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Introduction

This policy brief analyzes the American political economy past and present
through the lens of “predistribution.” Predistribution policies seek to achieve
greater equality in opportunities, resources, and power, whereas redistribution
policies take from some and give to others (Hacker 2011). Predistribution policies
include public investments in education to foster substantive equality of
opportunity and market regulations to balance power in the economy.
Redistribution policies include progressive taxation and welfare spending to
achieve greater equality of outcomes, such as income and wealth. We readily
acknowledge that the two types of policy can blur in practice, yet the conceptual

distinction is useful nonetheless.

We contend that the predistribution policy agenda provides the most compelling
alternative to neoliberalism and plutocratic populism, both in theory and in
practice. The term “neoliberal” can be used to refer to everything from an ideology
to a stage of capitalism to a basket of policies (Rodgers 2018). In the realm of theory,
neoliberals tend to hold the free market as an ideal. They view markets as arenas of

freedom and government actions as constraints on individual freedom and
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impediments to market efficiency. Therefore, they seek to limit government
“intervention” in markets (Vogel 2018). In practice, however, US neoliberalism since
the 1970s has not reduced government regulation but rather shifted market
governance in favor of those with wealth and power—that is, from the left to the
right in Table 1 (Vogel 2021). Plutocracy refers to government by and for the rich,
while populism denotes movements that mobilize mass support by claiming to
represent the common people against the elite (Hacker and Pierson 2020). Hence,
plutocratic populism constitutes a mutant form of neoliberalism more than a
break from it in that it still seeks to redistribute power and wealth upward

(callison and Manfredi 2019). Therefore, the antidote to both neoliberalism and

plutocratic populism would be to reverse the arrows in the other direction—and

that is the essence of the predistribution solution.

Table 1. Market Governance and Market Power Relationships

The Balance of Market Power

Labor Relations Employees, contract workers —) Employers
Corporate Governance Stakeholders (workers, citizens) ) Shareholders
Financial Regulations Financial consumers (borrowers,savers) =g Financial institutions
Intellectual Property Rights  IP Users (consumers, challengers) —) |P owners
Antitrust Consumers, challengers _) Incumbents
Sector-Specific Regulation Consumers, challengers — Incumbents

e

At the level of theory, the predistribution framework specifies how capitalism can
go wrong and what we can do about it. This brief stakes out a position distinct from
those who view increasing inequality as an inevitable feature of capitalism and
those who view redistribution via taxes and welfare spending as a satisfactory
remedy. It stresses that the propensity for economic inequality is rooted in

institutions and policies.

Let us be clear. We are not proposing that predistribution policies should displace
redistributive policies. We view the two sets of policies more as complements than
substitutes. However, we believe that predistribution should be given priority in
three specific senses. First, the long-term goal should be to create an equal society,
not simply to compensate people for an unequal one. Second, policymakers should
proceed with predistribution policies as far as possible and reduce redistribution
to the extent that predistribution obviates the need for it. And third, researchers
should evaluate policies through the lens of predistribution, examining

opportunities, social status, and power as well as economic outcomes.

In practice, our current economic system can only be reformed effectively by
channeling public investment to enhance human capabilities for all and by
transforming the market governance that defines the power relationships in the
economy. In this brief, we focus on the latter, the market regulation or “marketcraft”
bucket of policies to rebalance power in the economy (Stiglitz et al. 2015; Stiglitz

2016; Vogel 2018). Specifically, that means:

¢ reform labor laws and regulations to strengthen the bargaining power of
workers

e revise corporate governance to give more voice to a broad range of
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stakeholders, especially workers

strengthen financial regulation to constrain rent-seeking by the financial

sector and promote value creation for investors and consumers

selectively reduce intellectual property protection to lower producer rents,

enhance consumer value, and foster more collaborative models of innovation

tighten antitrust enforcement to constrain the power of Big Tech firms,
empower challenger firms, foster innovation, and balance market and

political power more broadly

reform market governance specific to certain industries—such as electricity,

telecommunications, and airlines—to deliver more value for consumers

This may seem like an odd moment to present an idealistic vision—but this is
precisely what we need at this juncture in history. America’s failure to predistribute
sufficiently over the past 50 years has denied many Americans the dignity of good
jobs with fair pay and a reasonable opportunity to improve their material welfare.
This has undermined working-class Americans' faith in government. In this brief
we present a predistribution framework with two goals in mind: (1) to propose
concrete policy options, including some measures that may be viable in the short
to medium term, and (2) to provide a vision to rebalance economic, social, and
political power over the longer run. We need to chart an ambitious vision for a
better future—and then we can confront the daunting challenge of how to get from

here to there.

What Is Predistribution?

Jacob S. Hacker (2011) popularized the concept of “predistribution,” and the British

Labour Party briefly embraced it as a pillar of its program in 2012.1 One way to
think about predistribution is that it determines a person’s income before taxes
and transfers, while redistribution takes this income as given and then reallocates
resources. Olivier Blanchard and Dani Rodrik (2021) conceive of this distinction in
terms of policies that target three different stages of production: preproduction
(such as public education), production (such as market regulation), and
postproduction (such as social transfers). The first and second are the realms of

predistribution, while the third constitutes redistribution.

With respect to goals, predistribution is more concerned with equalizing
opportunities, whereas redistribution is more oriented toward equality of outcome.
With respect to means, predistribution policies strive to enhance capabilities and

balance power, whereas redistribution policies reallocate resources (Table 2).
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Table 2. Predistribution and Redistribution Policies

) Market
Public Tax and
Governance
Investment Spend
(Marketcraft)
Primary
Predistribution Predistribution Redistribution
Mode
Primary Equalize Equalize Equalize
Goal opportunities opportunities outcomes
Primary Enhance Reallocate
. - Balance power
Mechanism capabilities resources
Examples Publi tion Market regulation  Tax
* Preschool + Corporate * Income
* K12 governance * Property
* Higher education + Labor regulation - Estate
* Technical training * Financial + Sales
regulation * Tax credits
Health * Intellectual
+ Public insurance property Welfare
* Research « Antitrust * Public pensions
+ Sectoral + Paid childcare
Infrastructure regulation leave
+ Communications (telecoms,
+ Transport electricity)
Industrial policy. Social regulation
+ Technology * Health
policy « Safety
+ Regional + Environmental
development
Roosevelt
Institute

Yet real-world policies do not sort neatly into pure predistribution and
redistribution boxes. A given policy can have both predistributive and
redistributive effects (O'Neill 2020). For example, if the government is spending
more on education for the poor than for the rich, then it is enhancing the
productive capacities of those with fewer resources (predistribution) but also
reallocating resources with value (redistribution). If the government revises labor
regulations to give workers more power relative to employers (predistribution), this
is likely to boost wages as well (redistribution). Progressive taxation shifts resources
from the wealthy to the poor (redistribution), but it can also give lower-income
workers more leverage to bargain with their employers (predistribution). And
childcare subsidies for lower-income families directly transfer funds
(redistribution) but also give parents greater ability to upgrade their skills or get a

job (predistribution).

