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Abstract

This paper analyzes an overlapping generation model of redistribution and public good provision un-
der repeated voting. Expenditures are financed through age-dependent taxation that distorts human capital
investment. Taxes redistribute income both across skill groups and across generations. We focus on politico-
economic Markov equilibria and contrast these with the Ramsey allocation under commitment. The model
features indeterminate equilibria, with a key role of forward-looking strategic voting. Due to the lack of com-
mitment to future policies, the tax burden may be on the wrong side of the dynamic Laffer curve. Moreover,
restrictions on government policies can in some cases be welfare improving.
© 2005 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.
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1. Introduction

This paper proposes a dynamic theory of public good provision when taxation and the allocation
of government expenditure are determined in repeated elections. We consider an environment
where government expenditure is financed by income taxation and the tax rates can vary across
age groups. Since voters are heterogenous in human capital and earnings but benefit equally from
public good provision, they have conflicting interests on government expenditure. The theory
predicts rich dynamic interactions between economics and politics: distortionary taxation, which
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is voted upon period-by-period, affects private human capital investments. Thus, the current
political choice affects future human capital and income distribution which, in turn, determines
future voting outcomes. The dynamic link between present and future political choice opens a
scope for strategic voting.

We characterize the set of stationary Markov political equilibria and show that equilibrium
is indeterminate. There exists one “sincere’’ equilibrium with high taxes where the poor are
politically decisive, and a range of “strategic’’ equilibria with lower taxes where the rich are
politically decisive. In the latter, the median voter strategically opts for low taxation on the young
so as to generate a future political majority against high taxation reducing current distortions.

There are large and well-known cross-country differences in the size and composition of gov-
ernment expenditures. For example, in Scandinavian countries, the average size of government
measured by tax revenue is more than half the size of GDP, while it is below one-quarter of GDP
in the United States and Switzerland. Our theory shows that such differences are not necessarily
due to variation in exogeneous factors—we show that otherwise identical economies may opt
for quite different levels of taxation and public good provision. The multiplicity in our model is
driven by strategic voting and forward-looking expectations, and does neither rely on differences
in initial conditions nor on imperfect learning about the distortionary effects of taxation (unlike
[3,15]). Moreover, while much of the existing politico-economic literature has emphasized factors
leading to excess taxation, some of the (strategic) equilibria in our paper feature too low taxation
and underprovision of public goods.

In addition, the theory provides novel insights about the politico-economic determination of the
composition of public expenditure. Governments can spend their revenue on public goods bene-
fitting all agents (such as judicial system, health, parks or infrastructure) or on transfer programs
targeted to the poor (such as welfare and unemployment). The multiplicity of equilibria carries
over to an environment where both the composition and the amount of government expenditure
are endogenous. However, strategic equilibria, where the median voter is a rich old agent, reveal
a new feature: when the marginal utility of public goods is low, the composition of government
expenditure is inefficient. Since the tax revenue must be spent either on a public good or on
programs targeted to the poor, the old rich will, when they are decisive, allocate all expenditure
to public good programs even if these have low social value (“white elephants"). In spite of its
inefficiency, this political outcome is sustained over time, i.e., a majority of old rich endogenously
regenerates itself and continue to demand “white elephants’’.

These findings relate to a literature comparing the composition of government spending in
different political systems. In [12], office-competing political candidates make promises on two
different types of activities: a pure public good and transfers targeted to specific voters. To win
swing-voters, political parties promise “pork-barrel’’ spending, and in equilibrium, the provision
of the shared public good is inefficiently low. The paper analyzes how the electoral system shapes
this bias against the shared public good (see also [13], for empirical evidence). The reason why our
model, in contrast to theirs, can predict over-provision of the public good, is that we impose more
restrictions on who can be targeted; while the decisive voters in our model can target taxes to other
age-groups, the rich cannot target net transfers to themselves. These stylized assumptions, which
we find empirically plausible, allow a rich analysis of dynamic voting motives (which are absent
in [12]). 1 Robinson and Torvik [16] focus on over-provision of low-quality public goods, more
in line with our paper although emphasizing a different channel. They analyze projects stretching

1 We believe it would be quite interesting to extend our framework to allow more targeted taxes and transfers, along
the lines of Lizzeri and Persico[12], and investigate dynamic aspects of electoral rules.
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over more than one election cycle, assuming that future refinancing is critical for completion
of the project. Good projects are refinanced by all candidates, while only some candidates can
credibly promise to refinance bad projects. Thus, an incumbent may, for strategic reasons, launch
“white elephants’’ to secure future support from the voters benefitting from the project.

The focal point of this paper is the dynamics of the choice of public policy in a repeated,
dynamic setting. A similar model was analyzed in Hassler et al.[9]. In that paper, we show that
an inefficient transfer system, i.e., a system that all agents would, when they are young, like
to remove, can survive over time. This is because the policy distorts incentives in a way that
regenerates its political constituency over time. The current paper differs from the previous one in
several important respects. First, in that paper, we considered redistribution via monetary transfers
only. In the data, a large share of government expenditures is allocated to provision of goods with
important (albeit varying) public good components such as education, defence, infrastructure, the
judicial system, etc. As we shall see, the public good character of such expenditures is key for
our results. Second, in the earlier paper, the fiscal tools for inter-generational redistribution were
limited; policies were restricted to be age-independent. In reality, taxes and benefits have important
age-dependent elements. Allowing for age-dependent redistribution has major implications for
the dynamics and, as a consequence, the analytical characterization in the present work is simpler,
thereby making this model of independent methodological interest.

Other forebears to our analysis include [1,4,14]. Besley and Coate [4] analyze public good
provision in a citizen–candidate model. They identify several reasons why the political outcome is
Pareto inefficient. Some of these sources of “political failure’’are present here as well, and include
the inability to commit to moderate future taxation of the old (which may drive inefficiencies in
our sincere equilibrium) and the adjustment in policy to induce or avoid a change in the identity of
the future median voter (which may drive inefficiencies in our strategic equilibria). Recent papers
in the growing wave of dynamic (Markov) politico-economic literature include [2,5–8,17,18].2

The paper is organized as follows. Section 2 presents the model and Section 3 characterizes
the Ramsey allocations. Section 4 analyzes political equilibria with general spending and public
goods. Section 5 introduces targeted spending and Section 6 concludes. Proofs are provided in
the Appendix.

2. The model

The model economy consists of a continuum of two-period lived agents. Each generation has
a unit mass. Agents are, at birth, of two types: high-ability and low-ability, in proportion� and
1−�, respectively. High-ability agents can affect their prospects in life by an initial (educational)
investment. In particular, they either become rich or poor, and by undertaking a costly investment,
they can increase the probabilityeof becoming rich. The cost of investment is quadratic and equal
to e2. Rich agents earn a high wage, normalized to unity, in both periods, whereas poor agents
earn a low wage, normalized to zero. Low-ability agents make no investment choice; irrespective
of their private actions, they are deemed to poverty.

The government provides transfers (s) and a public good (g), financed by income taxes levied
on the rich. In the benchmark case, we focus on lump-sum general transfers paid to all agents.
Targeted transfers are discussed in Section 5. The tax rates are allowed to be age-dependent,

2 Among these papers,[2,18] are those most closely related to ours. In[2], successive governments have different
preferences over public goods and use debt and investment policies to influence future public good provision. In[18], the
model of this paper is developed and extended to introduce persistent aggregate “ideological’’shocks to voters’preferences.
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�O for the old and�Y for the young, but restricted to lie between 0 and 100%. Since only the
rich pay taxes, public goods and transfers are redistributive. The tax rates are determined be-
fore the young agents decide on their investment and the government budget balances in every
period.

The expected utility of agents alive at timet is given as follows:

V os
t = V os

(
gt , st , �

O
t

)
= 1 − �O

t + agt + st ,

V ou
t = V ou (gt , st ) = agt + st ,

V ol
t = V ol (gt , st ) = agt + st ,

V
y
t = V y

(
et , gt , gt+1, st , st+1, �
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t ,

V
yl
t = V yl (gt , gt+1, st , st+1) = a (gt + �gt+1) + st + �st+1, (1)

whereV os
t , V ou

t andV ol
t denote the utility of old rich, old poor and old low-ability types in period

t, andV y
t andV yl

t denote expected utility of young high-ability and young low-ability agents born
in period t. Note thatV y is computed prior to individual success or failure.� ∈ [0,1] is the
discount factor anda is the marginal utility of the public good. The assumption that this marginal
utility is constant is for tractability.

Given these preferences, the optimal investment of young high-ability agents is

e∗ (
�Y
t , �

O
t+1

)
=

(
1 + � − �Y

t − ��O
t+1

)
/2. (2)

Since high-ability agents are identical ex ante, agents of the same cohort choose the same
investment, implying that the proportion of old poor in periodt + 1 is given by

ut+1 = 1 − e∗ (
�Y
t , �

O
t+1

)
=

(
1 − � + �Y

t + ��O
t+1

)
/2.

