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Abstract 7 

Many inequalities stem from "merit luck": chance circumstances, like family wealth and 8 
fortunate timing, that give some people opportunities to develop skills that others lack 9 
the chance to build. The combination of luck and merit makes merit luck morally 10 
ambiguous. How do people judge the fairness of selecting candidates who benefited 11 
from merit luck, and how often do they select them for coveted opportunities? Across 12 
experiments, I find a gap: participants judged it less fair to select merit-lucky candidates 13 
than candidates whose merit appeared self-made, but selected them at comparable 14 
rates. To explain the gap, I decompose merit luck into three features: whether the lucky 15 
benefit is internalized as skill, will last, and required effort. All three matter to people's 16 
fairness judgments and selection decisions, but people give extra weight to lastingness 17 
in their selection decisions. This gap helps explain why opportunity-based inequalities 18 
persist even when recognized as unfair.  19 

Main Text 20 

Do people think it is unfair that there are many more higher-income than lower-income 21 
students at selective U.S. universities? The answer to this question depends, in part, on 22 
whether people think this inequality stems from luck—chance-based factors outside an 23 
individual’s control, like the family they were born into—or merit, such as skill, effort, or 24 
performance 1–3. Inequalities attributed to luck are judged to be less fair and to require 25 
correction more than those attributed to merit 1,4–14. However, many inequalities, 26 
including this one, do not arise only from luck or from merit.  27 

Inequalities often stem from luck that enables the development of merit. For example, 28 
individuals born into higher social class families (luck) tend to have greater access to 29 
educational resources, which enable the development of academic skills (merit)15–17. 30 
Standardized test scores reflect this: a student from the top income quintile is seven 31 
times more likely to have a top score than a student from the bottom income quintile17,18. 32 
These luck-enabled skills—academic and non-academic—serve as key criteria for 33 
selection into elite institutions, contributing to inequalities in representation: at many 34 
public and private selective colleges, students from the top income quintile represent half 35 
of the student population, while students from the bottom income quintile represent 36 
fewer than five percent 17,19–23. Other early-life circumstances, such as growing up in a 37 
high-innovation region, attending schools with smaller class sizes, or being born earlier 38 
in an age cohort, similarly create opportunities that translate into durable skill 39 
advantages and later success 24–26. This pattern reflects “merit luck”: luck affords the 40 
opportunity to develop merit, which then serves as the basis for selecting individuals for 41 
favorable outcomes—a pattern documented in ample sociological and economic work, 42 
and central to philosophical debates over how luck bears on the fairness of unequal 43 
outcomes17,24,27–34.  44 
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In the present work, I ask two questions about merit luck. The first is how people judge 45 
its fairness. Prior research offers clear predictions about how people judge individuals 46 
whose performance is due only to luck or to merit but offers conflicting predictions about 47 
merit luck: One possibility is that people regard merit luck to be essentially luck-based 48 
and therefore an unfair basis for unequal outcomes. Another is that the presence of 49 
merit renders merit luck a fair basis for inequality—people may only care whether 50 
success is a result of merit, and not how the merit was developed 35,36. Consistent with 51 
this possibility, people make decisions about inequalities that stem from both luck and 52 
merit as if they were largely merit-based 37,38. A third possibility is that people view merit 53 
luck distinctly—neither a fully unfair basis for outcomes like just luck, nor fully a fair basis 54 
like just merit.   55 

The second question is whether people’s selection decisions are aligned with their 56 
fairness judgments. People’s decisions often follow what they view as fair, but the two 57 
can come apart when, for example, their self-interest is at stake or when fairness 58 
conflicts with norms 3,27,39–42. Fairness judgments and selection decisions may be 59 
particularly likely to come apart in cases of merit luck. Norms around selection prioritize 60 
practical considerations, such as a candidate’s demonstrated performance and their 61 
expected future contributions 43–45. If selection decisions are more outcome-based and 62 
task-oriented than fairness judgments are, then the merit developed in merit luck cases 63 
may carry more weight in choice than in fairness judgments. In other words, people may 64 
recognize that it is less fair to select a candidate whose skill was luck-enabled, but select 65 
them anyway because of what they can do. If so, the features of merit luck that matter 66 
most for fairness judgments may differ from those that matter most for selection 67 
decisions.  68 

To examine these questions, I used controlled experiments in which participants 69 
evaluated candidates for a scarce and desirable opportunity. Across experiments, 70 
candidates differed in how luck and merit contributed to their performance: some were 71 
merit lucky, having benefited from chance opportunities that enabled them to develop 72 
merit; others were just lucky to have performed well but without developing merit; and 73 
others showed merit with no salient role of luck. The experiments vary in both context 74 
and consequence, ranging from vignettes about educational, athletic, and imaginary 75 
selection settings to incentive-compatible selection decisions with real consequences for 76 
participants. By abstracting away from institutional settings (e.g., college admissions) 77 
that carry strong normative expectations about how candidates should be evaluated, 78 
while preserving the experience of selecting candidates for scarce opportunities, these 79 
experiments enable clear inferences about how candidates’ luck and merit shape 80 
judgments of fairness and choice. 81 

Studies 1-3 (all preregistered) compare fairness judgments and selection choices for 82 
merit-lucky candidates, merely lucky candidates, and candidates whose merit appears 83 
independent of luck. Study 3 additionally tests whether luck leading to merit—rather than 84 
the mere co-presence of luck and merit—distinctly influences fairness evaluations. 85 
Studies 4a-b investigate what makes merit luck psychologically distinct, testing whether 86 
three features of merit luck—internalization, lastingness, and effort—explain its fairness 87 
advantage over mere luck and whether these same features also explain selection 88 
decisions. Together, these studies identify a gap between how people judge the fairness 89 
of merit luck and how they allocate opportunities to those who benefit from it, illuminating 90 
how inequalities stemming from merit luck may be morally questioned but practically 91 
reproduced. 92 
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Results 93 

Merit Luck Is Seen as Fairer Than Just Luck and Nearly as Selectable as Just Merit 94 

Study 1: Evaluations for a Wordle Invitational 95 

Study 1 (preregistered) examined fairness judgments and choice in an incentive-96 
compatible selection setting. The study had two parts. In the first part, Players completed 97 
Wordle puzzles under different conditions of luck and, in the second part, Judges 98 
evaluated these Players for invitation to a paid “Wordle Invitational.”  99 

Players (N = 335) were randomly assigned to: (i) Just Merit, where they simply 100 
completed the puzzles; (ii) Just Luck, where they were given 1-2 answer letters for each 101 
puzzle (i.e., a lucky boost to their performance); or (iii) Merit Luck, where they read tips 102 
and strategies to help them perform better (i.e., a lucky opportunity to develop skill). 103 
Performance was operationalized as the average number of attempts required to solve 104 
the puzzles (more attempts indicate worse performance). As intended, Players assigned 105 
to the Just Luck and Merit Luck situations performed better than those assigned to the 106 
Just Merit situation (Just Luck, M [SD] = 4.86 [0.86] vs. Just Merit, M [SD] = 5.36 [0.86]: 107 
t[225] = 4.40, p < .001; Merit Luck, M [SD] = 4.98 [0.92] vs. Just Merit: t[224] = 3.19, p = 108 
.002), but did not significantly differ from each other (t[215] = 1.05, p = .296). In other 109 
words, the luck situations both improved performance to a similar extent and only 110 
differed in how they did so. 111 

