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Abstract
This paper presents a new model that aims to contribute to the growing literature about the consequences of economic inequality: the economic inequality as normative information model (EINIM). In short, we argue that the level of economic inequality works as a cue that people use to infer the normative climate in a given society—for example, the common features that define individuals, societal attitudes, or institutions. Inferring these norms can potentially guide individuals’ thoughts, emotions, and behaviors; alternatively, people may not comply with the normative climate because they do not identify with such society. We therefore analyze the factors influencing conformity with inequality–normative information. We discuss the theoretical and practical implications of the EINIM as well as new avenues for research.
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The Economic Inequality as Normative Information Model

Economic inequality is one of the biggest challenges society has to face in the near future (UN, 2015; World Economic Forum, 2017). Domestic economic inequality has risen in many countries and is reaching historical highs (Alvaredo et al., 2017; OECD, 2019). Hence, social scientists have increased their efforts to understand the behavioral consequences of economic inequality (Reicher, 2004; Rufrancos et al., 2013; Wilkinson & Pickett, 2006, 2010, 2017).

Going a step further, an emerging field of research has begun to address how and why economic inequality affects individuals (Rodríguez-Bailón et al., 2020; Wienk et al., 2021). Although theoretical developments have been aimed at explaining why economic inequality has behavioral consequences through intergroup and interpersonal dynamics (Delhey et al., 2017; Jetten et al., 2017, 2021; Osborne et al., 2019), less is known about the intragroup processes involved. Building on the psychosocial approach to economic inequality (Wilkinson & Pickett, 2009), we aim to contribute to the literature by presenting a complementary perspective that connects economic inequality to individual-level outcomes through intragroup processes: the economic inequality as normative information model (EINIM).
In this paper, we (a) summarize previous theoretical approaches to explain the consequences of economic inequality; (b) build the EINIM, reviewing previous literature related to our model; and (c) discuss the contrastive and boundaries of EINIM and the implications and new avenues for research. 

Why Does Contextual Economic Inequality Affect Individuals?

The tentative answers to why contextual economic inequality affects individuals come from the observation that, among wealthier countries, those with higher levels of economic inequality have higher crime rates, mental and physical illness rates, and other social issues (for a review, see Wilkinson & Pickett, 2017). Based on these results, two general approaches have been tried to explain why the level of a society’s economic inequality may affect individuals’ behaviors: the neomaterialist (Lynch et al., 2000, 2004) and the psychosocial (Wilkinson & Pickett, 2009, 2018). 

Both the neomaterialist and psychosocial approaches suggest economic inequality affects other features of the environment, which, in turn, affect individual behavior. The difference is that whereas the neomaterialistic approach suggests economic inequality affects the material environment, the psychosocial approach highlights how it affects the social environment. The neomaterialist perspective suggests economic inequality is associated with material conditions, which, in turn, lead to several social and health issues (Lynch et al., 2000, 2004). Higher levels of economic inequality reflect both the lack of resources some individuals hold and the scarce public investments in the health, physical, and social infrastructures of societies. Some individuals’ lack of resources is the result of poor labor policies, tax rates, and redistributive policies, which can decrease individuals’ incomes and, in turn, the money they have to buy healthy food, medical care, and so on. The scarcity of resources in public infrastructures also manifests in ineffective health, education, and transport systems and in poor environmental and urban policies.
On the other hand, the psychosocial approach maintains that economic inequality creates a specific selective environment wherein people have to adapt strategically to survive (Wilkinson & Pickett, 2009, 2018). Individuals living in a context with high economic inequality should compete with each other and show dominance to succeed; conversely, cooperation and reciprocity should be more appropriate in a setting with low economic inequality (Wilkinson & Pickett, 2017). This perspective suggests that the main psychosocial consequences of economic inequality are the erosion of social cohesion and increased status anxiety (Buttrick & Osihi, 2017; Delhey & Dragolov, 2013; Wilkinson & Pickett, 2017). Nevertheless, what underlying psychosocial processes explain why economic inequality affects individual behavior? 

Some scholars have addressed this question from a psychosocial perspective. For instance, Delhey et al. (2017) focused on how economic inequality affects interpersonal processes. They argued that inequality influences social interactions in daily life, making social comparisons more salient. This means inequality creates particular sociocultural styles of relationships (Burkitt, 2014); that is, greater economic inequality would foster relationships based on conflicts and competition, whereas more equal contexts would enhance relationships based on harmony and cooperation. Indeed, previous research has found that in more unequal countries, individuals tend to compare their incomes more with others’ incomes (Cheung & Lucas, 2016). In a similar line, Walasek and Brown (2019) suggested economic inequality might increase social comparison in domains other than income and status. 
Whereas Delhey et al. (2017) focused their analyses on an interpersonal dimension, Jetten et al. (2017, 2021) concentrated their analyses on an intergroup approach. Building on the social identity theory and the self-categorization theory (Tajfel, 1970; Turner, 1985), these authors argued that higher levels of economic inequality make wealth a more salient category through which to understand the social world. Consequently, society is divided between the wealthiest and the poorest, leading individuals to be categorized into wealth-based groups, which increases their worries about their positions in the hierarchy. Indeed, research has shown that when economic inequality is higher, social categories based on wealth are more salient (Peters et al., 2021).
Finally, Osborne et al. (2019) proposed that economic inequality adversely affects individuals’ physical and mental well-being because such inequality amplifies the perception of relative deprivation at both the individual and group levels. Indeed, several studies have found that economic inequality increases relative deprivation (Payne et al., 2017) and reduces perceived ingroup wealth (Sánchez-Rodríguez, Jetten, et al., 2019). 
These lines of research have focused on several mechanisms that bridge the gap between societal economic inequalities and individual outcomes. The combination of these mechanisms gives a multidimensional account for how economic inequality affects individuals; however, these mechanisms are limited to interpersonal and intergroup processes. In this paper, we propose that these mechanisms are only part of the puzzle. Following Doise (1986), who suggested a given psychosocial phenomenon should be analyzed through different levels of analysis to be understood properly, we aim to help complete the picture from an intragroup viewpoint by including a new piece: the normative information gathered from economic inequality (see Figure 1).
[Insert Figure 1]