Thus, the proportion of old poor att + 1 depends on the income tax rate levied on the rich young
at t + 1 and on the discounted tax rate levied on the rich old att + 1. The cost of the public good
is normalized to one, implying that the balanced government budget can be expressed as

gt + 2st = � (1 − ut ) �
O
t + �e∗ (

�Y
t , �

O
t+1

)
�Y
t . (3)

We conclude this section by defining the set of feasible allocations in this economy:

Definition 1. A feasible allocation is a sequence of public good provisions, transfers, taxes and
investments

{
gt , st , �Y

t , �
O
t , et

}∞
t=0 that satisfies the implementability constraint, (2), the balanced

budget constraint, (3),gt �0, st �0 and�O
t , �

Y
t ∈ [0,1] ∀t .

3. Efficient allocations

In this section, we characterize the Ramsey allocation in the benchmark case where the tax
revenue can be spent on public goods or general transfers. A Ramsey allocation is defined as a
feasible plan chosen by a benevolent social planner who can commit to a policy sequence at time
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zero. The allocation solves the following program:

max{
gt ,st ,�Y
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Note that the planner discounts future generations’ utilities with a “discount factor’’� ∈ [0,1).
Furthermore, the utility of the initial generation of old agents is weighted by�. This implies that
a planner who sets� = � attaches the same weight to the felicity of the young born att and that of
the old born att − 1. If � < � (or, alternatively, � > �), the planner attaches a smaller (larger)
weight to the former than to the latter; or, in other terms,� < � (or, alternatively, � > �) reflects
a bias in the planner’s preferences in favor of old (young) agents. We also allow the planner to
have a bias in favor of redistribution towards low-ability agents, parameterized by the constant
H �1. However, she has no such bias towards high-ability low-income agents.3

We start our analysis by establishing that public good provision Pareto-dominates (are Pareto-
dominated by) general transfers if the marginal utility agents derive from the public good exceeds
(falls short of) one half, i.e. ifa≶1

2.

Lemma 1. If a > 1
2 (respectively,a < 1

2) then for any feasible allocation
{
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where, for all t�0:

ĝt = gt + 2st and ŝt = 0 (s̃t = st + gt/2 and g̃t = 0).

If a = 1
2 then all agents are indifferent with respect to the composition of public expenditure.

The proof is by direct inspection and details are omitted. An immediate implication of Lemma
1 is that a planner with access to direct transfers, as well as public good provision, will spend the
entire budget on public goods ifa > 1

2, and on direct transfers ifa < 1
2. Using these implications,

and substituting in the government budget constraint, (3), the planner’s objective function, (4),
can then be rewritten as follows:
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whereA ≡ (� + (1 − �)H) · max{a, 1
2}� 1

2 is the planner’s marginal value of expenditures.
Moreover, the functione∗ is given by (2), and the terms��Y
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)
3 This is equivalent to assuming that the planner is utilitarian, but low-ability agents have a higher marginal utility of

consumption (of both private and public goods) due to a lower level of other endowments.
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denote the tax revenue financed by the young and the old att, respectively. Note that, ifH = 1,
the objective function is proportional to the parameter�, which implies that the Ramsey taxes
will be invariant to this parameter. The reason is that tax revenue is proportional to�, since only
the rich are taxed (see Eq. (3)).

While dynamic in nature, the Ramsey problem in (5) admits a simple static representation. To
see this, note that the program can be rewritten as follows:

L̃ (u0) = max{
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0 ∈[0,1]
}
{
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where
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. (7)

In plain words, after the initial choice of�O
0 , the problem reduces to a sequence of identical static

optimization problems over�Y and�O, without any state variable.4

The solution to program (6) is straightforward. Since�O
0 has no distortionary effects and there

is no interaction with future variables, the planner sets�O
0 = 1 if A > �/ (� + �) and�O

0 = 0
otherwise. Next, consider the continuation program, (7). As mentioned above,� parameterizes
the inter-generational bias of the planner. If� → 1, she maximizes�V y + (1 − �)HV yl—the
average expected utility of young agents, weighted by the pro-low ability bias. This is our model’s
counterpart to the “golden rule’’. If instead� → 0, the planner ignores future generations and
maximizes the average ex post utility of old agents. That is, she maximizese∗ (

�Y , �O
)
�Y—

the tax revenue the old can extract from the young. The knife-edge case� = � corresponds to
a perfectly utilitarian planner with the same regard for the ex post utility of old agents as for the
ex ante utility of future generations.

The next proposition characterizes the Ramsey allocation.

Proposition 1. The allocation solving the Ramsey problem(6)–(7)has

�O
0 =


 1 if A >

�

� + �
,

0 else,

and a constant sequence of taxes, �Y and�O given by the following:
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.

4 Note that this formulation abuses the notation slightly, since�Y and�O in Eq. (7) refer tocurrent tax on the young
andnext period’stax on the old (i.e., for anyt�0, we have�Y

t = �Y and�O
t+1 = �O).
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Fig. 1. The figures represents tax rates,T Y andTO, as a function of the planner’s discount factor� in the Ramsey
allocations of Proposition1. The left-hand (right-hand) panel shows the optimal tax rates when the marginal value of
expenditures,A, is relatively small (large). In the figures, the private discount factor and the fraction of high-ability agents
are held constant at� = 1

2, and� = 1.

3. If � = �, then

�Y + ��O = (2A − 1) (1 + �)

4A − 1
.

Fig. 1 shows the tax rates in the Ramsey allocations as a function of� for two different values
of A. For� < �, i.e. part 1 of the proposition, the tax burden falls on the young (in both panels).
For � = � (part 3 of the proposition), the distribution of the tax burden is indeterminate. When
� > � (part 2 of the proposition), most of the tax burden falls on the old. For a range of small
A’s (left-hand panel), the non-negativity constraint on�Y binds for all� > �, and the planner sets
�Y = 0. Instead, the constraint that�O�1 is binding for large�’s. In the complementary range
(largeA, right-hand panel), the constraint that�O�1 is always binding, whereas the non-negativity
constraint on�Y only binds for sufficiently large�’s. In all cases, the tax rates on both the young
and the old, as well as the present discounted value of the tax revenue, are non-decreasing inA.
Intuitively, a higher value of the public good induces the planner to increase taxation.

To gain some intuition for Proposition 1, consider the knife-edge utilitarian case,� = �. In this
case, the planner choosesx ≡ �Y + ��O, i.e. the present value of taxation faced by each young
agent, so as to maximize

L̄(x) =
(
(1 + � − x) e∗ (x) − (

e∗ (x)
)2

)
+ 2Axe∗ (x) ,

where the first term captures the cost of taxation while the second term captures its benefits. Using
the envelope theorem, the optimal solution simplifies toe∗ (x) = A (1 + � − 2x), equalizing the
marginal cost of taxation with the marginal benefit of expenditures (on public goods or transfers).
In this knife-edge case, the planner is indifferent as to how to split the tax burden between the
young and the old. In contrast, the present value of taxation is determinate.
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When� �= �, however, the split between�Y and�O ceases to be indeterminate, since the planner
cares about inter-generational distributional effects. In particular, shifting the tax burden towards
the young (old) increases (decreases) the ex post utility of the old agents at the expense (in favor
of) future generations. For instance, as� → 0, the planner wishes to maximize the tax revenue
collected from the young, i.e., she maximizes�Ye∗ (

�Y , �O
)

(see Eq. (7)). This is achieved by
setting�O = 0 and choosing�Y so as to attain the top of the Laffer curve.5 Conversely, as� → 1,
the planner maximizes the ex ante utility of the young, and prefers to tax the old. The reason is
that individual agents discount the effects of future taxation when deciding on their investment,
thereby implying that taxes on the old are less distortionary.

An interesting question is what allocation would be chosen by a planner who cares only about the
low-ability agents and does not discount the utility of future generations (a “Rawlsian’’ planner).
This is naturally parameterized by lettingH → ∞ and� → 1. A planner with such preferences
sets taxation so as to maximize the steady-state expenditures on public goods (whena� 1

2) or
transfers (whena < 1

2).

Corollary 1. The Rawlsian planner allocation has the following constant sequence of taxes:
�Y
t = 0 and�O

t = 1 for all t�0.

The proof follows immediately from lettingA → ∞ and� → 1 in part 2 of Proposition1.