Judges (N = 930) learned the three situations, that assignment was random (i.e., luck-112 
based), and the average performance per situation. Each Judge ranked nine Players 113 
(three per situation) based on whether to invite each and on how fair would it be to do 114 
so. The invitation ranking was incentivized via a bonus, declining with rank, if a Player 115 
won an invitational prize. The top 60 Players by average invitation rank were invited. 116 
Judges also answered exploratory questions (SI Appendix, Section 2).  117 

In terms of fairness, Judges discounted Merit Luck, but less so than Just Luck (Figure 1, 118 
right panel). In an ordinal logistic regression with standard errors clustered at the Judge 119 
level, performance strongly predicted fairness: each additional attempt significantly 120 
reduced a Player’s odds of receiving a more favorable fairness ranking (OR = 0.40, z = 121 
14.03, p < .001). Conditional on performance, the situation also mattered: Relative to 122 
Merit Luck Players, Just Merit Players were substantially more likely to receive a 123 
favorable fairness ranking (OR = 3.80, z = 19.34, p < .001), while Just Luck Players were 124 
less likely (OR = 0.48, z = -11.59, p < .001). Judges thus treated the skill-building 125 
advantage of Merit Luck as less unfair than the direct-output advantage of Just Luck, 126 
while still discounting it relative to merit unassisted by luck (Just Merit). Exploratory 127 
analyses suggest that Judges’ discounting of Merit Luck Players reflects a moral 128 
judgment about the origin of their skill rather than a belief that their performance was 129 
inflated: Judges expected equally-scoring Just Merit and Merit Luck Players to perform 130 
similarly on a future puzzle (p = .096), but a Just Luck Player to perform worse than both 131 
(p’s < .001; SI Appendix, Section 3).  132 

[FIGURE 1] 133 

Selection decisions were more favorable to Merit Luck Players than fairness judgments 134 
would suggest (Figure 1, right panel). presents the analysis of invitation rankings using 135 
the same modeling approach. The ordering matched fairness: Just Merit Players were 136 
more likely to receive a favorable invitation ranking than Merit Luck Players, who in turn 137 
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were more likely than Just Luck Players (both p’s < .001). However, the Just Merit 138 
advantage over Merit Luck was smaller in invitation rankings than in fairness rankings 139 
(OR = 2.15 vs. 3.80), while the Just Luck disadvantage relative to Merit Luck was similar 140 
(OR = 0.49 vs. 0.48). An ordinal logistic regression with situation, score, a contrast-141 
coded measure-type factor (-0.5 = fairness, +0.5 = invitation), and their interactions 142 
confirmed the divergence: the Just Merit/Merit Luck difference was significantly smaller 143 
in invitations (Merit × Measure Type: b = 0.57, z = 9.37, p < .001), while the Just 144 
Luck/Merit Luck difference did not differ across measures (b = 0.04, z = 0.71, p = .477). 145 
Contrary to my preregistered prediction, the divergence was not more pronounced for 146 
high-performing Players (b = 0.01, z = 0.24, p = .809); Judges partially set aside their 147 
moral discounting of Merit Luck across the performance spectrum.  148 

The results of Study 1 suggest that Judges discount Merit Luck relative to Just Merit in 149 
their fairness judgments, while partially setting aside this discounting when making 150 
selection decisions. Even though Judges knew that Players had been randomly 151 
assigned to situations and that Merit Luck and Just Luck improved performance equally, 152 
they ranked Merit Luck Players more favorably than Just Luck Players. The material 153 
consequences are visible in the resulting pool of 60 invited Players (Figure 2): 57% Just 154 
Merit, 40% Merit Luck, and only 3% Just Luck. Had invitations followed from Judges’ 155 
fairness rankings, the pool would have had significantly fewer Merit Luck Players (73% 156 
Just Merit, 25% Merit Luck, and 2% Just Luck; 2x3 permutation chi-square, 20,000 157 
permutations, p < .001). 158 

[FIGURE 2] 159 

Studies 2a-c: High School Vignettes 160 

Studies 2a-c (preregistered) examined fairness judgments and choice using tightly 161 
controlled vignettes that vary the type of luck involved—financial, interpersonal, or 162 
chance-based—while holding constant the structure of the comparison between Merit 163 
Luck, Just Luck, and a no-luck Control. In each study (Ns: 2a = 353, 2b = 331, 2c = 164 
329), participants read two scenarios: a high school student hoping to be selected for an 165 
honors-level history class and a student trying out for the varsity basketball team. Within 166 
each scenario, participants were randomly assigned to learn additional information about 167 
the student: that they had been lucky in a way that led them to develop skill (Merit Luck), 168 
lucky in a way that did not lead them to develop skill (Just Luck), or no additional 169 
information, where it could be assumed that their performance simply reflected skill 170 
(Control). Participants rated how fair it would be for the student to be selected (-3 171 
Extremely unfair to 3 Extremely fair) and indicated whether they would select them 172 
(binary). The three studies varied the type of luck represented: financial advantage in 173 
Study 2a, interpersonal help in Study 2b, and chance in Study 2c.  174 

Across all three studies, participants rated it as fairer to select a student who benefited 175 
from Merit Luck than one who was merely lucky, but less fair than selecting a student in 176 
the Control condition (Table 1). Participants’ selection choices followed a similar ordering 177 
(Table 1). Significantly more participants selected the students in the Merit Luck 178 
condition than in the Just Luck condition, and significantly fewer selected them in the 179 
Merit Luck than Control conditions. Selection rates of Merit Luck students were high and 180 
closer to the Control than Just Luck condition in two out of the three studies, consistent 181 
with the fairness-choice gap observed in Study 1.  182 

[TABLE 1] 183 



 

 

5 

 

Studies 1 and 2a–c show that people judge merit luck as occupying a distinct moral 184 
position—less fair than unassisted merit but fairer than mere luck—and that a gap exists 185 
between fairness judgments and selection decisions. The gap's emergence in Studies 186 
2a–c, which used hypothetical decisions rather than incentivized ones, indicates that the 187 
gap in Study 1 did not arise merely because selection was tied to a performance 188 
incentive while fairness was not anchored to any specific criterion. That merit luck falls 189 
between unassisted merit and mere luck raises a question about what makes it 190 
distinctive.  191 