The Economic Inequality as Normative Information Model 
Wilkinson and Pickett (2017) argued that economic inequality creates a specific selective environment and that people have to adapt their behavior to it strategically. Despite the apparent intuitive appeal of Wilkinson and Pickett’s rationale, some of its theoretical assumptions have not yet been corroborated. What are the specific features of that selective environment? How does that selective environment affect people’s behaviors? Therefore, it is needed to unpack the underlying processes that lead to a context with a particular level of economic inequality to affect individual behavior within the group. 
We compiled previous theoretical arguments and empirical evidence from different disciplines (i.e., psychology, sociology, epidemiology, and economy) to build a theoretical framework that may help answer these and other related questions. Specifically, we developed four hypotheses to build the EINIM (see Table 1). In short, the EINIM suggests people are aware of the individual and social features that are more functionally associated with the level of economic inequality (Hypothesis 1 [H1]); in other words, people know which features and behaviors are more adequate for adapting to and succeeding in contexts of both high and low inequalities. Then they can infer what the normative climate is—that is, the set of features that individuals perceive to be generalized in a social context—according to the level of perceived economic inequality (Hypothesis 2 [H2]). Once this normative information is inferred, individuals can use it to guide their behaviors, thoughts, emotions, and attitudes (Hypothesis 3 [H3]). Finally, we maintain that this would be particularly true for those who show high identification with the society or group in which economic inequality is perceived (Hypothesis 4 [H4]).

[Insert Table 1]

Figure 2 summarizes the literature supporting our main arguments. Building on the socioecological approach, in the following sections, we address how individuals show different social strategies to navigate social contexts according to their immediate surroundings’ levels of economic inequality. Afterward, we present the two steps through which economic inequality can affect individual outcomes. The first step brings together the literature about the social inferences drawn from economic inequality. The second one describes the literature about the descriptive norms effect; that is, individuals tend to behave similarly to the common behaviors of others (Cialdini et al., 1990; Deutsch & Gerard, 1955). Finally, we connect both steps, showing how perceived economic inequality can lead to individuals’ outcomes through the normative climate. 
[Insert Figure 2]

A Socioecological Psychology of Economic Inequality

The socioecological psychology approach investigates “how mind and behavior are shaped in part by their natural and social habitats and how natural and social habitats are in turn shaped partly by mind and behavior” (Oishi & Graham, 2010, p. 356). As such, a particular habitat provides a set of physical and social features that channel individuals’ behaviors and social interactions. For instance, living in a mountain (vs. beach) village provides a physical habitat that restricts the number of social interactions between the inhabitants of the village, which, might be a more suitable environment for the introverted (Oishi et al., 2015).

Importantly, individuals are aware of these different functions of mountain and beach environments (Oishi et al., 2015). Therefore, these habitats establish both the limits and affordances that constrain or enhance behaviors and attitudes. Individuals are able to perceive the prototypical features of their habitats to adjust their attitudes and behaviors properly. 

Hence, socioecological psychology focuses on how individuals adapt to distal macrofactors, such as the economic structure of a given society (Greenfield, 2009; Uskul & Oishi, 2018). Indeed, macroeconomic features such as economic cycles can affect intraindividual, interpersonal, and intergroup processes (Sirola, 2019; Sirola & Pitesa, 2017). Given that economic inequality has been changing during the last decades (Alvaredo et al., 2017; OECD, 2015; Piketty, 2014), the ways individuals may adapt their behaviors and attitudes to habitats with different levels of economic inequality are worth considering. Wilkinson and Pickett (2017) suggested high economic inequality provides a context where improving or not losing one’s rank becomes important to survive. Therefore, social strategies based on dominance and competition seem to be appropriate in highly unequal contexts. Conversely, in equal environments, hierarchies are less important and being dominant may even be harmful to survival, because dominant individuals may be excluded from the group; thus, strategies based on friendship, reciprocity, and sharing are more likely to exist in these kinds of contexts (Wilkinson & Pickett, 2017). Hence, high levels of economic inequality drive tendencies for competitiveness and dominance; lower levels of economic inequality tend to make people cooperate and trust others.

In line with these predictions, Nishi et al. (2015) found that participants in groups with higher levels of economic inequality tend to cooperate less with one another. Moreover, some studies have shown that people living in more unequal societies are less willing to trust others (Elgar & Aitken, 2011; Kawachi et al., 1997). Higher economic inequality is also related to lower willingness to promote the welfare of others and of the wider community (Paskov & Dewilde, 2012) and to lower interdependent self-construal (Sánchez-Rodríguez, Willis, & Rodríguez-Bailón, 2019). Moreover, inhabitants of societies with high (vs. low) economic inequality tend to show higher self-enhancement bias, which promotes social hierarchies (Loughnan et al., 2011). 
In line with the psychosocial approach to economic inequality (Wilkinson & Pickett, 2009, 2018), only when economic inequality is perceived and/or experienced can its impact on behaviors be appreciated (Nishi et al., 2015; see Buttrick et al., 2017, for a similar argument). Given the importance of psychological input in awakening psychosocial processes, it is not surprising that perceived economic inequality tends to be related more to individual outcomes of economic inequality than objective economic inequality (Gimpelson & Treisman, 2018). Furthermore, in order for individuals to adapt to contexts that vary in terms of economic inequality, they need to be able to perceive it; otherwise, they will not know which behaviors and attitudes are the most appropriate in a given context. 

