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The tension between achievement and ascrip-
tion lies at the center of modern life. Agents 
of the central institutions of modernity— 
government, science, formal organizations—
justify their decisions on the basis of achievement-
based criteria, whereby rewards and privileges 
are allocated on the basis of merit, rather than 
being based on “task-irrelevant but socially 
valued” aspects of an actor’s identity (Lynn, 
Podolny, and Tao 2009:762; cf. Parsons 1951; 
Weber 1968). And yet a core claim of  

contemporary sociological theory is that mod-
ern institutions often fall short of satisfying the 
ideal of meritocratic allocation (Castilla and 
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Abstract
A core claim of sociological theory is that modern institutions fall short of their meritocratic 
ideals, whereby rewards should be allocated based on achievement-related criteria. Instead, 
high-status actors often experience a “status advantage”: they are rewarded disproportionately 
to the quality of their performance. We develop and test a theory of status advantage in 
meritocratic settings. The most influential model in past research derives status advantage 
from decision-makers’ tendency to infer quality from status when quality is uncertain. The 
theory developed here integrates and extends this and other theories to explain the emergence 
of status advantage in the many meritocratic contexts where the decision-maker’s personal, 
first-order sense of quality is less important to the decision. We argue that in such contexts, 
decision-makers must often coordinate with others to make the “best” decision, and thus they 
focus on the “third-order inference” problem of discerning who or what “most people” think 
is higher quality, as encoded in status beliefs. Three experiments demonstrate that under such 
conditions, status advantages can emerge even though (1) status information does not resolve 
uncertainty about quality; (2) the status belief is illegitimate; and (3) no party to the decision 
personally prefers the higher-status option. The theory implies that status hierarchies are 
resilient in the face of significant dissent but may be subject to public challenge.
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Benard 2010). In particular, higher-status 
actors—those who are ranked higher than 
others, as enacted in public displays of honor 
or deference (see Goode 1978; Homans 1950; 
Weber 1968)—are seen as preferred targets of 
interaction or exchange beyond the level that 
can be justified on the basis of “objective” 
performance criteria (i.e., blind to the per-
former’s identity). Moreover, such status 
advantages are important because they are at 
the root of cumulative advantage processes, 
as higher-status actors build on superior 
resources to develop greater capabilities over 
time (DiPrete and Eirich 2006; Merton [1948] 
1968, 1995; Ridgeway and Correll 2004; 
Simcoe and Waguespack 2010).

In one type of often-studied status advan-
tage, ostensibly meritocratic institutions fail 
to prevent diffuse status characteristics, such 
as race, gender, or motherhood, from influ-
encing evaluations of performance (Castilla 
2008; Castilla and Benard 2010; Correll and 
Benard 2006; Correll, Benard, and Paik 2007; 
Petersen and Saporta 2004; Ridgeway 2011; 
Turco 2010). A second type of status advan-
tage documented in such institutions pertains 
to the development of status rankings, such as 
the ranking of firms within a given industry. 
Unlike students of stratification and discrimi-
nation, economic sociologists tend to regard 
such status advantages as a legitimate form of 
competitive advantage, because they emerge 
endogenously from market competition 
(Podolny 1993, 2005; see also Jensen 2006; 
Stuart, Hoang, and Hybels 1999). This sug-
gests that status advantages may not always 
reflect a failure of meritocratic institutions to 
fulfill their objectives, but may be inherent in 
how such institutions operate.

But how and why do high-status advan-
tages emerge in meritocratic contexts where 
decision-makers are supposed to justify their 
decisions on the basis of relative perfor-
mance? The most influential approach to this 
question is the Socially Endogenous Infer-
ences (SEI) model. This theory, which was 
extended and elaborated by Lynn and col-
leagues (2009; see also Gould 2002; Podolny 
1993, 2005; Salganik, Dodds, and Watts 

2006) and received strong empirical valida-
tion in several recent studies (Azoulay, Stuart, 
and Wang 2014; Kim and King 2014; Lynn et 
al. 2016; Simcoe and Waguespack 2010), sees 
status advantages as emerging when perfor-
mances are difficult to assess ex ante. In these 
settings, decision-makers infer the quality of 
a performance from the choices of prior  
decision-makers, as encoded in a publicly 
observable status hierarchy. Each decision is 
based not on a direct assessment of quality 
but on others’ assessments (which in turn are 
based on others’ assessments, and so on), so 
one actor may rise in status relative to another 
actor of equal quality merely because chance 
factors awarded the former with an early lead 
in status. Thus, ironically, the endogeneity of 
such reasonable inferences tends to have the 
cumulative effect of decoupling status from 
quality.

The SEI model has proven useful for 
explaining how status advantages can emerge 
even in meritocratic contexts. But the fact that 
the processes captured by this model may be 
sufficient to explain status advantage does not 
mean that such processes are necessary to 
produce such advantage. Indeed, as we will 
discuss, status advantages seem to occur even 
when decision-makers are not primarily 
focused on inferring quality from status 
according to their personal standards. Our key 
point of departure is the recognition that deci-
sion-makers in meritocratic contexts often 
face a different inference problem than the one 
assumed by the SEI model. In meritocratic 
contexts, decision-makers are often interde-
pendent with key resource-holders for the 
success of their decision. The “best” decision 
in such contexts is often the one that most 
effectively takes into account their likely reac-
tions. Accordingly, the most salient challenge 
for a decision-maker is to infer how various 
choices are most likely to be evaluated by a 
third party. The decision-maker can then use 
these inferences to find a choice that coordi-
nates well with the anticipated reactions of 
relevant resource-holders. We refer to the pro-
cess of coordinating with relevant others via 
the anticipated criteria of most others as 
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“third-order inference” (Ridgeway and Correll 
2006). We will argue that decision-makers 
generally solve these third-order inference 
problems by relying on status beliefs.1

STATuS AdvANTAgE WHERE 
INfERRINg QuALITy fROm 
STATuS IS NOT CENTRAL

Our general objective is to understand the 
conditions under which decisions are shaped 
by “status beliefs”—beliefs that are discussed 
publicly as valid, and which rank individuals, 
types of people, or objects according to their 
expected ability to contribute to valued out-
comes (Berger et al. 1977; Ridgeway et al. 
2009; Ridgeway and Correll 2006). Specifi-
cally, we seek to explain the conditions under 
which “status advantages” will be present. 
Status advantages are outcomes from 
resource-allocation decisions where higher-
status actors earn an allocation that is dispro-
portionate to their relative quality.2 In 
particular, our focus is on how status advan-
tages emerge even when decisions are justi-
fied on a meritocratic basis—that is, based on 
the satisfaction of quality standards that can 
be articulated independently of the options 
available. Such quality standards could be (1) 
shared among multiple actors (e.g., a decision-
maker and any beneficiary of the decision); 
(2) particular to a given decision-maker (if 
the context is one where differences in taste 
are recognized and considered legitimate); or 
(3) particular to the intended beneficiary of 
the decision (e.g., if the decision is made to 
satisfy a particular agent or audience). In any 
such meritocratic context, a higher-status 
actor can be said to have an advantage when 
the actor is not superior to lower-status actors 
on the relevant standard but is nonetheless 
favored, even when decision-makers justify 
their decisions based on what is objectively 
best.

To flesh out our approach, we begin by 
noting how several lines of sociological the-
ory account for status advantages in contexts 
that are meritocratic but where efforts to infer 
a personal sense of quality from status do not 

appear to be important. After considering 
these contexts and reviewing the lines of 
theory developed to explain status advantage 
in them, we build on Ridgeway and Correll 
(2004, 2006) to provide an integrative frame-
work (“third-order inference”). This frame-
work furnishes a set of testable hypotheses 
that can account for status advantage in set-
tings that fall outside the scope of the SEI 
model; and, as discussed below, it also applies 
to many contexts that are within the scope of 
the SEI model.

One critical line of theory motivating our 
approach shows how the introduction of pub-
lic rankings in an industry by third-parties 
(i.e., neither the decision-makers nor the pro-
ducers whose performances are being selected) 
has profound effects on demand and supply, 
creating competitive advantage for those who 
are accorded a high rank (Espeland and Sau-
der 2016). This phenomenon is noteworthy, in 
part, because researchers operating within the 
SEI model (e.g., Gould 2002; Lynn et al. 
2009) generally work within a social networks 
tradition that assumes interactants are exposed 
to one another’s deference patterns (see Zuck-
erman 2010). But if the introduction of public 
rankings has an impact even when there was 
already a structure of deference, this suggests 
that publicity is key. Relatedly, one might sup-
pose that such acts of publicity merely aggre-
gate information about relative quality implied 
by patterns of deference, but such rankings 
also introduce distinctions (e.g., overly crude 
distinctions between some ranks, and overly 
fine distinctions between others) that cannot 
be reduced to quality distinctions (Sauder 
2006). This raises questions as to why such 
rankings would be heeded. One possibility is 
that the accuracy of rankings for measuring 
quality is less important than that the rankings 
are public and decision-makers thus expect 
them to be widely used.

This possibility dovetails with key obser-
vations made by economic sociologists 
regarding the advantages enjoyed by high-
status firms, particularly in a business-to-
business context. Podolny (1993, 2005) relied on 
the SEI model in suggesting that high-status 
firms are favored because they are perceived 
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to be higher quality, but a different logic may 
also be at work (see Jensen 2006; Uzzi and 
Lancaster 2004), whereby the appeal of a 
high-status firm is that it provides a surer 
basis for projecting accountability. In short, 
the decision-maker’s view of actual quality 
may often be moot insofar as the selection of 
a high-status firm is more easily defended to 
consequential others. Perhaps the most 
famous expression of this mechanism is the 
mantra from the era of mainframe computers: 
“No one ever got fired for buying IBM.” Or 
as Keynes (1936:158) put it, “Worldly wis-
dom teaches us that it is better to fail conven-
tionally than succeed unconventionally.” This 
quip is too strong because, by definition, a 
“successful” decision is “better” than a less 
successful one. The problem, however, is that 
the review of a decision may take place well 
before it can be adjudicated on the basis of 
objective quality standards—and so in the 
interim, a “conventional” option (in this case, 
a high-status choice) may be the superior 
strategy. Note that this logic may hold even 
though the decision-maker does not know the 
quality standards that are personally endorsed 
by those who might review the decision. Did 
everyone really prefer IBM?

Other research points to how interactants’ 
personal sense of quality often seems to pale 
in importance relative to what is publicly 
endorsed in a status hierarchy. This is clearest 
in research on “politics of dissimulation,” 
described by scholars of authoritarian sys-
tems (and of the ancien régime; Elias 1983), 
whereby public displays of loyalty to the 
official ideology and to leaders mask a great 
deal of private dissent (e.g., Jowitt 1974; 
Kuran 1995; Wedeen 1999). More subtle 
examples may be found in academia, where 
many citations may be “ceremonial” (Adatto 
and Cole 1981), reflecting less about the cit-
er’s or the intended readers’ personal beliefs 
in the quality of the cited paper than that the 
citation conveys the appropriate signal to 
reviewers and readers. Relatedly, consider the 
cases noted by Centola, Willer, and Macy 
(2005:1010; see also Willer, Kuwabara, and 
Macy [2009] where experimental evidence is 

adduced), in which “prestigious scholars . . . 
are widely proclaimed as having the most 
brilliant new ideas” but “privately, people 
find the work entirely incomprehensible.”