The Causal Structure of Merit Luck Matters for Fairness 192 

Study 3: Admission to College Vignette 193 

Study 3 (preregistered) tests whether the fairness advantage of Merit Luck over Just 194 
Luck reflects the causal link between luck and merit versus simply the presence of both 195 
luck and merit, by comparing merit luck to a condition in which luck and merit are both 196 
present but causally unrelated. Participants (N = 610) read a vignette about a student 197 
recently admitted to college and were randomly assigned to one of four between-198 
subjects conditions: Just Merit (the student scored well on a standardized admissions 199 
test), Merit Luck (scored well; his wealthy family paid for a test preparation course), Luck 200 
& Merit (scored well; his wealthy family donated money to the college), and Just Luck 201 
(his wealthy family donated money to the college). The key comparison is Merit Luck vs. 202 
Luck & Merit: both involve luck and merit, but only in Merit Luck did luck causally enable 203 
merit. Participants rated how fair the student’s admission was (-3 Extremely unfair to 3 204 
Extremely fair) and whether they would admit him (binary). 205 

The fairness results revealed the predicted ordering: Just Merit > Merit Luck > Luck & 206 
Merit > Just Luck (Table 2). Participants judged the student’s admission as fairer in the 207 
Merit Luck condition than in the Luck & Merit condition (t[314] = 3.37, p < .001). The 208 
causal structure of luck and merit thus matters: luck that leads to the development of 209 
merit is judged as fairer than luck that merely accompanies merit.  210 

Selection decisions showed a compressed version of this pattern (Table 2) Admission 211 
rates were high and similar across the three conditions that included merit: only Just 212 
Luck produced a sharply lower rate. The fairness distinction between Merit Luck and 213 
Luck & Merit, though it remained significant in choice, was substantially attenuated. 214 

Together with the prior studies, Study 3 suggests that merit luck occupies a distinct 215 
moral position—less fair than unassisted merit, but fairer than mere luck or the 216 
coincidental presence of both luck and merit—and that the fairness-choice gap persists 217 
across contexts: selection decisions consistently compress the fairness differences 218 
between conditions that involve merit.  219 

Why Merit Luck is Less Fair than Simply Having Merit, but Similarly Rewarded 220 

Studies 4a-b examine what produces this pattern: which features of merit luck drive its 221 
fairness advantage over just luck, and whether the same features account for selection 222 
decisions. I propose that three features of merit luck distinguish it from mere luck. First, 223 
the benefit of luck becomes internalized: the lucky opportunity produces skill that resides 224 
within the individual, rather than existing as an external advantage. Second, the benefit 225 
is lasting: because skill has been internalized, it persists and continues to help the 226 
individual in future contexts, rather than being temporally or contextually limited. Third, 227 
benefiting from luck requires effort: developing skill from a lucky opportunity demands 228 
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engagement and learning, whereas other forms of luck deliver their benefits with little 229 
effort.  230 

Study 4a: Athlete Recruitment Vignette  231 

In Study 4a (N = 241), participants assumed the role of a high school running coach 232 
asked to recommend runners to a college half-marathon program. They evaluated nine 233 
runners with identical 10km times – eight who were lucky to have parents that could pay 234 
for a performance-enhancing benefit and one self-trained (Just Merit). The eight runners 235 
varied on a 2 (Internalization: Internal vs. External) x 2 (Lastingness: Lasting vs. Limited) 236 
x 2 (Effort: High vs. Low) within-subjects design. Participants rated the fairness of 237 
recommending each runner (-3 Extremely unfair to 3 Extremely fair) and whether they 238 
would recommend each (-3 Definitely not to 3 Definitely yes).  239 

Replicating the core pattern, participants rated the Just Merit runner as fairest (M [SD] = 240 
2.25 [0.97]), the Just Luck composite (External, Limited, Low effort) as least fair (0.13 241 
[1.46]), and the Merit Luck composite (Internal, Lasting, High effort) in between (1.61 242 
[1.21]); both comparisons against Merit Luck were significant (paired ts > 7.8, ps < .001). 243 

To test which features drive the fairness advantage, I estimated a linear mixed-effects 244 
model predicting participants' ratings from contrast-coded factors for Effort, 245 
Internalization, and Lastingness, their interactions, and a random intercept for 246 
participant. All three features independently increased fairness judgments: Lastingness 247 
had the largest effect (b = 0.83, z = 18.25, p < .001), followed by Internalization (b = 248 
0.45, z = 9.82, p < .001) and Effort (b = 0.18, z = 4.03, p < .001). The Internalization × 249 
Lastingness interaction was marginally significant (b = 0.21, z = 2.26, p = .024), 250 
indicating that Internalization's effect on fairness was amplified when the benefit was 251 
also lasting. No other interactions reached significance. 252 

To test whether these features drive fairness and choice differently, I stacked the 253 
fairness and choice ratings and estimated a model that included a contrast-coded factor 254 
for the type of measure (−0.5 = fairness, +0.5 = choice) and its interactions with the 255 
three features. The effect of Lastingness on selection was significantly larger than its 256 
effect on fairness (Lastingness × Measure Type: b = 0.55, z = 8.28, p < .001), whereas 257 
the effects of Internalization (b = 0.06, z = 0.85, p = .393) and Effort (b = 0.10, z = 1.45, 258 
p = .148) did not significantly differ across the two measures. In terms of marginal 259 
effects, the predicted difference for Lastingness was smaller for fairness than for choice 260 
(0.83 vs. 1.38 scale points), while the differences for Internalization (0.45 vs. 0.50) and 261 
Effort (0.18 vs. 0.28) were comparable across both measures (Figure 3, Panel A). 262 

[FIGURE 3] 263 

Study 4a thus reveals asymmetry weighting: while all three features influence fairness 264 
judgments roughly equally, lastingness carries additional weight in selection decisions. 265 
Study 4b tested whether this asymmetry replicates in a context where participants are 266 
likely to have weaker expectations about what should matter in selection.  267 

Study 4b: Space Expedition Vignette 268 

In Study 4b (N = 317), participants read a fictional scenario in which aliens had held a 269 
spaceship-building contest and needed help selecting contestants for a space 270 
expedition. As in Study 4a, participants evaluated nine contestants – eight whose 271 
families had won a raffle for a performance-enhancing benefit and one who was self-272 
taught (Just Merit). The eight contestants varied on the same 2 (Internalization) × 2 273 
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(Lastingness) × 2 (Effort) within-subjects design as Study 4a. The contestants 274 
performance was identical, but was randomized between subjects (average, above 275 
average, or exceptional). Key results did not vary by performance level (see SI 276 
Appendix, Section 7), so I collapsed performance levels in the analyses. Participants 277 
were randomly assigned to rate either fairness and choice (n = 163; −2 Very unfair to 2 278 
Very fair and −2 Definitely not to 2 Definitely yes) or answer manipulation check 279 
questions (n = 154; see SI Appendix, Section 7). 280 

