban, suburban,

rural}

Recipient description

I Only single individuals (to obviate inference about partner or
need to describe that person).

I If children, then one two-year old
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Structure

1. Decisions in 5 scenarios, in sequence

2. Elicitation of beliefs and attitudes



Decision scenarios

Scenario 1: How do individuals restrict others?

I Paternalistic choice. Yields enforcement price

Scenario 2: What do people believe others should do (net of
willingness to act on that judgment)

I Surrogate choice. Yields surrogate reservation price

Scenario 3: What do people believe others would choose absent
restrictions?

I Belief elicitation. Yields reservation price beliefs

Scenario 4: How much do people respect the preferences of
others?

I Surrogate choice after learning partial information about the
recipient’s preferences.

Scenario 5: Given the information, what do people believe that
person would choose absent restrictions?

I Belief elicitation conditional on information



Paternalism decision

Choose one of the following



Decisions for values $0, $25, $45, $60, $70, $85, $105, $130
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Surrogate choice

Choose one of the following

Cannot leave choice to the recipient
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Belief elicitation

Choice Architect matched with real recipient may be paid for
accuracy on this prediction (up to $5).
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Results



Data

I 152 SNAP participants (recipients)

I 4,166 Choice Architects, online (provider: Kantar)

I August - October 2022

Survey weighting

By political preference, gender, race, and age to make it
representative of US population (2021 General Social Survey)
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Aggregate behavior



Questions

1. Are Choice Architects paternalistic? In what ways?

I Yes. 40% authoritarians, 30% restrict at some prices.
I Restrictions twice as severe as Choice Architects think they

are. Must be (partially) misguided.
I More paternalism on the political right.
I

2. Which hypotheses explain the interventions?

I Mostly ward paternalism: CAs seek to prevent uses of funds
deemed inappropriate

I Specific egalitarianism plays secondary role, even concerning
dietary health

I CAs have stereotypical beliefs. Weak translation into
restrictions. But more paternalistic

I towards blacks if CA politically right
I towards mothers if CA politically left

I CAs less paternalistic if younger, white, more children
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I Enforcement price ∼ surrogate reservation price + discretion
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1. How do people restrict?
I Combines ‘What do people consider right for recipients’ and

‘How much are they willing to act on that judgment?’

2. What do people consider right for typical recipients?
I What recipient do people have in mind when deciding about

‘typical’ recipients?

3. How does what people consider right compare to what they
believe recipients want?

a) In terms of levels
b) In terms of effect of recipient preferences (beliefs thereof) on CA

choices



What do CAs consider right for the typical recipient?

1. How do restrictions relate to CAs’ conception of ‘right’
(surrogate choice)?

2. Do CAs’ conception of ‘right’ depend on recipient preferences
at all?

3. If preferences matter:
I Real policies are one-size-fits-all. Must trade off two errors:

I Too lose: Gift-cards to those who would like food
I Too tight: Food to those who would like gift-cards

I Relevance: Policy support depends on this tradeoff
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Additional experiment stages

1. Information about recipient’s reservation price

2. Informed surrogate choice

3. Informed reservation price beliefs
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I CAs account for recipient preferences
I Surrogate choice without information places much more

weight on those who like the food box.

I Effect does not simply reflect parallel asymmetry in beliefs
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How much do CAs believe they restrict recipients?

I Food box costs c = $52

I Average CA restrictiveness:

Ractual = Pactual(Recipient prefers $52 in gift cards to food box)

×P(CA forces food at $52)

= 42.8%

I CA’s beliefs about their own restrictiveness:

35.2%

Actual restrictiveness 20% higher than believed

→ Because CAs mispredict the effect of their interventions, they
must be (partially) misguided!