Finally, note how a similar basis for status 
advantage appears to be highly salient in cul-
tural domains where the SEI model faces the 
most difficulty. In particular, whereas it seems 
relatively unproblematic for a scientist to infer 
that a method or theory popular among her 
peers would be more effective than a less 
popular one, it is less clear that this logic 
applies when it comes to cultural practices, 
insofar as variation in taste is expected. 
Accordingly, research on status advantages in 
this context emphasizes the importance of pub-
lic discussion of quality in explaining the influ-
ence of status beliefs. For example, Bourdieu’s 
(1984) theory of “distinction” places more 
emphasis on how “highbrow” culture is 
socially validated than on personal assess-
ments of quality. Similarly, Goffman’s (1951, 
1959) dramaturgical approach to impression 
management invokes a complementary basis 
for the conferral of status, and Veblen’s (1953) 
theory of conspicuous consumption is typi-
cally interpreted to imply that consumers favor 
high-status products not because they regard 
them as higher quality, but simply because 
they are socially recognized as high status (see 
Benjamin and Podolny 1999; Malter 2014). 
Relatedly, Clark, Clark, and Polborn (2006) 
suggest that high-status actors’ consumption 
decisions are influential not because of their 
keen sense of quality, but because they tend to 
be socially visible or prominent, and such vis-
ible endorsement of a particular item suggests 
it will be popular.

The various lines of theory we reviewed 
generally do not engage with one another. 
Nor have they clearly established an alterna-
tive mechanism to the inference of quality 
from popularity, which is at the heart of the 
SEI model, but identification of such an alter-
native mechanism seems promising. Obser-
vations from these lines of research are highly 
complementary, in that they recognize that 
decision-makers may favor (for affiliation, 
exchange, or as a source of influence) those 
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who are publicly recognized as higher quality, 
independent of the personal assessments of 
quality held by decision-makers and the 
intended beneficiaries of their decisions.

THIRd-ORdER INfERENCE 
mOdEL
We argue that the mechanism linking these 
lines of research is decision-makers’ desire to 
anticipate how “most others” will assess qual-
ity. Following Ridgeway and Correll (2006), 
we call problems of judging what “most oth-
ers” think is best third-order inference prob-
lems. By contrast, first-order inference 
problems involve the decision-maker decid-
ing what she herself thinks is best, and second-
order inference problems concern deciding 
what a specific other thinks is best.3 When 
actors need to coordinate to make a decision 
about selecting one exchange partner or 
another, they can be expected to draw on sta-
tus beliefs to solve a third-order inference 
problem. In all the situations described in the 
prior section, decision-makers have good rea-
son to favor high-status actors independent of 
either personal or shared quality standards: 
status beliefs provide an effective means for 
coordinating among the relevant parties to 
make what will be regarded by “most others” 
as a good choice. We now elaborate on these 
ideas and develop testable hypotheses that 
help validate our approach.

Our motivating observation is that decision-
makers in meritocratic contexts often face 
inference problems that require the resolution 
of a more other-oriented type of uncertainty 
than that addressed by the SEI model. 
Whether or not a decision-maker feels uncer-
tain about the best choice for private use, she 
often faces uncertainty about which choice 
coordinates most effectively with the actions 
of consequential others.4 Ridgeway and  
Correll (2004) term a “social relational con-
text” any situation in which an actor must 
take the expected reactions of others into 
account in deciding how to act, because the 
others’ reactions will be consequential to her 
interests. They argue (cf. Ridgeway 2011) 

that commonly known beliefs about types of 
people, such as those contained in gender 
stereotypes, serve as common codes that 
actors use to solve coordination problems 
posed in a wide variety of relational contexts 
where that code is salient.

More generally, public discourse tends to 
specify a common code for how actors and 
institutions are categorized and ranked in a 
given social domain, thereby providing a 
ready basis for coordination among domain-
participants who are aware of the code and 
seek to justify their decisions on the basis of 
relative performance. We assume that such 
common codes, in this case, widely shared 
status beliefs, become implicitly salient for 
decision-makers when they must choose 
among alternatives that differ in rank accord-
ing to these status beliefs. When salient, a 
widely shared status belief that ranks the rel-
evant choices serves as a “focal point”  
(Schelling 1960), or a default convention that 
facilitates coordination by allowing the decision-
maker to anticipate the likely reactions of 
consequential others to alternatives in order 
to consider these in her own choices. This 
happens not because the common code is 
widely endorsed as a personal conviction, but 
because it is what everyone knows that every-
one knows, or what Ridgeway and Correll 
(2006) call a “third-order belief ” (see also 
Adut 2008; Chwe 2001; Swidler 2001; 
Yamagishi and Kiyonari 2000).

To specify further, the presumption that a 
status belief is what “most people think most 
people believe” and is, in that sense, cultural 
common knowledge, gives it a public, 
socially valid quality, even if the decision-
maker does not personally endorse it as 
proper. Research on legitimacy shows that 
the apparent social validity of something 
(e.g., a status belief ), and the associated 
sense that others can be expected to act in 
accord with it, powerfully shapes individual 
behavior independent of the individual’s 
sense that it is right and proper (for a 
review, see Zelditch 2006). Indeed, Clark 
and Kashima (2007) show that people spon-
taneously draw on common codes, such as 
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gender stereotypes, to communicate and 
facilitate coordination with strangers, even 
when they could communicate on the basis 
of stereotype inconsistent information. Thus, 
the quality of social validity gives a widely 
held status belief a kind of facticity for the 
decision-maker, both allowing anticipation 
of the reactions of consequential others and 
suggesting that the decision-maker consider 
this belief in her own behavior to make the 
most effective choice, even if she does not 
endorse the status belief.

As the above implies, the primary scope 
condition for the third-order inference 
model, and its point of contrast with the SEI 
model, is that a decision-maker is making a 
decision under a non-negligible degree of 
interdependence with consequential others 
whose reactions will affect the success of the 
decision. Accordingly, we might posit a 
range of decision contexts, from those where 
decision-makers are highly interdependent 
to those where the degree of interdepend-
ence is negligible. For example, when choos-
ing a neurosurgeon to operate on you, the 
reactions of others might matter little. But 
with acts of conspicuous consumption, like 
buying an ostentatious house or market spec-
ulation, the success of a choice depends 
almost entirely on others’ reactions (see 
Zuckerman 2012). A midpoint in this range 
would be hiring decisions in organizations, 
in which the success of a hire is substantially 
(see Rivera 2015) but not entirely dependent 
on the reactions of consequential others.

We should note that our scope condition of 
non-negligible interdependence does not 
imply a powerless decision-maker. In interde-
pendent contexts such as groups and organi-
zations, even leaders have non-negligible 
interdependence with their subordinates that 
affects the success of their decisions, and thus 
they are likely to engage in some degree of 
third-order inference to make the best deci-
sion. That said, within such contexts, third-
order inference should be particularly 
determinative for the decisions of less power-
ful actors.

COmPARINg THE TWO 
mOdELS

So far, we have described how the SEI model 
provides a good account of how status beliefs 
help decision-makers resolve, ex ante, their 
first-order uncertainty about what choice 
would be “best” for personal consumption. 
Third-order inference processes, in contrast, 
help decision-makers resolve social uncer-
tainty about what choice will be most effec-
tive, given interdependence. To distinguish 
the effects of third-order inference, it is useful 
to examine them after a decision-maker has 
made a first-order choice about quality and 
the distinction is especially clear where post-
decision first-order judgments are found to 
conflict with the socially high-status choice. 
Status advantage is expressly not predicted 
under such cases by the SEI model (see Lynn 
et al. 2016). Yet although the SEI model is not 
relevant to post-decision status advantages, 
we do not suggest that third-order inference 
processes are necessarily irrelevant to the 
emergence of status advantage ex ante in 
interdependent contexts. Rather, in most such 
decision contexts, the processes of resolving 
personal uncertainty about what is “best” and 
resolving social uncertainty about what con-
sequential others will accept as best are inter-
twined and actors may often not distinguish 
between them.

To illustrate this point, Figure 1 depicts how 
two factors—degree of interdependence and 
quality uncertainty—determine the contexts 
covered by the third-order inference model in 
relation to the SEI model. Status advantage 
should not occur in contexts lacking both inter-
dependence and quality uncertainty (the upper-
left-hand cell), but all other settings are 
conducive to some degree of status advantage. 
The SEI model uniquely explains status advan-
tage in contexts with negligible outcome inter-
dependence but moderate or greater first-order 
uncertainty about quality (the upper-right-hand 
cell). In addition to our earlier example of 
one’s choice of a neurosurgeon, the now- 
classic “musiclab” study (Salganik et al. 2006; 
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Salganik and Watts 2008) provides an example 
of research that addresses this cell. As reviewed 
by Zuckerman (2012:227–28), that research 
demonstrated how early leads in music popu-
larity build on themselves, even when  
decision-makers have no reason to care about 
how others will react to or coordinate with 
their decision. The only plausible basis for 
status advantage in such a context is that pos-
tulated by SEI: the inference of first-order 
quality from popularity.

Although our third-order inference (TOI) 
model is inapplicable in the upper-right-hand 
cell, the TOI model uniquely explains status 
advantage in the bottom-left cell. These are 
contexts in which outcome interdependence 
is at least moderate (e.g., the cases of hiring 
for compatibility mentioned earlier) or even 
greater (as in conspicuous consumption or 
speculation), but first-order uncertainty about 
quality is not at issue. In the context of our 
three studies discussed below, the absence of 
personal or first-order uncertainty could stem 
either from the fact that it has already been 
resolved (Studies 1 and 2) or from the fact 
that it has negligible importance to the suc-
cess of the outcome (Study 3). Note, however, 
that although research conducted in the top-
right or bottom-left cells shows the impor-
tance of the SEI and TOI models, respectively, 
most settings (e.g., organizations and mar-
kets) are in between these extremes. Thus, 

when we observe status advantage in such 
settings, we can generally assume that both 
SEI and TOI processes are in play, jointly 
shaping the emergence of status advantage 
from decision-makers’ choices.

Three final points further clarify the logic 
of third-order inference and help motivate our 
empirical tests of the theory. First, this logic 
is often invoked in the context of impression 
and reputation management (see earlier dis-
cussion), but we argue that the logic of third-
order inference can be triggered even when a 
decision-maker is anonymous and is moti-
vated by the prospect of gains rather than to 
avoid losses.5 All that is necessary is that the 
decision-maker believes the probability of 
such gains depends on successful coordina-
tion with others on the basis of what “most 
others” think is best. Accordingly, and as we 
will discuss, our first two studies create 
instances of such decision contexts.

Second, it is important to determine when 
individuals will coordinate based on status 
beliefs that are generally viewed as illegiti-
mate (in the sense of not right or proper) 
bases for choosing among actors.6 For exam-
ple, U.S. Equal Employment Opportunity 
regulations emerged based on a belief that 
adults of all sexes and races are assumed 
equal in their aptitude and commitment to 
work. Yet, research continues to find that 
employers’ quality judgments about workers 

figure 1. Comparing the Scope of the Socially Endogenous Inference (SEI) and Third-Order 
Inference (TOI) Models
Note: Cell entries indicate whether the context is within the scope of either or both models.
aStatus has a significant impact on the determination of the “best” choice when the decision-maker 
believes her first-order estimate of relative quality is imprecise and that status information can be used 
to increase precision.
bStatus has a significant impact on the determination of the “best” choice when the decision-maker 
believes the effectiveness of a decision depends on the actions of consequential others, and that these 
others are known to be aware of the status hierarchy as the public code for what is “best.”