Replicating the core pattern, participants rated the Just Merit contestant as fairest (M 281 
[SD] = 1.39 [0.83]), the Just Luck composite (External, Limited, Low effort) as least fair (-282 
0.72 [1.18]), and the Merit Luck composite (Internal, Lasting, High effort) in between 283 
(0.80 [1.03]); both comparisons against Merit Luck were significant (paired ts > 6.99, ps 284 
< .001). 285 

The mixed-effects model on fairness replicated Study 4a. All three features 286 
independently increased fairness judgments: internalization (b = 0.58, z = 11.90, p < 287 
.001), effort (b = 0.40, z = 8.22, p < .001), and lastingness (b = 0.50, z = 10.32, p < 288 
.001), and the internalization × lastingness interaction was again significant (b = 0.39, z 289 
= 3.97, p < .001). 290 

The stacked model replicated the gap between fairness and choice. The effect of 291 
lastingness on selection was significantly larger than its effect on fairness (Lastingness × 292 
Measure Type: b = 0.75, z = 10.79, p < .001), whereas the effects of internalization (b = 293 
−0.11, z = 1.50, p = .133) and effort (b = −0.12, z = 1.73, p = .085) did not significantly 294 
differ across the two measures. In terms of marginal effects, the predicted difference for 295 
Lastingness was smaller for fairness than choice (0.50 vs. 1.25 scale points), while the 296 
differences for Internalization (0.58 vs. 0.47) and Effort (0.40 vs. 0.28) were comparable 297 
or slightly smaller for choice than for fairness (Figure 3, Panel B). 298 

Studies 4a-b examined what makes merit luck distinct and what drives the fairness–299 
choice gap. All three features—internalization, lastingness, and effort—contributed to 300 
why merit luck was judged as fairer than just luck. However, only lastingness 301 
significantly differed in its influence on fairness versus choice, while internalization and 302 
effort did not. The fairness–choice gap thus appears to be driven by the weight that 303 
people place, in selection decisions, on whether a candidate’s advantage will persist 304 
once they are selected. 305 

Discussion  306 

Whether an inequality stems from luck or merit matters for whether it is seen as fair and 307 
is reproduced. However, many inequalities stem from luck that enables the development 308 
of merit—what I have called merit luck—and we do not yet know how people judge its 309 
fairness and make decisions about it. To better understand merit luck, I had participants 310 
in Studies 1-3 evaluate candidates for scarce and desirable opportunities, varying 311 
whether the candidates were lucky to have had opportunities that enabled them to 312 
develop merit, were lucky to have performed well without developing merit, or simply 313 
demonstrated merit with no salient role of luck.  314 

Participants judged merit luck as occupying a distinct moral position, but this was only 315 
partially reflected in selection decisions. Participants saw merit luck as less fair than 316 
having merit unassisted by luck, but fairer than luck alone; this pattern held across 317 
different forms of luck, including financial advantage stemming from birth, serendipitous 318 
help from someone, and pure chance (Studies 2a-c). Participants also judged merit luck 319 
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as fairer than the coincidental presence of both luck and merit (Study 3). Yet, when 320 
choosing whom to select, participants selected merit-lucky candidates at rates 321 
approaching those of candidates whose merit appeared unaffected by luck, and far 322 
exceeding those of candidates who were merely lucky. In sum, even though participants 323 
recognized the morally complicated nature of merit luck, their decisions largely treated it 324 
as merit. 325 

Fairness judgments and selection decisions about merit luck diverge because they 326 
weigh different considerations. I tested this in Studies 4a-b by decomposing merit luck 327 
into three features—internalization (did the individual internalize the benefit of their 328 
luck?), effort (did they exert effort to reap the benefit?), and lastingness (will the benefit 329 
persist once they are selected?)—that distinguish it from being lucky without developing 330 
merit. I presented participants with candidates who varied on each of these features. In 331 
fairness judgments, participants weighed all three features roughly equally: they 332 
considered it fairer to select a candidate when the candidate had internalized their luck 333 
in the form of skill rather than benefiting through external means, when they had exerted 334 
significant effort rather than little, and when they would continue rather than cease to 335 
benefit from the luck once selected. Selection decisions, however, weighed lastingness 336 
substantially more than internalization and effort: the impact of the lucky benefit being 337 
lasting (versus limited) was about two to four times larger than it being internalized 338 
(versus external) or requiring high effort (versus low effort).  339 

The fairness-choice gap created by merit luck offers a distinct mechanism for why 340 
opportunity-based inequalities persist in selection contexts. Dominant accounts attribute 341 
persistence to the belief that outcomes are fair—because people believe they stem 342 
primarily from merit and are motivated to believe they are fair—and to a failure to 343 
recognize structural influences 1,9,46–49. The present findings instead suggest that people 344 
may recognize the role of luck, deem it relatively unfair, and still select on the merit it 345 
produced. Consider the college admissions case from the introduction – is it fair to admit 346 
an applicant whose academic preparation stems from being lucky to be born to a family 347 
with financial means? The present findings suggest that people see a genuine conflict 348 
here: the preparation counts as merit and makes admission fair, but its luck-enabled 349 
origin makes it substantially less so. Yet, most would admit the applicant, because 350 
selection is organized around the institution's goals rather than around resolving this 351 
conflict.  352 

Should this gap between fairness and choice be bridged? The answer depends on the 353 
purpose of selection. The gap reflects a disconnect between context-specific goals and 354 
people’s fairness ideals, both of which can vary 50,51. Contexts oriented toward 355 
performance—for example, those seeking to maximize competition or profitability—are 356 
less likely to weigh the source of performance if it will persist, whereas contexts oriented 357 
toward equity, equality of outcomes, or long-term potential align more closely with the 358 
fairness judgments observed here. Because fairness ideals are likely not very malleable, 359 
aligning selection decisions is more tractable than the reverse 41,50,52,53. Organizations 360 
concerned about inequality arising from merit luck may therefore need to articulate goals 361 
that legitimate considerations beyond expected performance—a mission statement 362 
might make explicit, for example, that the organization aims to develop talent or to reflect 363 
the population it serves 54. Because goals vary, the same selection decision can be 364 
carried out in different ways: U.S. medical school admissions heavily weigh test scores, 365 
whereas Dutch admissions use an academic threshold followed by a lottery; modern 366 
democracies fill public offices by elections, whereas Classical Athenian democracy filled 367 
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most by lot. 55–57. None of these approaches is inherently better; each reflects a choice 368 
about what selection is for. 369 

Several limitations of this research project warrant mention. First, I informed participants 370 
in these studies about the candidates’ luck and merit, ensuring that they construed the 371 
situation as intended. In many real-world settings, people may not recognize that a 372 
candidate’s merit was enabled by luck, given the well-documented tendency to attribute 373 
outcomes to internal rather than external factors 58–60. The present findings therefore 374 
speak to how people respond to merit luck once they recognize it; whether and when 375 
they recognize it on their own is a separate question for future work. 376 