As such, individuals must be able to perceive the cues that others provide to signal their positions in the social hierarchy. The capacity to perceive accurately the inequality signals other individuals provide is rooted in evolution and is shared by primates and other animals (Sapolsky, 2005; Sergio et al., 2011). Humans are motivated to signal the wealth they have and perceive the wealth of others accurately using a broad range of cues, such as nonverbal behaviors, speech, physical appearance, and cultural objects (Becker et al., 2017; Kraus & Keltner, 2009; Kraus et al., 2017). These daily experiences in which people perceive differences in how resources are distributed among members of society has been named perceived economic inequality in everyday life (García-Castro et al., 2019, 2020). Notably, the perception of inequality at a local level is particularly sensitive to the psychosocial effects of economic inequality (Krupp & Cook, 2018).

Although the perception of economic inequality at the local level is quite accurate and sensitive to triggering the psychosocial effects of economic inequality, perceived economic inequality at the global level is less precise (Chambers et al., 2014; Norton & Ariely, 2011). One reason is that individuals use the information about economic inequality in everyday life as a reference point for estimating their perceptions of economic inequality in society at large (Cruces et al., 2013; Minkoff & Lyons, 2019). Moreover, other variables such as the type of measure used, the ideologies individuals support, rapid changes in economic inequality, or attention directly drawn to it play crucial roles in the perception of economic inequality in society at large (Esping-Andersen & Nedoluzhko, 2017; Kteily et al., 2016; Pedersen & Larsen, 2019; Schröder, 2017). 

Despite individuals seeming to perceive more accurate economic inequality at the local level than at broader levels, we believe that, even at a broader level, the functionalist approach can be useful in understanding the consequences of economic inequality. The fact that objective economic inequality is positively related to perceived economic inequality (Sommet et al., 2019; Sprong et al., 2019) suggests people are somehow aware of the level of inequality that surrounds them, at least in broad terms. Broad knowledge of the level of economic inequality might explain why individuals in regions with higher inequality are more interested in economic inequality, search for more information about it, and discuss the topic more frequently on Twitter (Sánchez-Rodríguez & Moreno-Bella, 2021). 

Therefore, individuals are able to perceive the signals that indicate the objective level of economic inequality—at least to some degree. Although perceived economic inequality in society at large is less accurate and sensitive, it still can maintain its function. However, given the lack of equivalence between objective and perceived economic inequalities at societal levels, we considered perceived rather than objective economic inequality as the starting point of the EINIM.

From a socioecological approach, once inequality is perceived, the EINIM maintains that individuals should be aware of which behaviors and attitudes are more successful in a given context. Indeed, previous research has found that individuals are aware of the functions of different environmental features (e.g., mountain–solitude and beach–socialization; Oishi et al., 2015). Similarly, individuals also should be aware of the functional value of particular psychosocial features in contexts with high and low economic inequalities. Indirect empirical evidence of this idea was shown by del Fresno et al. (2021). In two preregistered studies (Study 1: N = 130; Study 2: N = 150), we manipulated economic inequality by adapting the Bimboola paradigm (Jetten et al., 2015). With this paradigm, the participants were told they should imagine they were going to start new lives in a new society called Bimboola. This society had three income groups: the richest, the middle, and the poorest. Then the participants were shown the distribution of incomes between these groups. We manipulated this distribution of incomes to build two conditions: high and low economic inequalities (see Figure 3). Moreover, we reinforced the manipulation by showing the participants the living conditions of each income group—for example, their houses, cars, and holidays (see Sánchez-Rodríguez, Jetten, et al., 2019, for more details about this manipulation). Afterward, we showed them two different jobs and asked them to choose one. The first job was described as a position with high social power (“In this position, you will have a powerful position, controlling the resources of the organization itself” and “Making decisions about what happens to other workers is a fundamental part of the job. Your decision is the only one that counts”), whereas the second job was described as a position with prestige (“You will have a position that generates much respect among the rest of the workers” and “The different tasks you carry out usually arouse the admiration of the rest of the team. You will be a very admired person to have this job”). 
[Insert Figure 3]

Social power and prestige, although closely related, are different concepts. Social power refers to asymmetric control over the valued resources in social relations, whereas prestige is granted by others through their respect (Fiske et al., 2016). We argued that social power would be perceived as more functional in a context with high (vs. low) economic inequality in comparison with prestige because social power does not depend on others. When inequality is higher (vs. lower), individuals tend to be less interdependent (Sánchez-Rodríguez, Willis & Rodríguez-Bailón, 2019). Thus, they should prefer a more independent strategy for boosting their personal self-standing and climbing up the social hierarchy. Therefore, we expected the participants would choose the higher power job more frequently in the high (vs. low) economic inequality condition. Indeed, the analyses of both samples pooled showed that the percentage of the participants who chose the higher power job in the condition of high economic inequality (35.3%) was significantly higher than that of those who chose power in the condition of low economic inequality (20.0%), (2(1) = 8.15; p = .004; φ = .172. 
In a similar vein, Moreno-Bella et al. (2022) recently tested whether perceived economic inequality affects gender stereotypes. They tested two opposite hypotheses. First, whether higher (vs. lower) economic inequality might strengthen traditional gender stereotypes—that is, increasing agency and decreasing communion in male stereotypes and the contrary in female stereotypes—in line with literature that suggested higher (vs. lower) economic inequality leads people to greater motives for system justification (Jost et al., 2005). Second, the alternative hypothesis was whether higher (vs. lower) economic inequality might increase agency and decrease communion in both male and female stereotypes given their functionality in that context. 

