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Do Experiences of Success
and Failure Influence Beliefs
about Inequality?
Evidence from Selective
University Admission

Rebecca Wetter1 and Claudia Finger1

Abstract

Previous research suggests that beliefs about inequality are often biased in ways that serve
people’s own interests. By contrast, people might uphold system-justifying beliefs, such as
meritocratic beliefs. We test these assumptions against real-life experience of highly selective
university admission. Using panel data on German medical school applicants allows us to
measure belief changes through experiences of success or failure in admission. We find sup-
port that self-serving bias in beliefs outweighs the motivation for system justification: success
strengthens the belief that admission depends on effort, while failure reinforces the belief that
admission depends on luck. These patterns partly manifest themselves in beliefs about soci-
etal inequality. Additionally, we argue that previous experiences (long-term experiences of
social upbringing and short-term experiences in university admissions) provide a frame for
new experiences, examine respective effect heterogeneity, and discuss implications of our find-
ings of diverging paths in inequality beliefs of winners and losers for the persistence of
inequality.

Keywords

cumulative inequality, meritocratic beliefs, self-serving beliefs theory, social origin, system
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Research suggests that beliefs about the

factors driving social inequality can legit-

imize or delegitimize inequalities (Mijs

2016; Solga 2015). One reason for the per-

sistence and growth of income disparities

in Western societies could be that most

people interpret those inequalities as the

result of individual differences in merit.

These meritocratic beliefs lead to nega-

tive attitudes toward the poor and the
perception of different outcomes as just

and thereby a reduction in support for

redistributive policies (Garcı́a-Sánchez

et al. 2020; Hoyt et al. 2021; Lübker

2007). Examination of the reasons behind
people’s beliefs about inequality (hereafter,
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inequality beliefs) would help improve the

understanding of the persistence of social

stratification in advanced societies.

Research shows that education and

income are positively related to support

of meritocracy as a just system for redis-

tribution and to perceptions of existing

inequalities as fair (Kunovich and Slomc-

zynski 2007; Wodtke 2012). Although

redistributive preferences might be partly

driven by self-interest (Naumann, Buss,

and Bähr 2016), the relationship between

such preferences and social status might

also be mediated by changes in inequality
beliefs if winners in society develop

strong meritocratic beliefs that lead

them to perceive inequalities as fair and

redistributive policies as unnecessary

(Lübker 2007; Solga 2015).

Self-serving beliefs theory suggests

that people’s experience of success and

failure shapes whether they see their

position as justified and deserved based

on merit or as undeserved and based on

bad luck or structural barriers (Bénabou

and Tirole 2016). System justification

theory, however, posits that the experi-

ence of failure might not necessarily

weaken meritocratic beliefs. Despite evi-

dence of structural barriers, individuals,

including those who belong to disadvan-

taged groups, tend to support the existing

system by believing in a meritocratic soci-
ety due to the palliative function of these

beliefs and the need to reduce ideological

dissonance (Jost et al. 2003; Jost and

Banaji 1994; Ledgerwood et al. 2011).

Existing research has focused mainly

on changes in inequality beliefs among

the successful group (e.g., Warikoo 2016)

or described the relation between social

status (of winners or losers) and inequal-
ity beliefs, though without consideration

of social origin (e.g., Kluegel and Smith

1986; Kreidl 2000), which could confound

the association of interest by influencing

both a person’s social status and their

inequality beliefs. Hence, these studies

are unable to identify the underlying

causal mechanism. By contrast, experi-

mental studies could solve this problem

and show that winners are more likely

to attribute their success to talent and
effort whereas losers, rather, attribute

their losses to external factors (e.g., Molina,

Bucca, and Macy 2019; Fehr and Vollmann

2020). However, these game studies often

lack the relevance of a real-life experience;

external validity remains unclear.

Taking real-life experiences of admis-

sion to medical schools, the most selective

and prestigious university programs in

Germany, as an example, we contribute

to closing these research gaps by examin-

ing longitudinally how such experience

changes inequality beliefs. More specifi-

cally, we ask whether and how experien-

ces of success and failure influence beliefs

about the factors behind an individual’s

own outcome in a specific domain.

Because those experiences have conse-

quences for the justification of broader

social inequalities, we also ask whether

the effects extend to general beliefs about

social inequality.

We further contribute to existing

knowledge on the evolution of inequality

beliefs by exploring whether and how

the effects of experiencing success and

failure vary with applicants’ social origin

and their previous experiences in similar

situations. To this end, we argue that the

examination of the effect that a single

experience has on inequality beliefs is

too short-sighted. Previous experiences

provide a frame for perceptions and judg-

ments of new experiences of success and

failure (e.g., Mijs et al. 2022; Schafer,

Ferraro, and Mustillo 2011). On the one
hand, these previous experiences might

relate to long-term conditions of social

upbringing (and thus span different

life spheres in which individuals experi-

ence and cumulate advantages or
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disadvantages). On the other hand, they

might relate to short-term domain-

specific experiences. We enrich the theo-

retical debate by discussing how these

previous experiences—long-term and

short-term ones—might moderate the
effect of a new experience of success or

failure on inequality beliefs and how

new experiences might amplify winners’

and losers’ diverging paths in inequality

beliefs.

To answer our research questions, we

use panel data on applicants to medical

schools in Germany, allowing us to mea-

sure changes in inequality beliefs

through a real-life experience of success

or failure at achieving a desired social

outcome: admission to the most selective

and prestigious university programs in

Germany, which will likely have long-

term consequences for applicants’ social

positioning.

THEORIES OF BIASED INEQUALITY

BELIEFS

In the following, we establish our theoret-

ical foundation and derive hypotheses.

We first discuss concepts of inequality

beliefs. Second, we draw on the opposing

theories of self-serving beliefs and system

justification to argue how experiences of

success and failure might influence these

beliefs. Last, we turn to the role of previ-

ous experiences and discuss how they

might moderate the effect of new experi-

ences of success or failure.

What Are Inequality Beliefs?

People attribute success and failure to

different meritocratic and nonmerito-

cratic factors—explanations that shape

their justice perceptions (Hoyt et al.

2021; Mijs 2016; Solga 2015). Meri-

tocratic beliefs entail all beliefs that

attribute success or failure to individual

differences in merit: effort and talent

are the main predictors for success (Mijs

2016; Shane and Heckhausen 2013).

Effort and talent can both be seen as mer-

itocratic factors (Mijs 2016; Young 1958)

and are summarized into one index in

some studies (e.g., Shane and Heckhau-
sen 2013, 2017). However, attributional

theory suggests that effort and talent dif-

fer in their perceived controllability as

people might perceive talent and intelli-

gence as not alterable (Skinner et al.

1998; Weiner 1985). According to a luck-

egalitarianism ethic, the only just differ-

ences are those based on choices that
individuals can control, hence those

based on effort (Gil-Hernández 2020;

Swift 2005).

Nonmeritocratic beliefs include struc-

tural or fatalistic beliefs. Structural

beliefs acknowledge inequality of chances

based on group membership (i.e., belong-

ing to an advantaged or disadvantaged

group). Following this explanatory pat-

tern, possible factors influencing success

are ascriptive characteristics, like gender

or ethnicity, but also differences in social

and cultural capital due to parents’ socio-

economic status (SES; Mijs 2016). Last,

fatalistic beliefs refer to the perception

that success is based on luck and coinci-

dences (Shane and Heckhausen 2013).