4. Political equilibrium

4.1. Equilibrium definition

In this section, we characterize the equilibrium tax sequence when policies are set through
repeated voting. Agents vote on taxation period-by-period and decide how the tax revenue should
be spent. Elections are held at the end of each period and the elected politician sets tax rates for
the following period. The old have no interests at stake and are assumed to abstain. Moreover,
the young know their wage realization. This is observationally equivalent to assuming that agents
vote over current taxes at the beginning of each period, but that only the old vote. For expositional
ease, we focus on the latter interpretation in the presentation.6

Voters choose both the tax rates and the allocation of spending between public goods and
general transfers. It is straightforward to see that, for any level of tax revenue collected, all agents
will agree on how to spend it. In particular, ifa� 1

2, agents choose public good provision, while
if a < 1

2, they choose general transfers.7

5Another way of illustrating the result in this limit case is the following. When� = 0, the planner only cares about the
utility of the old at time zero. Thus, she sets�O

1 = 0, since future taxation is of no value for the current old, but distorts
the incentives of the young.

6 Following [9], these timing assumptions emphasize the predominance of ex post interests in determining political
outcomes. If agents instead voted at thebeginningof the period in our two-period framework, 50% of the voters would not
yet have decided on their human capital investment. In any generalization with more than two periods, however, it would
be natural to assume that a majority of voters had already undertaken such investment. Therefore, our timing assumption
is a natural way of avoiding this artifact of the two-period model. In an earlier version of this paper, we also analyzed the
case when all agents vote over current taxation at the beginning of each period[10].

7 Formally, the composition of expenditure should also be part of the definition of Markov equilibrium below. However,
given the simplicity of this choice, we omit this formalism.
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We focus on stationary Markov-perfect equilibria, where the state of the economy is summarized
by the proportion of current poor old agents (ut ). A convenient feature of the model is that tax
revenue in periodt, � (1 − ut ) �O

t +�e∗ (
�Y
t , �

O
t+1

)
�Y
t , is additively separable in two components,

representing the tax revenue financed by the old (to be denoted byW
(
ut , �O

t

)
) and that financed

by the young (to be denoted byZ
(
�Y
t , �

O
t+1

)
), respectively. Hence, the utilities of all voters att can

be separated into a term depending on�O
t andut (but no future variables) and a term depending

on �Y
t and�O

t+1 (but no predetermined variables). An implication of this separability is that the
state variableut only affects the political choice of�O

t . Preferences over�Y
t and�O

t+1 are instead
entirely forward looking and independent of the state variable.

Formally, the utility of the old rich and poor, respectively, can be rewritten as
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, (8)

where

W
(
ut , �
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t , (9)

Z
(
�Y
t , �

O
t+1

)
= �e∗ (

�Y
t , �

O
t+1

)
�Y
t , (10)

and where the parameterâ ≡ max{a, 1
2} reflects the fact that ifa < 1

2, the revenue is spent on
transfers.

We focus the discussion on the interesting case wherea�1/�. This implies that whatever the
level ofut , the old rich would never tax themselves to finance public good or transfers. Thus, there
is an intra-generational political conflict among the old voters: the rich prefer zero taxes on the
old, while the poor prefer 100% taxation on the old. However, irrespective ofa, the old agents’
preferences over�Y

t are perfectly aligned: they wish to maximizeZ(�Y
t , �

O
t+1), thereby attaining

the top of the Laffer curve.
We can now provide the equilibrium definition. The superscript dec will denote the identity of

the “decisive’’ voter. The identity of such a voter (old rich or old poor) depends on the state of
the economy. We assume the political decisions are to be made through majority voting where
voters elect an office-seeking politician proposing income tax rates on the old and the young. The
politician will simply set policies to maximize the utility of the larger group.

Definition 2. A (stationary Markov perfect) political equilibrium is defined as a triplet of func-
tions

〈
T O, T Y , U

〉
, whereT O : [0,1] → [0,1] andT Y are two public policy rules,�O

t = T O (ut )

and�Y
t = T Y, andU : [0,1] → [0,1] is a private decision rule,ut+1 = U

(
�Y
t

)
, such that given

u0, the following functional equations hold:

1. T O (ut ) = arg max
�O
t ∈[0,1]

Wdec
(
�O
t , ut

)
, where

Wdec
(
ut , �

O
t

)
=

{
1 − �O

t + âW
(
ut , �O

t

)
if ut �1 − 1/ (2�) ,

âW
(
ut , �O

t

)
if ut > 1 − 1/ (2�) .

(11)

2. U
(
�Y
t

) = 1 − e∗ (
�Y
t , �

O
t+1

)
, with �O

t+1 = T O
(
U

(
�Y
t

))
.

3. T Y = arg max�Y
t ∈[0,1] âZ

(
�Y
t , �

O
t+1

)
subject to�O

t+1 = T O
(
U

(
�Y
t

))
.
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The first equilibrium condition requires that�O
t maximizes the utility of the decisive old voter

who is either the old rich (ifut < 1 − 1/ (2�)) or the old poor (ifut > 1 − 1/ (2�)). We assume
that in case of an equal number of rich and poor old voters (i.e.ut = 1− 1/ (2�)) the rich decide.
As discussed above, the optimal choice of�O

t is independent of�Y
t and any future variables. The

second equilibrium condition implies that all young individuals choose their investment optimally,
given�Y

t and�O
t+1, and that agents hold rational expectations about future taxes and distributions

of types. The third equilibrium condition requires that even�Y
t maximizes the objective function of

the decisive voter. Rational voters understand that their choice over current redistribution affects
future redistribution via the private decision rule and public policy rules. In equilibrium,�Y

t = T Y

is constant (for a given investment ruleU), since the functionZ (.) does not depend on the state
variable.

4.2. Characterizing political equilibria

The three equilibrium conditions can be solved recursively. First, condition 1 defines a one-
to-one mapping from the state variableut to the equilibrium choice of taxation of the old, i.e.
�O
t = T O (ut ). Second, condition 2 defines a functional equation whose solution is the optimal

investment schedule as a function of the current taxation of the young. This solution is, as we shall
see, indeterminate. Third, givenT O (.) andU (.), condition 3 defines the choice of the current
taxation today. The strategic voting motive arises from agents recognizing that�Y

t affects�O
t+1 via

equilibrium policiesT O (.) andU (.).
Given (11), if a�1/�, the equilibrium mappingT O (ut ) (see equilibrium condition 1) is as

follows:

T O (ut ) =
{

0 if ut �1 − 1/ (2�) ,
1 if ut > 1 − 1/ (2�) .

(12)

In words, a majority of rich high-ability agents will set�O
t+1 = 0, whereas a majority of poor

(high-ability and low-ability) agents will set�O
t+1 = 1. Note that, in contrast with the Ramsey

solution,T O (ut ) is independent of̂a.
Next, we rewrite equilibrium condition 2 by substituting in the optimal investmente∗ (

�Y
t , �

O
t+1

)
.

This yields the following functional equation:

U
(
�Y
t

)
=

(
1 − � + �Y

t + �T O
(
U

(
�Y
t

)))
/2, (13)

whereT O (.) ∈ {0,1} is given by (12).This functional equation is key for characterizing equilibria.
Due to the discontinuity of the functionT O (.) (atut = 1− 1/ (2�)), the functional equation has
multiple solutions: in fact, it admits a continuum of solutions.

We now characterize the set of solutions to (13) and then show how the indeterminacy of the
private investment rule leads to indeterminacy of equilibrium.

First, sinceT O (.) ∈ {0,1}, any solution of (13) must be a combination of the two linear
functions 1− e∗ (

�Y
t ,0

) = (
1 − � + �Y

t

)
/2 and 1− e∗ (

�Y
t ,1

) = (
1 + �Y

t

)
/2. Second, rational

expectations restrict the set of such combinations that can be allowed. In particular, any solution
to the functional equation must be such that

U
(
�Y
t

)
∈

{ {(
1 − � + �Y

t

)
/2,

(
1 + �Y

t

)
/2

}
if �Y

t �� − (1 − �) /�(
1 + �Y

t

)
/2 if �Y

t > � − (1 − �) /�.
(14)
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Namely, if the decisive voter chooses a sufficiently large�Y
t , then the majority in the next period will

be poor and will set�O
t+1 = 1. Hence,U

(
�Y
t

) = (
1 + �Y

t

)
/2.8 However, if�Y

t �� − (1 − �) /�,
there are multiple self-sulfilling expectations. If agents expect not to be taxed when old, they
choose high investment, and this leads to a majority of rich old who indeed will set�O

t+1 = 0. If,
instead, they expect high future taxes, they choose low investments, and a majority of poor old
who set�O

t+1 = 1 will then materialize. Consequently, multiple solutions exist in such range.9

Fig. 2 shows four possible such solutions. The solid lines representU
(
�Y
t

)
. In panela, for all

tax rates on the young, agents expect a future majority of poor. Thus,U
(
�Y
t

) = (
1 + �Y

t

)
/2,

for all �Y
t ∈ [0,1]. This expectation is always self-fulfilling, since

(
1 + �Y

t

)
/2 > 1 − 1/ (2�)

and hence, by Eq. (12),T O
((

1 + �Y
t

)
/2

) = 1. In contrast, in panels b, c and d, agents expect a
majority of rich in the next period forsomevalues of�Y

t , and for those values the solution must
haveU

(
�Y
t

) = (
1 − � + �Y

t

)
/2. In each of the three panels,� denotes the largest tax rate that

yields a majority of old rich in the next period (clearly, there is no� in panel a). Panel b represents
a case where agents expect a majority of rich old only for a compact range of very low values of
�Y
t . In panels c and d, a majority of rich emerges for a larger range of�Y

t . In panels b and c, the
functionU

(
�Y
t

)
is monotonic, while in panel d,U

(
�Y
t

)
is non-monotonic and features multiple

jumps between the two linear functions. Note that panels c and d have been constructed so as to
have the same�.