Despite these blurred lines, the conceptual distinction is valuable because it allows
us to assess the redistributive and predistributive characteristics of these policies,
and this can be usefully applied to evaluate policy options. For example,
policymakers might favor those predistributive policies with greater redistributive
effects (such as labor reforms, noted above) or those redistributive policies with
greater predistributive benefits (such as childcare subsidies). The conceptual
distinction highlights the difference between policies that favor equality of
opportunity versus equality of outcome, investment versus compensation, long-

term effects versus short-term benefits, and, perhaps most importantly, balancing
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power versus equalizing returns.

Table 2 provides some examples of predistributive and redistributive policies, their
goals, and the mechanisms of achieving those goals. It divides policies into four
main buckets: public investments and market governance that are primarily
predistributive, and taxation and welfare spending that are primarily
redistributive. Industrial policy is primarily predistributive in that it shapes the
industrial composition and manufacturing capabilities of particular firms, sectors,
or geographical regions; but it is also redistributive in that it reallocates resources

across these firms, sectors, and regions (Tucker et al. 2024).

Furthermore, while this brief focuses primarily on the implications of
predistributive policies for economic equality and opportunity, the concept of a
predistribution agenda applies to a wide range of substantive issues and policy
goals. For example, while climate policy is beyond the scope of this brief, a
predistributive lens would be useful in setting priorities and designing policies in
that realm. It would focus attention on cultivating capabilities to lower carbon
emissions, develop renewable energy sources, and to manage the energy transition
in an equitable fashion. Relying on tax credits to address climate change raises
concerns for equity and justice for disadvantaged communities, the communities
most harmed by the fossil fuel economy and most at risk from climate change

(Daly and Chi 2022).

Economists have usefully applied this distinction to separate out the sources of
inequality empirically. Thomas Blanchet, Lucas Chancel, and Amory Gethin (2022)
examine the United States and 26 European countries from 1980 to 2017 and find
that predistribution and not redistribution explains why inequality has grown so
much more in the United States than in Europe during this period. In fact, they find
that the United States redistributes a greater share of national income to lower-
income groups than any European country. They identify public investment in
education and health and market regulation of finance and labor as
predistribution policies that likely contribute to the difference, but they concede
that their data does not allow them to disaggregate the effects among
predistribution policies. Nonetheless, they conclude that the policy
recommendation is clear: If predistribution influences inequality more than

redistribution, then predistribution policies should be the priority remedy.

For practical purposes, the government should
pursue both: redistributive policies such as a
wealth tax that will reduce inequality the most
quickly, and the predistribution policies that
will address inequality at its roots and make
for a more equitable society over the longer
term.

As stressed above, we are not arguing against redistribution. In fact, certain
redistributive policies have the potential to address economic inequality more
quickly than predistribution policies. In particular, an aggressive wealth tax such
as that advocated by Thomas Piketty (2014) and Emmanuel Saez and Gabriel
Zucman (2019) would reduce inequalities of wealth more rapidly than a

predistribution agenda, while also bestowing predistributive effects. In fact, a

wealth tax could significantly shift the balance of power in the US economy and
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politics. As such, we view those redistributive policies that have strong
predistributive effects as complements to the agenda laid out above, not
substitutes. However, reliance on tax credits and other incremental “market-
correcting” mechanisms is not sufficient to address the structural imbalances of
power in our economy. For practical purposes, the government should pursue both:
redistributive policies such as a wealth tax that will reduce inequality the most
quickly, and the predistribution policies that will address inequality at its roots

and make for a more equitable society over the longer term.

The Rise and Fall of Predistribution

In retrospect, the New Deal was a unique project of both predistribution and
redistribution. On the predistribution front: It included major public investment in
infrastructure via the Federal Emergency Relief Administration (FERA), the federal
Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA), and the Works Progress Administration (WPA). It
created jobs directly through the Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC). It supported
rural incomes via the Agricultural Adjustment Administration (AAA). It bolstered
worker power with the National Labor Relations Act and the Fair Labor Standards
Act. It overhauled financial regulation with the Banking Act and the Securities Act
in 1933. It had a more mixed record on antitrust, first embracing government-
industry collaboration and industry self-regulation and later strengthening
enforcement. The Robinson-Patman Act of 1936 expanded the scope of antitrust
policy by making it illegal to charge different prices for the same product.
Meanwhile, the New Deal also featured major redistributive policies, including
more progressive income taxes, a wealth tax, relief for the poor, and the Social

Security Act of 1935.

The postwar years of 1945—70 brought the “golden age” of Keynesian economics and
the mixed economy. In hindsight, however, we can see that the US government
emphasized redistribution more than predistribution. Presidents Lyndon B.
Johnson and Richard Nixon expanded the redistributive welfare systems
established under Franklin D. Roosevelt with reforms to Social Security. Meanwhile,
New Deal predistribution policies were not so much dismantled as allowed to
“drift” (Hacker 2005). In labor relations, for example, filibusters in the Senate
stymied Democrats’ attempts to strengthen labor legislation, and this allowed
employers to become more aggressive in their anti-union tactics. The golden age
delivered strong economic growth, high social mobility, and lower economic
inequality. This era’s economic agenda, combined with social movements such as
the Civil Rights and Black Power movements, contributed to the reduction of racial

income and wealth gaps (Mason 2023).