Issues of Resolving Quality uncertaintya

decision Outcome 
Interdependenceb

Insignificant Moderate Significant

Insignificant Neither model SEI SEI (e.g., Lynn et al. 2016; 
Salganik et al. 2006)

Moderate TOI TOI & SEI TOI & SEI

Significant TOI (Studies 1, 2, 
and 3)

TOI & SEI TOI & SEI
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are affected by gender, race, and other charac-
teristics (see, e.g., Correll et al. 2007; Ridge-
way 2011; Turco 2010). We argue that status 
beliefs often have force in social relations, 
thereby supporting status advantages, even 
when those beliefs are illegitimate. In particu-
lar, this will be true insofar as the decision-
maker understands the decision as one that 
requires coordination based on what “every-
one” knows (see also Foschi 2000).

Third, we argue that status advantages are 
resilient even in the face of a “contrarian” 
code. By a contrarian code, we mean a belief 
about the (classification and) relative quality 
of actors that deviates from a community’s 
publicly known status beliefs. Such codes 
may be unique to individuals or shared among 
a subpopulation in a community. But insofar 
as they are not as widely shared and publi-
cized (i.e., not common knowledge), they 
may be less effective focal points for coordi-
nation (see Heath, Ho, and Berger 2006). In 
particular, consider the dilemma you face if 
you need to give a gift to someone who pre-
fers a low-status producer, such as Pabst Blue 
Ribbon beer, which, despite being widely 
recognized as a “cheap beer,” has recently 
developed a cult following among young, 
“hipster” drinkers (Gillespie 2015). It might 
seem straightforward that one should select a 
gift on the basis of the second-order belief—
that is, what the gift-recipient likes (Caplow 
1984). The problem, however, is that the gift-
recipient is quite aware that “most people” 
regard the high-status option (e.g., craft beer) 
as best. In this situation, it is unclear whether 
the lower- or higher-status option (e.g., Pabst 
Blue Ribbon or a craft beer) will more effec-
tively convey the intended message of the 
gift—that one values the gift-recipient and 
therefore “cares enough to give the best.” 
Moreover, insofar as third-parties are observ-
ing and reviewing the decision, it may become 
even harder to convey such a message via the 
contrarian code. Thus, we argue that status 
beliefs can have force in social relations, 
thereby creating status advantages, even 
when coordinating parties do not endorse 
them. In particular, this will be true insofar as 

the decision-maker expects the other party 
will coordinate on the basis of such beliefs 
rather than their contrarian beliefs. This is 
especially likely in situations in which the 
contrarian code is not clearly established as 
common knowledge among all situational 
participants (Chwe 2001). As captured in our 
third study, the canonical context is gift- 
giving, where it is the conventional “thought” 
that is most clearly conveyed.

Empirical Validation

We test our theory with three experimental 
studies.7 The main goal of the first study, 
which involves selection of high- versus low-
status brands of chocolate, is to demonstrate 
how status advantages can emerge even in 
circumstances where status information does 
not reduce quality uncertainty. Such a case is 
outside the scope of the SEI model, because 
any favoritism toward the high-status actor 
cannot be rationally justified as based on the 
perception that it is higher quality. However, 
insofar as the decision-maker thinks the  
decision needs to be coordinated with others 
who are aware of the status belief (i.e., inter-
dependence is non-negligible), we would 
expect her to favor the high-status producer 
anyway. As noted in the prior section, this 
experiment shows that status advantages can 
emerge even when (1) the decision-maker is 
anonymous, and (2) the motivation is to 
obtain gains rather than to avoid losses.

The main goal of the second study, which 
involves selection of a male or female police 
chief for U.S. towns, is to test whether  
decision-makers will shift to the high-status 
option even when such favoritism is illegiti-
mate. This setting highlights shared standards 
rather than matters of individual taste. Once 
again, the experiment is designed in such a 
way that the introduction of status informa-
tion is not accompanied by information about 
relative quality.

Finally, the third study returns to the selec-
tion of chocolate and tests whether a decision-
maker will favor the high-status option even 
when she knows that the gift-recipient’s 
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personal preference is for the low-status 
option. This test is critical because it rules out 
the possibility that decision-makers merely 
cater to the taste of those with whom they are 
coordinating. Rather, third-order inference 
has a powerful influence on the decision; the 
gift-giver often opts for what everyone knows 
is best rather than what the gift-recipient 
thinks is best.

STudy 1: THE CHOCOLATE 
TASTE TEST
The first experiment provides an initial empir-
ical test of our argument that coordination 
based on third-order inference is sufficient to 
produce status advantage. In the experiment, 
participants decide between higher- versus 
lower-status actors (specifically, high- or low-
status chocolate producers) under conditions 
where the status information fails to provide 
information reducing first-order quality uncer-
tainty. The study contains four conditions: two 
third-order inference conditions, one first-
order inference condition, and one peer coor-
dination condition. In the third-order inference 
conditions, participants’ decisions depend on 
successful coordination with a large popula-
tion whom they can assume is aware of the 
relative status of their decision options. In the 
first-order condition, their decision is affected 
solely by their personal criteria about quality. 
In the peer condition, participants are led to 
believe they will have the opportunity to dis-
cuss their choices with others who are socially 
similar, thereby increasing the likelihood of 
successful coordination based on a contrarian 
code. Our main prediction for Study 1 is that 
status advantages will be limited or nonexis-
tent in the first-order inference condition but 
will be significantly greater in the third-order 
inference conditions. We also expect limited 
status advantage in the peer coordination 
condition.

Overview of Study 1

In each of two rounds, paid undergraduate 
volunteers rated two samples of chocolate 

purportedly from different chocolate produc-
ers. In actuality, both samples were of the 
same chocolate, thereby ensuring they were 
objectively of equal quality. Eighty-seven 
participants were randomly assigned within 
sex to the four experimental conditions. Sex 
of participant was counterbalanced within 
conditions. We excluded data from seven par-
ticipants because of experimental error, leav-
ing an analytic sample of 80 (40 male and 40 
female) participants (20 per condition).

In the first round of all conditions, partici-
pants rated the two chocolates, with no brand 
names attached, and chose their favorite. This 
initial choice constituted their personal, or 
first-order, judgment about which chocolate 
was higher quality. In the second round, par-
ticipants were told that both chocolates were 
of high quality, but one of the chocolates was 
a higher-status brand and the other was a 
lower-status brand. Participants also learned 
that they preferred the low-status brand on the 
first round. They then received information 
that manipulated their sense of the “coordina-
tion challenge” for their decision (i.e., how 
and whether the outcome of the decision 
depended on the actions of other actors). Par-
ticipants then rated the chocolates again and 
made their final decision. Insofar as there was 
significant switching from the initial choice 
of the low-status brand to the higher-status 
brand, this would constitute a status advan-
tage for the high-status chocolate producer.

Distinguishing Features of the 
Experimental Design

The chocolate tasting task is, by design, one 
for which participants are likely to have rela-
tively little first-order uncertainty about qual-
ity judgments, defined as the chocolate they 
“like best.” Most individuals are familiar with 
tasting chocolate and likely feel they have 
expertise as the legitimate arbiters of their 
personal preferences. A small pre-test clearly 
established that participants were able to con-
fidently pick the chocolate they liked best.8 In 
this, our experiment is intentionally different 
from others in which the decision-maker 
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could potentially worry that she does not have 
sufficient expertise or authority to judge the 
product at hand (e.g., Willer et al. 2009).

The focus of our experiment is whether 
subjects switch to a high-status actor (i.e., 
chocolate producer) even after having sam-
pled the “performances” of each of the two 
actors and personally judged their relative 
quality. In this way, our experimental condi-
tions are outside the scope of the SEI model, 
which is geared to explaining why high-status 
actors are favored prior to such experiential 
“tests” of relative quality (Lynn et al. 2016). 
Finally, psychological research (see Albarra-
cin and Vargas 2010) suggests that once decision-
makers make a choice, they should feel 
committed to that choice and be resistant to 
switching to an alternative choice. This set of 
conditions combines to create a situation in 
which status advantages should not emerge 
unless, as we argue, contexts inducing decision-
makers to engage in third-order inference are 
sufficient to create such advantages.

Finally, our procedures create contexts 
where subjects are anonymous (thus eliminat-
ing impression management or conspicuous 
consumption motives) and they stand to gain 
rather than lose by favoring high-status actors. 
If indeed our hypothesis is validated in this 
context, it would demonstrate the distinctive 
range of the third-order inference effects we 
predict.

Procedures

Round 1. Participants came to the lab indi-
vidually to participate in a blind taste test of 
two brands of premium chocolate. Partici-
pants were told that “chocolate makers have 
become interested in increasing the market 
for their products,” so they are conducting 
taste tests “in a variety of settings such as 
shopping malls, college campuses, and retire-
ment homes.” Participants were also told they 
would be “given an opportunity to taste the 
samples more than once to clarify (their) 
preferences.”

After providing consent to participate, par-
ticipants were given two samples of 

chocolate, one wrapped in red foil and another 
in blue foil. Unbeknownst to the participants, 
both samples were of the same chocolate. 
Participants were instructed to close their 
eyes, taste one of the samples, and then rate it 
from poor (1) to excellent (5) on each of four 
dimensions of quality used in the chocolate 
industry—aroma, texture, taste, and after-
taste—and note their ratings on the “Choco-
late Quality Survey” form provided. 
Participants then tasted and rated the second 
sample. Finally, they indicated which of the 
two samples—red or blue—they “like best.”

Participants rated the chocolate they pre-
ferred significantly higher on all four dimen-
sions (taste, aftertaste, texture, and aroma) 
compared with the chocolate they did not 
prefer. For the key dimension of taste, their 
ratings of the preferred piece of chocolate 
were approximately one standard deviation 
higher than for the chocolate not preferred, 
suggesting that participants formed clear, 
unambiguous preferences.9

Round 2. The second round of tasting 
began with a short description of the growing 
popularity of high-quality chocolate. The two 
samples were then distinguished by status 
with the following information:

One of the chocolates is made by Godiva. 
Godiva is an industry leader with a long his-
tory of making excellent chocolate. The 
company was founded in Belgium in 1926 
and is sold in all 50 states and throughout 
the world. Godiva is well known for the 
quality of its chocolate and has frequently 
been recognized with awards.

The other chocolate is called Cacao Select 
by Safeway [a major regional supermarket 
chain]. This brand of chocolate was started 
by an expert European chocolate maker who 
decided to go out on his own to make great 
chocolate. To save costs and to more easily 
reach American consumers who do not 
know good chocolate, he decided to partner 
with the Safeway supermarket chain. Cacao 
Select by Safeway has won two blind 
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tasting contests by chefs when paired 
against long-established, prestigious brands.

Both chocolates were described as high qual-
ity, and both Godiva and Safeway are well-
known, highly visible brands in the location 
where the study took place, but one chocolate 
bore the name of a high-status manufacturer 
and the other carried a supermarket label. Yet, 
participants were given reason to think that 
the supermarket-label chocolate might be as 
high quality as the high-status brand. For 
example, the Safeway brand was described as 
being made by “an expert European chocolate 
maker” and having won two awards from 
chefs. In actuality, both samples came from 
the same chocolate, so neither was objectively 
higher quality. Next, participants learned that 
in the first round they preferred the lower-
status, supermarket chocolate. Thus, partici-
pants believed that their personal preference 
(i.e., their first-order belief about quality) was 
for a lower-status chocolate. We then manipu-
lated the sense of the coordination challenge 
for their final decision, as we will describe.

First-order inference condition. In the 
first-order inference condition, participants 
were told that their ratings would be com-
pletely confidential. Thus, there were no 
actors (other than themselves) whose reac-
tions would be consequential and with whom 
they must coordinate in making their final 
choice. Participants then tasted the chocolates 
a second time, rated them, and selected the 
chocolate that they personally preferred. We 
expected a relatively low rate of switching to 
the high-status option in this condition.