Having characterized the indeterminacy ofU
(
�Y
t

)
, we move to the third equilibrium condition

in Definition 2, and consider the political determination of�Y
t . To this end, it is useful to introduce

the distinction betweensincereandstrategicvoting. We say that agents vote strategically if they
choose�Y

t to induce a majority of rich att + 1 (recall that the old voters att gain, ceteris paribus,
from a majority of rich att + 1, since these set�O

t+1 = 0, andZ is decreasing in�O
t+1). We say that

agents vote sincerely when their choice is not shaped by the desire to manipulate future political
outcomes.

Suppose agents vote sincerely. Then, they set

T Y = arg max
�Y
t ∈[0,1]

âZ
(
�Y
t ,1

)
= 1

2,

and the equilibrium features�Y
t = 1

2 and�O
t = 1. Intuitively, the young are taxed on the top of the

Laffer curve, conditional on their expecting 100% taxation when old. Whether sincere voting is
optimal depends onU

(
�Y
t

)
. In the case described in Fig.2(a), sincere voting is the only option: a

future majority of poor will emerge, irrespective of the current choice of�Y
t . But setting�Y

t = 1
2

may be optimal even whenU
(
�Y
t

)
would allow the decisive voter to induce a majority of rich by

setting a different choice of�Y
t . In particular, sincere voting is optimal if a future majority of rich

can only be induced by setting�Y
t very low (i.e.,� is small as in panel b of Fig. 2(b)). In general,

8 To see why, note that, when�Y
t > � − (1 − �) /�, even if agents expect�O

t+1 = 0, there will still be a majority

of poor (since�Y
t > � − (1 − �) /� implies that

(
1 − � + �Y

t

)
/2 > 1 − 1/ (2�)). Since this majority will set 100%

redistribution, it would be irrational to expect�O
t+1 = 0.

9 Since the solution features indeterminacy, stochastic sunspot equilibria may also exist. Here, we ignore such equilibria
and focus on deterministic policy functions. The analysis of equilibria involving uncertainty is left to future research. We
also ignore complications arising when the set of�Y

t leading to a majority of rich is open. The analysis can be extended
to cover such cases, but it requires some richer notation; see the working paper version for details[10].
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Fig. 2. The figures represent the equilibrium decision ruleut+1 = U
(
�Y
t

)
under majority voting. (a) and (b) correspond

to a sincere equilibrium (of Proposition4) and (c) and (d) correspond to a strategic equilibrium. The parameter values
behind the figures are� = 2

3 and� = 3
4, and in (c) and (d)� is set to� = � − (1 − �) /� = 1

4.

a sincere equilibrium is sustained if, givenU
(
�Y
t

)
, Z

(1
2,1

)
> Z

(
�Y
t ,0

)
for all �Y

t inducing a
future majority of rich.

The next proposition characterizes the set of sincere equilibria.

Proposition 2. Supposea�1/�. Then for all parameters, there exists a set of sincere(stationary
Markov) equilibria such that∀t , T O (ut ) is given as in(12),T Y = 1

2, and

U
(
�Y
t

)
∈

{ {(
1 − � + �Y

t

)
/2,

(
1 + �Y

t

)
/2

}
if �Y

t � �̃ (�) ,(
1 + �Y

t

)
/2 if �Y

t > �̃ (�) ,
(15)
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where �̃ (�) ≡
(
1 + � − √

� (2 + �)
)
/2. The equilibrium outcome is unique and such that

for t�1,10

�Y
t = 1/2, �O

t = 1,

ut = 3/4, gt + 2st = 3�/8.

Note that although private investment behavior is indeterminate for a low range of�Y
t (thus,

formally, there is a continuum of sincere equilibria), this has no effect on equilibrium outcomes.
The reason is that agents never find it optimal to choose�Y

t � �̃ (�), so that sincere equilibria
differ from each other only in terms of out-of-equilibrium beliefs. All out-of-equilibrium beliefs
consistent with a sincere equilibrium feature� < �̃ (�), where� is the largest value of�Y

t that can
induce a majority of rich in the next period.11 With a slight abuse of terminology, we refer to a
uniquesincere equilibrium in the rest of the paper.

A sincere equilibrium is represented by the left-hand panel of Fig. 3 and Fig. 2(a) and (b).
Fig. 3 shows the tax rate on the old (T O (u), solid line) and the young (T Y, dashed line) as
functions ofu. In accordance with Eq. (12),T O (u) prescribes zero taxation if there is a majority
of old rich (i.e.,u�1 − 1/ (2�)), and 100% taxation otherwise. Furthermore,T Y = 1

2.
Consider next, strategic equilibria. We first establish that, among the tax rates on the young

inducing a future majority of rich, the decisive voter always prefers the highest one. This is
formally stated in the following lemma.

Lemma 2. If T O (U (�)) = 0, then∀t , the decisive voter strictly prefers�Y
t = � to any�Y

t < �.

An immediate implication of the lemma is that cases such as those described by panels c and d of
Fig. 2 (recall that the two cases were constructed to have the same�) yield the same equilibrium
outcome. More generally, for any equilibrium involving a non-monotonic functionU (such as
panel d), there exists an equilibrium with a monotonic function (such as panel c) observationally
equivalent to it, i.e., which gives rise to the same equilibrium functionsT Y, T O and the same
equilibrium outcomes. In the rest of the paper we restrict, without loss of generality, attention to
equilibria featuring monotonic policy functionsU

(
�Y
t

)
, as in panels a–c of Fig. 2.

The next proposition characterizes the set of strategic equilibria.

Proposition 3. Supposea�1/�. Then, if �� (2 − �)2 / (4�), there exists a set of strategic(sta-
tionary Markov) equilibria such that∀t , T O (ut ) is given as in(12), T Y = � ∈ [�̃ (�) , � −
(1 − �) /�], and

U
(
�Y
t

)
= U

(
�Y
t ; �

)
≡

{ (
1 − � + �Y

t

)
/2 if �Y

t ��,(
1 + �Y

t

)
/2 if �Y

t > �.

10The outcome in periodt = 0 is identical to that described in the proposition, except that the taxation of the old and
the public good provision depend on the initial conditionu0.

11 �̃ (�) is the largest value� consistent with a sincere equilibrium. It is calculated by solvingZ
(

1
2 ,1

)
= Z

(
�̃,0

)
.

Suppose that� > �̃ (�). Since the functionZ
(
�Y
t ,0

)
is continuous and strictly increasing in�Y

t at�Y
t = �̃ (�), the voters

would prefer choosing some�Y
t ∈

[
�̃ (�) , �

]
(and obtaining a majority of rich in periodt + 1) to setting�Y

t = 1
2 (and

getting a majority of poor in periodt + 1). It follows that the sincere equilibrium breaks down when� > �̃ (�). This point
is explained below.



140 J. Hassler et al. / Journal of Economic Theory 133 (2007) 127–151

1

1

ut

1/2

1/2

1-1/(2�) 1
ut

1/21-1/(2�)

τt
O = ΤO(ut)

τt
Y = ΤY(ut)

τt
O = ΤO(ut)

τt
Y = ΤY(ut)

1

θ

Sincere equilibrium Strategic equilibrium

Fig. 3. The figures represent the equilibrium tax functions,T Y and TO (ut ) , under majority voting. The left-hand
(right-hand) panel corresponds to a sincere (strategic) equilibrium of proposition4. The parameter values behind the
figures are� = 2

3 and� = 3
4 , and in the right-hand panel,� is set to� = � − (1 − �) /� = 1

4.

where�̃ (�) is defined in Proposition2. The equilibrium outcome is indeterminate. In particular,
for every� ∈ [�̃ (�) , � − (1 − �) /�], there exists one equilibrium outcome such that fort�1,

�Y
t = �, �O

t = 0,

ut = 1/2 − (� − �) /2, gt + 2st = � (1 + � − �) �/2.