However, two oil shocks, stagflation, backlash against the Civil Rights Movement,
and the perceived failures of the Jimmy Carter administration (1977—81) set the
stage for the turn to neoliberal policies under President Ronald Reagan in the
1980s. The architects of the Reagan revolution claimed to be curtailing the power of
the state and reducing regulation of the economy, and thereby shifting authority
from the government to the market. In practice, however, they deployed state
authority and transformed regulation to shift power from workers to employers,
from challengers to incumbents, from stakeholders to shareholders, from financial
consumers to financial institutions, and from intellectual property users to owners
(Vogel 2022). In this sense, neoliberal reform constituted upward (or reverse)
predistribution, the opposite of a true predistribution agenda. As political scientist
Wendy Brown (w) puts it, neoliberal economic ideology and neoconservative
political ideology are inextricably linked—both have symbiotically undermined

democracy and re-rigged power to favor the dominant social class.
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For example, Reagan deployed state power when he used executive authority to fire
air traffic controllers who were on strike, thereby assaulting union power. He
appointed more business-friendly representatives to the National Labor Relations
Board and enacted rule changes that made it easier for companies to decertify
unions and harder for unions to win elections. In antitrust policy, the Reagan
administration embraced the Chicago School, which contended that monopolies
tend to be fragile and competition robust because competitors were likely to
challenge firms that attempt to charge monopoly prices over time. Moreover,
Chicago School adherents believed the government might be incapable of devising
an appropriate remedy or might be captured by political interests, so they were
reluctant to prescribe government action even when a firm dominates a market or

engages in anticompetitive practices (Posner 1979; Hovenkamp 2005). This shift in

policy contributed to a boom in mergers in the 1980s. The administration also
favored reforms that gave financial institutions greater liberty to take risks, such as
the Garn-St. Germain Depository Institutions Act of 1982, which liberalized savings
and loan (S&L) associations’ use of funds, permitted adjustable-rate mortgage loans,
and authorized money market deposit and “super” NOW accounts. Reagan-era
policies also contributed to the shift toward the shareholder model of corporate
governance, whereby firms maximize short-term returns for shareholders, often at
the expense of wages and investments. For example, the Reagan administration
reduced corporate income taxes, thereby providing more capital for the merger
movement, and the Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC) relaxed restrictions
on corporate share buybacks (Vogel 2022). The Reagan administration also engaged
in upward redistribution, cutting taxes and vowing to shrink the welfare state.
Reagan and his allies deployed veiled racial references, or “dog whistles,” with the

implication that benefits disproportionately benefit minorities, to justify cuts to

welfare spending (Haney Lopez 2013).2

Yet Republicans were not the only ones who failed to predistribute. Bill Clinton
administration (1993—2001) officials moderated plans for boosting public
investment in the face of concerns over the budget deficit. They failed to pass
health-care and labor reforms. They accelerated the financialization of the
economy by permitting interstate banking in 1994, repealing the Glass-Steagall Act
in 1999, and deciding not to regulate derivative financial instruments in 1998. They
embraced globalization with the North American Free Trade Agreement in 1993
and prepared for China's accession to the World Trade Organization (finalized
under President George W. Bush in 2001). They dealt with the Japanese competitive
challenge by favoring trade negotiations to reduce Japan's barriers to US companies
instead of protecting American producers or strengthening domestic capabilities
with a vigorous industrial policy (Alden 2016; Lichtenstein 2018). The Clinton
administration did not substantially boost redistribution either. Clinton
campaigned on “ending welfare as we know it." He ostensibly sought to end the
cycle of dependence and to make work and responsibility the law of the land. In
practice, he constrained spending on poverty eradication while expanding the

carceral state with harsher sentencing and higher spending (Floyd et al. 2021).

The Barack Obama administration also failed to reboot a predistribution agenda.
To its credit, it finally succeeded with a health-care reform bill that substantially
expanded insurance coverage. Yet Obama had to compromise on key elements of
the proposal, most notably withdrawing a plan to offer public options that would
compete with private insurance companies. The administration moved cautiously
on antitrust. The Federal Trade Commission took on Google in 2011 but ultimately
judged that Google's practices had benefited consumers and that any negative
impact on competitors was incidental to that goal. The Council of Economic
Advisers published a paper arguing for a more robust antitrust policy in 2016, the
final year of Obama's second term. Obama’s most fateful move, in terms of eroding

support for his party among the working class, was to address the financial crisis of
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2008 by bailing out Wall Street but not Main Street. The administration not only
rescued the financial sector but refrained from nationalizing the banks (even
temporarily) or punishing bank executives. Meanwhile, the government offered
little support for middle-class citizens who lost their homes to foreclosure.
Congress passed substantial financial reform in the form of the Dodd-Frank wall
Street Reform and Consumer Protection Act of 2010, yet critics contend that
concessions made during the legislative process, subsequent rulemaking and

implementation, and amendments compromised the bill.

Medium-income workers have hardly benefited from
increases in their own productivity or from strong GDP
growth for about 50 years. Almost all of the benefits from
greater productivity and higher growth have gone to the
top.

The neoliberal turn had enormous distributional consequences. We can see this
starkly in the gap between productivity growth and wage growth that first
appeared in the 1970s and expanded thereafter (Figure 1 below). This gap has some
rather staggering implications. It means that medium-income workers have hardly
benefited from increases in their own productivity or from strong GDP growth for
about 50 years. Almost all of the benefits from greater productivity and higher
growth have gone to the top.

Figure 1l

Productivity vs Pay Over Time
The gap between productivity and a typical worker's hourly compensation has dramatically increased since 1979.
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Equality of opportunity has also eroded, with sharp declines in social and
geographical mobility. The share of children earning more than their parents has
fallen from about 90 percent for the 1940 birth cohort to about 50 percent for the
1980s cohorts (Chetty et al. 2017). Both overall residential moves and interstate

migration have declined dramatically since the 1980s (US Census Bureau 2024, Frost

2025). Where one is born and raised now exerts a stronger influence on adult

outcomes, reinforcing economic and social inequality.
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No wonder that middle-class Americans are angry! Many people feel that their

political leaders have catered to those with power and wealth, while their own

standard of living and prospects for upward mobility have eroded.2 They have lost

faith in the government to address their needs.

Ilyana Kuziemko, Nicholas Longuet-Marx, and Suresh Naidu (@) argue that the
Democratic Party’'s supply of predistribution policies declined after an inflection
point in the 1970s, and that this helps to explain why the Democratic Party lost
support from less-educated Americans. They find that Americans in general—and
less-educated Americans in particular—support predistribution policies more than
redistribution policies. They challenge conventional political economy models of
one-dimensional policy preferences that assume that people only care about
consumption and leisure. These models assume, for example, that people would
prefer an equivalent fiscal transfer over a government job. The authors claim, in
contrast, that Americans care more about their pre-tax-and-transfer income. They

value social standing and status and employment quality, such as job autonomy

and flexible hours

This brings us to a potential challenge to our case: Some might contend that the Joe
Biden administration tried predistribution and it failed, both economically and
politically. We concur that the Biden administration came closest to enacting a
predistribution policy agenda since President Franklin D. Roosevelt, especially on
the marketcraft side. Federal Trade Commission Chair Lina Khan dramatically
shifted the antitrust paradigm, taking on the Big Tech digital platform firms,
challenging junk fees, and banning noncompete clauses. Biden took a much
stronger pro-labor position than any president in recent history, strengthening
labor regulation and publicly supporting strikes. Progressives took up key positions
in the administration, including many who embraced elements of the

predistribution agenda.