Peer coordination condition. In this 
condition, participants were told that after 
their second tasting, they would be invited to 
participate in a small focus group with people 
similar to them to discuss strategies for mar-
keting chocolate to college students. They 
were also told that they would recommend 
one of the two chocolates to share with the 
focus group. Participants tasted the two sam-
ples a second time. Next, they rated and 

ranked the chocolates, and then filled out a 
recommendation card that contained their 
choice of chocolate for the focus group. We 
expected participants in this condition to 
exhibit a low to intermediate level of switch-
ing to the high-status chocolate in their final 
recommendation, because, although they 
should anticipate their peers reacting to the 
status of their choice, they would have an 
opportunity to directly explain their prefer-
ence to them and thus potentially forge a con-
trarian code. This condition is not central to a 
test of our hypothesis, but we included it to 
further explore the circumstances under which 
third-order inferences influence choices inde-
pendent of original quality judgments.

Third-order inference conditions. In 
the third and fourth experimental conditions, 
participants were told that they would be rec-
ommending a chocolate for placement in a gift 
basket marketed to one of two different cate-
gories of people—a general “all American” 
market segment or a “young professionals” 
market segment that might plausibly be more 
salient to undergraduate participants.10 After 
hearing a description of the gift basket, they 
tasted the chocolates for the second time and 
rated and ranked them. Next, they learned 
more about the makers of the gift pack. To 
increase participants’ sense that the conse-
quences of their final recommendations 
depended on coordinating with the market 
segments to which the gift packs were 
intended, they were told that “you have the 
opportunity to receive a bonus of at least $50 
(if ) you recommend a chocolate that is ulti-
mately included in the gift pack.”11 These 
procedures were designed to increase the 
interdependence of the decision-making con-
text and place participants in contexts in which 
they had a chance to gain by successfully 
coordinating with resource-holding others 
while remaining interactively anonymous in 
the setting. Finally, participants were told that 
(1) the gift packs “will feature 15 chocolates 
of exceptional quality,” (2) each will be “dis-
played in its distinctive brand packaging,” and 
(3) the producers would be “making the 
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chocolate available for the same cost.” These 
statements were designed to ensure that par-
ticipants would understand that consumers 
would be able to evaluate the chocolates only 
on the basis of their packaging (and accord-
ingly, the status of the brand) and there was no 
cost-based reason to prefer one or the other. 
Participants then filled out a recommendation 
card, selecting the chocolate they would like 
to include in the gift basket. In actuality, there 
was no bonus. Participants were told about the 
chance to win a bonus to increase the salience 
of the coordination challenge for their final 
choices, thereby ensuring that the decision 
being made required third-order inference. We 
expected the greatest switching to the high-
status option in these two conditions.

Study wrap-up. After Round 2, partici-
pants in all conditions filled out a survey that 
contained background information items and 
manipulation check questions. They were 
debriefed and paid for their participation.

Dependent Variables

Our main dependent variable is high-status 
advantage, operationalized as whether partici-
pants switched their choice from Safeway (low 
status) in the first round of tasting to Godiva 
(high status) in the second round. We measure 
this switch in two ways. The first, which can 
be applied to all conditions, is based on a 
switch in the chocolate that the participant 
“liked best” from round one to round two of 
tasting. The second, which can be applied only 
to the peer coordination and the third-order 
inference conditions, is based on whether par-
ticipants switched from the chocolate they 
“liked best” in the first round of tasting to the 
higher-status chocolate when recommending a 
chocolate for either the focus group or the gift 
packs. A switch in the recommendation is most 
relevant for testing our hypothesis, because 
what matters for status advantage is that which 
is enacted in public. However, by definition, 
there is no “recommendation” in the first-order 
condition, except insofar as the subject’s 
choice of the chocolate she likes best consti-
tutes a self-recommendation. Thus, to ensure 

comparability across conditions, we present 
results based on the switch in “liked best” as 
well as the recommendation.

Manipulation Checks

To ensure the manipulations of the coordina-
tion challenge were salient, participants were 
asked how much they took into account “what 
most people would like” and “my own prefer-
ences” in making their final recommendations 
on a scale from 1 (did not influence) to 4 (had 
a large influence). Confirming the effective-
ness of our manipulations, participants rated 
the influence of “what most people would 
like” as significantly higher (t = 2.82, p < .01) 
in the third-order inference conditions (“young 
professionals,” m = 2.3, s.d. = 1.03; “all 
American,” m = 2.2, s.d. = 1.15) than in the 
first-order inference condition (m = 1.75, s.d. = 
.76). Also consistent with expectations, par-
ticipants in the peer coordination condition 
reported an intermediate level of influence of 
“what most would like” (m = 1.9, s.d. = 1.07) 
that was a bit closer to that in the first-order 
than third-order inference conditions. Perhaps 
not surprisingly, all participants rated the 
influence of their own preferences as high 
(range of means = 3.45 to 3.80), and this rat-
ing did not differ by condition (F = .69, n.s.).

Results

Our main prediction is that status advantages 
will be greater in situations involving third-
order inference. That is, when the conse-
quences of individuals’ decisions depend on 
coordinating their decisions with the actions 
of salient others, they will be more influenced 
by publicly held status beliefs compared with 
situations where their decisions are private. 
We also predict lower rates of status advan-
tage when individuals have the opportunity to 
coordinate their decisions with specific, 
socially proximate others, thereby potentially 
establishing a contrarian code.

Our results are consistent with these pre-
dictions. Figure 2 presents the rate of switch-
ing from the low- to high-status option across 
the four experimental conditions. For all 
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conditions, the bar on the left indicates the 
percent of participants who switched which 
chocolate they “liked best” to the high-status 
brand, Godiva. The right-hand bar represents 
the percent who switched to the high-status 
chocolate (Godiva) when making a recom-
mendation for the focus group or a gift basket 
(conditions 2, 3, and 4 only).

We compare both the “liked best” and 
“recommendation” measures for the third-
order and peer coordination measures to the 
“liked best” measure for the first-order condi-
tion. By either of the two measures, the rate of 
switching was roughly three times higher in 
the two third-order inference conditions than 
in the first-order inference condition. When 
measured in terms of the switch in recom-
mendation, 50 percent of participants in the 
“all American” third-order inference condi-
tion switched to the high-status brand, com-
pared with only 15 percent in the first-order 
inference condition, a statistically significant 
difference (z = 2.36, p < .01, one-tailed). 
Similarly, 45 percent of participants in the 
“young professionals” third-order inference 
condition switched to the high-status brand, 
which is also significantly different from the 
rate of switching in the first-order inference 
condition (z = 2.07, p = .02, one-tailed).

When switching is measured in terms of 
which chocolate the subject “liked best” (left 

bars in Figure 2), the difference between “all 
American” and first-order conditions was 
smaller (40 versus 15 percent) but still sig-
nificant in a one-tailed test (z = 1.77, p = .03). 
In the “young professionals” condition, 50 
percent switched to the higher-status brand, 
which is significantly higher than the rate of 
switching in the first-order condition (z = 
2.36, p = .009, one-tailed).

In the peer coordination condition, we 
expected an intermediate level of switching to 
the high-status brand, because participants 
would anticipate being able to interact with 
their peers, which would allow them to forge 
a contrarian code in favor of Safeway. As 
Figure 2 shows, 15 percent of participants 
switched to liking Godiva, and 25 percent 
recommended Godiva for their focus group 
after liking the lower-status chocolate better 
in the first round. The latter value represents 
an intermediate amount of switching in our 
sample, but the differences between the peer 
coordination condition and the other condi-
tions were not significant.

Study 1 Discussion

Our results validate the two key aspects of our 
hypothesis. First, as our theoretical model 
predicts, a status advantage emerges when a 
decision-maker is induced to treat the decision 

figure 2. Percent Who Switched Their Selection to Godiva



310  American Sociological Review 82(2) 

as a problem of third-order inference. Second, 
confirming a distinctive prediction of our the-
oretical model, this status advantage emerges 
even though the status information does not 
reduce the decision-maker’s uncertainty about 
quality. On the one hand, a study of chocolate 
choices represents a conservative test of our 
theory; it seems straightforward that people 
should be least likely to defer to public status 
beliefs when they can justify their personal 
view by invoking “de gustibus non est dis-
putadum”—everyone is entitled to their view 
in matters of taste. On the other hand, this 
strength of Study 1 is also a limitation. Can 
third-order inference also be sufficient to 
induce status advantage when “quality” is 
publically expected to be judged according to 
shared criteria as, for instance, in a merito-
cratic context such as evaluating job candi-
dates for hire?

STudy 2: SELECTINg A 
POLICE CHIEf
Overview

The second experiment replicates Study 1 and 
extends our test of the theory to a decision 
context—the evaluation of job applicants—
that is publically expected to be meritocratic 
and in which reliance on status beliefs, such 
as those linked to gender, is illegitimate in the 
contemporary United States. As with Study 1, 
participants again decide between higher- and 
lower-status actors under conditions where 
status information does not reduce uncer-
tainty about quality. However, in Study 2 the 
high-status actor is male and the low-status 
actor is female. Like Study 1, participants 
initially learn that they preferred the lower-
status option (the female applicant). How-
ever, to switch to the high-status actor in 
Study 2, participants must not only overcome 
their initial judgment of who is better, but 
must also knowingly favor a man over a simi-
larly qualified woman in an ostensibly meri-
tocratic situation, where making judgments 
based on characteristics like gender is largely 
viewed as illegitimate.

The study was conducted online via Ama-
zon Mechanical Turk (MTurk) using paid 
volunteers ($1 each) restricted to those using 
U.S. IP addresses.12 In each of two rounds 
across three conditions, 456 male and female 
participants rated brief résumés of two candi-
dates for police chief for a U.S. town. Police 
chief is generally seen as a male-typed job 
(Uhlmann and Cohen 2005).13 Evaluating 
candidates for a gender-typed job makes it 
more likely that, once participants know the 
gender of job candidates, gender status beliefs 
will become implicitly salient in the decision 
situation (see Wagner and Berger 2002).

In the first round, participants rated candi-
dates without knowing their gender and made 
an initial recommendation about who would 
be the better police chief. Participants were 
then told more about the job qualifications 
and responsibilities for the job, including sev-
eral qualifications designed to match stereo-
typically male characteristics. Next, we 
manipulated the coordination challenge par-
ticipants faced in making the “best” decision. 
In two of the conditions, participants read 
more about the town that was selecting the 
police chief. In one condition, this was a “tra-
ditional” town in Kansas, evoking a coordi-
nating audience likely to accept gender status 
beliefs that men are higher-quality police 
chiefs. In the other condition, it was a “pro-
gressive” town in Massachusetts, evoking an 
audience more likely to reject gender status 
beliefs as illegitimate. In the third condition, 
the nature and character of the town were left 
unspecified. The third condition is not critical 
to the test of our hypothesis, but we included 
it to further explore the circumstances under 
which third-order inferences influence 
choices independent of original quality judg-
ments. Participants then saw the résumés 
again, this time with names on the résumés 
that revealed the gender of their initial recom-
mendation. They saw that they preferred Alli-
son Boyle, a woman, over Matthew Berk, a 
man. Participants were then asked to make a 
final recommendation. Our main prediction 
for Study 2 is that status advantages (switches 
from the woman to the man in the final 
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recommendation) will be significantly greater 
in the Kansas condition than in the Massa-
chusetts condition.

Procedures

Preliminary information. Participants 
were “invited to participate in a research 
study about how people rate job applicants.” 
They learned that the study was “a project 
with researchers at the Social Decision Mak-
ing Center at Stanford who have been con-
tracted to work with a national recruitment 
firm,” and the principal investigators were 
“interested in understanding how age, educa-
tion, and other factors influence preferences 
and decisions.” They were further told that, 
while it may be difficult to assess the candi-
dates with the information they have been 
provided, research indicates this is an impor-
tant step employers take in making hiring 
decisions. Furthermore, they learned it was 
important to make a good match between 
applicants and the communities they serve. 
These instructions were intended to make 
subjects feel confident in the legitimacy of 
making a quick assessment of the candidates 
for a position that, after all, ultimately serves 
all U.S. residents.

