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Track Transcript  
 

0:00:05 AG: Tell me a little bit about the origins of this experiment. How did 
you think it up and what was its purpose. 
 

0:00:16 PP: That’s a great question. For the last five or six years, 
collaborators and I have been really interested in this question of 
how does your level or wealth, your prestige, your socio-economic 
status in society shape the way that you see the world and interact 
with other people. Your basic psycho-orientation toward others. So, 
we’ve run upwards of 20 to 30 different studies where we look at the 
differences that emerge between the haves and the have-nots in 
society and bring them into the lab. We’ll have them engage in some 
series of different measures and then we’ll look at the differences 
that arise out of their different levels of wealth and status. When it 
came time to think about how to arrange an experiment that could 
get at these questions as opposed to just measuring how much 
wealth a person has, or how much occupational prestige, or what 
their education background is, we wanted to manipulate. In the lab, 
put someone in the position of someone who has a lot of resources, 
relative to someone else who’s relatively underprivileged, doesn’t 
have as many resources or as much wealth and has less opportunity 
to win the game. So I wanted to create this sort of experimental 
model in the lab that sort of mimics what for some people may be an 
everyday scenario where there’s some in society that have a lot of 
access, a lot of ease, a lot of social mobility, a lot of resources to do 
the things that they want, to get the things that they desire, as 
opposed to other people who are more disadvantaged, more 
underprivileged, don’t have the same levels of resources but are still 
invited to play the game, so to speak. So it’s this idea of you’re 
invited to a game of monopoly. Let’s imagine you’re invited to a 
game of monopoly, just like the American dream sells you this idea 
that in Ameritocracy you can get everything you so desire. You 
arrive at this game to find out that all of the property has been 
divided up. All of the money has all ready been handed off. 
Everyone is all ready pretty well established, but you’re told to sit 
down, play the game. We’re gonna give you a chance to play just 
like everyone else but you’ve got no way to gain an advantage in the 
game. So it’s this thought experiment that gave rise to this idea, 
what if we actually did that in a lab, what if we actually brought 
people into the lab, had them play a game that’s totally manipulated 
such that you really don’t have a fair chance. What are the kinds of 
behaviors that are going to emerge as a result of that funny kind of 
situation.  
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0:02:59 AG: That’s really interesting. What did you think might happen? 

What did you tell? Would there be more than one player or two 
players each time? 
 

0:03:13 PP:  There are two players, they don’t know each other. They’re total 
strangers to one another. They’ve never met. They’re seated at the 
table facing each other and they’re told, hey, it’s just your lucky, 
today you’re gonna play a game. They’d never play monopoly 
before, we tell them a little bit about the rules but then one person 
just flips a coin, so it’s random. Almost like your emergence into the 
world is random, whether you land in this family or another family. 
You flip a coin to determine your position. If you call it correctly, you 
got the privileged position in the game and if you call it incorrectly, 
you got the underprivileged position in the game. So it’s totally 
random, not based on merit, not based on anything you knew before 
coming into the lab.  
 

0:03:57 AG: What did you tell the person who is in the inferior position about 
their chances? Did they react like, oh, wait minute? What am I 
gonna do, I can’t possibly win? Were they angry, upset? 
 

0:04:13 PP: No. That’s one of the things that really surprised us and this 
might be somewhat a result of the kinds of pressures that are in 
place when you run a laboratory experiment. But no single 
participant spoke up and said, hey this game is totally rigged. It’s 
unfair, I give up. We had everyone really, especially those in the 
underprivileged position really take the game sincerely and do their 
best to play the game as we’d created it but in no case did someone 
say this is totally unfair, I give up. Or even respond with hostility or 
antagonism, which is actually one of the interesting things that we 
find in all of our studies, which is that somewhat counter intuitively 
that people who are in the receiving end of inequality, so the people 
that have not gotten the levels of resources that privileged in society 
have, are not the ones to respond with antagonism or contempt 
toward others. They’re actually the most compassionate, the most 
agreeable, the most altruistic, the kindest of all the people that we 
study in the lab, which is somewhat ironic because you might think 
that it’s those people who experience the most resentment toward 
others.  
 

0:05:25 AG: Right, the idea that when you got nothing, you got nothing to 
lose. 
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0:05:28 PP: Exactly, you have nothing to lose, so why not break the rules so 
I can get something to benefit myself. They’re not, I’ve run dozens of 
studies that look at that and it’s actually the most privileged, the elite 
in society that I study in the lab, thousands of participants across 
studies—it’s those individuals, those haves, that are the most likely 
to break the rules and behave unethically.  
 

0:05:54 AG: I was also interested in both psychological perspective, but also 
from a metaphorical perspective, the idea that when you present to 
people with a game where the rules are absolutely rigged, the 
person whose playing at the greatest disadvantage, somehow 
seems to internalize the idea that it’s somehow possible that I might 
win.  
 