The Biden administration also deployed fiscal expansion with the American Rescue
Plan to bring the US economy out of the COVID-19 crisis. The fiscal stimulus may
have contributed to inflation, but it was necessary to restore growth and the
administration was able to orchestrate a soft landing and bring down inflation
over time. The United States fared better in this period than most other industrial
nations. And the fiscal expansion contributed to a tighter labor market, thereby
strengthening the bargaining power of workers and boosting wages. The
administration also delivered massive investment in infrastructure via the
Bipartisan Infrastructure Law, the CHIPS and Science Act, and the Inflation
Reduction Act. This led to a marked increase in manufacturing investment as well
as the creation of more good jobs. Yet the Biden administration was stymied in
some of its most ambitious initiatives—such as the Inflation Reduction Act—by the
thinness of its majority in Congress and resistance from Senator Joe Manchin of
West Virginia. The administration also encountered implementation hurdles, with

policy not always reaching those in most need (Glickman and Dutta 2025).

Despite the substantial departure in the economic policy paradigm under Biden,
many Americans did not experience tangible gains that they could attribute to
specific policies. They were understandably fixated on inflation, and they did not
give the administration credit for partial success in containing it. They also did not
always understand the condition of the economy or whom to credit or blame for it.
A May 2024 poll for the Guardian (Aratani 2024) found that 56 percent of those
surveyed believed the economy was in recession even though it was not; 49 percent
believed the S&P 500 stock market index was down for the year although it was up
by 12 percent; and 49 percent believed that unemployment was at a 50-year high

even though it was under 4 percent, near a 50-year low.


https://rooseveltinstitute.org/?post_type=publications&p=19552&preview=true&_thumbnail_id=19594#3569fc9d-a36f-4b8b-87d3-69cb1deec939
https://www.nber.org/papers/w31794
https://rooseveltinstitute.org/?post_type=publications&p=19552&preview=true&_thumbnail_id=19594#2072b8e4-7462-4888-a3bb-f7511e0a1e8a
https://prospect.org/economy/2025-01-30-chips-on-the-table/
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/article/2024/may/22/poll-economy-recession-biden

The predistribution agenda is a long-term program that can take time to affect
people's daily lives. It will succeed best over that long term if it is carefully blended
with a redistribution agenda, with more predistribution and less redistribution
over time. The Biden administration did not have the time or the capacity to
complete the agenda. Khan was aggressive in challenging Big Tech power, but she
was not able to see many cases to their conclusion. The administration attempted
to support labor power, but fell short of adequately bolstering union membership
or enforcing labor protections in critical parts of the infrastructure bills (Glickman
and Dutta 2025). It tried to address junk fees and drug prices, but it did not fully

confront the root causes of cost-push inflation (Nikiforos and Grothe 2023).

President Donald Trump's mutant neoliberalism contrasts sharply with Biden's
incomplete predistribution. The Trump agenda constitutes backward
predistribution and upward redistribution in that it deploys the rhetoric of anti-
elitism while shifting wealth and power further toward those with wealth and
power. The second Trump administration has destroyed state capacity by
indiscriminately firing federal workers and slashing funding for government
agencies (Acemoglu et al. 2025). It has cut investment in public goods, including
education, infrastructure, and industrial policy. It has assaulted the welfare state
with cuts to Medicare and Social Security. Just as Reagan evoked images of “welfare
queens” to justify cuts to critical government programs, Trump has justified his
cuts by scapegoating undocumented immigrants, “wokeness,” and Diversity, Equity,
and Inclusion (DEI) programs. All the while, the administration has promised a
massive tax reduction for the wealthy. It has deployed government powers to enrich
the president and his family. It has targeted material rewards to friends, like Elon

Musk (Hopkins and Lazonick 2024), and punishments to the president's perceived

enemies, including the media, universities, and law firms.

Markets and Power

The public investment policy bucket—including education, health care, and basic
infrastructure—is essential to the predistribution policy agenda because it has the
greatest potential to foster substantive equality of opportunity. This means going
far beyond formal equality of opportunity under the law to strive to eliminate
social, political, and institutional inequities. That includes equal access to
education, housing, finance, and employment (Stiglitz 2016). This policy brief,
however, focuses on the market governance policy bucket that sets the balance of

power in the economy (Wong et al. 2023).

Market liberals believe that markets develop spontaneously and government
“intervention” distorts market outcomes. Even the most ardent defenders of free
markets would concede that markets require rules, like those protecting private
property (Hayek 1944; Friedman 1962). Yet they underestimate the scale and scope
of regulation necessary to make modern markets work. There is no “free market” in
the literal sense: Markets are always governed. And governments have the unique
ability to create and enforce laws and regulations over a given territory. We refer to
this role as “marketcraft” because it constitutes a core function of government

roughly comparable to statecraft (Vogel 2018).

Marketcraft addresses inequality at its root by
acknowledging that all real-world markets are
characterized by asymmetries of power and adjusting the
rules to balance that power.
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In this view, market governance is inevitable—but it is not neutral. That is, any
regulation or practice or norm will favor some market participants over others,
even if that was not the primary intent. Many standard economic models begin
with the assumption of perfect markets, where price and quantity reach a natural
equilibrium and government action requires justification based on an identifiable
market failure. But this single point of natural equilibrium does not exist in the
real world. If we imagine a spectrum of market governance options from those
most favorable to incumbents to those most advantageous to challengers (as in
Table 1), we cannot identify a specific point along that spectrum that represents the
free-market or neutral position. That in turn suggests that it may be possible to
alter that balance of power to promote public welfare without impeding
competition or otherwise distorting markets (Vogel 2023). Marketcraft addresses
inequality at its root by acknowledging that all real-world markets are
characterized by asymmetries of power and adjusting the rules to balance that

power.

Thomas Piketty (2014) identified a long-term trend for inequality to increase over
time unless moderated or reversed by some major intervention, such as war or
drastic tax or land reform. He presented this as a pattern of history, but he did not
specify the mechanism driving the reinforcing cycle of wealth and power. The

predistribution frame provides a way to understand that underlying mechanism.