Second, beliefs about the role of luck and merit in shaping outcomes vary across 377 
cultures and political ideologies 1,61–63. The present samples were largely U.S.-based and 378 
skewed liberal, limiting the generalizability of these findings. Exploratory analyses show 379 
that political ideology did not reliably moderate judgments of merit luck in these studies 380 
(see SI Appendix, Section 8), but examining this question with more diverse samples 381 
(e.g., non-U.S. participants) remains important for identifying potential moderators and 382 
boundary conditions.   383 

Third, the fairness of merit luck may depend on the type of luck involved. In Study 2c, 384 
where luck was chance-based, the fairness penalty for merit luck was smaller than in 385 
Studies 2a and 2b, where luck was financial or interpersonal. This pattern is consistent 386 
with recent work showing that features of a lucky circumstance, such as its social 387 
meaning, shape fairness evaluations 64,65. Other dimensions may matter too. For 388 
instance, the fairness of merit luck may depend on whether luck pertains to constitutive 389 
aspects of a person, such as genes, personality, or innate ability, or to external 390 
circumstances, like those studied here 66,67. Future research should test whether and 391 
how these dimensions shape fairness judgments.  392 

Finally, with the exception of Study 1's incentivized invitational rankings, the selection 393 
decisions in these studies were hypothetical. Hypothetical scenarios allow for controlled 394 
comparisons and clean manipulations, which in this case made it possible to isolate the 395 
factors that shape how people judge merit luck. But real selection contexts involve 396 
accountability to stakeholders, institutional constraints, and competitive pressures that 397 
could amplify or attenuate the fairness–choice gap documented here. How decisions 398 
about merit luck unfold under these forces remains an open question. 399 

Methods 400 

Studies 1 (Judges), 2a-c, and 3 were preregistered. Sample sizes were determined prior 401 
to data collection. Across all studies, I excluded participants who failed attention or 402 
comprehension check questions. In studies where a minimum completion time was 403 
preregistered (e.g., 90 seconds in Study 3), I excluded participants below that threshold. 404 
Exclusions and demographic information for participants in all studies is reported in the 405 
SI Appendix, Section 1. The stimuli for all studies can be found in the SI Appendix, 406 
Section 9. The research protocol (#2000035971) for all studies was determined to be 407 
exempt by the Yale University Institutional Review Board. Informed consent was 408 
obtained from all research participants. 409 

Study 1: Wordle Invitational. All aspects of this study were real and free from 410 
deception. Players (N = 335) were behavioral lab participants at the Yale School of 411 
Management. They were randomly assigned to one of three situations: Just Merit 412 
(played Wordle with no assistance), Just Luck (received 1–2 revealed answer letters per 413 
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puzzle), or Merit Luck (read a curated set of expert Wordle strategies once before 414 
playing). Merit Luck Players were not able to access the tips once they began the 415 
puzzles, ensuring that any benefit afforded by the tips required learning. Players were 416 
informed of all situations, that compensation was independent of performance, and that 417 
a separate group of participants would select them for a paid Wordle Invitational. Players 418 
were given two opportunities to correctly answer comprehension check questions to be 419 
able to complete the study in full. Performance was the average number of attempts 420 
across puzzles (lower = better). The expert tips covered strategy for choosing a starting 421 
word, the relative frequency of letters, and common errors to avoid. Players had only 422 
one opportunity to read and internalize the tips and could not reference them during the 423 
puzzles, ensuring that any benefit required learning. After completing the puzzles, 424 
Players indicated whether they would like to be considered for the invitational, answered 425 
additional exploratory questions (SI Appendix, Section 2), and reported demographic 426 
information. 427 

Judges (N = 930) were U.S.-based Prolific participants. They learned about all three 428 
situations, the random assignment procedure, and the average performance of Players 429 
in each situation. Each Judge evaluated a randomly selected set of nine Players (three 430 
per situation) on two dimensions (order counterbalanced): a fairness ranking (“rank 431 
Players based on how fair it would be to invite them”) and an invitation ranking (“rank 432 
Players based on whether to invite them”). The invitation ranking was incentivized: 433 
Judges received a bonus ($5 for 1st-ranked, scaling to $0.50 for 9th-ranked) if one of 434 
their ranked Players was invited and won a prize. I preregistered that the 60 Players with 435 
the highest average invitation rankings would be invited to a follow-up invitational with 436 
$10 participation bonuses and ten $50 prizes. Judges also answered two exploratory 437 
questions (SI Appendix, Section 3) and reported demographic information. 438 

Studies 2a–c: High School Vignettes. These three studies used the same design and 439 
were preregistered as a bundle, differing only in the type of luck represented: financial 440 
advantage (2a), interpersonal help (2b), or random chance (2c). Participants were U.S.-441 
based CloudResearch participants (Ns: 2a = 353, 2b = 331, 2c = 329). Participants who 442 
completed one study were excluded from participating in subsequent ones. 443 

Each participant evaluated two scenarios in random order: a student hoping to be 444 
selected for an honors-level history class and a student trying out for a varsity basketball 445 
team. In both scenarios, the student had performed well (earned an A in history; played 446 
well in tryouts). Within each scenario, participants were randomly assigned to one of 447 
three between-subjects conditions: Merit Luck (the student was lucky in a way that led 448 
them to develop skill), Just Luck (the student was lucky in a way that did not lead them 449 
to develop skill), or Control (no additional information beyond performance). The Merit 450 
Luck and Just Luck conditions were matched as closely as possible, often differing by 451 
only a few words, to isolate whether the luck developed skill or not.  452 

The primary dependent variable was fairness (“Is it unfair or fair that [student] [got an A / 453 
got into the varsity team]?”; −3 Extremely unfair to 3 Extremely fair). As a secondary 454 
measure, participants indicated whether they would select the student (binary: yes/no). 455 
Fairness and choice were presented in random order in Study 2a, but fairness always 456 
came first in Studies 2b and 2c. Participants also answered additional exploratory 457 
questions (SI Appendix, Section 4) and reported demographic information. 458 

Study 3: College Admissions Vignette. Participants (N = 610) were U.S.-based 459 
CloudResearch participants. They read a vignette about a student, Thomas, who had 460 
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been admitted to his top college. Participants were randomly assigned to one of four 461 
between-subjects conditions: Just Merit (Thomas scored well on his SAT), Merit Luck 462 
(Thomas came from a wealthy family, took an SAT preparation course, and scored well), 463 
Luck & Merit (Thomas came from a wealthy family that donated money to the college, 464 
and he also scored well on his SAT), or Just Luck (Thomas came from a wealthy family 465 
that donated money to the college). Within the Luck & Merit condition, participants were 466 
randomly assigned to one of two versions that presented the luck and merit information 467 
in opposite orders, guarding against order effects. The primary dependent variable was 468 
fairness (“Is it unfair or fair that Thomas was admitted?”; −3 Extremely unfair to 3 469 
Extremely fair). As a secondary measure, participants indicated whether they would 470 
admit Thomas (binary). Participants also answered additional exploratory questions (SI 471 
Appendix, Section 5) and reported demographic information. 472 