To ensure that they paid attention to details 
of the study, participants were informed that 
there would be comprehension questions 
throughout the study and they would not be 
compensated if they answered these questions 
incorrectly. In actuality, we compensated all 
participants who completed the study. As with 
Study 1, participants were told they would 
have an opportunity to revise their assess-
ment. Finally, participants learned they would 
be evaluating job applicants for a police chief 
position.

Round 1. Participants were shown two 
short résumés for the police chief position, 
identified by applicant number with no indi-
cation of gender. Participants first saw one 
résumé and rated the applicant on a series of 
seven-point scales ranging from “not at all” to 
“extremely” capable, warm, skilled, likeable, 

dominating, physically fit, and ambitious. 
They then saw the second résumé and rated 
the applicant using the same scales. The order 
of the two résumés was counterbalanced. 
After making their initial ratings, participants 
saw the two résumés side-by-side and were 
asked to rate the candidates on four dimen-
sions—education, experience, skills, and atti-
tude—using five-point scales ranging from 
“poor” to “excellent.” Finally, they were 
asked which of the two applicants—#435 or 
#278—they would “recommend after (their) 
initial assessment.” This initial recommenda-
tion represents their personal judgment of 
which applicant is higher quality.

Our goal was to control for the quality of 
applicants by designing two résumés that, 
while different from each other, were none-
theless judged to be equal quality. A pre-test 
showed that the résumés were equivalent, but 
results from the actual study revealed that one 
of the two résumés (résumé #435) was 
selected by two-thirds of the participants on 
the first round. In addition, participants who 
chose #435 in the first round were signifi-
cantly less likely to switch their recommenda-
tion when they found out the candidate they 
initially chose was female. We conducted a 
logistic regression analysis (not shown) where 
a résumé dummy variable was included as a 
control and determined that the quality imbal-
ance in the résumés produced no substantive 
differences in effects of the experimental 
manipulation.

Round 2. To begin the second round, par-
ticipants were told that it is “important to 
understand a little more about what the job 
entails when trying to match the best appli-
cant to the position.” They then reviewed the 
job description for the police chief position. 
To strengthen the salience of gender status 
beliefs for decision-makers, four of the quali-
fications (“strength”; “(no fear) of physical 
confrontation”; “must exhibit bravery”; “able 
to behave rationally in a crisis”) were stereo-
typically male characteristics.

Next, we manipulated the coordination chal-
lenge by varying the town that was hiring the 
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police chief. Participants first read that because 
police chiefs work closely with the community, 
it was important there be a good fit between the 
police chief and the town they serve. Partici-
pants were then randomly assigned to one of 
three conditions where they either (1) read a 
description of a town in Kansas (N = 149), (2) 
read a description of a town in Massachusetts 
(N = 151), or (3) were provided with no descrip-
tion of the town (N = 156). Participants assigned 
to the Kansas condition read that the town is 
mid-sized with traditional values, has an 
emphasis on law and order, and has an estab-
lished business community. Massachusetts, by 
contrast, was described as mid-sized with inno-
vative approaches on environmental issues, 
progressive politics, and an emphasis on citizen 
involvement.

Participants were next told they would be 
rating the same two applicants again, now that 
they had more information about the position. 
Before doing so, and to create a third-order 
inference situation, they read, “The recruit-
ment firm we are working with has a strong 
history of making matches between applicants 
and the communities in which they will serve. 
As an additional incentive, you have the 
opportunity to receive a bonus of $.25 in addi-
tion to your payment of $1.00.” They were 
then informed that to qualify for the $.25 
bonus, they must recommend the applicant 
selected by the recruitment firm for this town. 
The possibility of a bonus was added to 
increase participants’ sense of outcome inter-
dependence with the audience.

Next, participants viewed the same two 
résumés side-by-side, but this time the résumés 
had names on them (Allison Boyle and Mat-
thew Berk). The online data base “Behind the 
Name” (http://www.behindthename.com) lists 
Allison as an exclusively feminine and Mat-
thew as an exclusively masculine (rather than 
unisex) name, and it reports Social Security 
data showing that each is among the 40 most 
popular names for their gender. “Allison” and 
“Matthew” have been successfully used to 
manipulate female/male gender in past studies 
(Bertrand and Mullainathan 2004; Correll et al 
2007). At this point, participants learned that 

they recommended Allison in the first round. 
Then, using the same seven attributes from 
Round 1 (“capable” “warm” “skilled” “like-
able” “dominating” “physically fit,” “ambi-
tious”), participants rated the applicants again, 
one at a time on separate screens. They then 
rated the two applicants side-by-side on four 
dimensions (“education,” “experience,” “skills,” 
“attitude”) and selected one of the two appli-
cants for their final recommendation.

Study wrap-up. After Round 2, partici-
pants in all conditions were asked to rank the 
criteria they used in making their decision 
(e.g., education, experience). They also 
answered a series of manipulation check and 
demographic questions. Importantly, partici-
pants were asked how much they took various 
factors into account when making their deci-
sion, with one factor being fit with the town 
that was hiring. Participants were then sent to 
a site where they were debriefed and paid. All 
participants viewed the debriefing informa-
tion before receiving compensation.

Dependent Variable

As with Study 1, the dependent variable for 
this study is high-status advantage, opera-
tionalized as whether participants switched 
their recommendation between Rounds 1 and 
2 from “Allison Boyle” (low status) to “Mat-
thew Berk” (high status). We predict higher 
rates of switching for the more traditional 
Kansas town than for the more progressive 
Massachusetts town. We do not have a strong 
prediction for the town-unspecified condi-
tion, but rates of switching will likely be 
lower than in the Kansas condition, because 
participants had less information about the 
town upon which to coordinate.

Comprehension and Manipulation 
Checks

We asked several attention check questions to 
assess whether participants correctly attended 
to our manipulations and other details of the 
study necessary for the test of our theory. The 
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key attention checks were whether partici-
pants could correctly recall (1) that the posi-
tion being filled was police chief, (2) the 
gender of the candidate they initially recom-
mended, which was always female by experi-
mental design, and (3) the town hiring the 
police chief.

After their final recommendation, we 
asked participants what position was being 
filled in the study. Only three of the 452 par-
ticipants who answered this question did not 
list “police chief,” and two of these gave 
ambiguous rather than incorrect answers.

We also included two checks to assess 
whether participants recalled that their initial 
recommendation was a woman. This is cru-
cial because we are measuring whether they 
knowingly switched their choice to the male 
candidate in the second round. The first of 
these checks occurred at the onset of Round 
2, when we asked participants, “What is the 
name and applicant ID number of the appli-
cant you recommended in part 1.” We asked 
about name and ID number to avoid having 
participants guess our study hypothesis, but 
we were concerned only with whether they 
recalled that their initial choice was female. 
Of the 456 participants, 49 did not correctly 
recall this information. At the end of Round 2, 
however, after they chose a résumé ID num-
ber for their final recommendation, we again 
asked the name of this applicant. At this 
point, only four of the 456 respondents incor-
rectly identified the gender of the applicant, 
and seven gave ambiguous answers. Because 
98 percent of participants did correctly iden-
tify the gender of the applicants they chose by 
the end of Round 2, to be conservative, we 
did not exclude any participants based on 
these gender checks from the analyses we 
report. However, because awareness of the 
applicants’ gender is central to our hypothe-
ses, we conducted sensitivity analyses of our 
main results with samples that excluded par-
ticipants who did not correctly identify gen-
der at the onset of Round 2. The results were 
robust over these analyses.

To check whether the town manipulation 
was successful, participants were asked after 

Round 2 to describe the town that was hiring 
the police chief. Only 13 of the 300 respond-
ents in the Kansas and Massachusetts condi-
tions did not correctly identify the town. To 
evaluate the strength of the town manipula-
tion, during the study wrap-up, participants 
ranked from 1 to 5 the criteria they used to 
evaluate the applicants (experience, educa-
tion, skills, attitude, and “match or fit with 
town”). Lower values indicate higher rank-
ings. “Match with town” was significantly 
less important in the town-unspecified condi-
tion (4.05) than in either the Kansas (3.09; t = 
5.77, p < .01) or Massachusetts (3.02; t = 
6.32, p < .01) condition.

At the end of the study, respondents rated 
how much influence each of four factors had 
on their decision, using four-point scales 
ranging from “no influence” to “a large influ-
ence”: “My own preferences,” “What other 
people like me would like,” “What most peo-
ple would like,” and “What most people in 
the town that was hiring would like.” Only 
two of these four measures showed statisti-
cally significant differences across condi-
tions. First, town preference had significantly 
more influence for participants in the Kansas 
condition (mean = 3.11) and the Massachu-
setts condition (mean = 3.11) than in the 
town-unspecified condition (mean of 2.11; t = 
7.28, p < .01 for Massachusetts; t = 7.49, p < 
.01 for Kansas). Second, “own preferences” 
had significantly less influence in the Kansas 
condition than in the other two conditions 
(2.13 versus 2.52 for the Massachusetts con-
dition [t = 3.02, p < .01], and 2.58 for the 
unspecified-town condition [t = 3.33, p < 
.01]). This suggests, as we might expect, that 
participants felt the most pressure to shift 
away from their initial choice of a woman in 
the Kansas condition. A small number of par-
ticipants failed attention checks in the study, 
but to be conservative, we did not exclude 
any cases from the analyses presented here.

Results

Table 1 presents the percentage of partici-
pants who switched from their initial 
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low-status choice of the female candidate to 
the high-status choice of the male candidate 
in Round 2. As the leftmost column of Table 1 
shows, people are generally reluctant to 
switch from a decision they have already 
made in such an explicitly meritocratic set-
ting: the rate of switching was relatively low 
overall at 17.1 percent, and men and women 
evaluators were equally reluctant to switch 
(17.0 percent of men; 16.7 percent of women).

Our main prediction is that status advan-
tage will be larger in the Kansas condition 
(see rightmost column of Table 1), where 
third-order beliefs about male superiority for 
policing are greatest. Consistent with our pre-
dictions, the rate of switching was higher for 
participants in the Kansas condition (25.5 
percent in Kansas, versus 13.2 percent in 
Massachusetts [t = 2.71, p < .01] and 12.8 percent 
in town-unspecified [t = 2.85, p < .01]).14 This 
pattern was particularly strong for female 
participants. Among men, 22.1 percent 
switched to the male applicant in the Kansas 
condition, compared to 11.4 percent of men in 
the Massachusetts (t = 1.68, p < .05, one-
tailed) and 17.7 percent in the town-unspecified 
(t = .64, n.s.) conditions. For women, 28.4 
percent switched in the Kansas condition, 
compared with 13.8 percent in the Massachu-
setts condition (t = 2.30, p < .01) and just 8.3 
percent in the town-unspecified condition (t = 
3.44, p < .01). We did not have a strong pre-
diction about the town-unspecified condition, 

but note that the difference between the town-
unspecified and Kansas conditions was  
particularly large for women. This was due to 
the fact that, not only were women slightly 
more likely than men to switch in the  
Kansas condition (28.4 versus 22.0 percent;  
t = .88, n.s.), the reverse was true in the town-
unspecified condition, to the point that wom-
en’s rate of switching was half that for men 
(8.3 versus 17.7 percent; t = 1.73, p < .10). 
The fact that men switched their choice 
almost twice as frequently as women when no 
town information was given suggests an in-
group bias: male participants were more 
likely to switch to the man, and female par-
ticipants were more likely to stay with their 
initial choice of the woman. However, when 
female participants were focused on coordi-
nating with the citizens of the Kansas town, 
female in-group bias appears to have been 
eliminated or reversed.