In two preregistered experiments conducted in Spain (Study 1: N = 170) and Mexico (Study 2: N = 215), economic inequality was manipulated using the aforementioned Bimboola paradigm. Supporting the functionality hypothesis, Study 1’s results showed that in the high economic inequality condition, the communion perceived in both male (M = 3.83, SD = 1.05) and female (M =4.51, SD =1.10) stereotypes was lower than the communion perceived in the low economic inequality condition, men: M = 4.53, SD = 1.07; F(1, 158) = 16.01, p < .001, ηp2 = .10; women: M = 5.08, SD = 1.10, F(1, 158) = 11.11, p = .001, ηp2 = .07. Similar results were found in Study 2; both men and women were perceived as less communal in the high economic inequality condition (men: M = 3.98, SD = 0.85; women: M = 4.84, SD = 1.09) in comparison with the lower economic inequality one, men: M = 4.58, SD = 1.09; F(1, 206) = 20.12, p < .001, ηp2 = .09; women: M = 5.24, SD = 1.10, F(1, 206) = 6.93, p = .009, ηp2 = .03. 
This initial evidence suggested individuals are aware of the ways by which different levels of economic inequality function and of the behaviors and attitudes that are more efficient for survival within the different levels of economic inequality. Therefore, our first hypothesis was that people are aware of the individual and social features that are more functional according to the level of economic inequality that they perceive in the context around them.
Economic Inequality Is the Cue: Social Inferences From Unequal Contexts
A consequence of our first hypothesis is that perceived economic inequality allows individuals to anticipate important aspects of their contexts and predict how others will behave within them. Once individuals are aware of the more efficient attitudes and behaviors of to a perceived level of economic inequality, they are more likely to assume those attitudes and behaviors are widespread in that environment. 
At least two processes might lead individuals to think functional social practices may also be widespread. First, individuals might think most people develop these social features more functionally given that they are looking for social achievement. Therefore, if people realize competitiveness is more functional in an unequal setting, they might expect people who live there to have developed their competitiveness for survival. Second, individuals might think that unequal contexts attract competitive people; that is, more competitive people tend to look for fertile grounds in which they can compete, such as in unequal contexts. Whether an environment or attraction effect is expected, we hypothesized that once individuals are aware of the more functional social features in a context with higher or lower economic inequality, they will expect those features to be widespread.

To test our proposal, Sánchez-Rodríguez, Willis, et al. (2019) examined the specific characteristics that individuals infer—from people and from situations—when they perceive a high (vs. low) economic inequality. To do so, we conducted three experiments, each with a sample from a different country: 206 participants in Spain (Study 1), 60 in Australia (Study 2), and 198 in the United States (Study 3). We manipulated economic inequality using the Bimboola paradigm mentioned above. Afterward, we asked the participants to think about the people who live in Bimboola. 
Given that the literature showed higher economic inequality was related to features that enhance the self and discourage caring for others (Loughnan et al., 2011; Paskov & Dewilde, 2012; Sánchez-Rodríguez et al., 2019), we asked about the expected individual–collective normative climate in Bimboola. As such, we asked to what extent the participants thought most people living in Bimboola (a) were independent versus interdependent, (b) used their attitudes versus norms as guides for their behaviors, (c) engaged in exchange versus communal relationships, and (d) focused on individual versus group goals (Fischer et al., 2009; Triandis, 1995). Overall, these studies showed that the participants in the high (vs. low) economic inequality condition inferred that most people was more independent (vs. interdependent; d = 0.57, 95% CI [0.23, 0.92]); tended to engage more in exchange (vs. communal) relationships (d = 0.88, 95% CI [0.26, 1.50]); and were more focused on individual (vs. group) goals (d = 0.65, 95% CI [0.16, 1.15]; see Table 2 for a summary of results for each study). Moreover, Studies 2 and 3 showed that the participants perceived the society of Bimboola as more competitive when it was described as having a high economic inequality (Study 2: M = 5.15, SD = 1.28; Study 3: M = 4.82, SD = 1.52) than when it was described as having a low economic inequality (Study 2: M = 4.00, SD = 1.20; Study 3: M = 3.79, SD = 1.43). Moreover, the participants perceived the society of Bimboola as more cooperative when it was described as having a low economic inequality (Study 2: M = 4.46, SD = 1.17; Study 3: M = 4.88, SD = 1.24) than when it was described as having a high economic inequality (Study 2: M = 2.65, SD = 1.13; Study 3: M = 2.81, SD = 1.16).
[Insert Table 2]