Study 4a: Athlete Recruitment Vignette. Participants (N = 241) were U.S.-based 473 
Prolific participants. They read a scenario in which they were a high school running 474 
coach approached by a college half-marathon coach seeking recommendations. They 475 
evaluated nine runners who had all completed recent 10km races in 40–45 minutes 476 
(faster than 70% of runners). Eight runners had benefited from a lucky situation—their 477 
parents could pay for a performance enhancing benefit. Those runners varied in a 2 478 
(Internalization: Internal vs. External) × 2 (Lastingness: Lasting vs. Limited) × 2 (Effort: 479 
High vs. Low) fully crossed within-subjects design. In the Internal conditions, the runner’s 480 
parents paid a former Olympic athlete to train the runner’s technique, such that the 481 
benefit was internalized as improved running skill; in the External conditions, the parents 482 
paid for custom-made Olympic-quality shoes, such that the benefit was external. Lasting 483 
conditions specified that the training (or shoes) was applicable to all race distances, 484 
including the college team’s half-marathon races; Limited conditions explained that the 485 
benefit applied only to 10km races. High-effort conditions required ten high-intensity 486 
practice runs before the benefit was fully realized; Low-effort conditions required only 487 
two. One additional runner had trained himself (Just Merit). In all lucky conditions, the 488 
runner's parents initiated and paid for the benefit (non-refundable upfront payment), and 489 
the benefit improved race times by approximately 10%. Participants rated fairness 490 
("Would it be unfair or fair to recommend this runner for the college team?"; −3 491 
Extremely unfair to 3 Extremely fair) and choice ("Do you recommend this runner for the 492 
college running team?"; −3 Definitely not to 3 Definitely yes). Participants also answered 493 
additional exploratory questions (SI Appendix, Section 6) and reported demographic 494 
information.  495 

Study 4b: Space Expedition Vignette. Participants (N = 317) were behavioral lab 496 
participants at the Yale School of Management. They read a fictional scenario in which 497 
aliens had held a spaceship-building contest and needed the participant's help selecting 498 
winners for a space expedition. Participants evaluated nine contestants in random order: 499 
eight whose families had won a raffle (luck) and one who was self-taught (Just Merit). 500 
The eight lucky contestants varied in a 2 (Internalization: Internal vs. External) × 2 501 
(Lastingness: Lasting vs. Limited) × 2 (Effort: High vs. Low) fully crossed within-subjects 502 
design. In the Internal conditions, the raffle prize gave the contestant access to a space 503 
travel training program, such that the benefit of luck was internalized as skill; in the 504 
External conditions, the raffle prize was a robot that built the spaceship, such that the 505 
benefit remained external. Lasting conditions specified that the training (or robot) would 506 
help with the expedition's future tasks; Limited conditions specified it would not. In High-507 
effort conditions, the contestant either took classes and practiced (Internal) or physically 508 
built the spaceship despite the robot designing it (External). In Low-effort conditions, the 509 
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contestant either absorbed lessons while sleeping (Internal) or the robot both designed 510 
and built the spaceship (External). In a separate between-subjects factor, I randomized 511 
the performance level of all contestants (average, above average, or exceptional). 512 
Participants were randomly assigned to rate either (a) fairness ("How unfair or fair would 513 
it be for this contestant to be selected as a winner?"; −2 Very unfair to 2 Very fair) and 514 
choice ("Would you select this contestant as a winner?"; −2 Definitely not to 2 Definitely 515 
yes) or (b) answer manipulation check questions about the target (SI Appendix, Section 516 
7). Participants reported demographic information.  517 

Data and Code Availability 518 

All materials, preregistrations, data, and analysis code are on ResearchBox: 519 
https://researchbox.org/6386?PEER_REVIEW_passcode=PXLEHN.  520 

Acknowledgments 521 

For their insightful feedback, I thank Tristan Botelho, Jen Dannals, Daniela Goya-522 
Tocchetto, Chris Hsee, Emma Levine, Keith Payne, L. Taylor Phillips, and Jane Risen. 523 
For their research assistance, I thank Linda Kawamoto and Srikari Tadikonda. For 524 
programming the Study 1 task, I thank Kaushal Addanki.  525 

Competing interests: I declare that I have no competing interests. 526 

Supplementary Information is available for this paper. 527 

  528 

https://researchbox.org/6386?PEER_REVIEW_passcode=PXLEHN


 

 

13 

 

References 529 

1. Almås, I., Cappelen, A. W., Sørensen, E. Ø. & Tungodden, B. Attitudes to inequality: 530 
preferences and beliefs. Oxf. Open Econ. 3, i64–i79 (2024). 531 

2. Starmans, C., Sheskin, M. & Bloom, P. Why people prefer unequal societies. Nat. Hum. 532 
Behav. 1, 0082 (2017). 533 

3. Trump, K.-S. When and why is economic inequality seen as fair. Curr. Opin. Behav. Sci. 34, 534 
46–51 (2020). 535 

4. Cappelen, A. W., Konow, J., Sørensen, E. Ø. & Tungodden, B. Just Luck: An Experimental 536 
Study of Risk-Taking and Fairness. Am. Econ. Rev. 103, 1398–1413 (2013). 537 

5. Mollerstrom, J., Reme, B.-A. & Sørensen, E. Ø. Luck, choice and responsibility — An 538 
experimental study of fairness views. J. Public Econ. 131, 33–40 (2015). 539 

6. Krawczyk, M. A glimpse through the veil of ignorance: Equality of opportunity and support for 540 
redistribution. J. Public Econ. 94, 131–141 (2010). 541 

7. García-Sánchez, E., Osborne, D., Willis, G. B. & Rodríguez-Bailón, R. Attitudes towards 542 
redistribution and the interplay between perceptions and beliefs about inequality. Br. J. Soc. 543 
Psychol. 59, 111–136 (2020). 544 

8. García-Sánchez, E. et al. How Fair is Economic Inequality? Belief in a Just World and the 545 
Legitimation of Economic Disparities in 27 European Countries. Pers. Soc. Psychol. Bull. 48, 546 
382–395 (2022). 547 

9. Alesina, A. & Angeletos, G.-M. Fairness and Redistribution. Am. Econ. Rev. 95, 960–980 548 
(2005). 549 

10. Nettle, D. & Saxe, R. Preferences for redistribution are sensitive to perceived luck, social 550 
homogeneity, war and scarcity. Cognition 198, 104234 (2020). 551 

11. Piff, P. K. et al. Shifting attributions for poverty motivates opposition to inequality and 552 
enhances egalitarianism. Nat. Hum. Behav. 4, 496–505 (2020). 553 