Finally, our theoretical argument suggests 
that the more participants attended to the 
town’s beliefs, the stronger our results should 
be. Our results support this prediction. In 
analyses not shown, we found that the effect 
of the town manipulation on switching rec-
ommendations was moderated by the extent 
to which participants took “what most people 
in the town that was hiring would like” into 
account when making their final recommen-
dation. This effect occurred only for partici-
pants in the Kansas condition. In this 

Table 1. Proportion Switching to the Male Job Candidate by Subject Gender and 
Experimental Condition

Unspecified Massachusetts Kansas

All Subjects  
 78/456 20/156 20/151 38/149
 17.1% 12.8% 13.2% 25.5%
Men  
 35/206 12/68 8/70 15/68
 17.0% 17.7% 11.4% 22.1%
Women  
 41/245 7/84 11/80 23/81
 16.7% 8.3% 13.8% 28.4%

Note: Italics indicate a difference between men and women at the p < .05 level. Bold indicates a 
difference between the Kansas condition and the Massachusetts condition at the p < .05 level.
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condition, the rate of switching was 45.5 
percent for the 66 participants who said the 
town had a “large influence” on their deci-
sion, versus 9.6 percent for the 83 participants 
who said the town had a “moderate influ-
ence” or less (t = 5.42, p < .01). In fact, the 
difference in switching between Kansas and 
the other conditions occurred only when par-
ticipants reported that the influence of the 
town on their decisions was large.

Study 2 Discussion

Study 2 replicates and extends the results 
from Study 1. As in Study 1, our results illus-
trate that status advantage emerges even 
when status information does not reduce 
uncertainty about quality, so long as the 
decision-maker is induced to think about the 
decision as one involving third-order infer-
ence. With decisions involving both choco-
late and the hiring of police chiefs, a 
significant proportion of participants over-
rode their first-order beliefs about which 
choice was higher quality, but they did so 
only when pressured to coordinate with an 
audience for whom the higher-status option 
was conventionally believed to be best. The 
distinctive contribution of Study 2 is to dem-
onstrate that third-order inference occurs 
even in hiring contexts, where decisions are 
justified based on shared rather than individ-
ual standards, and where it is understood to be 
illegitimate to base decisions on applicants’ 
status characteristics, such as race and gender, 
rather than on quality.

However, Studies 1 and 2 cannot distin-
guish between two slightly different mecha-
nisms that could underlie the third-order 
inference process. One possibility is that 
switches to the higher-status choice in third-
order inference conditions is a matter of par-
ticipants trying to match their choices to the 
presumed (but unknown) preferences of a 
particular coordinating audience. Under this 
scenario, the prior two studies would suggest 
how status advantage can be based on plural-
istic ignorance, whereby many privately pre-
fer the low-status actor, but they nevertheless 

favor the high-status actor when coordinating 
their decisions with others, because each 
believes that others subscribe to the conven-
tional hierarchy.

But we argue that status advantages can 
even emerge when decision-makers are aware 
that coordinating parties subscribe to a con-
trarian code. In particular, the second possibil-
ity is that switches to the higher-status choice 
in the third-order inference conditions are a 
matter of participants trying to match their 
choices to the presumed beliefs of a coordinat-
ing audience about what is conventionally 
best—even when these audience members are 
not expected to personally subscribe to such 
conventional beliefs. In particular, switchers 
in Study 1 may have recognized that eventual 
consumers of the gift packs would focus more 
on the conventional message sent by the 
brands included in the gift packs, rather than 
how the chocolates actually taste. And switch-
ers in Study 2 may have recognized that citi-
zens of the Kansas town would be mindful of 
the conventional gender hierarchy regardless 
of whether they thought the woman was the 
superior candidate for their town. To ascertain 
whether there is more to coordination via 
third-order inference than just “giving them 
what they appear to want,” we need to exam-
ine a situation in which the socially “best” 
choice may not simply be to match recipients’ 
taste. Study 3 examines that situation.

STudy 3: THE ImPRESSINg 
THE HOSTESS ExPERImENT
The final study is straightforward and tar-
geted. The goal is to test whether status 
advantage can emerge under a situation of 
third-order inference even when neither the 
decision-maker nor the audience with whom 
she is coordinating is thought to prefer the 
high-status producer. In short, we are exam-
ining the extent to which it is the “conven-
tional thought”—that which everyone knows 
is best—rather than the “solicitous thought”—
that which the audience is presumed to think 
is best—that counts. We put the decision-
maker in the role of gift-giver, giving a gift of 
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chocolate in a context where she seeks to 
make a favorable impression on the recipient 
of the gift and, in the critical condition, she is 
also informed by a third party that the target 
of the gift prefers a low-status chocolate pro-
ducer. Thus our question is: will the gift-giver 
opt for the recipient’s preference even when it 
is the lower-status choice?

In this experiment, participants again 
decide between a high- and a low-status 
choice where status information does not 
reduce personal uncertainty about quality. As 
in Study 1, participants must select between a 
low-status brand of chocolate (Hershey’s 
Kisses) and a high-status brand (Godiva Truf-
fles). Rather than selecting chocolates for a 
gift pack (as in Study 1), in Study 3 partici-
pants are selecting chocolate as a personal 
gift to the hostess of a private dinner to which 
they were invited. Participants were randomly 
assigned to one of two conditions: a “conven-
tional taste” condition, in which there is cred-
ible information that the hostess prefers 
Godiva Truffles, the high-status brand; and a 
“contrarian taste” condition, in which the 
hostess prefers Hershey’s Kisses, the low-
status brand.15 This study was again con-
ducted on MTurk using 200 paid volunteers 
($.50 each) and restricted to participants using 
U.S. IP addresses.

Procedures

Participants were informed that the purpose 
of the study is to “learn how people make 
choices in different scenarios” and that they 
will be asked how they would respond to a 
particular scenario. The scenario tells them 
they have been invited to “an important pri-
vate dinner” and they “want to make a good 
impression” because “the hostess is influen-
tial in (their) line of work.” They are further 
informed that they “are going to take a gift of 
chocolate to present to (their) hostess” and 
they “are deciding between two options, both 
of which cost the same amount of money.”

Participants next read, “Most people think 
that Godiva Truffles would make a nice host-
ess gift.” We then manipulated the hostess’s 

chocolate preferences. For participants ran-
domly assigned to the “contrarian taste” con-
dition (N = 104), the scenario continues, 
“While you do not know the hostess person-
ally, a friend who knows her well says that, 
although she has sampled a wide variety of 
chocolates and likes Godiva Truffles a lot, she 
really likes Hershey’s Kisses.”16 For partici-
pants assigned to the “conventional taste” 
condition (N = 96), the text is the same except 
the friend says the hostess likes Hershey’s 
Kisses a lot but prefers Godiva Truffles. After 
reading this scenario, participants are asked to 
choose between two options to give to the 
hostess at the dinner: (1) “A box of 6 Godiva 
Truffles, tied with a gold bow” and (2) “A 
large bag of Hershey’s kisses, tied with a gold 
bow.”

After participants recorded their choice of 
Godiva Truffles or Hershey’s Kisses as a host-
ess gift, they then answered a series of ques-
tions designed to elicit the rationale behind 
their choice of gift and a series of questions 
rating Godiva Truffles and Hershey’s Kisses 
as a gift. This section also included attention 
and comprehension check questions. Partici-
pants were asked to indicate whether the pur-
pose of the gift was “a personal gift for the 
hostess,” “something to be served at the din-
ner,” or something else (with a text box where 
they could explain). Only five participants 
selected the second, incorrect, answer; five 
other participants selected the third option, but 
their written characterizations of the dinner 
were accurate. We do not exclude any cases 
from the following analyses.

Design Features and Predictions

Note several key features of the experimental 
scenario and the manipulation. First, the 
focus is on the hostess as the relevant audi-
ence for the gift, which should make the 
apparent default decision straightforward: the 
best gift is one that caters to the hostess’s 
preferences, as attested to by “a friend who 
knows her well.” Second, the scenario avoids 
the possibility that participants would choose 
the higher-priced item to signal their 
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solicitousness of the hostess, by saying that 
the gifts were the same price and (implicitly) 
that this is because the Hershey’s bag was 
larger. To make this more credible, partici-
pants were told that the Hershey’s Kisses 
were packaged in a bag (suggesting greater 
volume) rather than a box.17

At the same time, because the hostess and 
gift-giver do not know each other, the host-
ess’s taste cannot be common knowledge 
between them. That is, the gift-giver cannot 
assume that the hostess knows that the gift-
giver knows the hostess’s taste. Indeed, first- 
and second-order beliefs (i.e., what a 
decision-maker or a specific other believes is 
best) provide a weaker basis for coordination 
precisely because they are not “what every-
one knows everyone knows.” Because of this 
essential feature of the design, in the contrar-
ian taste condition, the gift-giver faces a 
dilemma in choosing the “best” gift. Is the 
better choice what the hostess actually prefers 
(Hershey’s) or the high-status option (Godiva) 
that conventionally, and therefore reliably, 
signals a quality gift? This leads to our pre-
diction for Study 3. We assume that the 
majority of participants in both conditions 
will select the chocolate that reflects the host-
ess’s known preference, but we expect the 
percentage of participants who select her 
preferred chocolate will differ across condi-
tions. Specifically, we expect that a lower 
percentage of participants in the contrarian 
condition will select the hostess’s preferred 
option than in the conventional condition.

Results

Supporting our prediction, we find a signifi-
cant difference between the two conditions in 
the extent to which the chocolate preferred by 
the hostess was selected. When the hostess’s 
taste is conventional—Godiva Truffles—par-
ticipants selected this option 94.8 percent of 
the time. The decision-maker faces no 
dilemma when she knows that the hostess 
prefers the high-status brand and so, not sur-
prisingly, almost everyone chose to give her 
Godiva. But when the hostess’s taste is 

contrarian—Hershey’s Kisses—participants 
selected this option only 56.0 percent of the 
time (t = 9.12, p < .001). That is, almost half 
of the participants opted for the high-status 
brand even though they believed this was not 
the hostess’s preferred chocolate.

The dilemma participants in the contrarian 
taste condition faced is reflected in their com-
ments. Immediately after selection, they 
responded to a text box to “explain why (their) 
choice would make the best gift in this situa-
tion.” A participant who chose Hershey’s said, 
“Because while it might not be the more classy 
option, it is her favorite chocolate.” By con-
trast, a participant who chose Godiva said, “I 
feel like Godiva shows that I care more, despite 
the fact that she may like Kisses more.”18

Analysis of the questions asked after their 
initial choice provides insight into the mecha-
nisms underlying this pattern. There was a 
broad consensus among participants that 
Godiva Truffles were the more impressive 
gift. Participants rated Godiva Truffles and 
Hershey’s Kisses as to whether a gift of one 
or the other would “impress others at the 
party” along a four-point scale (1 = “Not at 
all”; 4 = “Very much so”). Godiva was 
regarded as the more impressive gift (MGodiva 
= 2.97; MHershey’s = 1.92; t = 15.02, N = 200,  
p < .01). Not only was this true in the conven-
tional taste condition where almost all partici-
pants selected Godiva Truffles as the gift 
(MGodiva = 2.75; MHershey’s = 1.89; t = 11.11,  
N = 96, p < .01), and in the contrarian taste 
condition where 56 percent opted for Godiva 
Truffles (MGodiva = 3.16; MHershey’s = 1.95; t = 
10.84, N = 104, p < .01), but it was even true 
for participants in this condition who chose 
Hershey’s Kisses as the hostess gift (MGodiva = 
3.28; MHershey’s = 2.16; t = 7.20, N = 58, p < 
.01).