Meritocratic, structural, and fatalistic

beliefs are not mutually exclusive;

indeed, most people think that an inter-

play of factors determines success (Kreidl

2000). However, there are individual

differences in how strongly social inequal-

ities are based on meritocratic and non-
meritocratic patterns—differences shaped

by people’s experiences (Mijs 2016).

Inequality beliefs might refer to differ-

ent points of reference and might thus be

more or less strongly linked to individual

experiences. Shane and Heckhausen

(2017) distinguish between beliefs about

one’s own and other people’s success

in society. Beyond this differentiation,

inequality beliefs might also differ in
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whether they refer to the allocation out-

come in a specific domain or to social

stratification in general. Some studies

have examined inequality beliefs about

specific outcomes, such as students’ attri-

bution of academic success to meritocratic
or nonmeritocratic factors (Lohbeck,

Grube, and Moschner 2017) and students’

beliefs in meritocratic admission (Wari-

koo 2016). Other studies have looked at

general inequality beliefs about society

(Kluegel and Smith 1986; Kreidl 2000;

Mijs 2018), but few have combined the

two concepts of domain-specific and
general-societal inequality beliefs (e.g.,

Wiederkehr et al. 2015). In this article,

we combine both and examine merito-

cratic and nonmeritocratic beliefs about

inequality in a specific domain (univer-

sity admission) and society at large.

Belief Change after Experiencing

Success or Failure: Self-Serving

or System-Justifying?

Our experiences shape how we see the

world. Self-serving beliefs theory (Béna-

bou and Tirole 2016) suggests that experi-
ences of success and failure bias inequality

beliefs in a way that protects the self-

image, whereas system justification theory

(Jost and Banaji 1994) proposes that in cer-

tain situations, everyone, including those

who fail or are in a disadvantaged position,

might endorse meritocratic beliefs in order

to justify the system they live in.
According to the theory of self-serving

beliefs (Bénabou and Tirole 2016), people

are motivated to defend their own and

their group’s self-perceptions by attribut-

ing success to meritocratic factors, like

effort, and failure to external factors,

such as luck. Success is perceived as legit-
imated and deserved, and failure is not

attributed to a lack of one’s own capabil-

ity. The attribution bias justifies success

and the rewards connected to high social

positions (Mijs 2016; Warikoo 2016), and

it reduces the negative effects of failure,

like decline in self-esteem (Jost and

Hunyady 2002).

According to this perspective, from

which economic position and self-interest

are important factors in opinion forma-

tion (Newman, Johnston, and Lown

2014), inequality beliefs differ by how
successful people are. Research indeed

shows that high-income earners believe

more strongly in meritocratic explana-

tions of inequality than low-income earn-

ers do, who believe more strongly in

structural and fatalistic explanations of

unequal outcomes (Kluegel and Smith

1986; Kreidl 2000). However, that obser-
vation does not sufficiently prove that

high-income earners’ success increased

their meritocratic beliefs. Meritocratic

beliefs have a motivational function,

which helps people achieve their goals

(Heckhausen, Wrosch, and Schulz 2010;

Shane and Heckhausen 2013) suggesting

the possibility of reverse causality.
Education research has also shown

that elementary school children (Lohbeck

et al. 2017) and university students

(Mkumbo and Amani 2012) tend to ascribe

their success to effort and ability and their

failure to external factors, like task diffi-

culty or poor learning conditions. More-

over, high academic performance in school
seems to bolster parents’ beliefs that good

grades depend on skills and hard work,

showing the legitimizing role of self-

serving inequality beliefs (Olivos 2021).

These studies do not differentiate

between social groups. However, inequal-

ity beliefs are shaped by the social envi-

ronment, and through socialization and

experiences, children from advantaged

groups tend to have stronger meritocratic

and weaker structural beliefs than those

from disadvantaged backgrounds (Mijs

2018; Sampson and Bartusch 1998). Due

to intergenerational status transmission,

those advantaged groups have greater

chances of succeeding in the educational
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and work setting (Bourdieu and Passeron

1977). Perhaps the association between

success and meritocratic beliefs is due

merely to different social upbringings.

To some extent, experimental studies

could resolve issues of unclear causality

and confounding variables, but the ques-

tion of effect heterogeneity between dif-

ferent social groups remains. Participants

in those game studies had unequal and

more or less merit-based chances to win.

In all conditions, winners were more

likely than losers to attribute their suc-

cess to talent and effort, and losers were

more likely to attribute their losses to

external factors, like bad luck (Fehr and

Vollmann 2020; Molina et al. 2019).

Molina et al. (2019:1) conclude, ‘‘It’s not

just how the game is played, it’s whether

you win or lose.’’ In other words, experi-
mental studies suggest a direct effect of

experiencing success or failure on

inequality beliefs: a self-serving bias in

explanations of social outcomes that tran-

scends the individual’s initial advantages

or disadvantages.

Contrary to self-serving beliefs theory,

system justification theory (Jost and

Banaji 1994) claims that in certain situa-

tions, people tend to uphold beliefs that

justify and legitimate the existing system

and differences in status, even if these

beliefs contradict self- or group interest.

Trying to justify the social order, people

develop negative stereotypes about disad-
vantaged groups, like the working class

or ethnic minorities, to explain their

lower likelihood of success in society,

notions that persist among majority-

group members as well as among the dis-

criminated groups themselves (Hoyt et al.

2021; Jost and Banaji 1994).

System justification theory embraces

the idea within just-world theory (Lerner

1980) that people are motivated to believe

in a legitimate system. While just-world

theory argues this motivation stems

from a universal human need to believe

in a just world where people can control

their own destiny, system justification

theory rather argues for a justification

process that ‘‘lead[s] people to rationalize

the way things are’’ (Jost and Hunyady

2002:116), for example, through merito-
cratic ideology (Jost et al. 2003). Reasons

for this mechanism are diverse and

include socialization, the need to reduce

ideological dissonance, and the palliative

function of these beliefs, which helps in

accepting one’s own position in the social

hierarchy (Jost et al. 2003).

However, losers of the system do not

always support the existing order.

Instead, system justification motivation

competes with, for instance, self-serving

motivations. System justification is more

likely to occur in a context where merito-

cratic explanations of outcomes are per-

vasive (Jost et al. 2003). It might further-

more be the dominant pattern in

situations in which it is hardly possible

to ‘‘escape’’ the system.

In our empirical case of admissions to

highly selective medical schools, we

expect self-serving belief bias to outweigh

system justification in explaining the

admission outcome. First, recurring pub-

lic debates about the legitimacy of admis-

sion procedures to medical schools in Ger-

many expressed serious doubts about

their fairness and questioned their merit-

ocratic foundation. Thus, meritocratic

explanations of admission outcomes—

while still widespread—are not unchal-

lenged.1 Second, applicants to medical

1Recently, a debate emerged on the merito-
cratic foundation of admission to public medical
schools in Germany, mainly criticizing admission
through the waiting-period quota and the compa-
rability of grade point averages across German
federal states. A 2017 ruling by the Federal Con-
stitutional Court required changes in the usage
and weighting of the criteria for admission as of
2020. The data used in this study relate to appli-
cants from the year 2018, who are unaffected by
these formal changes (but might have followed
the preceding debate).
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schools should not have a very pro-

nounced motivation to justify the admis-

sion system since they are not locked in

this system: as they belong to a rather

positively selective group of high school

graduates, similarly prestigious, alterna-
tive career paths are available to them.

