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Overview

The success of profound social, economic and technological changes depends heavily on the public perception. Apart from the debates about the intent and purpose, costs are the focus of interest. Without a social agreement with respect to the amount and type of financing the costs, those changes are unlikely to reach their intended goals. One of the most ambitious projects in Germany's recent history is the energy transition away from fossil towards renewable energy sources, the so-called Energiewende. This massive state intervention in the energy market has far-reaching consequences to society. This paper concentrates on the distributional issues of the German energy transition and its impact on the public acceptance. 
Our paper carries out the work of Menges et al. (2005) and Menges and Traub (2009) on subjects’ willingness-to-pay and their distributional preferences for green electricity on the broader case of the German energy transition.
We experimentally investigate how the costs should be divided among the society. In particular, we show that the question whether the costs can be determined or not changes the basis of the decision-making of our respondents.
Methods. 
Our experiment took place in a well-visited shopping mall in Bremen, Germany. We observed data from 374 visitors of a well visited shopping center in the city. By changing our subject pool from standard subjects (regular students) to common citizens, we conducted a so called artefactual field experiment (Harrison and List (2004); Charness et al. (2013)). In order to reduce hypothetical bias, we analyzed the individual choice behavior with a strictly neutral cheap talk script combined with high monetary incentives. The experiment consisted of three parts. First, the subjects had to approach a test for social preferences, developed by Kerschbamer (2015) and used by Balafoutas et al. (2012). Then the main task started, respondents voted for their preferred distribution of the costs of the energy transition. Finally, the participants answered a post-experimental questionnaire concerning the their personal characteristics and attitudes towards the energy transition and the climate change in general. We analyzed the voting task in five scenarios: 

1. Baseline: Distributional choice in the energy transition framing with no further institutional changes.

2. Minimum Requirement: Introduction of a social protection mechanism to test for the influence of institutional interventions. 
3. Cost Uncertainty: The costs of the energy transition were set uncertain as a test for the consequences of introducing risk.
4. Veil Of Ignorance: Subjects made their distributional choice without knowing their position in the society to control for self interested bias.

5. Neutral Project:  Introduction of a common public project with no further description to compare the results with the baseline scenario  to control for framing effects in the energy transition treatments.
Results

We find that subjects generally follow the ability-to-pay principle. The participants vote in most of the treatments for a proportional distribution, where all social groups contribute their share to the total costs without overburden a single group. This basis of decision-making also explains why the introduction of a social protection mechanism in the Minimum Requirement scenario has no significant effects. A mechanism to avoid the danger of a financial overloading of low income households seems to be embedded in the distributional preferences of the society.

Another outcome is, that the energy transition is not seen different than other public projects at least in the matter of financing those political projects. These findings are supported by the comparison of the Baseline and Neutral Project scenario and the insignifcant influence of the attitude towards the energy transition of the subjects in the distributional choice.

Furthermore we see that the respondents are willing to take their share of the costs despite a "fair and just" allocation of the costs. If we compare the Baseline and Veil Of Ignorance scenarios, we see that the low and medium income households, which are informed about their position in the society, are choosing a distribution that leads to a higher share for themselves compared to the choices of the social planner.

The most important finding is seen, when we introduce cost uncertainty. The society moves from a clear proportional distribution towards a more regressive tax scheme. This behavior can not be explained solely by the effect of risk on social preferences. Therefore it needs another explanation. It seems that the basis of the decision making moves from the ability-to-pay principle to a compromise, which also includes the polluter-pays principle. As the subjects cannot foresee the certain value of their share, our data indicates that consumption of the energy seems to be a fair basis for the distribution of the costs.

Conclusions

Our results have important policy implications for the acceptance of the energy transition. If the society is certain that the goals of the energy transition will be achieved as planned and the costs are relatively certain, a proportional distribution on the basis of the ability-pay-principle is preferred. This contradicts the current financial mechanism: the EEG surcharge with his regressive characteristics (see Frondel et al. (2015)). However, if the costs for the ambitious objectives of the government are perceived unstable, we see a movement towards a capitation of the costs. If the uncertainty about the costs takes hold, the regressive character of the EEG surcharge could support the public acceptance of the energy transition.
This result leads to a dilemma for the politicians. On the one side, they like to ensure the society that the goals of the energy transition will be reached and therefore the costs are certain. Under these circumstances the current EEG surcharge would be the wrong instrument to ensure the public acceptance. On the other side, a commitment by the government that the cost of the energy transition are uncertain and that there is a risk in the energy transition would support the surcharge as an instrument but certainly would reduce the trust in the success of the energy transition and in the government themselves.
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