The condition�� (2 − �)2 / (4�)guarantees that the range[�̃ (�) , �−(1 − �) /�] is not empty.
Thus, an immediate corollary of Proposition3 is that for a range of low�’s where this condition
is not satisfied, the sincere equilibrium is the unique equilibrium.

A strategic equilibrium is represented by Fig. 2(c) and the right-hand panel of Fig. 3.T O (ut )

is the same as in the sincere equilibrium. However, in the strategic equilibrium,T Y = � < 1
2.

Fig. 4 contrasts the tax revenue extracted from the young in the two equilibria described above.
The left-hand panel corresponds to the sincere equilibrium of Fig. 2(b), while the right-hand
panel corresponds to the strategic equilibrium of Fig. 2(c). The discontinuities in the hump-
shaped functions in Fig. 4 correspond to changes in expectations about the future majority: at
�Y
t = � the majority shifts from being rich to poor. In both cases, it is feasible to induce a majority

of old rich in the next period, by setting�Y
t ��. In the sincere equilibrium, the optimal choice

is �Y
t = 1

2 since� < �̃ (�). In the strategic equilibrium it is optimal to set�Y
t = � and induce a

majority of rich in the next period since� > �̃ (�).
The next proposition summarizes the results established so far (proof in the text).

Proposition 4. When the government has access to public goods and general transfers, the po-
litical equilibrium has the following characterization. First, if a < 1

2, the tax revenue is spent
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entirely on general transfers(gt = 0 ∀t), whereas ifa� 1
2, it is spent entirely on public good

provision(st = 0 ∀t). Furthermore:

1. If a�1/�, then
(a) If � < (2 − �)2 / (4�), there exists a unique sincere equilibrium as in Proposition2.
(b) If �� (2 − �)2 / (4�), the equilibrium is indeterminate. There exists both a sincere equi-

librium as in Proposition2, and a set of strategic equilibria as in Proposition3.
2. If a > 1/�, there exists a unique equilibrium such that: ∀t , T O (ut ) = 1, T Y = 1

2, and
U

(
�Y
t

) = (
1 + �Y

t

)
/2.

In summary, this section has established that the equilibrium is indeterminate as long as� is
sufficiently large. Indeterminacy stems from the discontinuity of the tax functionT O and, hence,
from the indeterminate set of expectation-driven solutions to the functional Eq. (13) determining
private investments.

4.3. Positive and normative aspects of political equilibria

The equilibrium level of government spending,gt + 2st , differs across political equilibria.
The lowest spending level is�/8, which is attained by the strategic equilibrium with the lowest�.
Government spending in the sincere equilibrium, 3�/8, exceeds this minimum level. However, the
sincere equilibrium need not deliver more spending than strategic equilibria since the maximum
of the Laffer curve with respect to�Y

t moves to the right when agents expect zero future taxation
of the old. In general, the equilibrium level of spending may be higher or lower than in the Ramsey
allocation. In particular, spending is increasing ina in the Ramsey allocation, whereas it does not
depend ona in the political equilibrium.

The sincere equilibrium bears some resemblance to the Ramsey allocations in the case of� > �,
where the main tax burden falls on the old (see Proposition 1). There are two differences, though.
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First, whenA (the planner’s marginal utility of spending) is low, the Ramsey planner does not tax
the old at the maximum rate. Second, in the Ramsey allocation with� > �, the young are subject
to a tax�Y

t � (1 − �) /2, while they are taxed at a 50% rate in the sincere equilibrium.
It is also interesting to compare the sincere equilibrium with the Rawlsian planner allocation

of Corollary 1, as the latter maximizes the steady-state utility of the poor, who are in majority
in the sincere equilibrium. Recall that the Rawlsian planner maximizes steady-state government
expenditures by setting�O

t = 1 and�Y
t = 0 ∀t . In comparison, the sincere equilibrium imposes

larger tax rates and delivers less spending. The reason for this excess taxation of the young is that
voters have a short life horizon. Taxing the young is a liability on future generations that is not
internalized by the current generation of voters. As a result, each generation inherits a narrower
tax base than that required to maximize the provision of public good. Thus, in a dynamic sense,
the sincere equilibrium is on the wrong side of the Laffer curve, due to the inability to commit
to future policy outcomes. Still, a Pareto improvement is not possible: abstaining from taxing the
young reduces the welfare of the initial old generation.

Strategic equilibria resemble Ramsey allocations with a low�, where the entire tax burden
falls on the young. However, the Ramsey allocation of Proposition 1 commands�Y

t = (1 + �) /2,
whereas in a strategic equilibrium,�Y

t = � < (1 + �) /2. Therefore, for sufficiently largea,
strategic equilibria feature inefficiently low government spending as compared to the allocation
maximizing the average utility of voters. The reason is that old voters are subject to the political
constraint that old rich agents remain in majority over time. However, if voters were to set�Y

t =
(1 + �) /2, as in their preferred Ramsey allocation, thene∗ � (1 + �) /4� 1

2 and a majority of
poor agents would arise in the next period. Thus, the political constraint that�Y

t �� limits the
extent to which the current generation of voters can extract a surplus from future generations.

We can also assess how different age and skill groups fare across the different equilibria.
Provided that� is sufficiently high, the old attain the maximum welfare in the strategic equilibrium
with the highest�, i.e.,� = � − (1 − �) /�. Namely, if they could manipulate the expectations
of the young, they would like them to believe that there is no redistribution in the future under a
large set of current policies. As far as the young agents are concerned, the results are ambiguous
and depend on parameters.12 An interesting general result holds if agents have low discount
factors and the marginal utility of the public good is sufficiently high. In this case, all agents in
the economy, except the old rich, prefer to be in a sincere equilibrium. Namely, all agents prefer,
ex ante, to be in a sincere equilibrium. This result can be formally proved (proof omitted) by
setting� < 1

2, and letting�a → 1.

5. Targeted transfers

In this section, we extend the analysis to transfer systems targeting specific sectors of the popu-
lation. In particular, we focus on two sets of policies representing important shares of government
expenditure in the real world: transfers targeted to the poor (“welfare transfers’’) and transfers tar-
geted to old agents (“old age transfers’’). Welfare transfers are denoted byb�0, and are assumed

12 In a stationary equilibrium, the expected utility of the high-ability young isV y =
(
e∗

(
�Y , �O

))2+(1 + �) (ag + s).

Evaluating this expression in the sincere and strategic equilibria yieldsV
y
Sinc = 1

16 + (3�/8) (1 + �) â andV y
Strat(�) =

(1 + � − �)2 /4 + (�/2) (1 + �) (1 + � − �) �â, respectively. There exist combinations of� and� such thatV y
Sinc >

V
y
Strat(�), as well as combinations such that the converse is true. The ambiguity carries over to the welfare of the low-

ability young.
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to be paid to all agents earning a low (zero) income, irrespective of age.13 Old-age transfers are
denoted byp�0, and are assumed to be paid to all old agents irrespective of their income.

The set of utilities is modified as follows:

V os
t = 1 − �O

t + agt + st + pt ,

V ou
t = V ol

t = agt + bt + st + pt ,

V
y
t = et

(
1 − �Y

t + �
(
1 − �O

t+1

))
+ (1 − et ) (bt + �bt+1)

+ a (gt + �gt+1) + st + � (st+1 + pt+1) − e2
t ,

V
yl
t = a (gt + �gt+1) + st + � (st+1 + pt+1) + (bt + �bt+1) . (16)

The optimal investment becomes

e∗ (
�̂Y
t , �̂

O
t+1

)
=

(
1 + � − �̂Y

t − ��̂O
t+1

)
/2, (17)

where�̂it ≡ bt + �it (i ∈ {O,Y }) are the net tax rates in periodt. It follows from Eq. (17) that
welfare transfers have a direct distortionary effect on investments, while old age transfer have no
such effect. Finally, the government budget constraint becomes

gt + 2st + pt +
(
�

(
ut + 1 − e∗ (

bt + �Y
t , bt+1 + �O

t+1

))
+ 2 (1 − �)

)
bt

= � (1 − ut ) �
O
t + �e∗ (

bt + �Y
t , bt+1 + �O

t+1

)
�Y
t , (18)

We impose the following incentive compatibility (IC) constraints:

1 − �Y
t �bt and 1− �O

t �bt (19)

to ensure that the rich (both old and young) are never worse off, after tax, than the poor. Otherwise,
the successful agents would have an incentive to shirk, earn a low income and claim benefits. Note
that we did impose a similar incentive compatibility constraint in the case of general transfer,
namely�i �1, so (19) can be regarded as the natural generalization of the constraint that net
taxation cannot exceed 100%.14 Summarizing, feasibility is now defined as follows:

Definition 3. A feasible allocation is a sequence of transfers, public good provision, taxes and
investments

{
bt , st , pt , gt , �Y

t , �
O
t , et

}∞
t=0 that satisfies the implementability constraint, (17), the

balanced budget constraint, (18), the IC constraints, (19),bt �0, gt �0, st �0, andpt �0 ∀t .