With these considerations in mind, we

expect self-serving bias to outweigh

system-justifying mechanisms in

domain-specific beliefs about admission

to medical school:

Hypothesis 1a: Individuals’ experiences
of success strengthen domain-specific
meritocratic beliefs about admission
and weaken nonmeritocratic beliefs,
whereas experiences of failure weaken
meritocratic beliefs and strengthen
nonmeritocratic beliefs.

Can we expect to find the same pattern

regarding general-societal inequality

beliefs? Selective admission to medical

schools in Germany is a crucial event for

adolescents with this particular career

goal that will likely have long-term conse-

quences for their social positioning. At

this transition stage—after graduating

high school—adolescents’ inequality

beliefs are likely not yet consolidated.

Hence, we expect, in line with findings

of Rivera (2011) and Warikoo (2016),

that the experience of university admis-

sion shapes inequality beliefs beyond the

specific case:

Hypothesis 1b: Individuals’ experiences
of success strengthen societal merito-
cratic beliefs and weaken nonmerito-
cratic beliefs, whereas experiences of
failure weaken meritocratic beliefs and
strengthen nonmeritocratic beliefs.

However, the self-serving bias might

be weaker for societal beliefs than for

domain-specific beliefs. This might, first,

stem from the fact that certain life experi-

ences are linked more strongly to beliefs

about this specific domain than societal

inequality in general. Second, while alter-

native career paths are open to unsuc-

cessful applicants, they can less easily

‘‘escape’’ their society’s system of stratifi-

cation, which might lead them to uphold

system-justifying beliefs on a general

level. In line with this reasoning, Shane

and Heckhausen (2017) show that adverse

labor market experiences decrease U.S.

graduates’ meritocratic beliefs about their
own success but do not substantially affect

general beliefs in a meritocratic society.

Drawing on qualitative interviews, Aron-

son (2017) confirmed that experiences dur-

ing the great recession did not prompt ado-

lescents to abandon the American dream:

they still saw merit-based education as

the key to societal success.
Thus, while we expect to find self-

serving bias for both domain-specific and

societal inequality beliefs among medical

school applicants, the latter are likely

more stable even after experiencing failure.

The Role of Previous Experiences

for Belief Changes after Success

and Failure

So far, we have focused on the effect that

a single experience of success or failure

has on inequality beliefs. This focus

might, however, be too short-sighted. Pre-

vious experiences provide a frame for per-

ceptions and judgments of new experien-

ces of success and failure (e.g., Mijs

et al. 2022; Schafer et al. 2011) and might

thus moderate the effect that these new

experiences have on inequality beliefs.

We include two dimensions: an individ-

ual’s social origin, which refers to experi-

ences related to long-term conditions of

social upbringing, and short-term experi-
ences in a specific domain (in our case,

the outcomes of previous applications).

In the following, we first discuss

why both dimensions contribute to poten-

tial ‘‘baseline’’ differences in inequality
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beliefs (i.e., differences in beliefs that

manifest themselves before the new expe-

rience of success and failure—the one

that we study—happens). Second, we dis-

cuss why the effect of a new experience of

success and failure on inequality beliefs
might differ by social origin and previous

domain-specific experiences.

Social Origin and Belief Changes

‘‘Baseline’’ differences in beliefs. Why does

social origin shape inequality beliefs?

Individuals form ‘‘cognitive landscapes’’

based on their experiences and observa-

tions (Sampson and Bartusch 1998). Chil-

dren from advantaged groups tend to

grow up surrounded by people with simi-
lar living conditions and might underesti-

mate the structural barriers confronting

less advantaged groups, a misjudgment

that contributes to their strong merito-

cratic beliefs (Mijs 2018).

Furthermore, due to intergenerational

status transmission, people from advan-

taged family backgrounds are more likely

to experience success in different life

domains, while people from disadvan-

taged backgrounds are more likely to

experience failure (Bourdieu and Pass-

eron 1977), such that advantages and dis-

advantages accumulate over the life

course (DiPrete and Eirich 2006). Follow-

ing self-serving beliefs theory, this con-

tributes to stronger meritocratic and

weaker nonmeritocratic beliefs among

individuals from advantaged social back-
grounds than among those from disad-

vantaged ones, a finding that is well

established (Mijs 2018).

Experiences of success. Following sugges-

tions of cumulative-inequality theory,

success is less likely to occur for people

from disadvantaged backgrounds as

inequality accumulates over the life

course (DiPrete and Eirich 2006). How-

ever, success against the odds is not

impossible, and for members of disadvan-

taged groups, experiencing success might

lead to an even greater increase in merit-

ocratic beliefs than for members of advan-

taged groups: they managed to overcome

structural barriers and might think that
other disadvantaged people could achieve

the same with enough effort (Cech and

Blair-Loy 2010; Jost and Banaji 1994).

Warikoo’s (2016) qualitative inter-

views with undergraduates attending

elite universities showed that, especially,

first-generation students perceived

admission outcomes as meritocratic and
their experience of upward mobility as

proof of it (Warikoo 2016). This observa-

tion is in line with research by Mijs

et al. (2022). They find that subjective

social upward mobility is associated with

strong meritocratic beliefs, suggesting

that people’s beliefs are shaped by their

perception that success against the odds
is possible.

Another study suggested that women

in top-level positions tended to believe

that unequal outcomes for men and

women were driven mostly by differences

in human capital and motivation, over-

looking the glass ceiling they themselves

had to break through (Cech and Blair-

Loy 2010). Experiences of success seem

to lead members of disadvantaged groups

to forget about structural barriers they

had to face, reinforcing the positive effect

that success has on meritocratic beliefs

held within this group.
Whereas Warikoo (2016) and Cech and

Blair-Loy (2010) focus on domain-specific

inequality beliefs, we assume that the

effect of experiencing success on societal

inequality beliefs might also differ by

social origin; after all, achieving a desired

social position is a crucial step for upward
mobility. This reasoning is consistent

with Wiederkehr et al.’s (2015) findings,

which suggested that the correlation

between school-related and general

meritocratic beliefs was especially
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pronounced for disadvantaged groups

(i.e., low-SES students) and could be

explained by the key part that educa-

tional success plays in social mobility.

For both domain-specific and general

inequality beliefs, we thus propose the
following:

Hypothesis 2a: Experiences of success
strengthen meritocratic beliefs and
weaken nonmeritocratic beliefs more
strongly for socially disadvantaged than
for advantaged groups.

Experiences of failure. Adolescents from
disadvantaged family backgrounds might

be motivated to believe in meritocracy

and education as their main pathway to

upward mobility (Wiederkehr et al.

2015). Previous research, however, sug-
gests that structural disadvantage and

related experiences accumulate over the

life course and contribute to growing

inequalities (DiPrete and Eirich 2006),

which increases affected adolescents’

awareness of structural barriers (Mijs

2018). Due to this higher awareness,

a single negative experience might be
interpreted as yet another sign of struc-

tural barriers by individuals who belong

to disadvantaged groups (Mijs 2018).

In line with this theoretical argument,

Schafer et al. (2011) found out that a sin-
gle negative experience might be even

more consequential for life evaluations if it

follows other negative experiences, which

are more likely to occur among adolescents

from disadvantaged family backgrounds,

as proposed by cumulative-inequality theory

(DiPrete and Eirich 2006). We assume that

long-term experiences of social upbringing
moderate the effect of new experiences of

failure not only on life evaluations but also

on inequality beliefs:

Hypothesis 2b: Experiences of failure
weaken meritocratic beliefs and
strengthen nonmeritocratic beliefs

more strongly for disadvantaged
than for advantaged groups.