These studies provided initial evidence that individuals use perceived economic inequality as an informational key for inferring other important features of their habitats. These features can also be related to traditional gender features attributed to others. Indeed, Moreno-Bella et al. (2019) manipulated the level of economic inequality in an extraterrestrial society in which the alien were neither men nor women. Then they asked 106 participants to think about the aliens and answer to what extent they expected the aliens to have strong personalities, act as leaders, and be dominant—that is, have features traditionally attributed to men—and to be sensitive to others’ needs, be loving, and love children—that is, features traditionally attributed to women (Bem, 1974). Their results showed that the aliens were assessed as being more masculine (M = 4.54, SD = 1.02) than feminine (M = 3.65, SD = 0.90) in the higher economic inequality condition. However, they found no significant differences between how individuals evaluated the aliens as masculine (M = 4.13, SD = 0.82) and feminine (M = 4.13, SD = 0.82) in the extraterrestrial society with low economic inequality. These results suggested individuals use perceived economic inequality as a cue to infer which traditional gender features are prototypical in their habitats. Therefore, the normative traits inferred from higher (vs. lower) levels of economic inequality are related more to what has been socially constructed as masculine.
Following this line of research, Sánchez-Rodriguez et al. (2022) also tested which normative values people inferred from perceived economic inequality. Previous research showed inhabitants of countries with higher economic inequality tended to show higher self-enhancement bias (Loughnan et al., 2011). Therefore, we aim to explore whether self-enhancement values are perceived as more normative in societies with higher (vs. lower) economic inequalities. In Study 2, 98 participants took part in an experiment in which we used the Bimboola paradigm to manipulate economic inequality. Then we displayed for the participants a list of values proposed by Schwartz (1990, 2012), some of which concerned self-enhancement (i.e., search for power and achievement) and others of which concerned self-transcendence (i.e., universalism and benevolence). The self-enhancement values focused on the self, whereas the self-transcendence values focused on others and society. We predicted that self-enhancement would be perceived as more normative in contexts of higher (vs. lower) economic inequalities, whereas self-transcendence would be perceived as more normative in contexts of lower (vs. higher) economic inequalities. Indeed, these were the results of Study 2: The participants considered that in the high economic inequality condition, most people would embrace more self-enhancement values (M = 5.12, SD = 0.96) than self-transcendence values (M = 2.10, SD = 1.23, 95% CI [−2.468, −1.713]). In contrast, the participants considered that most people would embrace more self-transcendence values (M = 4.16, SD = 1.21) than self-enhancement values (M = 3.03, SD = 1.42; p < .001, 95% CI [1.713, 2.468]) in the low economic inequality condition (see Figure 4). These results suggested normative values are also inferred from perceived economic inequality.
[Insert Figure 4]

However, up to now, all experiments have used fictitious societies to explore the extent to which perceived economic inequality is used to infer the normative climate. Although this procedure is useful, given that researchers using fictitious societies are able to control for individuals’ expectations about the normative climate of those societies, these kinds of studies lack ecological validity. That is why in Studies 1 and 3 we explored the link between perceived economic inequality and normative values in actual societies. Study 1 focused on perceived economic inequality at the city level and in everyday life (García-Castro et al., 2018). We asked 459 participants about their perceived economic inequalities and normative values. The results showed that perceived economic inequality in both the city (β = 0.111, p = .012) and everyday life (β = 0.215, p < .001) positively predicted self-enhancement normative values. Moreover, perceived economic inequality in both the city (β = −.097, p = .012) and everyday life (β = −.185, p < .001) negatively predicted self-transcendence normative values. Importantly, these results remained even after we controlled for subjective social class, political ideology, gender, and age. 
Study 3 focused on perceived economic inequality at the country level. For that purpose, we developed a new manipulation of economic inequality. In this manipulation, 133 participants read that, around the world, some countries have higher economic inequalities than others; however, most people are not able to estimate accurately the level of inequality of their own countries in comparison with others. We randomly manipulated the participants’ perceptions by providing them with feedback explaining their countries were ranked in the 64th (vs. 149th) position using the economic inequality index, which includes 194 countries around the world. Therefore, they were told their countries were either one of the most equal or unequal countries in the world. Then the participants were asked about their countries’ normative values. The results showed that normative self-enhancement values were higher in the high economic inequality condition (M = 5.28, SD = 0.79) than in the low economic inequality condition (M = 4.98, SD = 0.81). In contrast, normative self-transcendence values were higher in the low economic inequality condition (M = 4.28, SD = 0.81) than in the high economic inequality condition (M = 3.98, SD = 0.79; see Figure 5). Therefore, these results conceptually replicated in real contexts the results found in the fictional society of Bimboola showing that people use perceived economic inequality as a crucial cue when inferring the normative climate. 
[Insert Figure 5]

In the same line, research has shown that people infer some groups’ features as functions of the levels of economic inequality of their habitats. The poorest people who live in more unequal contexts are perceived by others as less competent compared to those who live in more equal contexts (Heiserman & Simpson, 2017). Furthermore, previous research also has shown that individuals infer other societal features from the level of economic inequality such as the difficulty of improving one’s social standing (Davidai, 2018), adverse diversity climate in organizational setting (Moreno-Bella et al., 2022) and more anomie —a social dysfunction characterized as a breakdown of moral guidance for citizens—in a society (Sprong et al., 2019).
Following this rationale, a research line could be established to determine which other features are inferred from a high or low economic inequality, that is, which other features complete the normative climate of inequality. The normative climate is understood as the set of features that individuals perceive to be generalized in a social context (Sanchez-Rodriguez et al., 2022). As shown above, the initial evidence has suggested individuals have coherent pictures about the expected attitudes and behaviors of most people composing an economically unequal normative climate: They infer that those who live in an unequal environment tend to have independent self-construal; are involved in relationships only if they expect something in return; prioritize their own goals; display traditionally masculine traits; and have more worries related to gaining power, money, or achievements (Moreno-Bella et al., 2019; Sánchez-Rodríguez, Willis, et al., 2019; Sánchez-Rodríguez et al., 2022).
According to an aggregation of all the research reviewed above, individuals use the level of perceived economic inequality to infer important norms in society, providing initial evidence to our second hypothesis: Individuals infer the behaviors and attitudes widespread in a particular setting from the perceived level of economic inequality. This effect of economic inequality on normative societal features might affect individuals because of the tendency to conform to social norms (Cialdini et al., 1990; Deutsch & Gerard, 1955).
How Might the Normative Climate Inferred From Economic Inequality Affect Individuals?
The psychological effects of economic inequality have been analyzed according to their levels of intergroup processes (Jetten et al., 2017), interpersonal processes (Delhey et al., 2017), or both (Osborne et al., 2019). With the EINIM, we aimed to extend what we know about the psychology of economic inequality by developing an intragroup approach. Once individuals have inferred a particular normative climate from the level of economic inequality, they might conform to it throughout intragroup processes; that is, they will be influenced by the social norms of the group with whom they associate (i.e., a descriptive norms effect; Cialdini, 2016; Deutsch & Gerard, 1955; Turner & Reynolds, 2012). 