0:06:19 PP: I think that was one really interesting patterns and that speaks 
to, you know, people’s ability, almost resilient ability to try to get the 
things that they desire even when there are a lot of counteracting 
forces working against them. Even in this game where it’s so 
obviously manipulated and the inequality is so obviously severe, 
individuals on the receiving end of this inequality were actually still 
inclined to think to themselves—look, I wanna play the game, maybe 
I can win, maybe I can actually get ahead and that speaks to this 
basic tendency to think that you can still, even when deprived, still 
get the things that you want if only you play the game right. If only if 
you play the game correctly. I mean certainly, we see a lot of 
individuals in society who despite being underprivileged, still think 
that there’s a way to work their way up the ladder, up the hierarchy, 
that social mobility is obtainable.   
 

0:07:25 AG: Talk to me a little bit about what you observed during the course 
of the game, particularly for the person who had the advantage. 
What did you see as the game, what did you see in those people as 
the game progressed.   
 

0:07:37 PP: That’s a great question. So that’s actually one of the things that 
we were really interested in looking at is, even if you almost 
superficially create a situation where people are advantaged or 
disadvantaged, what happens as they play the game, what happens 
to even a person’s very basic levels of behaviors. So not things that 
they explicitly say, but things they do. What happens to their 
posture? What happens to the way they eat? So we created a 
situation where we could look at all these different things. So we had 
a bowl of pretzels sitting on the table, mind you, we’re videotaping 
people. They know that we’re videotaping them, so it’s not without 
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them knowing. But we’ve got the situation set up in such a way that 
we can directly look at what people are doing. We’ve got rulers 
underneath the table, so we can tell if someone is expanding or 
decreasing in size. One of the things we found was that as playing 
the game passed over time, so 5, 6, 7 minutes into game play—
people who were strangers were initially very kind and agreeable to 
one another started to really diverge in their behavior. So that the 
person whose more privileged in the game started to get bigger, 
started to sort of expand in posture, they’re eating more pretzels, 
they’re reaching into the bowl and eating pretzels without realizing 
they’re doing it. They’re eating with their mouths open, so it’s a sign 
of disengagement, they’re not really sensitive to, hey am I abiding by 
the standard social norms that people might expect me to. They’re 
smacking the table as they go around; they’re making their presence 
known. If that makes sense as they move their piece, they’re really 
being loud in terms of how they move their piece around the table. 
When it’s the other person’s turn to move, they unconsciously reach 
over and moved the piece for them. So across the board, what we’re 
seeing is that as someone, or when someone had this privileged 
position in the game, someone was made to be rich, even the very 
basic game of monopoly, they showed patterns of behavior that we 
would call disengagement. They basically disengaged from the other 
person. They become more self-centered, more self-focused, more 
dominant and less sensitive to how their behavior is affecting the 
other person.  
 

0:09:55 AG: Relate that a little bit, in terms of the specifics of the game itself. 
When you started out, does one person start with more cash than 
the other? And what happens when that person goes around the 
Go? Do they get more money?  
 

0:10:11 PP: That’s a good question. We try to create a situation across in a 
few different ways that would disadvantage or advantage our 
players. So if you won the receiving end, so if you were the rich 
person you got a lot more money, two times as much money. You 
get to roll both dice, so you’re allowed to move the board quicker. 
When you pass Go, you collect, I think it was $200. You get to move 
the somewhat luxurious car piece around, so even on a very basic 
level, this Cadillac, this Rolls Royce. So we’re trying to create these 
subtle cues of status and increases socio-economic position. Now if 
you’re on the low end, if you’re on the underprivileged position, we 
really hit you hard. You have half the money, when you pass Go you 
collect half the salary, you only get to roll one die. So you’re moving 
around the board very, very slowly and painstakingly, while the other 
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person is just whizzing around you, collecting $200 every couple of 
turns. And you have to move the measly (inaudible word), which is 
based on some piloting, not the most desirable piece in the game.  
 

0:12:16 AG: What did you observe in terms of the body language, one of the 
interesting things about monopoly is that you go around, you start 
owning properties, particularly the expensive ones, Pennsylvania 
Avenue, Boardwalk, Park and you start building hotels. What did you 
notice about the body language of the people who had the 
advantages when the opponent would land on Park Place for 
example? When they got two hotels and they’ve got no money. 
What did you notice about their body language?  
 

00:12:56 PP: So the body languages is a really interesting cue for social 
psychologists to observe because a person isn’t always aware of the 
non-verbal things that they’re doing with their bodies. So it’s one of 
our clearest indicators of what a person is thinking, because it's sort 
of happening below the threshold of awareness. We found, and this 
is generally, we studied about a 150 players in the game, so not 
everyone did this, but there is a general tendency for the richer 
person in the game to become more callous. So if the person lands 
on Park Place and they need to collect money, they’re kind of aloof 
and callous in their collection of the money. Not necessarily being 
apologetic or showing certain kind of embarrassment because 
they’ve been unfairly privileged in the game. There is a basic sense 
of cue of entitlement and deservingness even though they’d been 
randomly assigned to this position in the game, there was over 
game play. They developed a feeling that, “You know what, even 
though I may have been unfairly advantaged in the first place, I’ve 
been playing the game and look at me become more and more 
competitive, look at me becoming more of a winner, and I probably 
deserve these things.” And you see those basic tendencies emerge 
even in how people are looking at one another, how a person’s 
behaving when collecting money from another person across these 
different situations in this manipulated game, we see these basic 
tendencies, a sense of deserving this, a sense of entitlement, and 
kind of a callousness toward the other person.  
 