Considering ‘‘baseline’’ differences in
inequality beliefs by social origin, our

hypotheses suggest that experiencing

success might outweigh prior group dif-

ferences while experiencing failure might

reinforce them. Following accounts of

cumulative-inequality theory (DiPrete

and Eirich 2006), the latter should, how-

ever, be prevalent, driving aggregate
inequality beliefs of the two groups fur-

ther apart.

It should be noted, however, that our

study focuses on a rather positively

selected group of young people. Consider-

ing their above-average school grades,

our socially disadvantaged applicants

are rather ‘‘the advantaged among the
disadvantaged.’’ Social-background dif-

ferences regarding both baseline beliefs

and the effect of a recent experience of

success and failure are probably less pro-

nounced as they would be when consider-

ing a more heterogenous group.

Previous Domain-Specific

Experiences and Belief Changes

We expect not only long-term experiences

of social upbringing to set the frame for

the interpretation of new experiences of

success or failure but also domain-specific

experiences that have more recently been
made. In our case, previously unsuccess-

ful applications to medical schools might

moderate the effect of current admission

or rejection on inequality beliefs, poten-

tially even more strongly than long-term

experiences of social upbringing, as these

domain-specific experiences are more

closely related to the new experience of
admission or rejection. As admission is

highly selective, it is important to note

that while rejection correlates with social

background, it is a common event across

all social-origin groups.

Success, Failure, and Inequality Beliefs 177



‘‘Baseline’’ differences. We expect experi-

ences of success and failure to shape ado-

lescents’ inequality beliefs in a self-

serving way (Bénabou and Tirole 2016),

with experiences of failure decreasing
meritocratic beliefs and increasing non-

meritocratic beliefs. There is reason to

believe that this argument should hold

true not only for the most recent experi-

ence but also for previous experiences of

failed attempts to receive an admission:

previous rejections should have influenced

inequality beliefs (especially domain-
specific ones) in a self-serving way, leading

to baseline differences in beliefs of those

who apply for the first time (hereafter,

first-time applicants) and those who previ-

ously experienced failure in admission

(hereafter, repeat applicants).

Experiences of success. Yet, eventual suc-
cess might outweigh previous setbacks: if

people kept trying and were rewarded in

the end, this could likely be interpreted

as success through persistency, a merito-

cratic factor. Furthermore, prior doubts

about meritocratic admission due to self-

serving mechanisms (Bénabou and Tirole

2016) could be overcome, leading to

a stronger belief change for previously

unsuccessful candidates:

Hypothesis 3a: Experiences of success
strengthen meritocratic beliefs and
weaken nonmeritocratic beliefs more
strongly for persons who have experi-
enced failure in similar domain-
specific situations than for those who
have not.

Experiences of failure. A single negative

experience might be even more conse-

quential for life evaluations if it follows

other negative experiences (e.g., Schafer

et al. 2011). This assumption can be

applied not only to long-term experiences

of social upbringing but also to short-term

domain-specific experiences. Self-serving

bias in beliefs about factors behind a suc-

cessful admission, and eventually success

in society, might amplify with every

failed attempt, while the motivation to

justify the admission procedure might
decrease (possibly along with the inten-

tion to reapply). Hence, we propose the

following:

Hypothesis 3b: Experiences of failure
weaken meritocratic beliefs and
strengthen nonmeritocratic beliefs
more strongly for persons who have
had similar domain-specific experien-
ces of failure in the past than for those
who have not.

Considering prior differences in

inequality beliefs between applicants

who have been previously unsuccessful

or not (i.e., repeat vs. first-time appli-

cants), our hypotheses suggest that expe-

riencing success might outweigh prior

group differences, while experiencing fail-

ure might amplify them.

Institutional Context: Application

and Admission to Medical Schools

in Germany

Because of the highly stratified German

school system, only 51 percent of all sec-

ondary school students in 2018 passed

their Abitur (the higher education

entrance examination). Only around 75
percent of these eligible students actually

enter higher education (Autorengruppe

Bildungsberichterstattung, 2020:143,

184). Both passing the Abitur and transi-

tioning to higher education are very

socially selective (Mayer, Müller, and Pol-

lak 2007).

German universities are rather alike

in their institutional prestige and quality

(Mayer et al. 2007). However, prestige

differences between fields of study are
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pronounced, with medical programs pro-

viding exceptionally high income and

occupational prestige (Finger et al.

2020). Medical programs are also the

most selective ones, with rates of admis-

sion averaging around 25 percent. Unsur-
prisingly, medical programs are among

the most socially selective fields of study

in Germany (Reimer and Pollak 2010).

Students seeking admission to medical

programs at one of the 39 public universi-

ties must apply through a central clear-

inghouse, the Stiftung für Hochschulzu-

lassung (SfH). Until 2019 (see footnote

1), places were allocated via three quotas:

(1) 20 percent by grade point average

(GPA), (b) 20 percent by waiting period,

and (c) 60 percent by university-specific

criteria. To be admitted by virtue of the

first two quotas, applicants need a top

GPA or must wait for approximately

seven years. For the third quota, the

applicant’s GPA is the mandatory selec-

tion criterion with the highest weight,

but universities can use additional crite-

ria (e.g., test scores or work experience)

to select applicants.2 The GPA and the

university-specific quotas can thus be

regarded as merit based, whereas admis-
sion through the waiting-period quota

relies on nonmeritocratic factors.

The special role of medical programs as

the most prestigious and selective field of

study in Germany contributes to the fact

that those who aspire to, apply to, and

eventually enroll in such programs are

likely to belong to a positively selected

group in terms of grades, skills, and moti-

vation, especially when applicants come

from socially disadvantaged families.

However, that special role of medical pro-

grams makes the experience of admission

or rejection an instructive example of how

inequality beliefs might be shaped by

experiences of success and failure at

achieving desired social positions.

RESEARCH DESIGN

Data

To test our hypotheses, we drew on panel

data of the 2018 cohort of applicants to

medical programs at German public uni-

versities (Finger, Wetter, and Solga

2023).3 Each wave (August and Novem-
ber 2018) included items on inequality

beliefs. Between the two waves, the appli-

cants were either admitted (= success) or

rejected (= failure). Successful applicants

were informed through which quota they

got admitted. These outcomes allowed us

to examine the effect that this experience

had on each applicant’s belief change.
In cooperation with the central clear-

inghouse, we invited all medical school

applicants for the winter semester of

2018 to participate in the first online sur-

vey via email. The first survey was com-

pleted by 7,349 applicants (response

rate: 17 percent); 4,619 respondents par-

ticipated in the second wave (63 percent
of wave 1 respondents).4

A common problem of survey-based

research is that initial participation and

panel attrition are not random. However,

because of the rich information included

in the application register data provided

by the SfH (such as applicants’ GPA, gen-

der, age, and admission status), we con-
structed a sampling weight to reduce

bias due to selective survey participation

and attrition. For more information on

our weighting strategy, see Online Sup-

plementary Section 2.

2Applicants may rank up to six universities in
each admission category (‘‘quota’’). An applicant
is admitted to only one program, if any. Allocation
begins with the first university listed in the GPA
quota and closes with the last one listed in the
university admission quota.