The processes through which social norms affect individuals’ attitudes and behaviors have been a long-standing topic in social psychology (Ajzen & Fishbein, 1980; Cialdini et al., 1990; Deutsch & Gerard, 1955; Festinger, 1954; Jetten & Hornsey, 2014; Reynolds, 2019; Sherif, 1936). In particular, the descriptive norms effect describes how individuals tend to behave similarly to the perceived common behaviors of others (Cialdini et al., 1990; Deutsch & Gerard, 1955). This effect has been shown in a wide range of settings, such as food choice (Burger et al., 2010), moral dilemmas (Pryor et al., 2019), environmental conservation (Goldstein et al., 2008), excessive drinking (Neighbors et al., 2006), gambling (Larimer & Neighbors, 2003), and even political attitudes (Wan et al., 2010). 

Although the descriptive norms effect is quite solid, the underlying processes to explain this phenomenon are less known. Three main perspectives explain how social norms influence individuals (Reynolds et al., 2015). The informational account suggests people might follow social norms because they assume others have chosen the most efficient and appropriate courses of action or because social norms allow them to coordinate their actions effectively (Anderson & Dunning, 2014; Cialdini, 2016; Deutsch & Gerard, 1955). Alternatively, the social sanction account suggests people conform to the norms to avoid social sanctions (Cialdini, 2016; Deutsch & Gerard, 1955). Finally, the self-categorization theory suggests people might follow norms as group members to minimize ingroup differences and maximize intergroup differences (Terry & Hogg, 1996; Turner & Reynolds, 2012). As such, the degree of social identification with the ingroup predicts the level of conformity with the prevailing social norms: Those who identify more strongly with the group are expected to endorse the features they perceive as normative. Drawing on these three perspectives, one could argue that when individuals infer the descriptive norms that define a given context, they might use them to guide their behavior for informational, social sanction, or identity reasons. 

Informational and Social Sanction Influence
Although informational and social sanction accounts sometimes can drive conformity separately, other times they can go hand in hand (Anderson & Dunning, 2014). When individuals perceive a particular social norm, their conformity can be driven by believing both that it is more appropriate (informational account) and that most people support them (social sanction account). We refer here to informational influence for its function to coordinate actions rather than to provide information about what is the most efficient action in ambiguous contexts (Anderson & Dunning, 2014). Given that with the EINIM, we hypothesized that people are aware of the more functional features as a function of the level of economic inequality (H1), people infer the social norms from what they think is the most efficient way to behave in a given context. However, information can also influence individuals coordinating actions with others (Anderson & Dunning, 2014). For instance, if one assumes that in a context with high economic inequality, others are going to compete with them, they will likely act in a more competitive way as a reaction to the others’ behaviors because the person thinks it is the most convenient way to act in that context.

Therefore, once individuals infer the normative climate in an unequal or equal economic setting, it might influence them because they realize that those social norms are the most appropriate (informational account). However, they might also follow those social norms because they think that the group rewards and values those widespread behaviors or attitudes and if the individuals do not conform to them, they will be excluded (social sanction account). A combination of both influential processes might underlie the effects of economic inequality: 
Generosity and selflessness are valued and rewarded among friends in egalitarian settings but would simply be taken advantage of and exploited in a dominance hierarchy. Similarly, the naked pursuit of self-interest and self-aggrandizement appropriate to a rank ordered society would have led to ostracism in typical hunting and gathering society. (Wilkinson & Pickett, 2017, p. 13) 
Together, both informational and social sanction influence might help explain how perceived economic inequality affects individuals. 
According to Buttrick and Oishi (2017), a high (vs. low) level of economic inequality has two main psychosocial consequences: It increases status competition and reduces trust in others. Recent research has tested whether the normative climate associated with economic inequality can explain the effects of perceived economic inequality on variables associated with status competition (i.e., status anxiety) and with trust (i.e., social vigilance; Cheng et al., 2021; Melita et al., 2021). 

Focusing on the effect of economic inequality on status anxiety—that is, being worried about one’s socioeconomic position and success according to social standards (De Botton, 2004)—Melita et al. (2021) provided initial evidence of this mediation process. In Study 1, 297 participants were asked about their perceived economic inequalities, perceived competitive climates, and personal status anxieties. The results showed that perceived economic inequality had an indirect effect on personal status anxiety through perceived competitive climate (bindirect effect = 0.11; 95% CI [0.05, 0.17]; see Figure 6). Namely, higher perceived economic inequality predicted a higher perceived competitive climate (β = 0.43, p < .001), and this, in turn, predicted higher personal status anxiety (β = 0.39, p < .001). Although this study provided evidence of one potential mechanism that may explain the relationship between perceived economic inequality and status anxiety in an ecological setting, it has the limitation that it was a correlational cross-sectional study lacking the possibility of causal inference. 
[Insert Figure 6]

To overcome this limitation, in Study 2, Melita et al. (2021) used the aforementioned Bimboola paradigm (N = 200) to conduct an experiment manipulating the level of economic inequality. The participants were assigned to one of the two conditions (high vs. low economic inequality) and then were asked about the status anxiety of most people in their income group—that is, the perceived normative status anxiety. Finally, the participants were asked about their personal status anxieties. The results showed that economic inequality had an indirect effect on personal status anxiety through the expected status anxiety normative climate (bindirect effect = 0.19; 95% CI [0.04, 0.35]; see Figure 7): The participants assigned to the high (vs. low) perceived economic inequality condition reported a higher perceived status anxiety normative climate (β = 0.36, p = .012), and this, in turn, predicted higher personal status anxiety (β = 0.53, p < .001). The results from both studies showed that the normative climate associated with the perceived level of economic inequality helps explain the effect that economic inequality has on status anxiety. Indeed, people showed higher status anxiety when they perceived higher economic inequality because they may have perceive that most people are competitive (Study 1) or inferred that most people are worried about their socioeconomic positions (Study 2). 