5.1. Public goods versus transfers targeted to the poor

In this subsection, we consider welfare transfers. We start by the case where the government
neither has access to general transfers nor to old age programs(st = pt = 0 ∀t). The government
can spend its revenue on either welfare programs specifically targeted to the poor or provision of
public goods.

The equilibrium Definition 2 must be modified to include the endogenous choice of expendi-
ture. It is useful to redefine the equilibrium policy functions in terms of the composite variables

13 Note that we rule out the possibility that the government can target transfers to low-ability agents. This can be
motivated by informational problems: the government may be unable to observe agents’ ability.

14The government could, in principle, keep track of the individual histories of income, and thereby not having to satisfy
(19). However, this is an artifact of our simplifying assumption that individual income is perfectly correlated over time.
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�̂Y
t and�̂O

t . Using (16) and the budget constraint (18) to eliminategt , and rearranging terms, the
utility of the old voters can be expressed as follows:

V os
t = 1 − �̂O

t + aW
(
ut , �̂

O
t

)
+ aZ

(
�̂Y
t , �̂

O
t+1

)
+ (1 − 2a) bt , (20)

V ou
t = V ol

t = aW
(
ut , �̂

O
t

)
+ aZ

(
�̂Y
t , �̂

O
t+1

)
+ (1 − 2a) bt , (21)

whereW andZ are defined in (9) and (10), respectively.
Feasibility imposes a number of constraints. The IC constraints can be expressed in terms of

the composite variables as follows:

bt � �̂O
t �1, bt � �̂Y

t �1. (22)

Furthermore,bt �0 andgt �0. Using once more the budget constraint, (18), yields

0�bt � 1
2W

(
ut , �̂

O
t

)
+ 1

2Z
(
�̂Y
t , �̂

O
t+1

)
. (23)

We can now state the new formal equilibrium definition.

Definition 4. A (stationary Markov perfect) political equilibrium with public goods and targeted
welfare transfers is defined as a set of functions

〈
T O, T Y , U, B

〉
, whereT O : [0,1] → [0,1],

T Y ∈ [0,1], andB : [0,1] → R+ are three public policy rules,�̂O
t = T O (ut ), �̂Y

t = T Y, and

bt = B (ut ), andU : [0,1] → [0,1] is a private decision rule,ut+1 = U
(
�̂Y
t

)
, such that given

u0, the following functional equations hold:

1.
〈
T O (ut ) , T

Y , B (ut )
〉 = arg max̂�Y

t �̂O
t ,bt

{
Wdec

(
ut , �̂

O
t

)
+ aZ

(
�̂Y
t , �̂

O
t+1

)
+ (1 − 2a) bt

}
subject to the constraints (22)–(23), where

Wdec
(
ut , �̂

O
t

)
=




1 − �̂O
t + aW

(
ut , �̂

O
t

)
if ut �1 − 1/ (2�) ,

aW
(
ut , �̂

O
t

)
if ut > 1 − 1/ (2�) .

(24)

2. U
(
�̂Y
t

)
= 1 − e∗

(
�̂Y
t , �̂

O
t+1

)
, with �̂O

t+1 = T O
(
U

(
�̂Y
t

))
.

3. T Y = arg max�Y
t ∈[0,1] aZ

(
�̂Y
t , �̂

O
t+1

)
subject tô�O

t+1 = T O
(
U

(
�̂Y
t

))
.

The main modification in Definition4 is the additional policy rule,bt = B (ut ), determining
the equilibrium choice of benefits as a function of the state variableut . It is straightforward to
see that, whenevera� 1

2, all old agents prefer public goods over targeted transfers. In this case,
B (ut ) = 0 for all ut and the equilibrium is identical to that of Proposition 4. In the rest of the
section, we emphasize the case wherea < 1

2, implying that spending on public good provision
provides lower utility on average than spending on welfare transfers. In this case, on the one hand,
rich voters still prefer spending the entire budget on public good provision than on transfers from
which they do not benefit (more formally,B (ut ) = 0 if ut �1 − 1/ (2�)). 15 Poor voters, on
the other hand, prefer to spend the budget on targeted transfers. Therefore, there is disagreement
between the rich and the poor on how to spend the government revenue.

15 Eq. (20) may give the wrong impression that the rich would also like targeted transfers whena < 1
2. However, this

argument disregards the constraint thatbt � �̂O
t . When this constraint is taken into account, the formal analysis leads to

the intuitive conclusion that the rich do not want to use public expenditure to help the poor.
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Consider first a sincere voting equilibrium, where the poor are in majority and would like to
spend the whole budget on targeted transfers. The only interaction between the choice ofb and
that of taxes is through the IC constraint (22). Therefore, it is possible to propose a candidate
equilibrium where the budget is spent entirely on welfare transfers and the IC constraints are
ignored and check, ex post, whether any of the IC constraints are violated in the resulting allocation.
Abstracting from (22), the characterization of the policy functionsT O, T Y andU is identical to
that of Proposition 2, except that now they pin down the composite taxes�̂Y

t and�̂O
t , rather than�Y

t

and�O
t . In particular, the candidate (sincere) equilibrium features constant composite rates�̂O

t = 1
and�̂Y

t = 0.5 . By (17), this implies a stationary proportion of old high-ability poorut = 3
4, once

more as in Proposition 2. If the entire budget is spent on welfare transfers, thenbt = 3�/16. In
this case,b < �̂Y

t andb < �̂O
t , implying that the IC constraints are satisfied in equilibrium. Thus,

the sincere voting equilibrium is equivalent to that of Proposition 2. Moreover, givena, all agents
earn the same utility even if voters can choose between general and targeted transfers.

Consider, next, strategic equilibria. Here, the rich are in majority and as long asa > 0, they
spend the entire budget on public good (bt = 0). The policy functionsT O, T Y andU are identical
to the strategic equilibria of Proposition 4. Clearly, the implied allocation is feasible. Notably,
while both taxes and population dynamics are as in Proposition 3, the equilibrium is less efficient.
When the rich voters had access to general transfers, they choose these over public good provision
whenevera < 1

2. Now, instead, inefficient public good programs are preferred to welfare transfers
whena ∈ [0, 1

2].
The following proposition summarizes the results so far (proof in the text).

Proposition 5. Assume thata < 1
2. When the government has access to the two spending-

instruments public goods and transfers targeted to the poor, the political equilibrium is charac-
terized as follows.

1. In any equilibrium, the policy functionT O is as in Eq. (12)and B is such that

B (ut ) =



0 if ut �1 − 1/ (2�) ,
�
2 (1 − ut ) T

O
(
U

(
T Y

))
+�

2T
Ye∗ (

T Y , T O
(
U

(
T Y

)))
if ut > 1 − 1/ (2�) .

(25)

2. Sincere equilibria exist for all parameters, and are characterized by the same functionsT Y,
T O, and U as in Proposition2. The equilibrium outcome is unique and identical to that of
Proposition2, except thatgt = st = 0 andbt = 3�/16∀t�1.

3. Strategic equilibria exist under the same condition of Proposition3and are characterized by the
same functionsT Y, T O, and U as in Proposition3.The equilibrium outcome is indeterminate
and, for every� ∈ [�̃ (�) , � − (1 − �) /�], there exists one equilibrium outcome identical to
that of Proposition3, except thatbt = st = 0 andgt = � (1 + � − �) �/2 ∀t�1.

Proposition 5 states that the allocations resulting from equilibria where the poor hold power
(sincere equilibria) are essentially identical, regardless of whether the government has access
to general or welfare transfers. However, whena < 1

2, equilibria where the rich hold power
(strategic equilibria) provides all agents with lower utility when the government has access to
targeted welfare programs than when it has access to general transfers. The reason is that the old
rich prefer to spend the revenue on inefficient public goods (“white elephants’’), rather than on
more efficient targeted transfers, since they cannot benefit from such policies. Note that this result
holds true for anya > 0, so inefficiencies are potentially large.
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The extreme assumption that no general transfer program are available is not crucial. The
qualitative result extends to the case when, like in many real world redistributive programs,
transfers are a mixture of both general and targeted components, and agents can vote on the total
provision of this bundle: the targeted component reduces the rate of return to rich voters of transfer
programs, inducing them to prefer expensive and inefficient public good programs instead. In this
generalization the threshold value of the marginal value of public goods would be lower, but there
would still be a region where inefficient public goods are chosen.

The analysis so far raises the question of what the fundamental differences between general and
targeted redistributive programs are. What allocations can be achieved with one instrument and
not with the other? To address this question, we introduce the notion ofequivalentallocations.