3The data and a method report can be down-
loaded from https://doi.org/10.7802/2515.

4This first survey number is comparable to the
response rate of a representative large-scale
online survey among German university students
(Becker, Baillet, and Weber 2019:20).
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Operationalization of Inequality

Beliefs

We distinguish between domain-specific

inequality beliefs and societal inequality

beliefs. Whereas the former measure the

importance that respondents attribute to

different meritocratic and nonmerito-

cratic factors of being successful in the

admission process, the latter measure

how important these factors are generally

for being successful in society. Figure 1

displays the concrete questionnaire items

that we based on Shane and Heckhau-

sen’s (2013, 2017) scale of causal attribu-

tions for SES attainment.

The factors representing meritocratic

beliefs are the belief in success through

effort and that through talent (or intelli-

gence). We decided not to summarize

them into one index. This decision is

Figure 1. Inequality Beliefs Scale (Translated from Original Questionnaire in German)
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based on attributional theory (Weiner

1985), which suggests that effort and tal-

ent are distinct dimensions of merito-
cratic beliefs (with effort being inter-

preted as alterable and talent as stable).

Factors representing nonmeritocratic

beliefs are the fatalistic belief in success

through luck for university admission

and structural beliefs in success through

family background and economic resour-

ces for social positioning. We included dif-

ferent nonmeritocratic factors for admis-

sion and societal success because

admission to medical school is a strongly

standardized and performance-related

process that is only indirectly affected

by structural factors. Hence, the general

role of luck, including that of coming

from an advantaged background, is more

suitable for assessing domain-specific

beliefs about admission. For general suc-

cess in society, we regarded a differentia-

tion of nonmeritocratic factors as feasible.

Correlations between the different

dimensions of inequality beliefs are

mostly weak to moderate, confirming

that meritocratic and nonmeritocratic

beliefs are not mutually exclusive and

that beliefs in talent and effort are dis-

tinct dimensions of meritocratic beliefs

(for more information, see Online Supple-

mentary Section 4).

Further Variables and Sample

Statistics

We used the information on whether

applicants were admitted or rejected,

which was included in wave 2 of the sur-

vey. We distinguished between applicants

with no, one, or two college parents (i.e.,

parents holding a university degree) and

between first-time applicants and repeat

applicants (i.e., applicants who had previ-

ously applied unsuccessfully).

Admission to medical school is not

a random event; it depends on applicants’

qualifications. Hence, applicants who

were admitted and applicants who were

rejected differ in certain characteristics

(see Table 1); most pronounced is the dif-

ference in high school GPA. As school

Table 1. Descriptive Statistics of Admitted and Rejected University Applicants

Variable

Admitted
applicants

% or M (SD)

Rejected
applicants

% or M (SD)
Group differences
(admitted/rejected)

n 1,764 2,374
Woman 66.80% 66.43% 0.37%
Age 21.19 (3.79) 20.90 (2.90) 0.29**
Grade point average (1.0–4.0) 1.47 (0.58) 2.07 (0.55) 20.60**
Applicants with

No college parents 25.54% 30.80% 25.26%**
One college parent 27.76% 29.23% 21.47%**
Two college parents 46.70% 39.98% 6.72%**

Repeat (vs. first-time) applicant 45.47% 54.60% 29.13%**
Admission through

GPA quota 12.60% — —
Waiting-period quota 17.10% — —
University-specific quota 65.68% — —
Other quotasa 4.61% — —

Note: From online panel of applicants to medical schools in Germany, 2018. Authors’ calculations.
Sampling weight applied (absolute numbers [n] not weighted).
aLess than 2.72% waitlisted applicants, 1.24% lottery, 0.65% hardship cases.
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grades are influenced by social origin

(Bourdieu and Passeron 1977), it is not

surprising that among applicants who

got admitted, and on average had a better

GPA, the share of applicants with two col-

lege parents is higher than among those
who got rejected.

Already before the admission decision,

the groups of to-be-admitted and to-be-

rejected applicants likely differ in their

prior (partly socialization-based) experi-

ences in high school, which is reflected

in the group differences in GPA. We

assume that these differences in prior

experiences shaped their inequality

beliefs (e.g., Mijs 2018), leading to belief

differences between to-be-admitted and
to-be-rejected applicants, which might be

amplified by the admission decision.

Estimation Strategy

As a first descriptive step, we compared

the average inequality beliefs before and

after the admission decision, separately

for admitted and rejected applicants.

Using Bonferroni post hoc tests, we tested

whether the mean belief changes were

statistically significant. We display

results as bar graphs.

As a second step, to approximate the

causal effect of being admitted in compar-

ison to being rejected, we conducted indi-

vidual linear fixed-effect models, which

allowed us to control for differences in

prior inequality beliefs between individu-

als and for all time-constant unobserved

heterogeneity between them. We added

interaction terms between admission/

rejection and social background as well

as repeated application to test whether

differences in effects across groups were

statistically significant (see Online Sup-

plementary Section 1).

We treated our ordinal dependent

variables (inequality beliefs) as continu-

ous in order to facilitate interpretation

of our results. However, we are aware of

recommendations that this approach be

used only if the dependent variables are

normally distributed and have at least

seven values (Bauer and Sterba 2011).

We ran ordered logit fixed-effect models

as a robustness check (see Online Supple-

mentary Section 3).

FINDINGS

As our theoretical assumptions and find-

ings span multiple dimensions of inequal-

ity beliefs and are thus rather complex,

we summarize our hypotheses and

respective results in a systematic table

in Online Supplement Section 8.

Do Experiences of Success and

Failure Affect Inequality Beliefs?

Figure 2 suggests that average inequality

beliefs differ already prior to the admis-

sion decision between the groups of

admitted and rejected applicants and

amplify through the admission decision:

to-be-admitted applicants show stronger

meritocratic beliefs and weaker nonmeri-

tocratic beliefs than to-be-rejected appli-

cants. Especially, group differences in
beliefs about own admission were pro-

nounced already before the admission

took place, whereas group differences in

societal beliefs were smaller.

Furthermore, our analysis suggests

that individual experiences do indeed

change prior to inequality beliefs. We

expected, in the case of application to

medical schools, self-serving belief bias

to be dominant: experiences of success

would strengthen meritocratic beliefs

and weaken nonmeritocratic beliefs,

while the opposite would be the case for

experiences of failure.

Regarding domain-specific beliefs

(Hypothesis 1a), being successful

strengthened the meritocratic belief in

how important one’s own effort is for

admission by 0.24 points on the 5-point
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Likert scale. The nonmeritocratic luck-

based belief was strengthened by experi-

encing failure (0.33) but was not affected

by experiencing success. However, there

was only a slight decrease of effort-based

beliefs after failure (20.07) and even

a very slight increase in luck-based

beliefs (0.04) after success. Last, the

belief in the importance of talent for uni-

versity admission increased similarly

after admission and rejection (0.09).

To test whether the effects of admis-

sion and rejection differed significantly

from each other, we conducted individual

fixed-effect models with interaction terms

(Belief Change 3 Admission/Rejection).

The first column of Table 2 replicates

the belief change for rejected applicants

displayed in Figure 2. For instance,

domain-specific effort belief slightly

decreases by 0.07 points for rejected can-
didates. The second row shows the differ-

ence in this change for admitted versus

rejected applicants. We see that the

change in effort belief following admis-

sion (0.24; see Figure 2) significantly

differs by 0.31 points from the change fol-

lowing rejection. Furthermore, the
increase in luck belief following rejection

(0.33) is statistically different (20.29,

p \ .01) from its stability following

admission (0.04; Figure 2).