[Insert Figure 7]

Similarly, Cheng et al. (2021) aimed to test the effect of perceived economic inequality on social vigilance—that is, the social cognitive tendency to anticipate the threat from others (Liu et al., 2019) through the perceived competitiveness climate. In their second study (N = 127), they used the Bimboola paradigm to manipulate perceived economic inequality. Subsequently, the participants were asked about their perceptions of competitiveness in Bimboola. Finally, they read three scenarios about social competition happening in this fictitious society (e.g., students competing for employment) and answered how likely the protagonist was to behave unethically. Their results showed that economic inequality had an indirect effect on social vigilance through perceived competitive climate (bindirect effect = 1.69, SE = 0.70, 95% CI [0.46, 3.19]). Namely, when economic inequality was high (vs. low), individuals perceived a higher competitiveness climate (β = 9.76, p < .01), and this, in turn, predicted a higher social vigilance (β = 0.17, p < .01).
Cheng et al. (2021) extended these results in situations that were not properly competitive and used a different paradigm to manipulate economic inequality in Study 3. They recruited 125 participants for this study. First, using pie charts, the authors presented the participants with information about the levels of economic inequality in three anonymous countries. Then the participants were asked about their perceptions of the competitiveness of the inhabitants of the countries with high (vs. low) economic inequality. Afterward, Cheng et al. described to the participants a situation happening in one of the countries where a worker’s computer, containing their project data, had broken and colleagues had offered to help fix it. Finally, the participants were asked about their expectations of others’ behavioral intentions; that is, if they were workers, would they be willing to give their computers containing their project data to a colleague? Similarly to their Study 2, Cheng et al.’s results showed that economic inequality had an indirect effect on social vigilance through perceived competitive climate. That is, economic inequality had an indirect effect on hostile attribution (bindirect effect = 0.93, SE = 0.43, 95% CI [0.30, 2.02]) and behavioral intention (bindirect effect = 0.23, SE = 0.12, 95% CI [0.05, 0.53]) through the perceived competitive climate. Namely, when economic inequality was high (vs. low), individuals perceived a higher competitiveness climate (β = 4.80, p < .001), and this, in turn, predicted higher hostile attributions (β = 0.19, p < .001) and behavioral intentions (β = 0.05, p < .05). In sum, using different paradigms to manipulate economic inequality, this set of studies showed that the inferred competitive climate partially explains the effect of economic inequality on social vigilance. 
Therefore, these two pieces of research explained above showed empirical evidence about the influence of perceived economic inequality on individual outcomes through the normative climate associated with inequality. These effects extend the framework that suggests economic inequality mainly affects individual status competition and trust (Buttrick & Oishi, 2017), providing evidence of the underlying mechanisms that explain these effects. Thus, our third EINIM hypothesis was the normative climate inferred from the level of economic inequality affects individuals’ outcomes through intragroup influence processes.
The Role of Social Identity
Sometimes, people do not seem to conform to norms only for informational reasons or to avoid social sanctions. For instance, Pryor et al. (2019) showed that individuals conform to norms even when they are aware that these norms do not reflect the current group members’ preferences. The researchers found that identification matters: Those who identify more with the group conform more to arbitrary norms. Thus, identity might moderate the step between normative climate and individuals’ outcomes. 
Given that economic inequality is usually treated as a structural variable of the society (e.g., Loughnan et al., 2011), considering the degree of identification at the same level (i.e., the societal one) is important. Owuamalam et al. (2018, 2019) developed the social identity model of system attitudes in which they proposed that individuals could identify with their societies (e.g., their countries). Given that the level of economic inequality usually is examined at the country level (e.g., García-Sánchez, Van der Toorn, et al., 2018; Rodriguez-Bailon et al., 2017), we proposed that national identity should be considered when investigating whether individuals conform to inferred norms.

However, economic inequality happens at different levels (Jachimowicz et al., 2020), and consequently, identity should fit with the level of economic inequality most salient. Although most of the research has focused on economic inequality at the national level (e.g., Loughnan et al., 2011), some has focused on broader units of analyses, such as at the European Union level (Petkanopoulou et al., 2018), and smaller units of analysis, such as at the city (e.g., Sommet et al., 2018), neighborhood (e.g., Osborne et al., 2015), or even family and friends level (e.g., García-Castro et al., 2019, 2020). We suggested that the specificity of the identity measured should match the level of perceived economic inequality being studied. 
Although empirical evidence about the role of identity on the effects of economic inequality on individuals’ outcomes through normative climate is limited, in Study 3 of our previous research (Sánchez-Rodríguez et al., 2020), we included an additional measure for running exploratory analyses. The participants reported their own values and the extent to which they identified with their countries. Therefore, we could test the role of identity as moderator using these data and running exploratory analyses.
As such, we conducted two moderated multiple mediation analyses to explore the effect of economic inequality manipulation (X) on own (self-enhancement or self-transcendence) values (Y) through normative values, using identity (M) as a moderator of the path between normative and own values. We included the moderator in the path between the normative and own values because, according to the social norm effect literature, conformity with the norms should be higher for those who identify higher (vs. lower; Pryor et al., 2019). However, we had no arguments to expect that the level of identification would qualify the path between economic inequality and the normative values inferred. Therefore, we applied the Process macro for SPSS (Model 14) using bootstrapping for 10,000 resamples and a 95% confidential interval (Hayes, 2018). 
The first model (see Figure 8) included own self-enhancement values as the dependent variable. The results showed a significant interaction effect between normative self-enhancement values and identity, 0.09 (0.02), 95% CI [0.0374, 0.1333], which explained an additional 1.9% of the variance of own self-enhancement values. The moderated mediation was significant as well, 0.03 (0.1), 95% CI [0.0031, 0.0598]. Focusing on the conditional indirect effect of economic inequality on own self-enhancement values, the results showed that only for those who identified highly with their countries was the indirect effect through normative self-enhancement values significant, 0.09 (0.05), 95% CI [0.0096, 0.2167]. On the contrary, this indirect effect was not significant for those with medium, .04 (.03) 95% CI [−0.0013, 0.1075], and low, −0.02 (0.02), 95% CI [−0.0616, 0.0232], levels of identification with their countries. 