12. Wright, R. & Aldama, A. Not all luck is created equal: Sources of income inequality and 554 
willingness to redistribute. J. Econ. Psychol. 97, 102637 (2023). 555 

13. Almås, I., Cappelen, A. W. & Tungodden, B. Cutthroat Capitalism versus Cuddly Socialism: 556 
Are Americans More Meritocratic and Efficiency-Seeking than Scandinavians? J. Polit. Econ. 557 
128, 1753–1788 (2020). 558 

14. Frank, R. H. Success and Luck : Good Fortune and the Myth of Meritocracy. (Princeton 559 
University Press, 2016). 560 

15. Reardon, S. F. The Widening Academic Achievement Gap Between the Rich and the Poor: 561 
New Evidence and Possible Explanations. in Whither Opportunity? Rising Inequality, 562 
Schools, and Children’s Life Chances (eds Duncan, G. J. & Murnane, R. J.) 91–116 (Russell 563 
Sage Foundation, New York, 2011). 564 

16. Putnam, R. D. Our Kids: The American Dream in Crisis. (Simon & Schuster, New York, 565 
2015). 566 

17. Chetty, R., Deming, D. J. & Friedman, J. N. Diversifying Society’s Leaders? The 567 
Determinants and Causal Effects of Admission to Highly Selective Private Colleges. Working 568 
Paper at https://doi.org/10.3386/w31492 (2023). 569 

18. Miller, C. C. & Paris, F. New SAT Data Highlights the Deep Inequality at the Heart of 570 
American Education. The New York Times (2023). 571 



 

 

14 

 

19. Chetty, R., Friedman, J. N., Saez, E., Turner, N. & Yagan, D. Income Segregation and 572 
Intergenerational Mobility Across Colleges in the United States*. Q. J. Econ. 135, 1567–1633 573 
(2020). 574 

20. Rivera, L. A. Hiring as Cultural Matching: The Case of Elite Professional Service Firms. Am. 575 
Sociol. Rev. 77, 999–1022 (2012). 576 

21. Morgan, A. C. et al. Socioeconomic roots of academic faculty. Nat. Hum. Behav. 6, 1625–577 
1633 (2022). 578 

22. Becker, G. S. & Tomes, N. Human Capital and the Rise and Fall of Families. J. Labor Econ. 579 
4, S1–S39 (1986). 580 

23. Bhatia, A. & Miller, C. C. Explore How Income Influences Attendance at 139 Top Colleges. 581 
The New York Times (2023). 582 

24. Chetty, R. et al. How Does Your Kindergarten Classroom Affect Your Earnings? Evidence 583 
from Project Star. Q. J. Econ. 126, 1593–1660 (2011). 584 

25. Bell, A., Chetty, R., Jaravel, X., Petkova, N. & Van Reenen, J. Who Becomes an Inventor in 585 
America? The Importance of Exposure to Innovation*. Q. J. Econ. 134, 647–713 (2019). 586 

26. Musch, J. & Grondin, S. Unequal Competition as an Impediment to Personal Development: A 587 
Review of the Relative Age Effect in Sport. Dev. Rev. 21, 147–167 (2001). 588 

27. Rivera, L. A. Pedigree: How Elite Students Get Elite Jobs. (Princeton University Press, 589 
2016). 590 

28. Lareau, A. Unequal Childhoods: Class, Race, and Family Life. (University of California Press, 591 
Berkeley, 2003). 592 

29. Bourdieu, P. The Forms of Capital. in Handbook of Theory and Research for the Sociology of 593 
Education (ed. Richardson, J.) 241–258 (Greenwood Press, 1986). 594 

30. Dworkin, R. What is Equality? Part 2: Equality of Resources. Philos. Public Aff. 10, 283–345 595 
(1981). 596 

31. Rawls, J. A Theory of Justice. (Harvard University Press, Cambridge, MA, 1971). 597 

32. Sandel, M. J. The Tyranny of Merit: What’s Become of the Common Good? (Farrar, Straus 598 
and Giroux, New York, 2020). 599 

33. Chetty, R., Hendren, N., Kline, P. & Saez, E. Where is the land of Opportunity? The 600 
Geography of Intergenerational Mobility in the United States *. Q. J. Econ. 129, 1553–1623 601 
(2014). 602 

34. Markovits, D. The Meritocracy Trap: How America’s Foundational Myth Feeds Inequality, 603 
Dismantles the Middle Class, and Devours the Elite. (Penguin, 2020). 604 

35. Kneer, M. & Machery, E. No luck for moral luck. Cognition 182, 331–348 (2019). 605 

36. Cusimano, C., Kim, J. & Wong, J. Achievement (not effort) makes people feel entitled to 606 
rewards. Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci. 122, (2025). 607 

37. Andre, P. Shallow Meritocracy. Rev. Econ. Stud. rdae040 (2024) 608 
doi:10.1093/restud/rdae040. 609 

38. Cappelen, A. W., Moene, K. O., Skjelbred, S.-E. & Tungodden, B. The Merit Primacy Effect. 610 
Econ. J. 133, 951–970 (2023). 611 

39. Ordóñez, L. D. & Mellers, B. A. Trade-offs in fairness and preference judgments. in 612 
Psychological Perspectives on Justice: Theory and Applications (eds Mellers, B. A. & Baron, 613 



 

 

15 

 

J.) 138–154 (Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 1993). 614 
doi:10.1017/CBO9780511552069.008. 615 

40. DeScioli, P., Massenkoff, M., Shaw, A., Petersen, M. B. & Kurzban, R. Equity or equality? 616 
Moral judgments follow the money. Proc. R. Soc. B Biol. Sci. 281, 20142112 (2014). 617 

41. Munguia Gomez, D. M. & Levine, E. E. The Policy–People Gap: Decision-Makers Choose 618 
Policies That Favor Different Applicants than They Select When Making Individual Decisions. 619 
Acad. Manage. J. 65, 842–869 (2022). 620 

42. Loewenstein, G., Issacharoff, S., Camerer, C. & Babcock, L. Self-Serving Assessments of 621 
Fairness and Pretrial Bargaining. J. Leg. Stud. 22, 135–159 (1993). 622 

43. Kabanoff, B. Equity, Equality, Power, and Conflict. Acad. Manage. Rev. 16, 416–441 (1991). 623 

44. Deutsch, M. Equity, Equality, and Need: What Determines Which Value Will Be Used as the 624 
Basis of Distributive Justice? J. Soc. Issues 31, 137–149 (1975). 625 

45. Conlon, D. E., Porter, C. O. L. H. & Parks, J. M. The Fairness of Decision Rules. J. Manag. 626 
30, 329–349 (2004). 627 

46. McCoy, S. K. & Major, B. Priming meritocracy and the psychological justification of inequality. 628 
J. Exp. Soc. Psychol. 43, 341–351 (2007). 629 

47. Jost, J. T., Banaji, M. R. & Nosek, B. A. A Decade of System Justification Theory: 630 
Accumulated Evidence of Conscious and Unconscious Bolstering of the Status Quo. Polit. 631 
Psychol. 25, 881–919 (2004). 632 