Definition 5. Consider two allocations�≡{
gt , st , �Y

t , �
O
t , et

}∞
t=0 and�′≡{

g′
t , s

′
t , �

′Y
t , �′O

t , e′
t

}∞
t=0

with the associated sequence of utilities,
{
V �
t

}∞
t=0 and

{
V ′�
t

}∞
t=0 for � ∈ {os, ou, ol, y, yl}. The

allocations� and�
′
are said to beequivalentif et = e′

t andV �
t = V ′�

t for all t.

In words, two allocations are “equivalent’’ if they give the same investments and give all agents
the same utility in all periods. Note that this is stronger than all agents having the samediscounted
utility across allocation. The next lemma lays out the “sharpness’’ of the two types of transfer
policies, general versus targeted transfers.

Lemma 3 (Part 1). For any feasible allocation� = {
bt,gt , st , pt , �Y

t , �
O
t , et

}∞
t=0, there exists an

equivalent feasible allocation�′ = {
b′
t,g

′
t , s

′
t , p

′
t , �

′Y
t , �′O

t , e′
t

}∞
t=0 such that for allt�0,

b′
t = 0, g′

t = gt , s′t = bt + st , p′
t = pt ,

�′Y
t = bt + �Y

t , �′O
t = bt + �O

t .

(Part 2). For some feasible allocations, there does not exists an equivalent feasible allocation
such thatst = 0, for all t�0.

Lemma3 shows that, in combination with age-dependent income taxes, general transfers are
a more powerful instrument than welfare programs. A combination of general transfers and age-
dependent income taxes allows a negative net taxation of old successful also if old-age transfers
are zero and taxes are required to be non-negative. It follows that restrictions on the use of general
transfers affect equilibria where the old successful hold the political power. Furthermore, it is
clear that a Ramsey planner may strictly prefer to have access to general transfers but will always
be indifferent to removing transfers targeted to the poor.

The results in Lemma 3 hinge on the constraint that income taxes be non-negative. If income
taxes were allowed to be negative for some age group, the two types of transfers would become
equivalent throughout. In particular, the following corollary holds.

Corollary 2. Assume the constraint�Y
t �0, �O

t �0, and bt �0 are replaced by the less strict
constraints�Y

t + bt �0, �O
t + bt �0, andbt �0. Then general transfers and transfers targeted to

the poor are equivalent instruments.

An interesting implication of the corollary is that if negative taxes were allowed in a system
with welfare programs only, and the constraint that taxes are non-negative were replaced by the
constraint that�it +bt �0, for i ∈ {Y,O}, the old rich would choose the transfer system whenever
a < 1

2. In other words, “white elephants’’ would disappear. The old rich would offer subsidies
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to the poor in order to be able to set a negative tax rate on themselves and extract even more
resources from the young. In Proposition5, the inefficiency arises because, under a regime with
welfare programs only, the rich old have a technology to tax the young, but not one to appropriate
the tax revenue. Negative taxation introduces this missing technology.

5.2. Public goods versus age-dependent transfers

Age-dependent transfers have the opposite effect of transfers targeted to the poor: they extend
the region of the parameter space where old agents (both rich and poor) choose transfers over
public good provision. Clearly, from the point of view of the old voters, old-age transfers clearly
dominate general transfers: the two instruments are identical from a distortionary standpoint, but
the young are excluded from old age benefits. It is then easy to establish the following lemma.

Lemma 4. If a�1, then, all old agents prefer public goods over old age programs. If a < 1 then,
all old agents prefer old age programs over public goods.

Therefore, the existence of old age programs causes an inefficient under-provision of public
goods in the rangea ∈ (1

2,1
)

compared with the choice of a utilitarian Ramsey planner (a
planner with a pro-old bias would also use old age programs). The effect is symmetric on both
sincere and strategic equilibria that are otherwise identical to Proposition4. In reality, transfers
targeted to the elderly often contain a mixture of inter-generational and intragenerational aspects
[19]. Our analysis suggests that in this case—assuming that agents cannot alter the extent of the
intragenerational redistribution in programs—the bias would be stronger in equilibria where the
poor are politically decisive (sincere equilibria). In strategic equilibria, the two effects (bias in
favor of transfers to the old against transfers to the poor) tend to offset each other.

6. Age-dependent versus uniform taxation

Throughout the paper, we have endowed the government with sharp instruments for inter-
generational redistribution through its ability to condition taxes on age. In previous work [9], we
studied economies in which the government has weaker instruments, and while it can transfer
resources from rich to poor agents, it cannot condition taxes nor subsidies on age. Namely, the
model of this paper nests [9] as a particular case if one setsa = 1

2, � = 1, and imposes that
�Y
t = �O

t = �t . Comparing the equilibrium outcomes of this paper with those of [9], yields
interesting implications, both for welfare and for understanding the dynamics of these models.

In terms of welfare, we find that welfare need not be higher when the government has sharper
instruments and can set age-dependent taxes than when taxes are age-independent as in [9]. Ruling
out separate taxes on the old tends to lower taxes on the old. Since the current old would like
to commit the choice of future voters to set lower tax in future, uniform taxation can serve as a
stand-in for the lack of commitment. As argued by Krusell et al. [11] among others, enriching the
set of policies by adding instruments that are less distortionary can, in a dynamic setting without
commitment, lead to worse outcomes due to the temptation to increase the tax burden.

Our model provides an interesting and transparent example of this idea: consider a strategic
equilibrium (with age-dependent taxation) of Proposition 3. Since the old can tax the young, the
public-good provision is strictly positive—irrespective of the value of the public good. In contrast,
with uniform taxation, the strategic equilibrium implies that the welfare state is terminated after
one or two periods (see [9, Proposition 3]). Once the old rich become the majority, they will set
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taxes to zero, and this allocation will prevail. If the public good has a low marginal value (e.g.
a� 1

2), all future generations will be strictly better off with taxation being uniform.16 Moreover,
from Proposition 1 it follows that witha� 1

2 and a relatively high weight on future generations
(���), the utilitarian planner will set taxes to zero every period. Thus, with uniform taxation,
the politico-economic allocation converges to the Ramsey allocation (after at most two periods),
while there is no convergence if the political system permits age-dependent taxation. In conclusion,
restricting taxation to be uniform across age groups can serve as a commitment device for low
taxation.

We end this paper by analyzing dynamics with and without age-dependent taxes. One of the
equilibria in [9] features the perpetual survival of the transfer system, sharing some similarity with
the sincere voting equilibrium of this paper. However, there are two important differences. First, in
[9] if at time zero there is a political majority of old rich, positive transfer never arise in equilibrium,
while in the present paper the initial distribution is irrelevant for the long-run outcome. Second,
the equilibrium with redistribution in [9] converges to the steady-state asymptotically rather than
after one period, and the state variable affects the optimal choice of redistribution even for a given
identity of the political majority. The reason is that the uniform tax on the old and the young
introduces a connection between taxation of the old and the investment of the young, implying
that the state variable has persistent effects. In contrast, in this paper the state variableut only
influences the choice of taxation through the determination of the political majority, since with
age-dependent taxes the government has access to an instrument that distorts ex ante but not ex
post (when the tax rate on the old is determined, the tax-base is inelastic). This breaks the link
between the current state variable and tax distortions: the chosen tax-rate for a given political
majority is independent of the state variable, and all equilibria have a stationary character.17
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Appendix

Proof of Proposition 1. The proof of the claim that�O
0 = 1 whenA > �/ (� + �) and zero

otherwise is immediate. The second part descends from the solution of the following maximization

16To see this, consider a strategic equilibrium with� = � and� = 1. Existence of a strategic equilibrium with uniform
taxation and zero taxation after one period requires that� is sufficiently large, for example,�� 2

3. After the initial period,

the discounted utility of the young will, with age-dependent taxation, beV Y
agedep=

(
1 + � + �2

)
/4, while with uniform

taxation (equal zero both periods of life) it will beV Y
uni = 1. However, in the initial period, only the old rich will gain on

restricting policies to be uniform (presuming that the old poor are in majority). The initial young will lose (relative to a
system with age-dependent taxation) because they will pay an initial tax of�Y

0 = �0 = � under either system, but will
get lower transfers with uniform taxation (both when young and when old).

17Another case where there is a link between the state variable and tax distortions would be if the old high-ability poor,
but only they, had a “second chance’’, i.e., if they were allowed to make a human capital investment in the second period.
In this case, even the poor old may prefer a tax rate smaller than 100% in order to limit the distortion. Moreover, the human
capital distribution among old agents would affect this choice, since it would determine the elasticity of the tax-base with
respect to taxes on the old. Unfortunately, such version of the model cannot be solved analytically with the methods used
in this paper, since the problem does not have a linear-quadratic structure.
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problem:

max{�Y∈[0,1],�O∈[0,1]}L
(
�Y , �O

)

=
{
��

(
e∗ (

�Y , �O
) (

1 + � − �Y − ��O
)

−
(
e∗ (

�Y , �O
))2

)

+ (� + �) A�
(
1 + � − �Y − ��O

) (
�Y + ��O

)
/2

}
.