0:14:32 AG: You mentioned something that struck a chord with me, you 
know, I remember having a conversation with Phil Zimbardo one 
time and he recalled a conversation that he had with Stanley 
Milgram, because I think they both came from Queens or the Bronx 
or something like that. And he says the one thing they both noticed 
was that if you came from a disadvantaged neighborhood, you 
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tended to find yourselves in terms of environment and if you came 
from a privileged neighborhood, you tended to find yourself in terms 
of character. That is to say, I am a certain quality kind of person and 
therefore, I am successful. Which he said was very anecdotal for 
him, that he found it very telling in terms of the stories that people 
tell themselves about who they are and how that changes 
depending on what their circumstances are. Is that something that 
was evident in this game? 
 

00:15:47 PP: That’s a really nice observation of Zimbardos and it harkens 
back to a lot of work in social psychology that really looks at how 
people explain the world, themselves and the events that occur in 
everyday lives and not only does that bear out in the game that we 
played. One of the first and one of the most provocative studies that 
we ran, this was some colleagues and myself, we ran in our lab. 
This was about five years ago. We wanted to look at how people 
explain who they are, why they have the things that they have, and 
for instance, why inequality exists in society. So for instance, we ask 
people to explain levels of inequality, increasing levels of inequality 
in the United States, and what we found is that people who are in 
those privileged positions who are higher in social class or higher 
socio-economic positions, wealthier individuals who are more likely 
to explain inequality, why they occupy higher levels of wealth, why 
they are more privileged, in terms of individuals characteristics. So 
they are more likely to say, “Hey, I worked hard, people worked 
hard, it’s your character that defines who you are.” 17:13 
 

0:17:20 AG: Can you go back to that, in terms of how we perceive 
ourselves? 
 

0:17:24 PP: How we perceive ourselves and how we explain, for instance, 
things like inequality. People who come from wealthier backgrounds 
in our studies would explain inequality, society, why some people 
have, why some people have not, why they’re more privileged by 
referring to individual characteristics, dispositional traits, things like 
hard work, effort. They’d say things like, hey, if you don’t have 
money, it’s because of laziness, it’s because you don’t work hard, 
it’s because you’re not trying hard and the reason I have is because 
I worked and I deserved what I have. Whereas people who come 
from lower socioeconomic backgrounds when faced with the same 
events when explaining these same things were more likely to refer 
to environmental things. Things like structural disadvantage, it’s the 
structure of society, it's the lack of equal access to educations, its 
these environmental things that account for a whole slew of 
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individual and social outcomes including inequality so in those 
studies, that was one of the first indicators that people from upper 
and lower class or lower socio-economic backgrounds really 
diverged, not only in terms of how they see the world, but in terms of 
how they define themselves, in terms of how the environment 
shapes their lives versus how they shape and control the 
environment. 
 

0:18:53 AG: That’s really interesting because you know one of the things 
that's been, we’re doing a film about economic inequality and one of 
the things that I find so striking is at the upper end of the scale, the 
one percent, there is both a sense of vitriol, people down at the 
bottom, but also a sense of victimization that you see whenever 
they’re attacked. Which I find staggering, figuring the practical 
advantages that they have, yet you see them whiny, almost like 
needy children. You see them direct an enormous amount of vitriol 
particularly in terms of blaming the problems, sort of emotionally 
blaming the disadvantaged and the poor for the problems that they 
have.  
 

0:20:07 PP: That’s absolutely right. In our studies, we, and this is in, you 
know, thousands of thousands of different people we’ve studied 
across the country. The more you have, the more entitled and 
deserving of those things you feel on a very basic psychological 
level. The more entitled you feel to have more. People who have, 
somewhat counter intuitively, not only want to protect what they 
have and that might account in part for the vitriol that you see when 
people feel that their privileged position is being undermined by 
others. You want to protect what you have. That’s not it though. Not 
only do you want to protect the wealth that you have, the position 
that you have in society, you also want more. And that’s one of the 
most surprising things about material resources or money. The more 
that you have, we find, the more that you tend to want. And the more 
that you tend to want, the more willing you are to do things, even 
those things that we consider to be illegal or immoral to increase that 
level of privilege. It’s a surprising effect, but on a very basic 
psychological level accounts for what the effects of power are on 
human behavior. 
 