48. Kraus, M. W., Piff, P. K., Mendoza-Denton, R., Rheinschmidt, M. L. & Keltner, D. Social 633 
class, solipsism, and contextualism: How the rich are different from the poor. Psychol. Rev. 634 
119, 546–572 (2012). 635 

49. Davidai, S. & Gilovich, T. How should we think about Americans’ beliefs about economic 636 
mobility? Judgm. Decis. Mak. 13, 297–304 (2018). 637 

50. Atari, M. et al. Morality beyond the WEIRD: How the nomological network of morality varies 638 
across cultures. J. Pers. Soc. Psychol. https://doi.org/10.31234/osf.io/q6c9r (2023) 639 
doi:10.31234/osf.io/q6c9r. 640 

51. Cappelen, A. W., Hole, A. D., Sørensen, E. Ø. & Tungodden, B. The Pluralism of Fairness 641 
Ideals: An Experimental Approach. Am. Econ. Rev. 97, 818–827 (2007). 642 

52. Hohm, I., O’Shea, B. A. & Schaller, M. Do moral values change with the seasons? Proc. Natl. 643 
Acad. Sci. 121, e2313428121 (2024). 644 

53. Graham, J. et al. Mapping the moral domain. J. Pers. Soc. Psychol. 101, 366–385 (2011). 645 

54. Warikoo, N. Is Affirmative Action Fair?: The Myth of Equity in College Admissions. (John 646 
Wiley & Sons, 2022). 647 

55. Ten Cate, O. Rationales for a Lottery Among the Qualified to Select Medical Trainees: 648 
Decades of Dutch Experience. J. Grad. Med. Educ. 13, 612–615 (2021). 649 

56. Monroe, A., Quinn, E., Samuelson, W., Dunleavy, D. M. & Dowd, K. W. An Overview of the 650 
Medical School Admission Process and Use of Applicant Data in Decision Making: What Has 651 
Changed Since the 1980s? Acad. Med. 88, 672–681 (2013). 652 

57. Manin, B. The Principles of Representative Government. (Cambridge University Press, 653 
1997). 654 

58. Gilbert, D. T. & Malone, P. S. The correspondence bias. Psychol. Bull. 117, 21–38 (1995). 655 



 

 

16 

 

59. Ross, L. The Intuitive Psychologist And His Shortcomings: Distortions in the Attribution 656 
Process. in Advances in Experimental Social Psychology vol. 10 173–220 (Academic Press, 657 
1977). 658 

60. Heiserman, N. & Simpson, B. Higher Inequality Increases the Gap in the Perceived Merit of 659 
the Rich and Poor. Soc. Psychol. Q. 80, 243–253 (2017). 660 

61. Morris, M. W. & Peng, K. Culture and cause: American and Chinese attributions for social 661 
and physical events. J. Pers. Soc. Psychol. 67, 949–971 (1994). 662 

62. Miyamoto, Y. & Kitayama, S. Cultural variation in correspondence bias: The critical role of 663 
attitude diagnosticity of socially constrained behavior. J. Pers. Soc. Psychol. 83, 1239–1248 664 
(2002). 665 

63. Tedder-King, A. & Sherf, E. N. Fairness Judgments in the Context of Structural Sexism: The 666 
Role of Beliefs in Individual and Structural Causes of Success. Acad. Manage. J. 667 
https://doi.org/10.5465/amj.2022.0776 (2024) doi:10.5465/amj.2022.0776. 668 

64. Micheli, L. & Gagnon, N. Unequal chances: ex ante fairness and individual control. Sci. Rep. 669 
10, 21862 (2020). 670 

65. Goya-Tocchetto, D., Echols, M. & Wright, J. The lottery of life and moral desert: An empirical 671 
investigation. Philos. Psychol. 29, 1112–1127 (2016). 672 

66. Swift, A. Chapter Nine. Justice, Luck, and The Family: The Intergenerational Transmission of 673 
Economic Advantage From a Normative Perspective. in Unequal Chances (eds Bowles, S., 674 
Gintis, H. & Osborne Groves, M.) 256–276 (Princeton University Press, 2009). 675 
doi:10.1515/9781400835492.256. 676 

67. Harden, K. P. The Genetic Lottery : Why DNA Matters for Social Equality. (Princeton 677 
University Press, 2021). 678 

  679 



 

 

17 

 

Figures and Tables 680 

 681 

Figure 1.  682 

Probability of ranking a Player at the top based on their number of average puzzle 683 
attempts, situation (Merit Luck, Just Merit, Just Luck), and their interaction. The Left 684 
panel depicts the fairness-based ranking and the Right panel the invitation-based 685 
ranking. Results are from an ordinal logistic regression predicting a Player’s ranking, 686 
with standard errors clustered at the Judge level. Error bars correspond to 95% 687 
confidence intervals.  688 
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 689 

Figure 2.  690 

Percentage of Players selected for the Wordle Invitational by Player situation.691 
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 692 

Figure 3.  693 

Marginal effects of effort, internalization, and lastingness on fairness judgments and 694 
selection decisions in Studies 4a (A) and 4b (B). Bars represent the predicted change in 695 
rating (in scale points) when each feature shifts from its lower to its higher level, 696 
estimated from a linear mixed-effects model with a random intercept for participant. Error 697 
bars show 95% confidence intervals.  698 

 699 
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Table 1. Fairness and choice by condition (Studies 2a-c) 701 

Study (Luck type) Control Merit Luck Just Luck 
Fairness 
2a (Financial) 2.66 (0.79) 0.12 (1.97) -1.66 (1.76) 
2b (Interpersonal) 2.68 (0.84) -0.45 (1.98) -1.56 (1.64) 
2c (Chance) 2.68 (0.78) 1.68 (1.57) 0.06 (1.71) 
Selection Choice 
2a (Financial) 99.6% 74.4% 28.5% 
2b (Interpersonal) 98.6% 55.6% 30.9% 
2c (Chance) 99.5% 93.9% 73.9% 

Note. Descriptive statistics combine both scenarios tested in each study. All pairwise 702 
comparisons are significantly different at p < .001. Fairness contrasts use OLS 703 
regressions with standard errors clustered at the participant level. Choice contrasts use 704 
chi-square tests.   705 
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Table 2. Fairness and choice by condition (Study 3) 706 

 Just Merit Merit Luck Luck & Merit Just Luck 
Fairness 2.69 (0.72)*** 1.67 (1.55) 1.05 (1.70)*** -0.69 (1.68)*** 
Choice 99.3%* 94.3% 84.7%** 59.2%*** 

Note. Asteriks denote the significance of pairwise comparisons against Merit Luck: *p < 707 
.05, **p < .01, ***p < .001. Fairness comparisons via independent-samples t-tests; 708 
choice comparisons via chi-square.  709 
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