Overall, Hypothesis 1a, on changes in

domain-specific beliefs, is partly sup-

ported by our findings, with effort-based

beliefs after success and luck-based

beliefs after failure changing in the

expected, self-serving way. The results

for talent beliefs did not support our

hypothesis, however.
With respect to changes in societal

inequality beliefs (Hypothesis 1b), indi-

vidual experiences affected the belief in

nonmeritocratic factors as expected,

with success slightly weakening their

perceived importance (20.11 and 20.08,

respectively) and failure strengthening

it (0.12 and 0.13, respectively). The pat-

tern looked less clear regarding merito-

cratic factors. Whereas failure weakened

effort beliefs as expected (20.09), success

was not related to it. One explanation for

Figure 2. Average Inequality Beliefs Pre- and Post–Admission Decision and Belief Changes
Note: From online panel of applicants to medical schools in Germany, 2018. Authors’ calculations. Sampling

weight applied. Admitted applicants, n = 1,764; rejected applicants, n = 2,374. Belief changes after

admission displayed in white boxes; changes after rejection displayed in gray boxes. Significant changes

displayed in bold.
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admittance’s null effect on effort beliefs

might be their fairly high baseline level,

which could lead to a ceiling effect.

Lastly, the belief in how important talent

is for societal success decreased after

admission (20.16) as well as after rejec-

tion (20.06), suggesting again that this

belief might be affected differently than

predicted by self-serving beliefs theory.

We further discuss the diverging findings

for talent beliefs in the concluding sec-

tion. Fixed-effect models (Table 2) show

that the effects of admission and rejection

were statistically different from each

other for all societal beliefs.

Overall, Hypothesis 1b was partly sup-

ported. Success decreased nonmerito-

cratic societal beliefs, and failure both

decreased meritocratic (effort-based) and

increased nonmeritocratic beliefs. Unex-

pectedly, however, success did increase

the domain-specific effort belief but did

not extend to societal effort beliefs. As

expected, changes in societal inequality

beliefs were weaker than that for

domain-specific beliefs.

Besides supporting self-serving beliefs

theory, these findings suggest diverging

paths for the successful and the unsuc-

cessful groups. Differences that were

already observable prior to admission,

namely, stronger meritocratic beliefs of

the (to-be) admitted applicants and stron-

ger nonmeritocratic beliefs of the (to-be)

rejected applicants amplify after the

admissions decision was received.

Social Origin and Belief Changes

‘‘Baseline’’ differences. In line with our

theoretical arguments, Figure 3 (Panel

A) shows that before the admission deci-

sion, admitted applicants with two college

parents believed more strongly in the

importance of effort and talent for their

own admission than did applicants with

no college parents. Among rejected appli-
cants, most differences by social origin

were markedly smaller. The members of

this group might have had more negative

experiences (e.g., related to grading in

school) than did applicants who were

eventually admitted, overshadowing dif-

ferences in beliefs by social origin.

Furthermore, admitted as well as

rejected applicants with two college

Table 2. Linear Fixed-Effect Models with Interaction Term (Belief Change 3 Admission)

Belief change of rejected
applicants (reference group)

Belief Change 3 Admission
(reference = rejection)

Belief b (SE)

Domain-specific: University admission depends on my own . . .
Effort 2.07* (.03) .31** (.05)
Talent .09** (.03) 2.00 (.04)
Luck .33** (.03) 2.29** (.04)

Societal: Societal success depends on . . .
Effort 2.09** (.02) .09** (.03)
Talent 2.06** (.02) 2.10** (.03)
Family .12** (.03) 2.23** (.04)
Money .13** (.03) 2.21** (.04)

Note: Online panel of applicants to medical schools in Germany, 2018. Authors’ calculations. n = 4,138;
sampling weight applied.
*p \ .05. **p \ .01.
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parents believed less strongly in the

importance of economic resources (and

to a lesser extent in the importance of

family background) for success in society

than first-generation applicants (Panel

B). These stronger structural beliefs of

disadvantaged groups are in line with

our theoretical expectations: applicants

with no college parents appeared to be

more aware of structural barriers than

their more privileged peers.

Belief changes after success and failure.

Against our expectation of heterogenous

belief changes across social groups, the

self-serving belief changes in inequality

A

B

Figure 3. Average Inequality Beliefs Pre- and Post–Admission Decision and Belief Changes by
Social Origin: (A) Domain-Specific Beliefs and (B) Societal Beliefs
Note: From online panel of applicants to medical schools in Germany, 2018. Authors’ calculations. Sampling

weight applied. Admitted applicants, n = 1,764 (421 no college parents, 491 one college parent, 852 two college

parents); rejected applicants, n = 2,374 (729 no college parents, 712 one college parent, 933 two college

parents). Belief changes after admission displayed in white boxes; changes after rejection displayed in gray

boxes. Significant changes (p \ .05) displayed in bold.
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beliefs were rather homogenous for the

three observed groups (see Online Sup-

plementary Section 1 for fixed-effects

models). Overall, Hypothesis 2a, namely,

that success increases meritocratic beliefs

and decreases nonmeritocratic beliefs

more strongly for disadvantaged than

for advantaged groups, cannot be sup-

ported by our findings as group differen-

ces in belief changes after admission do

not seem to follow a specific pattern.

Regarding the effect of failure, the

findings potentially suggest a pattern

with effort beliefs seeming to be most resis-

tant to failure among applicants with two

college parents (both for domain-specific

and societal beliefs: 20.02, 20.04), the

most advantaged group. Furthermore, the

increase in structural beliefs is the weakest

among this group (0.08, 0.11). This is gener-

ally in line with the idea that failure weak-

ens meritocratic beliefs and strengthens

nonmeritocratic beliefs more strongly for

disadvantaged than for advantaged groups.

However, group differences are small and

do not reach statistical significance (see

Online Supplementary Section 1), leading

us to reject Hypothesis 2b.

Previous Domain-Specific

Experiences and Belief Changes

‘‘Baseline’’ differences. In line with our

expectations of previous self-serving

belief mechanisms, Figure 4 (Panel A)

shows that prior to admission, those

who had previously experienced a rejec-

tion of their application (i.e., repeat appli-

cants) had substantially weaker beliefs in

meritocratic admission than those who

had not (i.e., first-time applicants). Prior

differences in societal beliefs (Panel B)
were less pronounced, suggesting, in line

with our main findings, that prior self-

serving belief biases following previous

rejection to medical school were stronger

for domain-specific beliefs than for

societal beliefs. However, regarding non-

meritocratic beliefs, structural societal

beliefs of repeat applicants were slightly

stronger than those of first-time appli-

cants, and we do not observe baseline dif-

ferences in terms of domain-specific luck
belief.

Belief changes after success and failure.

Hypothesis 3a, suggesting a stronger

increase in meritocratic beliefs and

a stronger decrease in nonmeritocratic

beliefs following success for repeat appli-

cants, could partly be supported: success

strengthened meritocratic beliefs in

effort- and talent-based admission more

strongly for repeat applicants (Panel A:

0.34, 0.26) than for first-time applicants

(0.15, 20.05). The potential decrease

in meritocratic beliefs about admission

through past experiences, as expressed

in lower baseline values, was at least

partly outweighed by the experience of

success. For societal beliefs, however, we

do not see the same pattern (Panel B).