00:21:23 AG: There was one guy, you probably know the one, talking about 
when faced finally, he’s a rather big hedge fund manager, but when 
faced finally with the possibility that this hedge fund loophole, this 
loophole hedge fund guys get to only pay a 15% tax rate, as 
opposed to the 30% that a fireman or a nurse might pay. When it 
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looked like Obama might take it away from them, or try through 
Congress to do so, he responded that this is war, it’s like when Hitler 
invaded Poland. Understanding that in terms of the experiments that 
you do, do you see that type of psychological, I don’t know how you 
describe it in psychological terms but seeing a degree of magnitude 
that doesn’t exist, or using such an inappropriate comparison 
 

0:22:29 PP: I think the easiest, or the quickest way, I think it’s a multifaceted 
problem and hard to account for using simple psychological factors 
that we study in a lab. But I think one of the big insights is that even 
when we manipulated people’s position in the monopoly game, 
people were unfairly advantaged, they felt like they deserved that 
level of advantage. Even though, those of us on the outside would 
say, hey it’s completely unfair, it’s a flip of a coin that determined 
your position, as game play increased, there was this increasing 
sense that I deserved what I had. And if you were to extrapolate, 
apply that to hedge fund managers, hedge fund managers…  
 

0:23:55 AG: Paul, tell me about some of the criticism that you’ve gotten in 
terms of some of the studies you’ve done. We’ll preamble it by 
saying that what we’re talking about a lot of studies on the pathology 
of poverty, but not much about the rich. 
 

00:24:13 PP: I think one of the really striking things about this area of 
research is that there’s about 70 or 80 years worth of accumulated 
and empirical and conceptual studies of what poverty does to the 
person. What the culture of poverty looks like. How it changes your 
life such that even on a basic level of health, you’re more prone to 
obesity and cardiovascular disease, etc. So a lot of this work is 
mapped out—what the pathological features, what the pathology of 
poverty looks like but until recently, few people have sort of turned 
the lens to focus on what wealth does to the person. Now, if poverty 
is an environment, if it’s a neighborhood, if it defines the 
relationships that you have with people, the resources you have 
access to, the education systems that you’re granted entry into, if it 
defines your social life, then so to would wealth. Wealth is going to 
grant increased access to all of these things that poverty decreases 
access to. So it seems just as intuitive that wealth is going to, just 
like poverty, be it’s own cultural environment that shapes the 
individual in some really unique ways. Now its that insight that got us 
thinking about these problems six or seven years ago. But what I 
think is really striking is that there’s a general bias to think of these 
issues as really being about underprivileged, poverty, and what that 
does and how that negatively impacts your behavior, your 
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psychology. But what people haven’t really realized is that with 
increasing levels of wealth come certain kinds of disadvantages, 
certain kinds of social costs even though they’re the ones that have 
made it. They’re the ones that in our merit based society, we hold in 
high regard. Still, there are certain kinds of social costs that come 
with increasing levels of inequality and especially increasing 
concentrations of wealth in the hands of a select group of 
individuals.  
 

0:26:28 AG: Now, when you started to come out with some of your studies 
about the psychological behavior of the powerful and wealthy, have 
you received any criticism, and if so, what kind of criticism. 
 

00:26:42 PP: Speaking of vitriol, I’ve gotten. We published a lot of papers that 
are understandably controversial. We don’t intend them to be 
necessarily controversial, we’re social scientists doing research on 
social scientific questions. Nonetheless, because of our political and 
social climate, these issues are very topical, so some of the papers 
we publish hit some chords. So we get, or I’ve received a lot of hate 
mail from people who call me a person with a leftist agenda, a 
person who’s funded by say the Obama campaign to map out why 
capitalism is bad for the individual or why certain levels of privilege is 
bad for the individual. So I get attacked on those sort of basic levels. 
A lot of this work is done in Berkeley and Berkeley is clearly 
associated with a leftist agenda in the first place, so some people 
have a knee-jerk reaction to the findings that we document, even if 
we’re trying not to very actively moralize the behaviors that we’re 
examining. One of the most important disclaimers that I make when 
challenged at that level is, first of all, since when does one political 
platform have ownership of inequality. Inequality seems like an issue 
that transcends political affiliations and political issues even though it 
might get usurped in today’s conversations by political parties. In our 
studies I am always careful to statistically, scientifically, account for 
level, a person’s political affiliation to find and document that it’s not 
your political affiliation per se, but rather, your levels of privilege, 
your levels of social class in society that are changing patterns of 
behavior that we document. So what I say is that no matter whether 
you’re liberal or conservative, Democrat or Republican, the findings 
that we have hold across the political spectrum. So if you’re wealthy 
and you’re liberal, you’re going to engage in increased self-serving 
patterns of behavior just as if you were conservative and wealthy. 
We’re interested in the effects of wealth, not the effects of liberalism 
or conservatism.  
 



Poverty – Paul Piff Interview – 7-17-2012 

PAGE 10 OF 18 

00:29:06 AG: That’s really interesting. 
 