Notes: Values off grid points estimated by linear interpolation. Estimates correct for variation in beliefs about food
costs. Absent correction, Rbelieved = 20% and Ractual = 44.7%.
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Paternalism by political stance
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Beliefs about recipients’ choice quality

Believed amount spent on alcohol and tobacco
(of $100 in gift cards)
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Beliefs about recipients’ choice quality

Attribution: Recipient is poor because of bad life choices
(scale 1 to 4)
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Types by political stance
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(Slope coefficient p < 0.001 in both cases)



Types by political stance

.1
.2

.3
.4

.5
Fr

ac
tio

n 
of

 ty
pe

Stro
ng

 Dem Dem

Dem
 / I

nd
ep

Ind
ep

Rep
 / I

nd
ep Rep

Stro
ng

 Rep

Political stance

Libertarian
Authoritarian

(Slope coefficient p < 0.001 in both cases)



Types by political stance

.1
.2

.3
.4

.5
Fr

ac
tio

n 
of

 ty
pe

Stro
ng

 Dem Dem

Dem
 / I

nd
ep

Ind
ep

Rep
 / I

nd
ep Rep

Stro
ng

 Rep

Political stance

Libertarian
Authoritarian

(Slope coefficient p < 0.001 in both cases)



Questions

1. Are Choice Architects paternalistic? In what ways?
I Yes. 40% authoritarians, 30% restrict at some prices.

I Restrictions twice as severe as Choice Architects think they
are. Must be (partially) misguided.

I More paternalism on the political right.
I

2. Which hypotheses explain the interventions?

I Mostly ward paternalism: CAs seek to prevent uses of funds
deemed inappropriate

I Specific egalitarianism plays secondary role, even concerning
dietary health

I CAs have stereotypical beliefs. Weak translation into
restrictions. But more paternalistic

I towards blacks if CA politically right
I towards mothers if CA politically left

I CAs less paternalistic if younger, white, more children
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Recall hypotheses

I Specific egalitarianism:
Ensure sufficient consumption of (healthy) food.

→ Beliefs about use of gift cards and cause of poverty (largely)
irrelevant

I Ward paternalism:
Limit consumption of ‘inappropriate’ items

→ Beliefs about use of gift cards and cause of poverty highly
predictive
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(1) (2) (3) (4)
Enforcement Surrogate Enforcement Surrogate

price price price price

Gift card use
Lethargic 0.178*** 0.164***

(0.063) (0.048)
Sporting -0.392*** -0.584***

(0.136) (0.163)
Luxury 0.040 -0.044

(0.069) (0.055)
Alc, Tobacco 0.051 0.084

(0.070) (0.054)
Poverty attribution

Person 3.347*** 0.970**
(0.533) (0.411)

Situation -3.604*** -2.757***
(0.509) (0.388)

Observations 3,557 3,853 3,557 3,853
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Hypothesis: Health paternalism
Do respondents even believe that the healthy box tends to improve
dietary quality?
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Yet, healthiness has only small effect on enforcement prices.
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I Difference: $5.62 (p < 0.05)

I Actual recipient reservation prices:
$38.64 (representative box), $32.09 (healthy box), p < 0.05

I Paternalism is not mainly about making recipients consume
(healthy) food. It is about preventing respondents from consuming
other things.
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Questions

1. Are Choice Architects paternalistic? In what ways?
I Yes. 40% authoritarians, 30% restrict at some prices.
I Restrictions twice as severe as Choice Architects think they

are. Must be (partially) misguided.
I More paternalism on the political right.
I

2. Which hypotheses explain the interventions?

I Mostly ward paternalism: CAs seek to prevent uses of funds
deemed inappropriate

I Specific egalitarianism plays secondary role, even concerning
dietary health

I CAs have stereotypical beliefs. Weak translation into
restrictions. But more paternalistic

I towards blacks if CA politically right
I towards mothers if CA politically left

I CAs less paternalistic if younger, white, more children
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Potential Role of Stereotypes

Linda Taylor, branded The Welfare Queen by Ronald Reagan

I Many potential stereotypes: ‘welfare queen’, ‘white trash’,
‘absent black fathers’, ‘hillbillies’, etc.

I Do they affect interventions? For which demographics?

I Do stereotypes affect behavior towards welfare recipients, or
do they only affect beliefs about who is a welfare recipient?



