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Overview

Despite the extraordinary increase of economic inequality over the last years, and
its pernicious effects at the political, economic, social and individual level, its acceptance
and justification are widespread (Jost, Becker, Osborne, & Badaan, 2017; Osborne, Jost,
Becker, Badaan, & Sibley, 2018). This indicates that objective economic inequality—
understood as the unequal distribution of economic resources among individuals or
groups—does not influence directly how individuals react to inequality, but it rather
depends on how such inequality is subjectively perceived (Evans & Kelley, 2018;
Gimpelson & Treisman, 2017; Hauser & Norton, 2017). The perception of economic
inequality does not mirror the objective reality, but rather it is the subjective estimation of
the distribution of economic resources in accordance to several social psychological
factors. These factors not only determine how much inequality is perceived, but also how it
is perceived and to what extent it is considered fair and proper. However, there are some
paradoxes associated to perception of economic inequality that facilitate its legitimization.
In fact, under certain circumstances, perceived economic inequality can feed a vicious cycle
in which perceived greater economic inequality lead to higher acceptance of inequality,
such acceptance leads to lower support for redistribution, and this in turn, generates higher
justification of economic inequality and more resistance to social change.

Accordingly, in this doctoral dissertation we aim to analyse the joint influence of
perceived economic inequality and system-justifying beliefs on the acceptance of economic
inequality and support for redistributive measures aimed at reducing inequality. Particularly,
we analyse how system justifying-beliefs condition the relationship between perceived
economic inequality and 1) the level of economic inequality considered as ideal; and 2)
support for the redistribution of resources. To achieve this goal, we posit the following
guiding research questions:

e Do system-justifying ideologies condition the relationship between
perceived and ideal levels of economic inequality?

e Do system-justifying beliefs condition the relationship between perceived
economic inequality and support for redistribution?

e Do Ideal levels of economic inequality influence (supress) the relationship
between perceived economic inequality and support for redistribution?

Moreover, taking into account that responses toward economic inequality not only
depend on how much inequality is perceived, but also on how such inequality is perceived
from the perspective of individuals’ daily-life; we raised the following question:

e How do people perceive economic inequality in their daily-life?
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Our general claim is that the perception of economic inequality interacts with
system-justifying ideologies to generate a greater legitimation of economic inequality.
Particularly, in this thesis we argue that: 1) perception of economic inequality is correlated
to a greater acceptance of inequality among individuals who more justify the system—
people who believe more in meritocracy and equality of opportunities; 2) perceiving more
economic inequality is related to more support for redistributive policies among individuals
who do not justify the economic system; 3) the ideal level of economic inequality that
individuals are willing to accept can counteract the effect of perceived inequality on
support for redistribution; and 4) that perception of economic inequality is a multi-
dimensional construct that contains several factors from people’s daily-life, which are not
reducible to monetary and numeric estimates of how resources are distributed.

The current dissertation is structured in three sections. In the first section, Chapter
1 presents the conceptual framework we used to approach to our research questions,
namely: economic inequality as social psychological phenomenon, perception of economic
inequality, system-justifying ideologies, and support for redistribution. In Chapter 2 we
outline our research by stating the motivations, research questions, aims, and general claims
of this thesis.

In the second part, we present the empirical section of the research. In Chapter 3
we develop the first research question and examine whether system-justifying ideologies—
beliefs in meritocracy and equality of opportunities—exacerbate the relationship between
perceived and ideal levels of economic inequality. To test this idea, we used data from an
international database composed of representative samples of individuals in 41 countries
across the world. In Chapter 3, 4 and 5, we address the second research question through
several correlational studies. To these end, we used secondary data coming from
international surveys, as well as primary data we collected from a sample of individuals in a
highly unequal context, such as Colombia. In Chapters 6 and 7 we addressed the third
research question, in which we explore both qualitative and quantitatively how economic
inequality is perceived in the daily life of people in contexts with different levels of
economic inequality, such as Colombia and Spain.