00:29:09 PP: One other thing I forgot to add is that, while I have gotten some 
hate mail and some vile messages and some vitriolic attacks from 
people, far overwhelming, that negative… 
 

00:30:43 AG: We were talking about, despite all this criticism.  
 

0:30:48 PP: So one of the things I was really taken aback by is while there 
was the occasional critical email, and the occasional vile email that I 
received from a critic of the research that I do, far overwhelming 
those negative responses were the positive responses I received. 
And I’ve gotten hundreds of phone calls and thousands of messages 
from people reaching out to express their support, emotional support 
for the work that we and other people around this country are doing 
in psychology labs in other universities to look at the trends that 
were documented, really speaking to the idea that we’re getting at 
issues that people are hungry for. That people are thinking about. 
That people are really beginning to be critical, foundational, and 
really getting at the heart of a lot of social life but that a lot this work 
until recently wasn’t being done. You know there’s a Pew Survey 
that came out, I think it was November, where one of the turning 
points in the last couple of years is that the majority of Americans 
now deem inequality one of the most pressing issues in society 
today. So I think we’re beginning to see these issues rise to the fore 
despite Americans historically having or thinking that class it not a 
part of life, that class doesn’t exist in America, that America is a 
classless society. And we’re seeing that class, while it may operate 
differently, is a feature, a major feature of the American landscape. 
And these are issues that people are becoming increasingly aware 
of and as a result, I’m seeing a lot of really overwhelmingly positive 
responses from lay folk, you know, everyday people who are reading 
about this work and really finding it heartening, inspiring, and 
wanting to reach out. So I was really, feeling a lot of gratitude from 
people and really feeling reinforced, really feeling like it was an 
overwhelmingly positive response despite the occasional negative or 
critical email that I got.  
 

0:33:04 AG: Your work does help to solve, or at least help explain a mystery, 
which seems to be, there were a lot of people out there, who have 
done very, very well for themselves seem to need to continue to 
bend the rules, it seems to me, to have more and more and more. 
You can say that’s corruption, or manipulating the congress for 
example. People are a little bit mystified, like really, don’t they have 
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enough? Why should they need to do that? It’s almost helpful, it’s 
not excusing anybody, but it’s helpful to understand that this is not, it 
gets back to one thing that always fascinates me, which is the 
difference between a few bad apples and a bad barrel. But I think it’s 
helpful to people because you’re saying, this is a human trait, you’re 
going to be prone to this behavior if you accumulate a lot of wealth. 
 

00:34:17 PP: It’s not so much a problem of bad apples; it’s a problem of bad 
barrels. It’s really the barrel, so to speak, that contaminates the 
apple, if you will. These aren’t people. People aren’t really, in our 
studies, bad at heart. It’s that their situations, their levels of privilege, 
even if you manipulate it in the lab, temporarily, in a meaningless 
way, still, alters behavior. That’s really the situation that exerts all of 
these forces. One of the really interesting things is that sometimes 
people run across our studies, they say, “Oh, what’s surprising about 
that, so you find that the poor give more, the poor are more 
charitable, they’re more generous at heart, they’re more 
compassionate, well yeah, I’ve always thought that.” There’s the 
bible that says those kinds of things, that it’s difficult for a rich man to 
enter heaven, as difficult as it would be for a camel to go through the 
eye of a needle. So we have these certain kinds of intuitions about 
what the poor individuals in society do. But, one of the things that I 
always pose, one of these hypothetical scenarios that I always pose 
someone with that has talked about our work being somewhat 
intuitive like this—imagine that I’m giving you $150 to bet and you’ve 
gotta place a bet on one of two things, you’re sitting in a room and 
you’re watching a study unfold where there are two people in 
different rooms who’ve been brought in. You’ve got a businessman 
dressed up in a suit who makes $400,000 a year. You’ve got a 
homeless man who has very, very little, is unemployed and lives in a 
park somewhere. They’ve been given dies that they can roll to win a 
prize. And you’ve gotta place a bet on who it is who’s gonna lie 
about the roll that they got. The higher their roll that they’ll be able to 
win $150 bucks and you’ve gotta place a bet on whether it’s gonna 
be the rich person or the poor person that’s gonna take advantage 
of that situation to win a prize, to win this small pot of cash. And 
generally, when I even raise this in front of a classroom of 400 
people, even when people think about it in that way, they say, “You 
know what, I’d probably bet on the poor guy.” We have a strong 
intuition that when you’re underprivileged, you’re gonna be more 
likely to break the rules to better your own circumstances, to gain 
what you think you otherwise deserve, but in our studies, and we ran 
that very study, we brought people into the lab, we had them play a 
game that was rigged, where they roll a die, we know what their roll 
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was but we make it available for them to cheat. People who made a 
$150 to $200 thousand dollars a year cheated by 3 to 4 times as 
much as someone who made $16,000 or less a year. It’s an 
incredible difference.  
 