Think of it this way. Firms seek to stay in business and to generate profits, and they
can do so via two basic strategies: (1) create value (raise productivity) and/or (2)
extract value (secure rents). Incumbent firms may prefer the latter because they
may be vulnerable to challengers that might develop a product or a technique that
renders their competitive advantage obsolete (Fligstein 2001). They may seek to
insulate themselves from this threat rather than to rely on their ability to outrun
the competition. To put this differently, firms can focus on building a better widget
or manipulating market governance to maximize stability and profits with the
widget they already have. In practice, of course, firms do both. But they can gain
security by ensuring that they will survive even if they cannot always produce the
best widget at the best price. And they are best able to maximize profits if they can
supplement any price or quality advantage they might have with the exercise of
market power to deter, impede, or absorb competitors. And as firms pursue
strategies to secure rents, they seek to change laws and regulations (market
governance) to enable them to do so. And this dynamic increases inequality over

time, all else being equal (Vogel 2021).
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The Inequality Snowball

1. Firms seek both stability and profits.

2. Firms can pursue these goals by raising productivity and/or by

extracting rents.

3. Firms deploy political strategies, such as lobbying, and business

strategies, such as collaboration and collusion, to extract rents.

4.To the extent that firms succeed in these strategies, inequality
increases because dominant firms, their owners, and their executives
garner rents at the expense of other firms and stakeholders, such as

workers and customers.

5. Political and market power reinforce each other to produce a snowball

effect.

6. This pattern continues unless disrupted by war, land reform, or major

tax, social policy, or regulatory reforms.

The predistribution agenda offers a way to reverse this snowball effect.

The Case for Predistribution

We argue that priority ought to be given to predistribution over redistribution.
Given the intertwined nature of the two types of policies, this means combining

them in specific ways rather than simply favoring the former over the latter.

We give priority to predistribution as an overarching goal because it seeks to
address the causes of inequality whereas redistribution focuses more on the
symptoms. Predistribution policies address underlying causes, such as the unequal
distribution of factor endowments and the imbalance of market and political
power, so they have longer-term effects and are less vulnerable to short-term

reversals.

The predistribution agenda does not accept labor exploitation and value extraction
and then compensate for it, but rather strives to give workers fair wages and
consumers fair value in the first place. Instead of allowing the market to underpay
workers and then compensating them after the fact, the government should
structure markets to pay them fairly in the first place. Instead of allowing
producers to overcharge consumers and then compensating those consumers (who
are also taxpayers and citizens), the government should set the market rules so that

consumers pay fair prices in the first place.

Predistribution is respectful of human dignity because it favors fair wages and fair
value. Redistribution can impose an expressive harm by giving one side an
unjustified sense of desert and the other an unjustified sense of humiliation.
Redistribution can reinforce a status hierarchy, with the combination of
paternalism and dependency associated with the transfer of resources. In contrast,
predistribution gives people self-respect and economic agency. Exercising
capabilities is more fulfilling than receiving compensation. As Daniel Chandler
(2023) puts it: “People want to be in charge of their own lives, to engage in
meaningful work, and to develop relationships—at work and elsewhere—which
support a sense of dignity and self-respect.” Reducing the dependency inherent in a
system of redistribution can contribute to more solidarity among the populace and
a greater sense of citizenship. This suggests that a predistribution strategy should

include macroeconomic policies to promote full employment and labor market



policies to foster stable employment.

Predistribution policy measures also enhance democracy by balancing power in
the economy (Bagg 2023; Jackson 2023). In the real world, predistribution and
redistribution policies are not introduced into a society born equal, but rather
enacted in a society already riddled with political, social, and economic
inequalities. Market governance reforms, such as corporate governance or labor
reforms, can enhance democracy in the workplace (Nwanevu 2025). In this sense,
predistribution remedies go beyond compensating individuals for bad luck and

combat workplace oppression directly (Anderson 2017).

In addition, predistribution policies may be more durable because they favor
expanding opportunities rather than taking from some and giving to others. In
contrast, redistributive policies may be more vulnerable to backlash. The academic
literature on “deservingness” highlights the complex sentiments associated with
government aid, especially among its recipients (Whelan 2022). Studies find that
race, class, and ethnicity strongly affect opinions on who deserves government

support (Heuer and Zimmermann 2020; Reeskens and van der Meer 2019). This does

not mean that redistribution programs should be left to the whims of those who
believe others are less deserving, but that we must recognize that these views make
redistributive policies more vulnerable to backlash at times of social change (Gee,

Migueis, and Parsa 2017). While redistributive measures such as wealth taxes and

income transfers are needed to eliminate inequities, policy design that takes into
account sentiment on deservingness can help ensure that these policies survive

politically (Ellis and Faricy 2020).

We should acknowledge, however, that some redistribution policies can be durable
and some predistribution policies are likely to encounter opposition from powerful
interest groups. In particular, predistribution policies that aim to shift power away
from the wealthy and powerful are likely to meet considerable resistance, as we are

seeing today.

Predistribution as Marketcraft

The inequality snowball, and its extreme variant in the United States of the past 40
years, suggests that political institutions are critical to reform. That means that
defending democratic institutions may be essential to enacting a marketcraft
reform agenda at all, and political reforms such as limiting corporate campaign
contributions or expanding voting rights may be a prerequisite for bolder reforms.
Likewise, it suggests that elements of the agenda that constrain both the political
and the market power of dominant firms—such as antitrust and labor regulation—
should be prioritized, because they could jointly constrain the inequality snowball
(Vogel 2021). Focusing on these two critical policy areas, we outline both short- and
long-term policy prescriptions that would rebalance power and build a more

democratic economy.

Antitrust

The past 50 years of relatively lax antitrust enforcement have led to a significant
increase in market concentration. This has fueled the rise of superstar firms, which
have garnered much higher returns than other companies, and enabled labor
market monopsonies, whereby firms can pay lower wages (Boushey 2019). Labor
market monopsony in the narrow sense refers to a situation in which a single
employer dominates a market, such as in a given geographical area, but it can also
be applied more broadly to markets with multiple employers when the employers
have a substantial advantage in power relative to workers.Thomas Philippon (2019)

argues that the decrease in competition in the US economy since the 1990s has led
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to higher price markups, higher after-tax profits, lower investment, lower
productivity, a lower labor share of income, and higher inequality. He stresses,
moreover, that the stakes are huge. He estimates that if the 2018 economy were as
competitive as it was 20 years earlier, GDP would be 5 percent higher, meaning $1.5
trillion more income for American workers. Hence, strengthening antitrust would

deliver higher economic benefits than almost any other proposed policy reform.