Potential stereotype 1: use of gift cards for alcohol

Dep.var . = β0 + βblackblack + βfemale female + βoldold + βkidskids + ε

Believed part of $100 in gift cards taken for gas stations and spent
on alcohol (mean: $2.66)
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Potential stereotype 2: poverty attribution
Judgment: Recipient is poor due to bad life choices (1 - 4)
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Effects of recipient demographics on enforcement prices

Do these results mask heterogeneity by political stance?
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Effects of recipient demographics on enforcement prices

Only politically right Choice Architects
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Effects of recipient demographics on enforcement prices

Only politically left Choice Architects
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Effect of CA attributes on interventions
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Questions

1. Are Choice Architects paternalistic? In what ways?
I Yes. 40% authoritarians, 30% restrict at some prices.
I Restrictions twice as severe as Choice Architects think they

are. Must be (partially) misguided.
I More paternalism on the political right.
I

2. Which hypotheses explain the interventions?

I Mostly ward paternalism: CAs seek to prevent uses of funds
deemed inappropriate

I Specific egalitarianism plays secondary role, even concerning
dietary health

I CAs have stereotypical beliefs. Weak translation into
restrictions. But more paternalistic

I towards blacks if CA politically right
I towards mothers if CA politically left

I CAs less paternalistic if younger, white, more children
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Conclusion

Paternalism is a substantial political economy constraint in
poverty assistance.

1. Average Choice Architect highly paternalistic.

I >60% is ideological (non-responsive to parameters)
I ∼30% responds to parameters.

Paternalism especially strong on the political right

2. Paternalism must be partially misguided due to misprediction
of effects

3. Explained mainly by ward paternalism, not specific
egalitarianism (small effect of healthiness)

4. Small effects of recipient demographics

Belief-based interventions to alter support should focus on
use of funds rather than recipient demographics.
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Healthy food box

Cost: $51.68 (walmart.com, Sacramento CA, June 2022)



Representative food box

Cost: $51.73 (walmart.com, Sacramento CA, June 2022)





Effect of crowding out beliefs on enforcement price
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I Real crowd out according to Hastings, Shapiro, 2018: ∼ -20%

I Slope: p = 0.22
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Experiment behavior vs. attitudes about SNAP

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)
Experiment Enforcement Enforcement Altruism Belief $ Belief $
behavior price price spent on spent on

-belief alcohol tobacco

Mean 71.401 -2.315 37.386 2.591 2.180
(1.476) (1.843) (0.375) (0.172) (0.155)

SNAP attitudes
Tighten restrictions 3.883*** 6.320***

(0.910) (1.182)
Make more generous 3.177***

(0.339)
Recipients make bad 0.368*** 0.355***

choices with cash (0.141) (0.119)
Observations 1,400 1,052 1,499 1,563 1,563

Controls: Recipient characteristics, CA characteristics, food box type, belief
about costs of food box
SNAP attitudes scale 1 to 5, except restrictiveness scale 1 to 7



Experiment behavior vs. attitudes about SNAP

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)
Experiment Enforcement Enforcement Altruism Belief $ Belief $
behavior price price spent on spent on

-belief alcohol tobacco

Mean 71.401 -2.315 37.386 2.591 2.180
(1.476) (1.843) (0.375) (0.172) (0.155)

SNAP attitudes
Tighten restrictions 3.883*** 6.320***

(0.910) (1.182)
Make more generous 3.177***

(0.339)
Recipients make bad 0.368*** 0.355***

choices with cash (0.141) (0.119)
Observations 1,400 1,052 1,499 1,563 1,563

Controls: Recipient characteristics, CA characteristics, food box type, belief
about costs of food box
SNAP attitudes scale 1 to 5, except restrictiveness scale 1 to 7



Experiment behavior vs. attitudes about SNAP

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)
Experiment Enforcement Enforcement Altruism Belief $ Belief $
behavior price price spent on spent on

-belief alcohol tobacco

Mean 71.401 -2.315 37.386 2.591 2.180
(1.476) (1.843) (0.375) (0.172) (0.155)

SNAP attitudes
Tighten restrictions 3.883*** 6.320***

(0.910) (1.182)
Make more generous 3.177***

(0.339)
Recipients make bad 0.368*** 0.355***

choices with cash (0.141) (0.119)
Observations 1,400 1,052 1,499 1,563 1,563

Controls: Recipient characteristics, CA characteristics, food box type, belief
about costs of food box
SNAP attitudes scale 1 to 5, except restrictiveness scale 1 to 7