Regarding belief change in nonmerito-

cratic beliefs, for repeat applicants the

belief in the importance of luck for admis-

sion increased after admission (0.16), dif-

ferent than for first-time applicants

(20.06), driving both groups further

apart with regard to nonmeritocratic

beliefs. Those who were finally successful

after several attempts seemed to have

consolidated their belief that admission

to highly prestigious university programs

is also a lottery and they were among the

lucky ones. At the same time, they

seemed to have reconsidered prior doubts

about meritocratic procedures and to

have recognized merit as a necessary con-

dition for success.

Regarding societal beliefs, the decrease

in structural beliefs after admission is

slightly stronger for repeat applicants

(family background: 20.14; money:

20.10) than for first-time applicants
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(20.09, 20.06). However, the differences

in belief changes are not significant (see

Online Supplementary Section 1).

Hypothesis 3b, suggesting a stronger

decrease in meritocratic beliefs and

a stronger increase in nonmeritocratic

beliefs following failure for those who

already experienced failure previously,

could not be supported as group

differences were rather small and statisti-

cally insignificant (see Online Supple-

mentary Section 1 for fixed-effect models

including interaction terms).

In relative terms, however, the nega-

tive effect that a rejection had on the

belief in the importance of effort for uni-

versity admission was twice as large for

repeat applicants (20.10) as for first-

A

B

Figure 4. Average Inequality Beliefs Pre- and Post–Admission Decision and Belief Changes for
First-Time and Repeat Applicants: (A) Domain-Specific Beliefs and (B) Societal Beliefs
Note: From online panel of applicants to medical schools in Germany, 2018. Authors’ calculations. Sam-

pling weight applied. Admitted applicants, n = 1,764 (1,014 first-time applicants, 750 repeat applicants);

rejected applicants, n = 2,374 (978 first-time applicants, 1,396 repeat applicants). Belief changes after

admission displayed in white boxes; changes after rejection displayed in gray boxes. Significant changes

(p \ .05) displayed in bold.
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time applicants (20.04), a finding in line

with Hypothesis 3b that assumes that

the decrease in meritocratic beliefs due

to failure are stronger for repeat appli-

cants. This finding is particularly inter-

esting when considering the group differ-

ences prior to the new admission decision.

Experiencing failure repeatedly seemed

to weaken the belief in meritocratic

admissions procedures even further. Fur-

thermore, the increase in fatalistic beliefs

about admission after experiencing fail-

ure seemed to be slightly stronger for

repeat applicants (0.13) than for first-

time applicants (0.05).

Robustness Checks and Sensitivity

Analyses

We conducted the following robustness

checks and sensitivity analyses (see the

online supplement for details). First, we

tested different weighting strategies

(Online Supplementary Section 2) and

conducted ordered logit fixed-effect models

to consider the 5-point Likert scale of our

dependent variables and could show that

this does not substantially change our

results (Online Supplementary Section 3).
Furthermore, we conducted sensitivity

analyses to explore whether our results

differed for certain subgroups. First, we

tested whether effects of admission on

beliefs vary by admission quota as admis-

sion through the non-merit-based waiting

quota could have different effects on

beliefs (Online Supplementary Section

5). Second, we ran models that include

only applicants who did not simulta-

neously apply to other study programs

to avoid possible bias due to other admis-

sion experiences taking place between

wave 1 and wave 2 (Online Supplemen-

tary Section 6). Last, following the logic

of a regression discontinuity design, we

ran our analysis only for applicants with

a GPA close to the fuzzy admission cutoff

point (1.3–1.4) to confirm our assumption

that the admission decision shapes

inequality beliefs beyond the diverging

belief paths of winners and losers (Online

Supplementary Section 7).

All these analyses provide further

insights while supporting our main results.

CONCLUSION: WINNERS AND LOSERS’

DIVERGING PATHS IN INEQUALITY

BELIEFS

In this study of selective admission to

medical schools in Germany, we have

examined the effect of experiences of suc-

cess and failure in achieving a desired

outcome on meritocratic and nonmerito-

cratic beliefs. Furthermore, we explored

how previous experiences—accumulated

experiences related to social upbringing

as well as recent domain-specific

experiences—moderate the effect that

new experiences of success and failure

have on inequality beliefs.

Previous research has examined the

relationship between social position and

inequality beliefs cross-sectionally (e.g.,

Kluegel and Smith 1986; Kreidl 2000),

inquired into the effect of experiences in

a laboratory setting (e.g., Fehr and Voll-

mann 2020; Molina et al. 2019), and

focused on changes in inequality beliefs

exclusively within the successful group
(e.g., Warikoo 2016). We contribute to

this research by investigating how experi-

ences of success or failure affect inequal-

ity beliefs. To this end, we estimated the

changes in beliefs following the crucial

real-life event of admission or rejection

to medical school in Germany, thereby

approximating its causal effect. We exam-
ined the effect on beliefs about merito-

cratic admission (domain-specific beliefs)

and on general beliefs about a merito-

cratic society (societal beliefs).

We find that individual experiences of

success or failure influenced inequality

beliefs in a mostly self-serving way.

Admission to highly selective medical
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schools in Germany increased the appli-

cants’ belief in how important one’s own

effort is for the admission outcome and

decreased the belief in how important

family background and economic resour-

ces are for societal success. Rejection

decreased beliefs in effort and increased

beliefs in nonmeritocratic (structural

and fatalistic) factors behind selective col-

lege admissions and social positioning.

The changes we observed in inequality

beliefs were more pronounced for

domain-specific beliefs than for societal

beliefs, an observation that supports pre-

vious findings on rather stable general

inequality beliefs (e.g., Shane and Heck-

hausen 2017).
Moreover, our findings clearly show

group differences in inequality beliefs

between to-be-admitted applicants and

to-be-rejected applicants already, before

they learned about their admission out-

come. This suggests diverging paths in

inequality beliefs for ‘‘winners’’ and ‘‘los-

ers’’: on average, those who will be admit-

ted have better school grades than those

who will be rejected; it is likely that the

first group accumulated more positive

experiences in high school than their

peers, increasing their meritocratic

beliefs and decreasing their nonmerito-

cratic beliefs through continuous self-

serving belief mechanisms. New experi-

ences of success or failure, like the admis-

sion outcome (an outcome that is crucially

influenced by merit, measured in school

grades), amplify these differences in

inequality beliefs.

Furthermore, our findings tentatively

suggest a widening belief gap between

groups differing in their previous long-

term experiences of social upbringing

as well as short-term domain-specific

beliefs. Disadvantaged groups, in our

case, first-generation applicants, showed

weaker meritocratic beliefs and stronger

structural beliefs prior to the admission

decision, suggesting that they were more

aware of structural barriers than their

more privileged peers.

One reason for the stronger merito-

cratic and weaker nonmeritocratic base-

line beliefs of applicants with two college

parents might be due to positive experien-

ces in school, which, due to the mecha-

nism of intergenerational status trans-

mission, they likely accumulated to

a higher degree than their less advan-

taged peers and which translated into

higher grades. This, in turn, makes

advantaged students more likely to accu-

mulate further experiences of success,

like admission to highly selective univer-

sity programs: applicants with two college

parents were more than 6 percentage

points more likely to get admitted than

first-generation applicants.