The solution must satisfy the following first-order conditions:

�L
��Y

− �Y + �Y = 0, and
�L
��O

− �O + �O = 0,

where�Y , �O are the Kuhn-Tucker multiplier associated with the constraints�Y �0 and�O�0,
respectively, whereas�Y and�O are the Kuhn-Tucker multiplier associated with the constraints
�Y �1 and�O�1, respectively.

Assume, first, that�O = �Y = �O = �Y = 0. Then, one obtains

�Y = (1 + �)
A − �/(� + �)

2A − �/(� + �)
,

�O = 1

2
�A2 (1 + �) (� − �) (� + �)2

2A (� + �) − �
,

where�Y < 1 and�O > 0 as long as� > �. This establishes part 1.
Assume, next, that�Y = �Y = �O = �O = 0. Then one obtains

�O = (1 + �)

�

A − �/(� + �)

2A − �/(� + �)
,

�Y = 1

2
�A2 (1 + �) (� − �) (� + �)2

� (2A (� + �) − �)
,

where�Y > 0 as long as� < �. Furthermore, it is immediate to verify that�O < 1 as long as
A < �/ ((1 − �) (� + �)). If A��/ ((1 − �) (� + �)), then�O = 1 and�O > 0. However, it
remains to be checked whether�Y = 0 continues to be a solution. Given�O = 1, we obtain

�L
��Y

− �Y + �Y = 1

2

(
−��

(
1 − �Y

)
+ (� + �) A�

(
1 − � − 2�Y

))
+ �Y = 0.

The solution features�Y = 0 and�Y > 0 if and only ifA��/ ((1 − �) (� + �)). For larger
values ofA, the solution instead features�Y = 0 and

�Y = A (1 − �) − �/(� + �)

2A − �/(� + �)
.

This establishes part 2.
Finally, consider the knife-edge case where� = �. Then, the objective function can be written

as

L̄(x) = ��
(
(1 + � − x) e∗ (x) − (

e∗ (x)
)2

)
+ �A� (1 + � − x) x,

wherex ≡ �Y + ��O. The first-order conditions yields the result in part 3.�
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Proof of Proposition 2. First, suppose that at timet agents know that�Y
t = 1

2 and expect that
�O
t+1 = 1. Then,e∗ (1

2,1
) = ut+1 = 3

4 > 1 − 1/(2�) for all � in [0,1]. By (12), this implies
that �O

t+1 = 1, fulfilling initial expectations. Therefore, as long as, givenU
(
�Y
t

)
as in (15), the

decisive voter finds it optimal to set�Y
t = 1

2, a sincere equilibrium exists. To establish that setting
�Y
t = 1

2 is optimal for the decisive voter, we note two properties of theZ (.) function. First,
standard algebra shows thatZ

(
�Y
t ,0

) = a��Y
(
1 + � − �Y

t

)
/2 is strictly increasing in the range

�Y
t ∈ [0, �̃ (�)]. Second,Z

(
�Y
t ,0

)
> Z

(
�Y
t ,1

)
. Therefore, givenU

(
�Y
t

)
as in (15),Z

(
�̃ (�) ,0

)
is an upper bound to the tax revenue that the decisive voter can extract from the young by deviating
from the proposed equilibrium and voting strategically for some�Y

t ∈ [0, �̃ (�)). However, such

deviation is never optimal sinceZ (1/2,1) = Z
(
�̃ (�) ,0

)
= 1

8. Therefore,∀�Y
t ∈ [0, �̃ (�)),

Z (1/2,1) > Z
(
�Y
t ,0

)
, and sincere voting is an equilibrium.�

Proof of Lemma 2. Suppose, first,U
(
�Y
t

)
to be monotonic. Then,T O (U (�)) = 0 ⇒ ∀�Y

t ��,
T O

(
U

(
�Y
t

)) = 0 andU
(
�Y
t

) = (
1 + � − �Y

t

)
/2. Consequently, the relevant payoff function

in the range�Y
t ∈ [

0, �
]

is Z
(
�Y
t ,0

)
. Next, note thatZ

(
�Y
t ,0

) = a��Y
t (1 + � −�Y

t

)
/2 is

a hump-shaped function of�Y
t , with a maximum at(1 + �) /2. Since��� − (1 − �) /� <

(1 + �) /2 (since� < 1), it follows thatZ
(
�Y
t ,0

)
must be increasing in�Y

t in the range�Y
t ∈[

0, �
]
, so that voters never choose�Y

t < �. This establishes the lemma under the condition that
U

(
�Y
t

)
is monotonic. To generalize it, observe that, whenU

(
�Y
t

)
is non-monotonic, there exists

a subsetS ⊂ [0, �) such that, for�Y
t ∈ S, T O

(
U

(
�Y
t

)) = 1. However, for any�Y
t Z

(
�Y
t ,1

)
<

Z
(
�Y
t ,0

)
. Therefore, setting�Y

t = � is a fortiori preferred to any�Y
t < � whenU

(
�Y
t

)
is non-

monotonic. �

Proof of Proposition 3. The condition�� (2 − �)2 / (4�) implies that �̃ (�) �� − (1 − �)
/�. LetU

(
�Y
t

) = U
(
�Y
t ; �

)
, with � ∈ [�̃ (�) , � − (1 − �) /�]. Given Lemma 2, in order to es-

tablish that the decisive voter chooses�Y
t = �, it is sufficient to establish thatZ (�,0) �Z

(1
2,1

)
,

for all � ∈ [�̃ (�) , � − (1 − �) /�]. We know from the proof of Proposition 2 thatZ
(
�̃ (�) ,0

)
=

Z
(1

2,1
) = 1

8. Moreover,Z (�,0) is increasing in� in the relevant range. Therefore,Z (�,0)
�Z

(1
2,1

)
and setting�Y

t = � is indeed optimal. The rest of the proof follows from discussion in
the text. �

Proof of Lemma 3. Consider part 1. First, note that the composite tax rates are identical under
the two allocations, that is,�̂it = �̂′i

t , ∀t�0 andi ∈ {Y,O}. Thus, for allt�0 we havee∗
t = e′∗

t .
Second, an inspection of Eq. (1) immediately shows that all individuals have identical private and
public consumption, both as old and as young, in the two allocations. Third, the budget constraint
(18) is satisfied for both allocations sincegt + 2 (st + bt )+pt = g′

t + 2s′t +pt . Moreover, if the
incentive compatibility constraint, (19), holds under the allocation�, it obviously holds under
�′. In addition, the same constraint implies that the tax rates associated with the latter allocation
are bounded within the interval�′Y

t ∈ [
b′
t ,1

] = [0,1] and�′O
t ∈ [0,1], since

1�bt + �Y
t = �′Y

t , 1�bt + �O
t = �′O

t ,

and, sincebt �0, �′Y
t ��Y

t �0 and�′O
t ��O

t �0. Finally,s′Ot �sO
t �0.
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Consider now part 2, which we will establish by an example. Suppose� hasgt = 0 for all t.
In order for an alternative allocation,�′, with s′t = 0 for all t�0, to be equivalent, it must then,
provide the same private consumption to all agents, for allt�0, i.e.,

1 − �′O
t + p′

t = 1 − �O
t + st + pt ,

b′
t + p′

t = bt + st + pt ,

1 − �′Y
t = 1 − �Y

t + st ,

b′
t = bt + st ,

representing, respectively, the consumption of old successful, old unsuccessful, young successful
and young unsuccessful. The second and fourth equation, implies thatp′

t = pt . Using this in
the first equation, we get�′O

t = �O
t − st . For feasible allocations withst > �O

t , the equivalent
allocation withst = 0 is not feasible since it violates the condition�′

t �0. �

Proof of Corollary 2. For the feasible allocation� = {
bt,gt , st , pt , �Y

t , �
O
t , et

}∞
t=0, construct

allocation�′ = {
b′
t,gt , s

′
t , pt , �

′Y
t , �′O

t , e′
t

}∞
t=0 such thatb′

t = bt +st , �′O
t = �O

t −st , �′Y
t = �Y

t −st ,

maintaining the private consumption of all groups. Furthermore, because�′Y
t + b′

t = �Y
t + bt and

�′O
t +b′

t = �O
t +bt investment choices are the same in the two allocations, the government budget

constraint is satisfied,�′Y
t + b′

t �0, �′O
t + b′

t �0 and the incentive constraints are satisfied. All
other negativity constraints are implied by the feasibility of�. �
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