00:37:23 AG: That is really interesting. So tell me, Paul, returning to the game 
a bit, or to the Monopoly game a bit, what were some of the 
interesting things related to the game that you discovered as the 
game went along? And presumably, as the game goes along, that’s 
one of the things about Monopoly, the inequality gets worse and 
worse and worse.  
 

00:37:32 PP: Yeah, so, you know, within the first three to four minutes of the 
game, people are sort of settling into their roles- they’re figuring out 
what the game is about, it’s at that point that they’re figuring out that 
they either have more or less than the other person, so you’re not 
seeing a lot of differences that emerge between people at that stage 
of the game. But within about five minutes of play, you start to see 
the roles crystallize- people figure out where they are, and they start 
displaying the kinds of things that you would associate with that 
position. So someone who was rich in the game started to become 
more dominant, more aloof, less likely to smile; so it’s the poor 
person in the game that’s more smiley, more engaged with the other 
person, establishing eye contact, nodding their heads, really doing a 
lot of the things that we associate with agreeableness- they were 
being kind, they were being compassionate to the other person even 
though that other person was dominating them in that game of 
Monopoly. As opposed to that person that was more privileged, who 
within about five minutes we saw become increasingly distanced 
from the other person, more insular, broadening in posture, more 
powerful, less sensitive to the other person…they kind of became 
cold and calculating. Even though there was no reason for them to 
necessarily try hard to win the game- we didn’t tell people that they 
would earn money based on how they performed in the game, the 
game was meaningless, the consequences of the game were 
meaningless, but even in this meaningless competition, the 
individuals that were privileged sort of endowed that situation with 
meaning and wanted to win even if that meant competing in a 
cutthroat way. And in studies where we measure, not manipulate, 
measure how much wealth a person has- so we’re not having them 
play a manipulated game of Monopoly, we actually know what social 
class they come from, we know how much money they make, and I’ll 
measure their attitudes towards cutthroat competition- how moral is 
it to step on other people to get ahead? And people who have, the 
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more you have, the more likely you are to moralize greed and the 
pursuit of self-interest, competition, the more favorable you think 
those characteristics are, sort of suggesting that, with wealth, 
whether with Monopoly, or in real life, comes this general attitude of 
competition and cutthroatedness, even if that means harming others 
to get ahead.   
 

00:40:21 AG: Wow. Really interesting. Did you discover anything about, did 
you ever do an experiment related to this that entailed self-
awareness of learning? In other words, if you have a subject who 
knows that they have a tendency to act this way, whether they would 
modulate their behavior? Or have you ever considered that, I mean 
is that something that social psychologists think about in terms of 
this?  
 

00:40:51 PK. Yeah. So one of the big things that we’re interested in is 
documenting, first of all, what these differences in behavior are- if 
they do exist, what are they? And we find this general tendency to 
be less compassionate, less sensitive to others, more aloof, more 
calculating, among society’s ‘haves’ relative to the ‘have nots.’ But 
then the next question that we want to ask is, ‘Well how might you 
change these patterns of behavior? How might you go about 
correcting these otherwise sort of pernicious patterns that you see 
among the more privileged in society? And what we find is that, even 
if you manipulate the situation very temporarily by exposing 
someone to, you know, twenty minutes earlier, exposing them to a 
quick little video about childhood poverty, will, later on in the day, 
later on in the experiment, make a rich person just as likely to help 
out someone who is distressed in the lab, an actor that we’ve posed 
there in the lab asking for help, will make them just as likely to help 
out that other person as someone who’s coming from a relatively 
impoverished background. What that means is that it’s not the case 
that wealth necessarily insulates you from others and makes you a 
bad apple such that you don’t care about anyone else, what it 
means is that wealth, psychologically, serves as a buffer, in a way, 
as a veil, that makes you less likely, less attuned to other people, 
less sensitive to others in your surroundings, and more prioritizing of 
yourself. But if you go in and change the situation even in a subtle 
way by reminding people of the needs of other people, by having 
them, even for a few moments, take the perspective of another 
person, to put themselves in someone else’s shoes, that kind of 
experience of empathy goes a long way towards restoring your 
compassion and your generosity and your helpfulness toward other 
people. So, I think, as wealth becomes increasingly concentrated in 
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the hands of a select group of individuals, we’re seeing them 
become more and more insular from the rest of society. We’re 
seeing the 1% become more and more insulated from the needs, 
the wants, the concerns, of the rest of the country. But that doesn’t 
necessarily mean that those patterns of behavior are going to unfold 
naturally and continue on without being able to be curbed. What it 
means is that simple exposures, simple reminders, levels of contact, 
increasing contact, increasing awareness, is going to go a long way 
toward restoring that kind of empathy that we’re otherwise not 
seeing in certain groups of privileged individuals.  
 