Yet in this contrarian taste condition, par-
ticipants were divided over which gift showed 
great “consideration” or “respect” for the 
hostess. Those who opted for the conven-
tional taste by choosing Godiva rated it sig-
nificantly higher than Hershey’s in showing 
“consideration for hostess” (MeanGodiva = 
3.70; MeanHershey’s = 2.50; t = 7.60, N = 46,  
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p < .01) and “respect for the hostess” (Mean-
Godiva = 3.5; MeanHershey’s = 2.5; t = 7.2, N = 46, 
p < .01). Participants who catered to the host-
ess’s taste by choosing Hershey’s, on the 
other hand, rated Godiva significantly lower 
in showing consideration (MeanGodiva = 2.97; 
MeanHershey’s = 3.79; t = −6.34, N = 58,  
p < .01) and respect (MeanGodiva = 3.18; 
MeanHershey’s = 3.6; t = −4.20, N = 58, p < .01) 
for the hostess.

The overall implication is that participants 
perceived two ways to make a good impres-
sion on the hostess: (1) to select the gift that 
caters to the hostess’s taste, and thus impresses 
the hostess via the consideration and respect 
signified by catering to her unconventional 
taste; or (2) to select the gift that is conven-
tionally regarded as the better gift, and thus 
impresses the hostess via the consideration 
and respect signified by choosing what is 
commonly known to be the best gift.

Study 3 Discussion

The evidence in Study 3 indicates that third-
order inference can engender status advan-
tage in a way that is decoupled from anyone’s 
personal judgments of quality, whether those 
of the decision-maker himself or those of oth-
ers, as perceived by the decision-maker. This 
study shows that decision-makers will often 
select a high-status option even when they 
know that the audience believes it to be the 
inferior option. The reason is that even when 
contrarian tastes are known to exist, they 
coordinate poorly (Heath et al. 2006). When 
one gives the higher-status option, there can 
be no doubt about the message that the guest 
is sending—one is taking care to select the 
best. Participants who chose Hershey’s Kisses 
defended their choice as one that showed 
consideration and respect for the hostess by 
matching her tastes, even if it was not so 
impressive. But for many others, even this 
reasonable path might not make a favorable 
impression. The more compelling path for 
many was to select the conventional option 
and cater to the hostess in this fashion. And if 
this is the case when one has credible 

information about the audience’s contrarian 
taste, such favoritism for the high-status 
option will likely be much stronger in the 
more usual case where one does not have 
such information. The path of least resistance 
is to opt for the conventional choice.

The gift-giving context we studied may be 
the canonical example of this phenomenon, but 
variations on our gift-giver’s dilemma occur in 
many other meritocratic decision contexts. For 
instance, consider the dilemma faced by a stu-
dent who must write a literature review in an 
exam. The student has come to appreciate a 
relatively obscure line of work by a less-known 
scholar and sees it as far superior to the work 
by prominent scholars. Moreover, she has it on 
good authority from more senior students that 
the professor grading the exam also prefers the 
obscure work. But in her exam, should she 
build on the obscure work and ignore the  
better-known research, which is cited in con-
ventional literature reviews? At the very least, it 
makes sense to cite both the obscure and the 
prominent work, thereby conferring a status 
advantage on the latter, since more attention is 
thereby given to it than is implied by either the 
student’s or the professor’s assessment of its 
quality. Similarly, consider the dilemma faced 
by staffing agency personnel when they are 
asked by a hiring manager to find “out of the 
box” job candidates. Will such personnel rec-
ommend a candidate with brilliant on-the-job 
skills but only a community college education, 
or the candidate who has less experience but 
sports prestigious university credentials? By 
our account, many recommenders in this situa-
tion (although certainly not all) will take the 
safer path of recommending the conventionally 
high-status job candidate (exchange partner, 
policy decision) despite the resource-holder’s 
preferences. Regardless of what the decision-
maker in such cases recommends, the key point 
is that they face a dilemma they would not have 
faced if they were choosing strictly on the basis 
of the resource-holder’s preferences. Because 
personal beliefs are often not common knowl-
edge and status beliefs are, the high-status 
option is often the safest route for coordinating 
effectively.
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gENERAL dISCuSSION: 
ImPLICATIONS fOR 
THE STudy Of STATuS 
AdvANTAgE
The primary motivation for research on status 
advantages is the suspicion that they are per-
vasive in modern, meritocratic institutions, 
even though these institutions justify their 
decisions based on objective standards of 
achievement and quality. We argued that a 
powerful process by which status advantages 
emerge in meritocratic settings derives from 
the interdependent nature of the context in 
which decisions about “quality” are often 
made. To effectively contribute to valued out-
comes in such settings (i.e., to be high qual-
ity), a decision-maker must take into account 
how salient others in the setting will react to 
her decision. Therefore, a decision-maker is 
often focused less on whether a decision 
meets her personal standards of quality (a 
first-order inference about quality) than on 
how most others are likely to judge its quality 
(a third-order inference). To solve this third-
order inference problem and effectively coor-
dinate with relevant others, the decision-maker 
draws on widely shared status beliefs: com-
mon knowledge about how “most people” 
judge quality. Thus, publicly recognized sta-
tus beliefs act as the conventional, default 
standard by which decisions about “quality” 
are to be made in such interdependent, osten-
sibly meritocratic settings. Importantly, we 
argue, the need to coordinate induces decision-
makers in such settings to rely on status 
beliefs in deciding quality, even when they do 
not personally endorse those beliefs. In some 
contexts, of course, a decision-maker can 
coordinate directly with others on the basis of 
unconventional beliefs. But in the many cases 
when this is difficult, it is beneficial for the 
decision-maker to engage in third-order infer-
ence, and thus opt for the high-status actor, 
independent of her personal evaluation of that 
actor. Insofar as status hierarchies are public 
and thus are what everyone knows that every-
one knows, they provide an effective focal 
point for coordination (Schelling 1960), even 

when the parties involved do not necessarily 
endorse the status beliefs (Clark et al. 2006; 
Ridgeway and Correll 2004).

To be specific, we have considered two 
related mechanisms by which decision-makers 
might defer to conventional status beliefs 
despite not personally endorsing such beliefs: 
(1) when they believe, possibly erroneously, 
that coordinating audiences subscribe to the 
conventional status belief; or (2) when they 
believe their choice will be assessed in light 
of the conventional status belief even by audi-
ence members who do not personally sub-
scribe to it. The former mechanism creates 
the potential for status advantage that is sus-
tained by situations of pluralistic ignorance; 
the latter mechanism engenders status advan-
tage on the basis of a logic of myth and cere-
mony that no one is presumed to endorse (see 
Meyer and Rowan 1977; cf. Winship 2004; 
Zuckerman 2004).19 What unites these logics 
is that they are driven more by the need to 
coordinate effectively with others than a 
desire to select items of superior quality.

Relationship between SEI  
and TOI Models

The other major model of status advantage, 
the socially endogenous inferences (SEI) 
model (Gould 2002; Lynn et al. 2009; Podolny 
1993, 2005), focuses on a decision-maker 
concerned primarily with a first-order infer-
ence about the choice that would best meet 
personal standards of quality when quality is 
uncertain. This model has appeal because it 
seems evident that decision-makers who 
choose on the basis of personal assessments 
of quality often do use status beliefs to make 
inferences about that quality. In a meritocratic 
context, this too can lead to a decoupling of 
status from quality. Our model does not con-
tradict the SEI model, but rather suggests an 
additional mechanism by which status advan-
tages can be produced over a wide range of 
meritocratic contexts.

The primary scope condition of our third-
order inference model of status advantage, 
and its point of departure from the SEI model, 
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is that a decision-maker is making a decision 
under a non-negligible degree of interdepend-
ence with consequential others whose reac-
tions will affect the success of the decision. 
This encompasses a wide range of merito-
cratic settings, including most organizational 
decision-making and well-known phenomena 
like conspicuous consumption. Because the 
TOI model has different scope conditions 
there are decision contexts (those with sub-
stantial outcome interdependence in which 
first-order quality is not at issue) in which 
status advantage is uniquely explained by the 
third-order inference model, just as some con-
texts can be uniquely explained by the SEI 
model (contexts with quality uncertainty but 
negligible outcome interdependence; see Sal-
ganik et al. 2006). Because most decision-
making contexts involve some uncertainty 
about quality and some degree of interde-
pendence, however, status advantage, by our 
account, is frequently the result of some com-
bination of SEI and TOI processes, as illus-
trated in Figure 1.

The Challenge of Empirical 
Validation

At a theoretical level, the intertwining of 
third-order inference and SEI processes in 
common decision contexts implies that we 
cannot account for how status advantages 
emerge in ostensibly meritocratic organiza-
tions without also incorporating the effects of 
third-order inference, along with SEI pro-
cesses. But this intertwining of the two status 
processes means that it is difficult, when 
using observational data, to isolate which 
mechanism is at work—the inference of qual-
ity from status or the inference of what most 
people think is best via status. Consequently, 
our studies relied on experimental methods 
that allowed us to create conditions that are 
outside the scope of SEI and where third-
order inference is theorized to be uniquely 
driving status advantage—settings where sta-
tus does not reduce quality uncertainty and 
where decision-makers are sensitive to their 
interdependence with the beneficiary of the 

decision. Experimental methods are uniquely 
well-suited for isolating factors that are con-
founded in daily life, but their use always 
raises the question of external validity. Would 
real-world decision-makers behave similarly 
to those in our experiments?

Recent ongoing work provides evidence of 
the third-order inference mechanism operat-
ing in a range of real-world contexts.20 In the 
first paper, Kovács and Sharkey (2016) show, 
in an analysis of the market for books, that the 
sales gap between prize-winning books and 
their short-listed peers is greater in the 
December holiday season, when individuals 
are more likely to be purchasing books as a 
gift for friends and family rather than for 
themselves. That is, when interdependence 
increases (i.e., during the gift-giving season 
of December), books that are higher status but 
of similar quality (i.e., award-winning books 
versus their short-listed peers) are more 
strongly favored by decision-makers.21 

The second paper, by Smith and Gaughan 
(2016), examines the stock market reaction to 
the appointment of a female CEO to publicly 
traded, U.S.-based companies. Analyzing 
data from all such appointments from 2000 to 
2015, they find that the appointment of a 
female CEO results in a negative market reac-
tion, but only when the appointment is accom-
panied by increased media attention. If stock 
market participants held first-order beliefs 
that women were lower-quality leaders than 
men and acted solely on these first-order 
beliefs, we would expect stock prices to drop 
once shareholders learned of the female 
appointment, regardless of media publicity. 
Instead, the drop in prices occurs only when 
the appointment is publicized by the media. 
This is in line with the logic of third-order 
inference (see also Cook and Glass 2011). 
With increased publicity about the female 
CEO, gender status beliefs become more sali-
ent as a focal point for anticipating the reac-
tions of other shareholders, such that for any 
focal actor, the future value of her stock is 
increasingly dependent on what other share-
holders (or potential shareholders) believe 
about the quality of the new female leader. In 
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the absence of specific knowledge about the 
beliefs of others, the rational strategy is to 
assume that those others hold conventional 
status beliefs that women are lower-quality 
leaders (for evidence on gender stereotypes 
about leaders, see Eagly and Carli 2007) and 
thus will sell off their stock, dropping stock 
prices.