In general, our findings confirmed that perceived economic inequality was related,
with some nuances, to acceptance of economic inequality and support for redistribution.
We found that perceived economic inequality was positively related to the acceptance of
economic inequality and support for redistribution, but system justifying ideologies

moderated such associations. On the one hand, the more perceived economic inequality,
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the more accepted economic inequality, but this relationship was stronger for those people
who highly endorsed system-justifying beliefs. On the other hand, the more individuals
perceive economic inequality, the more they support redistribution, but that was
particularly true for people who rejected system-justifying ideologies, whereas there was no
relationship, or was significantly smaller, among people that did justify the system. We also
found that the acceptance of economic inequality—also called ideal economic inequality—
counteract the effect of perceived economic inequality on support for redistribution. In
this vein, we extended our hypothesized model by including socioeconomic status (SES),
and found that high SES participants supported less redistributive policies due to higher
perception and acceptance of economic inequality. In the latter empirical chapters, we
found that people perceived economic inequality beyond the monetary and numeric
distribution of economic resources, but they instead were more focused on the
implications of income disparities on access to opportunities, capabilities, and other social
resources.

In the third and last part of this thesis, we discuss our findings in accordance to our
guiding research questions outlined before. We discuss the impact of existential standards,
such as perceived economic inequality, on defining the ideal state of affairs. In other words,
people use what they see, as a reference point to make judgments about what it should be.
We argue that this association is uphold both by cognitive and motivational underpinnings.
From a cognitive perspective, people use information available in their surroundings to
make judgments and decisions about social reality. As such, there are cognitive biases that
favour status quo, such as the anchoring or the mere existence heuristics, the type of
framing, or even some measurement biases (e.g., Eidelman & Crandall, 2012; Eidelman,
Crandall, & Pattershall, 2009; Pedersen & Mutz, 2018). From a motivational perspective,
individuals have a disposition to rationalize and justified the status quo (Friesen, Laurin,
Shepherd, Gaucher, & Kay, 2018; Jost, Badaan, Goudarzi, Hoffarth, & Mogami, 2018).
Therefore, ideologies work as motivated social cognitions that fulfil social psychological
needs (certainty, safety, social affinity) that contribute to (de)legitimize inequalities.

As a whole, our findings highlight the importance of social psychological
mechanisms, such as perceptions and ideologies of inequality, that work in tandem to
legitimize the status gno, feeding the vicious cycle of economic inequality. However, these
same mechanisms are useful to promote social change. Indeed, fixing perceptions of
economic inequality, and engaging in ideologies that focus more on the processes (e.g.,

opportunities) rather than in the outcomes (e.g., incomes), might be a promising venue to
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create interventions that raise more concerns about inequality and bolster civic
participation in favour of a more equal society. Further research should continue exploring
the interplay between cognitive, motivational, and situational factors that uphold the stazus
guo, with the purpose of finding new ways to break pernicious cycles that undermine
individuals’ well-being,

Taking into account that the empirical chapters are written for being published in
peer-reviewed journals, and that some of them are already published or have been
submitted for evaluation; some of the concepts and research questions could appear in
several sections of this thesis. Therefore, we tried to keep the theoretical chapter in a
general format, presenting the main theoretical foundations and empirical review related to
our research topic; whereas the introduction of each chapter present in detail the empirical
antecedents and implications for each research question. Likewise, we integrated the
references of all the chapters in one single section, so we avoid repetition of references
throughout the document. In addition, we endorsed open science practices throughout this
research. We provide supplementary materials for all empirical chapters (e.g. code to
reproduce analysis, raw data, complementary tables, and figures), which are publicly
available at the Open Science Framework platform through the links provided throughout
this document.

Finally, following the guidelines of the international doctorate programme at the
University of Granada, some sections of this dissertation are written in Spanish, whereas

others are written in English, or in both languages.
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Resumen