00:43:44 AG: Wow, that’s really interesting, you know, it makes me smile a 
little bit because one of the things that we’re doing in the film the, 
sort of, in order to tackle a big issue, the conceit of the film is to look 
at one Avenue, and it happens to be Park Avenue, and we found a 
building on Park Avenue which is probably the biggest concentration 
of wealth maybe in the country, but then there’s a- Park Avenue hits 
the river and then there’s a gap, there’s no way to get across the 
river, and then there’s a Park Avenue in the South Bronx where I 
guess- I don’t guess, I know, it’s the country’s most, it’s the country’s 
poorest congressional district per capita. So, it’s, but within that very 
small geographical area, there’s no contact, zero.  
 

00:44:43 PP: Yeah. Wealth is an island; wealth is a psychological island. It 
insulates you from other people. It, in fact, prevents you from doing a 
lot of the things that are otherwise sort of universal human 
characteristics like attuning to other people, being sensitive to your 
social relationships, being compassionate, wanting to look out for 
other people’s needs and desires. Wealth, somewhat ironically, veils 
you from those things, it almost makes it more difficult to relate to 
other people as you become more and more and more self-focused, 
self-interested, and competitive. So you’re absolutely right, it’s sort 
of this little island of wealth can really feel somewhat detached from 
the needs and concerns of the rest of society. But it’s not 
necessarily, it’s hard to really look at these things on a policy level 
because we really haven’t done that work, but we know that, even in 
the lab, a six to seven second intervention will, even an hour later, 
change your behavior such that you’re just as compassionate, you’re 
just as generous towards other people, as someone who otherwise 
would have been, as someone who doesn’t have as much as you 
do. So on a very sort of basic psychological level, you alter the 
situation, you alter behavior.  
 

00:46:13 AG: It’s interesting though because, obviously, when you’re in a 
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small group of wealthy people the behavior tends to be self-
reinforcing. You look out, and you hang out with those different 
people. Somebody once pointed  out that Michael Bloomberg 
doesn’t have any friends, close friends, that aren’t billionaires. It’s 
just, it becomes very difficult to- 
 

00:46:17 PP: It does, it becomes very difficult to relate and to even, you know, 
be in a social milieu where you’re interacting and engaging with 
people who aren’t in your same levels of status or that come from 
similar levels of wealth. So I think it’s difficult, um, and that accounts 
for why, I think it in part accounts for why, we see these sort of 
patterns emerge, because it’s so difficult for people who are in these 
somewhat insulated worlds of wealth to actually relate to other 
people because those natural levels of interpersonal contact aren’t 
there, you know? But you could imagine a world where those levels 
of inequality are somewhat reduced and the levels of contact 
between people are not necessarily as slim.  
 

00:47:26 AG: Right. Hey, Paul, how did you decide from, how did you decide 
from the beginning to actually do the experiment as a Monopoly 
game?  
 

00:47:36 PP: Uh…one of the questions we get is, ‘What makes a person do 
this? Is a person who is less compassionate more likely to be 
wealthy? Or is it wealthy people, or is it being wealthy that makes 
you less compassionate?’ So we always get this question about 
what’s causing what. So we wanted to come up with a situation 
where we could very strongly manipulate the level of inequality 
between people even in the setting of a game, where their individual 
characteristics would make no difference. Where how smart they 
are, or how talented they are would have no real difference on the 
game’s outcome. What would shape the game’s outcome was what 
we the researcher’s had done to bend the rules to favor one person 
but not another person and then just see what happens. And this is 
one of those few instances where we got to manipulate a situation in 
such a strong way to see these really surprising patterns of behavior 
that emerge between people when they are playing an unfair game 
to show that it’s really the level of privilege that you’re given that 
changes how you interact with people, that changes how you see 
yourself, that changes how you want to behave toward others, even 
another person that’s a stranger to you who’s another participant, 
who’s someone you don’t know, who’s come in for the day to just 
play a game. So it was our way of looking at what’s causing what 
even when a situation was so unfair.  
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00:49:16 AG: Well that makes sense, but I still have to press on, because of 

the, of course you could have made up a game, I’m interested in the 
fact that you chose Monopoly.  
 

00:49:28  PP: Yeah, well Monopoly, you know, Monopoly speaks to certain, 
Monopoly is a game a lot of us have played, it’s a popular game in 
North America, and it gets at a lot of this idea of, you know, your 
acumen, your competition, it’s a zero sum, you win the other person 
loses, it sort of speaks to some basic experiences, or some basic 
patterns, the basic experience that we see in a lot of business, in a 
lot of everyday life in the United States where people are really 
playing this game of Monopoly- where they’re trying to get ahead of 
another person, they’re trying to accumulate wealth, they’re trying to 
accumulate property, to the other person’s disadvantage. They’re 
playing against each other, not necessarily collaborating, they’re not 
cooperating, the point of the game is to get what you want- not to 
benefit another person, but to accumulate as much wealth as you 
possibly can. It’s not as if you buy Boardwalk, Park Place, put hotels 
on it and are done, no. You want to build hotels on as many 
properties as you can, you want to accumulate as much wealth from 
the bank as you can, and you want to get as much wealth from the 
other person as you can. So it’s really a cutthroat scenario, but that, 
I think, models certain aspects of society pretty accurately in terms 
of at least how we see it. And I wanted to mimic not only that 
element of the game, but what I see as a common experience, 
which, like I was saying before, is, the idea of a merit-based society, 
or the idea of the American dream, is that everyone’s got an equal 
opportunity at the game of Monopoly, you’ve just got to decide to 
play. And if you play, you’ll get what’s yours, you’ll get what you 
deserve. But in fact, there are large groups of people that 
experience the game as unfair. That, while they’re invited to the 
board, or while that’s part of the master narrative, the opportunity’s 
not there- all the rules have been decided, the property’s already 
been bought up, and the money’s already in the hands of the other 
players. And so if we create that level of disadvantage in the lab, the 
question was, what happens?  
 