A more robust antitrust policy would embrace a “neo-Brandeisian” approach that
seeks to reduce inequality, strengthen labor power, balance power in the economy,
and promote democracy (Vogel 2023). The government would move beyond the
consumer welfare standard in evaluating antitrust policies and enforcement to
recognize antitrust’s role in combating concentrations of power more broadly

(Glick, Lozada, and Bush 2024; Steinbaum and Stucke 2018). Doing so would not only

foster lower prices and higher wages but also align with how many Americans feel
about the current concentration of market and political power. In conflicts
between organized labor and big business, Americans are more likely to support
labor now than any other time on record. From the 1960s to 2012, opinions for
labor and business tended to rise and fall together. Data from 2024, however, show
that positive sentiment toward labor unions have continued to rise while
sentiment for big business fell to its lowest point on record (Sojourner and Reich

2025). Despite this trend, significant shifts in policy have yet to manifest.

In practical terms, a neo-Brandeisian approach would entail aggressively
combating the power of Big Tech firms through court cases, stricter merger
enforcement, and more rigorous scrutiny of anticompetitive practices. In addition,
the government should shift the burden of proof from plaintiffs to defendants. It
should aggressively challenge market power in court, even when the chances of
victory are unsure. And it should allocate more resources to antitrust enforcement
overall. The Biden administration made substantial progress in these areas, but the

government could go much further.

State governments can also play critical roles in strengthening antitrust
enforcement where the federal government and courts lag. In 1963, North Dakota
passed a law that required pharmacies to be owned by licensed pharmacists. This
law effectively banned large chains from operating as pharmacies, breaking up the
vertical integration of the pharmacy benefit managers (PBMs) that mediate
between health insurers and pharmacies. Studies find the market for PBMs is highly
concentrated, with just three companies accounting for nearly 80 percent of all
prescriptions in the United States as of 2023 (Martin 2025). PBMs are also often
vertically integrated with large chain pharmacies, allowing them to leverage their
power into retail markets, driving out independent pharmacies. Numerous studies
have shown this combination of market concentration and vertical integration has
put upward pressure on drug prices, and has contributed to detrimental health

outcomes, including the opioid epidemic (US FTC Office of Policy Planning 2024).

Meanwhile, North Dakota's pharmacy ownership law has increased access to
critical pharmaceutical care, lowered costs, and improved health outcomes

(Mitchell and LaVecchia 2014; Leslie 2024; Qato, Chen, and Van Nuys 2024). In effect,

this law has “filled the vacuum left by the failure of antitrust policy to promote and
maintain an open and competitive market” (Mitchell 2016). By prohibiting PBMs
from vertically integrating with pharmacy retailers, North Dakota has effectively
shifted the balance of power away from incumbents toward challengers, with

beneficial results.

In the short term, antitrust reformers will have the most success with measures
that are both politically salient and popular, such as eliminating junk fees,
attacking price gouging, and combating practices that keep drug prices high. They

are also likely to garner public support for selective measures to take on the power
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of the Big Tech platform firms. Over the longer term, antitrust policy will be critical
to creating a potential virtuous circle to reverse the concentration of market and
political power, making markets work better for consumers and workers and

fostering democracy in both markets and politics.

Labor Market Governance

Alabor market reform agenda should include measures to make it easier for
unions to organize and harder for companies to block them, institutions to
support organization in the gig and other service sectors, rules to strengthen the
representation of workers in “fissured” workplaces such as franchises, mechanisms
for bargaining at the sectoral level, and a ban on noncompete clauses. Policies that
guarantee all workers, regardless of political status, dignity, respect, and a fair wage
ought to be prioritized over band-aid policies that exploit differences and break
apart working-class coalitions. Furthermore, the government should strengthen
enforcement of these laws and empower institutions such as the National Labor
Relations Board (NLRB) to disincentivize and punish wage theft with fines. The
government should comprehensively address labor market discrimination and
segmentation that drives down wages for all. It should strengthen the voice of
workers in corporate governance. And to rebalance labor power effectively, it needs
to move beyond labor policies per se to design macroeconomic policies that strive
for full employment and policies for health care, housing, and transport that

address the affordability crisis.

The neoclassical approach to labor economics begins with the presumption of
perfectly competitive markets. Employers are wage-takers, only able to pay workers
the rate that the market decides, and workers are paid what they “deserve’—that is,
according to their marginal productivity (Mankiw 2013). In reality, however, labor
markets are plagued by monopsony, an imbalance of power in favor of employers
over workers (Vogel 2025). Recent economic literature demonstrates that workers
are not able to switch jobs as easily as the theory suggests, revealing widespread

evidence of monopsony in labor markets (Caldwell and Naidu 2020).

The imbalance of power between employers and workers is exacerbated by social
stratification, whereby employers wield greater power over Black and brown
employees, immigrants, and less educated workers. The result is increasing
inequality and suppressed and stolen wages, largely along racial, ethnic, and social
lines. Disparate salary outcomes across these groups are primarily the product of
rules and norms, and not individual choices or group culture (Mason 2023). These
divisions and our current market rules, reinforced by practices and norms, break

apart labor coalitions and render them more vulnerable to dominant interests.

Theoretically, the quit elasticity (how likely a worker is to quit a job in response to a
wage change) of a perfectly competitive labor market should be nearly 100 percent.
That is, even a small wage decrease should make the probability of an average
worker quitting a near certainty. However, research suggests that in reality a 10
percent decrease in firm wages only increases the probability that a worker will
quit by 20—30 percent. Importantly, this number varies based on demographics—
the quit elasticity is 0.16 for men compared to 0.09 for women, meaning men are
twice as likely to quit given the same size wage decrease. The quit elasticity is 0.12
for white workers compared to 0.07 for Black workers. The research finds that
historically disadvantaged groups are less responsive to changes in wages, implying
firms have more power to suppress their pay and exploit their labor (Naidu and
Carr 2022). This is likely due to structural barriers such as persistent
underemployment and labor market discrimination that make quitting far

costlier for marginalized groups, especially Black Americans (Mason 2023).


https://www.aeaweb.org/articles?id=10.1257/jep.27.3.21
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/00323292251387041
https://equitablegrowth.org/wage-and-employment-implications-of-u-s-labor-market-monopsony-and-possible-policy-solutions/
https://www.epi.org/unequalpower/publications/pervasive-monopsony-power-and-freedom-in-the-labor-market/
https://www.epi.org/unequalpower/publications/pervasive-monopsony-power-and-freedom-in-the-labor-market/

Divisions among workers allow employers, especially those with disproportionate
market power, to leverage one group against the other, and drive everyone's wages,
benefits, and working conditions further down. In this way, the fates of working
Americans are tied, independent of ethnicity, race, gender, or education. As such, the
most effective way to rebalance power toward employees is to raise the standard of

the most vulnerable, while ensuring the protection of all workers.

