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Abstract 

Inequalities have been the subject of keen economic interest due to ethical and policy implications for 

the society. In fact, there is wide agreement about the fact that living in a more egalitarian society leads 

to better social outcomes. However, on the other side, since most of the inequality is generated within 

the labour market there are discording opinions about the possibility of public intervention in the 

contemporary market economies. To make this picture even more multifaceted, related to economic 

inequality there is overwhelming evidence on the socioeconomic gradient in health. Indeed, economists 

have deeply investigated the two-way relationships between income and health and tried to disentangle 

the main mechanisms of transmissions. However, most of the findings rely on descriptive studies or 

analysis “at the mean”. With the aim of providing causal evidence and contributing to this long-standing 

strand of literature, this thesis analyses distributional aspect of income, focusing on the top tail of income 

distribution and in particular on those individuals who get high earnings in the labour market: the so-

called working super-rich. Moreover, it investigates the socioeconomic gradient in health both in the top 

tails and in the rest of the distribution. The thesis consists of three chapters.  

The first chapter focuses on the determinants that allow some individuals to receive extraordinary 

earnings in labour markets compared to their peers, i.e. CEO or the superstars of sport, music and 

cinema. Specifically, it empirically analyses the effects of performance, popularity and bargaining power 

on the earnings of the universe of football players of Italian Serie A. The reasons are multiple. First, 

exploiting the possibility of having a perfect match employer-employee. Second, a longitudinal dataset 

with detailed information about the football players of Italian Serie A. Lastly, the fact that in Italy football 

players and managers represent the 20% of top 500 earners. On a methodological point of view, unlike 

previous analyses that are essentially based on cross-sectional data, disposing of panel data allows to 

investigate the returns of performance, popularity and bargaining power while controlling for players and 

team unobserved heterogeneity. Moreover, I employ the Unconditional Quantile Regression approach 

developed by Firpo, Fortin and Lemieux (2009) to estimate the impact of a marginal change in the 

determinants of earnings on their entire distribution. This is relevant because players’ earnings exhibit a 
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large dispersion around the mean and investigating the role of the determinants is especially interesting 

at the top of the earnings distribution, where superstar effects should more clearly manifest. Main results 

show that all the aforementioned factors significantly affect the players’ earnings. However, the analysis 

“beyond the mean” reveals that the role played by popularity increases at the top of earnings distribution 

being the main determinant of the “superstars”. These results challenge the interpretations of 

extraordinary earnings based only on very talented workers who “win and take all”. 

As mentioned above, labour market seems a fertile ground for the escalation of contemporary society’s 

extreme inequalities. Thus, understanding how the “working super-rich” respond to health shocks can 

be a key element of these dynamics. The second chapter of this thesis aims at providing evidence of the 

relationship between health shocks and labour market outcomes, focusing on those in the top tail of 

earnings distribution. Therefore, the dataset presented above has been enriched with data about the 

nature and the incidence of the injuries suffered by the universe of Serie A football players. In particular, 

in this chapter, I exploit traumatic injuries as exogenous variation in professional football players’ health 

to provide estimates of the causal impact of a health shock on two main labour market outcomes: the 

annual net wages and the probability of changing the terms of the contract between the employer (the 

club) and the employee (the player).  

 The empirical approach employs panel fixed effects models combined with an IV strategy, which uses 

the average number of yellow cards received by the team as an instrument. Main results show that 

working super-rich are not immune to economics consequences of health shocks. In fact, injuries reduce 

the net wage in the following season by around 12%. This result is mainly driven by precautionary reasons 

due to the club’s concern about depreciation in the player’s human capital rather than by a direct effect 

of the shock on the player’s productivity. 

Thus, the second chapter contributes to the existing literature by providing original findings that can be 

summarised as follows. Firstly, it provides causal evidence of the relationship between health shocks and 

labour market outcomes. Secondly, it focuses on the consequences of health shocks for those on top 

incomes, for whom there is scant evidence so far. Lastly, it allows for a deeper analysis of the main 

mechanisms of the health shock, disentangling the effect mediated through the player’s performance and 

the one generated by human capital depreciation, inducing the club, to offer a lower wage for 

precautionary reasons. 

The third and last chapter carry on the emphasis on inequality and its multifaceted aspects by moving the 

focus from the top tail to the whole population. In fact, it investigates how people heterogeneously 

respond to public education policies delivering health information by using as case study the 2015 WHO 

warning about the carcinogenic effects of red meat consumption. Importantly, it exploits high frequency 

data, i.e. monthly data, about Italian households’ expenditures to identify the effect of the warning in the 



long vs. short run, for which there is no previous evidence in the literature and to document the response 

of households differing due to educational levels and health awareness. In order to identify such effect, 

I employ a Difference-in-Difference model,, which exploits the strong seasonality patterns in meat 

consumption in Italy, mainly associated with culinary traditions in occasion of catholic holidays 

celebrations. The results show a general misinterpretation of the warning and a short-term fall in red 

meat consumption by around 5%. However, a long-lasting and consistent shift in red meat consumption 

is documented only among households with higher educational levels and health awareness. These 

findings highlight a brand-new driver of health-education gradient and a potential source of health 

inequalities. Finally, they have strong policy implications about the successful design of public health-

information policies, suggesting that they should be designed in a way that expose the individual to a 

constant flow of information. 

 