00:51:48 AG: Fantastic. That was great. Well Paul, I’ve got everything I need. 
Is there anything else that you want to elaborate on that you feel I 
should have touched on but didn’t? In terms of this experiment?  
 

00:51:59 PP: Um, John did you have a question?  
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00:52:01 John: Yeah, Alex, when you’re finished, I have a follow up, but 
continue.  
 

00:52:04 PP: So John has a follow up when you’re finished. 
  

00:52:07 AG: I’m good.  
 

00:52:08 PP: Yeah… 
 

00:52:11 PP: And Blair may have a follow up here, too, okay, go ahead John.  
00:52:17 John: [Talk of light being better now, you may want to go back and 

retouch on the basics of Monopoly, the one minute introduction to 
what the Monopoly experiment is, how Paul structured the game]  
 

00:53:10 PP: Okay, so, what we did was have two strangers come into the lab 
that we told got that day to play a game, that they’d play a game for 
fifteen minutes. And one would flip a coin, and depending on 
whether or not they called it heads or tails, we’d give them one of 
two envelopes. And the envelopes either had a lot of cash, so they 
got to play the game with $2,000, and when they passed ‘Go’ 
around the Monopoly board they would collect $200 and they would 
roll both dice when playing the game and as they moved around the 
board they would get to move the luxurious car around. As opposed 
to the other person who was on the receiving end of an inequality, 
what we would call disadvantage, where they got half the money, 
they only got to roll one die, when they passed ‘Go’ they only 
collected $100 and they rolled the measly, and they moved the 
measly shoe around. So we were really creating levels of inequality 
between people that were fairly severe. The differences were fairly 
profound and fairly apparent to each other, and it was unfair. We 
didn’t say the game was fair, we just said they would get to play.  
 

  
00:54:27 AG: Good. Very good. Okay, I have a follow up here- Blair. [Blair 

phrases question to Alex] Oh right, yeah, so we talked, Paul, we 
talked a little bit about this in terms of the conversations that Milgram 
and Zimbardo had together, but talk about, that is a really interesting 
thing, talk a little bit about how this might extrapolate to, say, people 
who might start out with tremendous financial advantages- inherit 
vast sums of wealth, for example. Um, would you speculate, or 
would the experiments cause you to conclude that people actually 
imagined that they were somehow superior people, or maybe I 
should phrase it in terms of a question, what would your study 
suggest that people who had a lot of money would feel like in terms 
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of who they were and what their capabilities were?  
 

00:55:42 PP: No, that’s a great question- it almost gets at this question of old 
money versus new money, or what’s the difference between 
someone who’s inherited lots of wealth and someone who’s wealthy 
but who’s had to pull themselves up by their own bootstraps. And 
there’s not a lot of work that’s looked at this. I think there’s likely to 
be differences from someone who’s inherited their wealth, who 
comes from old money, versus someone who’s had to work their 
way up through a company into the educational system or whatever 
it was that they needed to do to accumulate levels of wealth that 
they had. But what we find, surprisingly, in our studies, is that 
whether it’s because your parents are wealthy that you’re wealthy, or 
because you have had to work hard to get the money that you have, 
you’re behavior looks just the same. So people who have inherited 
wealth versus made the money that they have are just as likely to 
under-prioritize other people, to be less compassionate towards 
others, and to be more self focused and more self-interested. 
Interestingly, even if we bring a group of ‘have-nots,’ so a group of 
less well-off individuals into our lab, and temporarily make them feel 
wealthier than other people, and we can do this in a few different 
ways, subtly, psychologically, we can makes someone feel 
temporarily wealthy. Getting a “poorer” person to feel wealthier 
actually makes them do a whole slew of things that looks just like 
what actually wealthy people do, like, in one case, take more candy 
from a bowl, or a jar of candy, that was otherwise reserved for 
children. So making someone feel wealthy, even though you’re not 
actually making them wealthy, you’re just making them feel wealthy, 
causes them to want more, to feel more entitled, to feel more 
deserving, and to really prioritize their own interests.  
 

00:57:38 AG: Fascinating. Great. [Closing remarks, Room tone]  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  

 