Some employers abuse immigration enforcement mechanisms to uphold
dangerous workplace conditions, enable wage theft, and quash collective
bargaining efforts. Evidence suggests that the exploitation of visa holders has kept
workers in tech sectors from calling attention to detrimental workplace conditions,
advocating for better pay, and even calling out unjust company practices. Indeed,
states with the strictest immigration enforcement have also been sites of the

strongest crackdowns on unions and workers writ large (Macher 2025).

In recent years, the federal government has increasingly relied on I-9 inspections to
enforce immigration standards in the workplace, rooting out unlawful
employment based on legal status. In practice, workplace raids rarely punish
lawbreaking employers and instead enable firms to punish workers and degrade
standards, substantially weakening labor coalitions (Smith, Avendaiio, and

Martinez Ortega 2009; Costa 2025). The employers often avoid serious charges

because prosecutors must prove that the employers “knowingly” employed
someone without proper documentation. Meanwhile, workers caught in workplace
raids are given the option to sign a voluntary departure, are detained and released
on bond, or held in custody, all of which undermine efforts to hold employers
accountable for pay and hazard violations. Furthermore, because I-9 workplace
raids do not enforce workplace pay or hazard violations, targeted employers are not
required to pay the owed back wages (Costa 2025). The prioritization of enforcing
immigration law, which puts the burden on workers, over labor law, which puts the
burden on employers, enables workplaces to get away with serious labor violations.
Indeed, an Economic Policy Institute analysis found that the federal government
spends 14 times more on enforcing immigration laws than it does on enforcing
labor standards (Costa 2022). This asymmetry is exemplified in instances where
employers threaten to call Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) on
themselves in times of workplace disputes or union organizing, effectively using
raids as a tool to keep workers from exercising power over working conditions and

pay (Khouri 2018; Costa 2025). To counter this, the government must shift the

paradigm from immigration enforcement to labor standard enforcement, shifting
the legal burden from employees to employers. In practice, this means protecting
bargaining and cracking down on unsafe and illegal working conditions,

independent of a worker's legal status.

In the long term, a predistributive labor policy must address the affordability crisis
that restricts worker mobility and drives inequality. Policy prescriptions such as a
full employment mandate and universal health care would provide the flexibility
and security necessary for workers to search for better opportunities (Dube 2025;

Pancotti and Jacquez 2025; El-Sayed 2025; Stein and Regmi 2024). Prioritizing full

employment would increase bargaining power and reduce persistent inequalities
in the labor market. Similarly, a universal health-care system would reduce costs
and shift away from the reliance on employer-sponsored insurance schemes that

perpetuates inequality (Hager et al. 2024).

Along-term predistribution strategy would also seek to rebalance power toward
employees by building economic democracy. This means policies that increase
worker say in how firms are run, either informally through unions or more
structurally through labor representation on corporate boards. Breaking apart

concentration in the economic realm means increasing employee voice in
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fundamental decision-making—implementing democracy in the workplace
(Ferreras, Battilana, and Méda 2022).

The Varieties of Marketcraft: Corporate Governance,
Finance, and Intellectual Property

Other modes of market governance also shape the power balance between actors in

the economy, similar to antitrust and labor regulation (Hughes and Spiegler 2023;

Vogel 2023). In corporate finance, the United States has shifted since the 1970s
toward a shareholder model of corporate governance in which corporations
prioritize the goal of maximizing shareholder returns rather than serving the
interests of a broader range of stakeholders, such as workers, customers, and the
community. Corporations and institutional investors lobbied for the legal changes
that propelled this shift, and they have taken advantage of these changes to boost
share prices and executive compensation over wages and investment. This in turn
has amplified economic inequality, especially at the top end of the income
spectrum. It will not be easy to reverse this trend, but reformers should be able to
mobilize support by focusing on the most egregious abuses and beginning with
measures that are likely to be the most feasible, such as limits on share buybacks
and restrictions on executives’ ability to cash in stock options (Palladino 2025). Over
the longer term, however, policymakers will only be able to counterbalance the
power of shareholders and managers by requiring labor and public-interest
representation on corporate boards to enhance the democratic governance of

corporations.

Predistribution policies in finance would restore commonsense financial
guardrails that disincentivize speculation and rent-seeking. Reforms since the
1970s—including the liberalization of interest rates, stock commissions, and
interstate banking, and the repeal of the Glass-Steagall Act—facilitated financial
innovation, propelled industry consolidation, and set the stage for the global
financial crisis of 2008. They also contributed to a doubling of the size of the
financial sector from about 4 percent of GDP in 1980 to 8 percent in 2008 without
providing greater value to financial consumers. Financial reforms contributed to
growing economic inequality, especially the enormous rise in the fortunes of the
top 1 percent and the very top 0.1 percent of the most wealthy. Thomas Philippon
and Ariell Reshef (@) find that finance sector workers earned comparable wages
to workers in other sectors until 1990, but they gained a 50 percent premium and
top finance executives a 250 percent premium by 2006. Reformers should first
propose those measures most likely to garner public support, such as cracking
down on junk fees, curtailing predatory interest rates, and restoring consumer
financial protection. Over the longer term, however, the United States will have to
move toward comprehensive financial reform to ensure that the financial sector
creates more value and extracts less. Key pillars of this strategy should include
establishing a fiduciary duty for investment managers and imposing a financial
transactions tax. This includes incorporating strong redistributive measures to

balance power, such as taxing excess corporate profits (Lusiani and Regmi 2025).

Wwith regard to intellectual property (IP) protection, the US regime has contributed
to growing inequality by enabling firms that enjoy the benefits of IP protection to
increase their profits and salaries for managers and core workers at the expense of
other firms, workers, and consumers (Vogel 2021). The IP regime accelerates the
inequality snowball because those with wealth and power have the greatest access
to protection. The IP regime in the pharmaceutical sector has contributed to
inequality by encouraging innovations valued by the wealthy over those needed by
the poor and fueling high drug prices for consumers (Boushey 2019). Practical
short-term reforms could include reducing patent protection for pharmaceuticals

as one element in a larger initiative to bring down pharmaceutical prices. Over the
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longer term, the United States should substantially reduce IP protection to facilitate
collaboration and innovation and to reduce costs for IP users. The extension of
patents to software and business methods plus the easing of standards for IP
protection have increased the costs and reduced the benefits of this protection.
Moreover, the digital revolution has enabled collaborative models of innovation,
such as open-source software development, that can be hampered by strong IP

protection (Benkler 2017).