Furthermore, we tentatively find that

meritocratic effort beliefs seemed to be

most stable and resistant to failure

among members of the most advantaged

group. Even if they happen to get

rejected, this single experience of failure

does not seem to reduce their effort

beliefs: they internalized beliefs that

effort led to their previous success and

stick to this belief. However, group differ-

ences in belief changes are small and sta-

tistically insignificant, suggesting that

effect moderation through social back-

ground does not play a major role for

the widening of the belief gap among win-

ners and losers, at least not among the

highly selective group of applicants to

medical school. In this case, social back-

ground seems to effect inequality beliefs

rather indirectly, via varying admission

probabilities across social groups and

their consequences for inequality beliefs.

Regarding domain-specific experien-

ces, we find that repeat applicants (those

who already experienced failure in college

admissions) had weaker meritocratic

baseline beliefs and mostly stronger
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nonmeritocratic baseline beliefs than

first-time applicants, a finding consistent

with the idea that previous experiences

shaped the beliefs of repeat applicants

in a self-serving way. Additionally, expe-

riences of failure in previous admission

rounds indeed moderate the effect of the

new experience of success. For repeat

applicants, eventual success has a greater

positive effect on the belief in the impor-

tance of effort in college admissions than

it does for first-time applicants, partly

outweighing differences in baseline

beliefs. Diverging paths in inequality

beliefs of winners and losers can be redir-

ected if eventual success occurs for those

who had previously experienced failure,

strengthening the argument that such

experiences directly affect inequality

beliefs on top of (and sometimes against

the direction of) winners’ and losers’

diverging paths in inequality beliefs.

However, eventual success of the pre-

viously unsuccessful is not the most likely

event, which might contribute to a down-

ward spiral in meritocratic beliefs of

a non-negligible number of applicants.

In the case of failure, we expected a stron-

ger negative impact on meritocratic

beliefs for those applicants who were

repeatedly rejected. While we could not

find strong evidence for this, since differ-

ences in belief changes after getting

rejected do not significantly differ

between first-time and repeat applicants,

the difference in the belief change in

effort-based admission points in the

expected direction. New experiences of

failure seem to reduce meritocratic beliefs

even further, driving beliefs of winners

and losers further apart.

Our analyses also revealed some nota-

ble patterns regarding the concept and

measurement of inequality beliefs, find-

ings in line with attribution theory’s

claim that meritocratic beliefs in effort

and talent, as well as nonmeritocratic

fatalistic and structural beliefs, are dis-

tinct concepts (Weiner 1985).

While changes in beliefs about the

importance of effort confirmed our theo-

retical assumptions based on self-serving

beliefs theory, the belief in the impor-

tance of talent partly pointed in opposite

directions. For instance, the belief that

admission depends on talent increased

among rejected applicants. One reason

for this unexpected finding might be indi-

vidual differences in the belief that intel-

ligence is either a stable or an unstable

characteristic as proposed by Dweck’s

(2006) mindset theory. If applicants

believe that intelligence, and thus talent,

is a given, unalterable trait, getting

rejected might strengthen the idea that

especially innate ability (i.e., talent and
intelligence), instead of effort, is impor-

tant, and one might simply not have

enough of it.

Based on these considerations, we

argue that experiences might have

a self-serving influence only on beliefs

about the role of merit-based factors

that lie within the individual’s control,

not on beliefs about factors like talent

and intelligence, which could be consid-

ered a ‘‘stable and uncontrollable cause’’

(Skinner et al. 1998:68) of success. Our

findings suggest that belief about effort

and belief about talent should be exam-

ined separately rather than summarized

in an index as hitherto typically done in

research (e.g., Hu et al. 2020; Shane and

Heckhausen 2013).

Unlike cross-sectional and experimen-

tal studies on inequality beliefs, our study

explored changes in these beliefs after

a real-life event with high relevance for

educational and labor market positioning.

However, in studying applicants to medi-

cal programs—the most selective univer-

sity programs in Germany—we focused

on a rather specific, positively selected

group in terms of academic performance
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and motivation. Even those who get

rejected would typically not be considered

disadvantaged in our society; they are,

rather, the ‘‘losers among the winners.’’

While we cannot unhesitatingly trans-

fer our findings to other groups (e.g.,

applicants for all university programs or

job positions) or experiences (e.g., admis-

sions decisions pertaining to less compet-

itive fields of study or hiring decisions),

we would argue that our findings poten-

tially underestimate the self-serving

effect that experiences of failure have on

inequality beliefs and group differences

herein. In a less positively selected group

of adolescents, disadvantaged groups are

likely to have accumulated more experi-

ences of failure, which should widen the

gap in inequality beliefs between winners

and losers and potentially amplify the

decrease in meritocratic beliefs following

yet another experience of failure. To test

these expectations, studying less selective

groups and situations for the effects that

individual experiences have on inequality

beliefs seems crucial.

Our findings of winners’ and losers’

diverging paths in inequality beliefs

help improve the understanding of persis-

tence and legitimation of inequality. The

observed self-serving bias in beliefs might

make success feel more deserved, and

failure might be perceived not as self-

imposed but rather as dependent on

external factors. Whereas this mecha-

nism might temporarily benefit the indi-

vidual’s self-perception and well-being, it

can contribute to cumulative disadvan-

tage over the life course. Previous

research suggests that inequality beliefs

influence goal pursuit (e.g., Shane and

Heckhausen 2013; Weiner 1985) and the

view of others (e.g., Lübker 2007; Solga
2015).

Skinner et al. (1998:v) claim that there

is a ‘‘beliefs-performance cycle’’ by which

meritocratic effort beliefs increase goal

engagement, which enhances academic

performance and likelihood of success,

and success further consolidates merito-

cratic beliefs. The opposite cycle is likely

to exist for nonmeritocratic beliefs and

experiences of failure. Individuals who

have experienced failure might come to
regard success partly as beyond their con-

trol and might eventually give up on pur-

suing their desired goal. Combining this

idea with accounts of cumulative inequal-

ity, our findings of winners’ and losers’

diverging paths in inequality beliefs

have crucial implications for the repro-

duction of inequality.
Winners’ meritocratic beliefs might

also contribute to the persistence of

inequality not only through their motiva-

tional effects but also through their impli-

cations for the view of others. Our find-

ings show that eventual experience of

success instilled belief in meritocracy

even in individuals whose past encoun-

ters with failure seemed to have made

them doubt that success through effort

is possible. Successful people seem to for-

get their past difficulties to perceive

social outcomes as merit based. When

those who gain positions of power, even

those who previously experienced failure

or possibly even structural barriers,

interpret processes of status attainment

as merit based and legitimate, they might

be less inclined to change them and to

address structural barriers that hinder

access to desired social positions.

With these considerations in mind, it

seems important to think about ways to

counteract changes in belief that exacer-

bate inequality. How can winners remain

aware of structural barriers to success in

society? How can losers continue to

believe enough in effort-based upward

mobility to stay motivated? Research sug-

gests that awareness of structural bar-

riers can grow through information on

inequality (Mijs and Hoy 2022) as well

as through diversity of the social environ-

ment and exchange with people from
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different social classes and ethnicities

(Mijs 2018). Skepticism about the possi-

bility of effort-based upward mobility,

especially among disadvantaged young

people, should be counteracted because

it could be inimical to motivation. We
agree with policy proposals (e.g., in Des-

tin 2020) that institutions should aim at

helping young people develop balanced

beliefs that structural factors and merit

alike shape success in society.
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