A pesar del extraordinario incremento de la desigualdad econémica en los dltimos
afios y de sus efectos perniciosos a nivel politico, econémico, social e individual, los niveles
de aceptacion vy justificacion de la desigualdad siguen siendo ampliamente generalizados
entre las personas (Jost, Becker, et al., 2017; Osborne et al., 2018). Esto quiere decir que la
desigualdad econémica objetiva—entendida como la distribucion inequitativa de recursos
econémicos entre personas o grupos—no tiene una influencia directa sobre cémo las
personas reaccionan ante este fenémeno, sino que depende mas bien de cémo se perciba
subjetivamente tal desigualdad (Evans & Kelley, 2018; Gimpelson & Treisman, 2017;
Hauser & Norton, 2017).La percepcion de la desigualdad econémica no refleja la realidad
objetiva, ni tampoco consiste en una mera estimacion de la distribucién de recursos
econdémicos; sino mas bien, es el resultado de la interaccién entre varios factores sociales
(e.g. cultura, historia, politica, etc.) e individuales (e.g. motivaciones, creencias, sesgos, etc.).
Estos factores no solo determinan qué tanta desigualdad se percibe, sino también cémo se
percibe y en qué medida es considera justa y apropiada. Sin embargo, hay algunas paradojas
asociadas a la percepcion de la desigualdad econémica que contribuyen a su legitimacion.
De hecho, bajo ciertas circunstancias, la percepcion de la desigualdad econémica hace parte
de un circulo vicioso donde: percibir mas desigualdad se relaciona con un mayor grado de
aceptacion; esta aceptacion se asocia con un menor apoyo a medidas que buscan reducir tal
desigualdad; y en consecuencia, se justifica la desigualdad econémica y se obstaculizan las
posibilidades de cambio.

En consecuencia, esta tesis doctoral busca analizar la influencia de la percepcion de
la desigualdad econémica y las ideologias que justifican el sistema sobre la aceptacion de la
desigualdad y el apoyo a medidas redistributivas orientadas a su reduccion. Particularmente,
analizamos cémo las ideologfas que justifican el sistema condicionan la relacion que hay
entre la desigualdad econémica percibida y 1) la desigualdad econémica que las personas
creen que deberfa existir (desigualdad ideal); y 2) el apoyo a la redistribucion de recursos.
Para desarrollar este objetivo, en esta tesis doctoral nos planteamos responder las siguientes
preguntas:

. ¢la relacion entre la desigualdad econémica percibida y la desigualdad

econémica considerada como ideal esta condicionada por las ideologias que

justifican el sistemar

o ¢La relacién entre la percepcion de la desigualdad econémica y el apoyo a

las medidas redistributivas estd condicionada por las ideologias que justifican el

sistema
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. ¢El grado de desigualdad econdémica ideal influencia (suprime) el efecto de

la desigualdad econémica percibida y el apoyo a la redistribucién de recursos?

Ademas, teniendo en cuenta que las reacciones ante la desigualdad econdmica
dependen no sélo de qué tanta desigualdad se percibe, sino también de como esa
desigualdad es percibida por las personas en su vida cotidiana, también nos planteamos
responder la siguiente pregunta:

. ¢Coémo se percibe la desigualdad econémica desde la perspectiva de las

experiencias de vida cotidiana de las personas?

Nuestro planteamiento general es que la percepcion de la desigualdad econdmica
interactia con las ideologias que justifican el sistema para producir una mayor legitimacion
de la desigualdad. Concretamente, en esta tesis planteamos que: 1) la percepciéon de la
desigualdad econdmica esta asociada a una mayor aceptacion de la desigualdad entre las
personas que justifican mas el sistema—Ias personas que creen mas en la meritocracia y la
igualdad de oportunidades; 2) percibir mayor desigualdad econdémica estd asociada a un
mayor apoyo a las politicas redistributivas entre las personas que justifican menos el
sistema; 3) el grado de desigualdad que las personas estan dispuestas a tolerar, puede
suprimir el efecto de la desigualdad percibida sobre el apoyo a la redistribucién de recursos;
y 4) que la percepcion de la desigualdad econémica es un constructo multidimensional que
incluye muchos factores del contexto y vida cotidiana de las personas, que no se reducen a
la estimacién numérica de como se distribuyen los recursos econémicos monetarios.

La presente disertacion se estructura en una parte conceptual, otra empirica y una
final de discusion y conclusiones. En la primera parte, el capitulo 1 presenta el marco
conceptual de referencia que hemos utilizado para abordar nuestra pregunta de
investigaciéon y cada uno de los constructos abordados en esta tesis: la desigualdad
econémica como fendémeno psicosocial, la percepcion de la desigualdad econdmica, las
ideologfas que justifican el sistema, y el apoyo a la redistribucion de recursos. En el capitulo
2 se presenta la motivacion, preguntas de investigacion, objetivos y planteamiento general
de la tesis.

En la segunda parte presentamos el desarrollo empirico de la disertaciéon. En el
capitulo 3 desarrollamos la primera pregunta de la investigaciéon y evaluamos si las
ideologias que justifican el sistema—creencias en la meritocracia e igualdad de

oportunidades—, exacerba la relacién entre l