IP protection has also contributed to the restructuring of the US economy in ways
that exacerbate inequality. High-profit firms with IP share their rents with a
relatively small core of workers, while many firms in more competitive industries
squeeze their workers with lower wages and less favorable work conditions. The US
firms with the highest level of profits are concentrated in those sectors
characterized by a high reliance on IP, especially pharmaceuticals and high
technology (Schwartz 2016). Sectors that rely heavily on IP tend to exhibit high
returns to scale, with high fixed costs and low marginal costs, and that can
translate into a winner-take-all dynamic with high profits for the dominant firms

and outsized incomes for superstar individuals (such as athletes or entertainers).

Alternative Policy Paradigms: “Abundance” and
“Productivism”

We review here the case for the predistribution agenda as a guiding vision by
comparing and contrasting it to two alternative visions that have been prominent

in the public debate: the abundance agenda and productivism.

Ezra Klein and Derek Thompson (2025) have proposed an “abundance agenda”
whereby the government would embrace pro-growth economic policies and focus
on removing obstacles to the efficient delivery of government services. They center
the book on a simple idea: “To have the future we want, we need to build and invent
more of what we need” (4). They do not position the abundance agenda as a full-
fledged policy paradigm but rather as a possible pathway to a new political order.
They focus on the supply side of the economy in the sense of the supply of key
public goods, such as housing, energy, and transportation. They contend that well-
meaning liberals over the decades have imposed too many regulations,
administrative reviews, and other chokeholds that impede building and growth.
Their agenda overlaps with the predistribution agenda in that it advocates for

greater public investment and seeks policy remedies that transcend redistribution.

Klein and Thompson share this policy brief's interest in market regulation, yet they
come to a different conclusion. They generally advocate for less regulation
(although they do bring nuance to this stance), whereas we favor reforming
regulation to shift power from the wealthy and the powerful to workers and
consumers—that is, to everyone else. We endorse their call for fewer senseless
regulations, lower prices, and better lives, but we stress that regulations can
enhance welfare as well as undermine it. For one thing, regulations powerfully
shape the distribution of abundance. Effective regulatory reform is more like brain
surgery than dynamite blasting. Sandeep Vaheesan (2025) persuasively argues that
Klein and Thompson overestimate the role of regulation in obstructing the supply
of housing or clean energy. More significantly, they gloss over the issues of power
and inequality at the heart of the predistribution agenda, and assume that

abundance will benefit everyone (Weber 2025; Jackson 2025). Yet the United States

since 1980 has proven the opposite. We have achieved strong economic growth, and
yet that growth has hardly benefited most Americans (Figure 1).

Dani Rodrik (2023) and others (Ferry 2024) have proposed “productivism” as an

animating vision for economic policy. It seeks to promote productive economic
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opportunities throughout all regions of the economy and all segments of the labor
force. It puts less faith in markets and large corporations and favors production
and investment over finance, and revitalizing local communities over
globalization. It focuses less on redistribution, social transfers, and
macroeconomic management and more on supply-side measures to create good

jobs for everyone.

Productivism overlaps considerably with the predistribution agenda proposed here
in that it seeks to address economic inequality by enhancing the capabilities of
individuals, firms, and states and expanding life chances more than by
redistributing funds. It focuses especially on supply-side industrial policies
designed to generate more good jobs broadly across geographical regions and
industrial sectors. The productivism agenda complements the predistribution
agenda outlined in this brief in that it fleshes out the public investment side (from

Table 2), especially with regard to industrial policy.

Yet productivism largely overlooks the marketcraft agenda, which is critical to
break from neoliberalism and plutocratic populism. To promote productivity, the
United States needs to move beyond industrial policy in the narrower sense of
government investment, finance, and coordination. It needs to strengthen
antitrust enforcement to promote innovation, reduce intellectual property
protection to foster more collaborative models of innovation, and enhance labor’s
voice in management to nurture labor-management cooperation and enhance
productivity (Vogel 2021). More fundamentally, the marketcraft agenda is critical to
balance power in the market and in politics. This will have the direct benefit of
making the economic system more fair and the political system more democratic,
and the indirect benefit of fostering better policy and more healthy politics over

the long term.

Conclusion

We believe that predistribution would address two of the biggest challenges
confronting the United States today: economic inequality and a faltering
democracy. And overcoming those is a prerequisite to addressing the substantive
challenges of our time such as climate change and financial instability. The
predistribution agenda offers the best alternative vision to both the neoliberalism
of Reagan and its mutant variety in the plutocratic populism of today (Callison and

Manfredi 2019; Hacker and Pierson 2020).

As described in the antitrust, labor, and the varieties of marketcraft sections of this
brief, only a predistribution agenda could reverse the trend toward greater
concentration of power and wealth. We readily concede that this is not the most
likely moment for the government to turn toward this agenda. Yet we need a vision
for where we want to go before we can craft political strategies to move in that
direction. And the extreme concentration of wealth and power in the United States

today could very well inspire a movement to counter it.

The shortcomings of past predistributive efforts do not imply that we should tread
softly on this terrain—quite the opposite. This is the time to develop bold visions
for a better future. Americans not only want but deserve economic security,
including good jobs and reasonable prices. They neither want nor deserve an
oligarchy, with highly concentrated economic and political power. The
predistribution solution can address those things. Over the long term,
policymakers must develop a comprehensive predistribution agenda to shift the
balance of power in the economy and offer Americans dignity and the opportunity

to thrive.
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Footnotes

1. Martin O'Neill (2020) finds that the term “predistribution” was used earlier by
James Robertson (2005). <

2. Over the longer term, however, Reagan could not halt gradual increases in
Medicaid, Medicare, and Social Security spending as he compromised with
Congress and the programs expanded to meet the demands of an aging
population (Pierson 2012). >

3. 0Only 25 percent of Americans say they have a good chance of improving their
standard of living — the lowest share on record since the survey began in
1987. And 46 percent respond that the American Dream (that hard work
leads to upward mobility) no longer holds while 23 percent state that it never
held, according to a Wall Street Journal/NORC Poll (2025). ¢

4.Japan provides an illuminating contrasting case with a strong record on
predistribution, including high public investment and quality public
education in the postwar era plus market governance that favored benefits
for a wide range of stakeholders rather than narrower rents for shareholders
and top executives. In particular, Japan's government support for farmers
and small retailers—while not efficient according to a standard economic
assessment—meant that family farmers and shop owners could achieve a

stable middle-class standard of living (Vogel 2022). «>
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