Dynamics of Status Advantage

The TOI model has important implications 
for how status advantages may be sustained 
or eroded. According to the SEI model, the 
advantage experienced by a high-status actor 
is threatened only when the gap between the 
quality of the higher- and lower-status actors 
is sufficiently great that it overcomes the 
weight decision-makers place on an actor’s 
status in determining their estimate of the 
actor’s quality. The need for such a significant 
shock to status-based judgments of underly-
ing quality seems like a major obstacle to 
change, and it helps explain the typically 
observed stability of status hierarchies. And 
insofar as higher-status actors use the superior 
resources they attract to develop greater capa-
bilities over time (see DiPrete and Eirich 
2006; Merton [1948] 1968, 1995; Ridgeway 
and Correll 2004; Simcoe and Waguespack 
2010), this will make status hierarchies very 
stable indeed.

The TOI model also implies that status 
hierarchies will be very stable, and it is con-
sistent with the observations that initial status 
advantages have self-fulfilling properties. 

Note, however, that the mechanism by which 
such hierarchies are undermined is somewhat 
different and provides a clearer basis for 
expecting change. In particular, what matters, 
from the point of view of the TOI model, is 
not the size of the gap in quality between high- 
and low-status actors, but the size of the gap 
that is publicly observed, and thus becomes 
the basis for conventional views. This, too, 
creates considerable stability. Many decision-
makers might have direct experiences that 
contradict the status hierarchy, but as long as 
those experiences occur in private while they 
continue to favor the high-status actor when 
coordinating in public settings, this will have 
no bearing on the status hierarchy (cf. Ridge-
way 2011). What everyone knows about what 
everyone knows will not change.

Yet, at the same time, to the extent that 
such private experiences are widespread, they 
create the potential for rapid change once the 
quality-gap does become public. If a public 
event occurs to suggest that dissent is wide-
spread, each actor may have considerable 
experience to draw on in formulating a new 
orientation to the erstwhile high-status actor. 
Such dynamics are familiar from the downfall 
of authoritarian regimes, where public events 
displaying widespread dissent reveal that pre-
viously apparent widespread support for the 
regime had been a “politics of dissimulation” 
(see Jowitt 1974; Kuran 1995; Wedeen 1999). 
Thus, our model of status advantage helps 
explain not only why status hierarchies are so 
common and stable, but also how they may be 
subject to change.
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APPENdIx
Table A1. Proportion Switching to the Male Job Candidate by Subject Gender and 
Experimental Condition: Excluding Participants Who Failed First Gender Check

Unspecified Massachusetts Kansas

All Subjects  
 53/407 9/134 13/136 31/137
 13.0% 6.7% 9.6% 22.6%
Men  
 22/180 6/56 6/63 10/61
 12.2% 10.7% 9.5% 16.4%
Women  
 29/223 2/75 6/72 21/76
 13.0% 2.7% 8.3% 27.6%

Note: Italics indicate a difference between men and women at the p < .05 level. Bold indicates a 
difference between the Kansas condition and the control condition at the p < .05 level.
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Notes
 1.  When the success of a decision depends signifi-

cantly on the evaluative reactions of key others 
with whom one does not interact directly, one 
faces a coordination problem, as first analyzed by 
Schelling (1960). As scholars in this tradition (see 
especially Chwe 2001; see also Goffman 1959) 
have demonstrated, actors solve these coordination 
problems by basing their own behavior on common 
knowledge that they can presume others share and 
will use as the basis for their behavior. Status beliefs 
represent an example of such common knowledge.

 2.  When we refer to high-status “actors,” we use the 
term broadly to mean high-status groups of people, 

or producers of high-status products such as Apple 
computers or Godiva chocolate.

 3.  We recognize that scholars sometimes use second, 
third, and so on “order” to refer to beliefs about 
beliefs about beliefs (Troyer and Younts 1997; 
Webster and Whitmeyer 1999). Our usage is based 
on past practice in studies of the formation of sta-
tus beliefs and coordination (e.g., Ridgeway 2011; 
Ridgeway et al. 2009).

 4.  Our assumption of uncertainty about the choice 
that coordinates best with consequential others, an 
uncertainty that decision-makers use status beliefs to 
resolve, distinguishes our model from Whitmeyer’s 
(2007) model of prestige conferral in non-interacting 
groups. Like ours, Whitmeyer’s model assumes that 
the “effectively best” choice depends not only on 
first-order judgments of quality, but also on the sup-
port of others for various alternatives, but his model 
addresses contexts where the decision-maker has 
direct and accurate knowledge about that support.

 5.  To be sure, insofar as any opportunity forgone is in 
some sense a loss (relative to a counterfactual), it is 
difficult to distinguish conceptually between gains 
and losses. But following the psychological litera-
tures on “loss aversion” (Kahneman and Tversky 
1984) and “regulatory focus” (Crowe and Higgins 
1997), it is useful to define a gain as something 
added to an endowment that one would possess 
without taking any action, whereas a loss is some-
thing subtracted from an endowment that one would 
possess without taking any action.

 6.  Henceforth, when we refer to status beliefs as ille-
gitimate in a decision context, we mean they are 
viewed as not a morally right or proper basis for 
choosing among actors. Status beliefs can retain 
social validity, in that they are thought to be what 
“most people think most people believe” in a 
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decision context even when they are not consid-
ered a proper basis for deciding. Social validity is 
sometimes considered the collective dimension of 
legitimacy, but research shows validity can vary 
independently of propriety in different contexts and 
produce different effects (Zelditch 2006).

 7.  All experiments were approved by the Institutional 
Review Board at Stanford University. Experimental 
materials are available upon request.

 8.  In the pre-test, 23 participants were asked to taste 
the two samples of chocolate and describe them in 
terms of taste, texture, aroma, and aftertaste. The 
two samples were from the same bar and were the 
same brand of chocolate used in the actual study. 
Participants were then asked which sample they 
preferred and given the option of no preference. All 
23 participants expressed a clear preference for one 
sample or the other. Every participant gave detailed 
descriptions justifying their preferences, indicating 
that they did develop a distinct preference.

 9.  These results are consistent with a long line of 
research in psychology showing that the placement 
of objects (or people) into different categories (red 
or blue foil chocolates) leads to the perception of 
exaggerated differences between them (see Brewer 
2007).

10.  To further understand participants’ perceptions of 
“all Americans” and “young professionals,” we 
conducted a small pre-test of 18 participants from 
the same population that participated in the actual 
study. Participants were asked, in a free-response 
question, what they thought “all Americans” or 
“young professionals” were like. They were then 
asked how confident they were in their description 
and asked to rate the groups on the dimensions of 
respect, intelligence, and capableness. Participants 
gave largely consistent descriptions and there was 
no significant difference in how confident they were 
in their ratings of all Americans and young profes-
sionals. They viewed young professionals as more 
intelligent and more capable than all Americans, but 
there was no significant difference in how respected 
they thought the two groups were. They also imag-
ined that both groups would prefer a name-brand 
chocolate over a lesser-known brand.

11.  By contrast, and as indicated by the manipulation 
checks, there was no need to increase the salience 
of the other parties in the first-order condition, 
because there was just the subject herself. Similarly, 
we expected (and the manipulation check found) 
that the anticipation of having to make a joint deci-
sion made the focus group salient in the peer coor-
dination condition.

12.  This subject pool, which has been widely used in 
recent years, is broadly representative of Americans 
who are somewhat better educated and technologi-
cally aware than the average population (Berinsky, 
Huber, and Lenz 2012; Buhrmester, Kwang, and 
Gosling 2011).

13.  A job can be “male-typed” if men are overrepre-
sented in the job or if the traits associated with the 
job are similar to the stereotypes of traits associ-
ated with men/masculinity. “Male-typed” does 
not mean that being male is a criterion for the job. 
Indeed, to be meritocratic is to make decisions due 
to achievement-based criteria rather than aspects of 
an actor’s identity, such as gender.

14.  Recall that the values in Table 1 include data from 
all participants, including those who failed the 
gender attention check. We conducted a sensitiv-
ity analysis where we dropped the cases who failed 
the attention check. The main difference is that the 
rate of switching to the male candidate, averaged 
over all conditions, is much higher among the 49 
participants who failed this gender check (51.0 
percent versus only 13.0 percent among those who 
did not fail the check; t = 7.00, p < .01). This sug-
gests that this group did not pay close attention to 
the first round. However, when they are excluded 
from Table 1, the pattern of results in regard to our 
hypothesis is virtually identical. In particular, the 
rate of switching is significantly higher in the Kan-
sas condition than in the Massachusetts condition 
(22.6 versus 9.6 percent; N = 273; t = 2.97, p < .01) 
and this pattern is particularly strong for female par-
ticipants (27.6 versus 8.3 percent; N = 148; t = 3.11, 
p < .01). It is directionally clear for male respon-
dents as well, but it is below conventional signifi-
cance levels (16.4 versus 9.5 percent; N = 129; t = 
1.14, n.s.) (see Appendix Table A1).

15.  The subject’s beliefs about the hostess’s preferences 
are, by definition, a second-order belief (i.e., what a 
specific other thinks is best). However, the situation 
is still a third-order inference situation if partici-
pants coordinate based on “what most people think 
is best” (a third-order belief ) and not on what they 
think the hostess specifically believes. We will test 
this prediction.

16.  An anonymous reviewer suggested that a more con-
servative test would be to inform participants that 
the hostess does not like Godiva. This is an inter-
esting suggestion for future research, as it would 
test the boundary conditions of our theory. Our 
goal here was simpler: we wanted to test whether 
status advantage can emerge under situations 
of third-order inference, even when neither the  
decision-maker nor the audience prefers the high-
status option. We concede that this effect might not 
extend to situations (however rare) where the audi-
ence has a known aversion to that option.

17.  This raises the possible concern that participants 
chose Godiva specifically because it was in a box. 
In fact, when asked to explain their choice of gift 
when the hostess was known to prefer Hershey’s, 
only one participant who chose Godiva mentioned 
the box versus the bag as the sole reason for select-
ing Godiva. The packaging was not mentioned in 
42 of the 46 other cases in which a participant chose 
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Godiva, and in the other three cases it was described 
as a minor factor.

18.  An anonymous reviewer suggested that participants 
might be thinking that the host would be “unsettled 
to see that a guest knew her private tastes” and so, 
to “maintain proper distance,” the decision-maker 
selects Godiva. If so, this provides another sense 
in which personal beliefs about quality coordinate 
poorly: not only are the host’s preferences not com-
mon knowledge, neither are her preferences for 
whether others know her private tastes. As a result, 
decision-makers defer to a safer choice by relying 
on third-order beliefs when making a decision.

19.  Note that whereas Kuran (1995) sees authoritar-
ian regimes as situations of pluralistic ignorance in 
which the majority of people privately dissent but 
the veneer of public conformity fools people into 
overestimating the extent of public conformity, 
Wedeen (1999) and others (e.g., Elster 1996) con-
tend that private dissent is more of an open secret, 
whereby most people assume that public confor-
mity is fake.

20.  These papers are “real world” examples, meaning 
they are based on observational, not experimental, 
data. As a result, they, like all studies relying on 
observational data, are subject to the criticism that 
some omitted independent variable is producing 
the key result, rather than the theoretical variables 
offered by the authors. Omitted variable bias is 
always a possibility (i.e., no study can control for all 
potential independent variables), but these studies 
do use an impressive array of controls. Our point in 
describing these studies here, though, is to illustrate 
that there is some evidence that real-world decision-
makers behave in a way implied by the third-order 
inference model.

21.  The authors use a matching procedure to ensure 
that the award-winning and short-listed books were 
similar on relevant dimensions, such as sales vol-
ume prior to the announcement of the award, price, 
expert ratings, and so on.
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