[Insert Figure 8]

The second model (see Figure 9) included own self-transcendence values as the dependent variable. Similarly, the results showed a significant interaction between normative self-enhancement values and identity, −0.09 (0.02), 95% CI [−0.1333, −0.0374], which explained an additional 3.6% of the variance of own self-transcendence values. The effect index of this moderated mediation was also significant, −0.03 (0.1), 95% CI [−0.0599, −0.0035]. Again, the conditional indirect effect of economic inequality on own self-transcendence values through normative self-enhancement values was significant just for those who identified highly with their countries, −0.09 (0.05), 95% CI [−0.2148, −0.0103], but not for the rest: indirect effect for identified medium = −0.04 (0.03), 95% CI [−0.1072, 0.0007], and indirect effect for the identified lowly = 0.02 (0.02), 95% CI [−0.0214, 0.0634]. 

[Insert Figure 9]

Therefore, the participants inferred more self-enhancement normative values when they perceived high (vs. low) relative economic inequality in their countries, and this effect predicted their own self-enhancement and self-transcendence values—but only among those who highly identified with their countries. Notably, only the normative self-enhancement values pathway was significant. Although the normative self-transcendence values pathway was not significant, the results were in line with our rationale. The crucial point is that the normative self-enhancement values pathway of the participants’ own values was significant and positive, whereas on self-transcendence, the participants’ own values were significant but negative.
Even if preliminary and more empirical support is needed, these results suggested that perceived economic inequality, through the normative climate, affects individuals according to their levels of identification with the group. Accordingly, the four EINIM hypotheses are that those who show high identification with the group or society in which economic inequality is perceived are going to conform more to the normative climate associated with the level of economic inequality of this group or society.
General Discussion
In this paper, we introduce the EINIM as a framework that integrates research from different disciplines in social sciences. The EINIM sheds light on theoretical assumptions raised by the psychosocial approach and developed in social epidemiology to explain the consequences of economic inequality (Wilkinson & Pickett, 2009, 2017). Particularly, the EINIM tries to answer two main questions: (a) What are the features of the selective environment created by the level of economic inequality? (b) What are the mechanisms through which economic inequality affects people’s behaviors? We answered these questions using ideas and findings mainly from the socioecological approach (Oishi, 2014; Uskul & Oishi, 2018), social norms literature (Cialdini et al., 1990; Reynolds, 2019), and social identity and self-categorization theories (Tajfel, 1970; Turner, 1985), together with the findings from our own and others’ research. Therefore, the EINIM involves an effort to build a bridge between different fields to address the consequences of economic inequality. 
Contrastive Models
The EINIM is a model combining previous findings that were not framed properly in a specific model. Recently, it has been argued that psychology is involved in a “theory crisis” mainly for this reason. Indeed, generating new lines of research from unspecific models inhibits their testability and theoretical progress (Borsboom et al., 2021). Therefore, some authors have argued that modelling is a necessary step in building a stronger science (Fried, 2020; Oberauer & Lewandowsky, 2019). With the EINIM, we aim to build a specific model that allows us to extend our understanding of the psychosocial consequences of economic inequality, specify the core variables, deduce new hypotheses, and inspire new research questions, sharing all with other researchers.
Despite the usefulness of the formalization of models, when building a new model, researchers confront the problem of underdetermination of theory by data. The Duhem-Quine Thesis addressed this issue, pointing out that when researchers find an empirical result, it never provides a simple answer to what their model proposes (Quine, 1959). Mainly, there are two sources of underdetermination: contrastive and holistic (Stanford, 2017). Contrastive underdetermination refers to the issue that a successfully predicted result does not warrant confirmation that a model is true because formulating an alternative model that predicts the same result is always possible. Holistic underdetermination, however, refers to the fact that one never tests a theory-derived hypothesis in isolation. Indeed, together with our main hypotheses, we tested a set of further auxiliary assumptions that allowed us to go from our model to the empirical reality (Stanford, 2017).

Although contrastive underdetermination is always present (one always can formulate a new alternative model), one can reduce the degree of underdetermination. A way of reducing underdetermination is pointing to new lines of research from which new hypotheses could be derived that one would be unlikely to meet without the model or with other existing models (Oude Maatman, 2021), which some authors have named “risky predictions” (Meehl, 1978; Popper, 1959). In this line, it is worth pointing out several risky predictions derived from the EINIM. 
In contrast with other theories that address the consequences of economic inequality from an interpersonal and/or intergroup perspective (Delhey et al., 2017; Jetten et al., 2017, 2021; Osborne et al., 2019), the EINIM highlights the intragroup dynamic that perceived economic inequality triggers. If economic inequality affects individual outcomes, in part, through the normative climate that is inferred from it, manipulating the perceived normative climate (or addressing moderators that foster disconformity) should qualify the effects of economic inequality on those outcomes. 
In a similar vein, we might expect that once the level of economic inequality affects individuals, their behaviors will build a social norm. This prediction might lead to a riskier prediction: Economic inequality might affect individuals’ outcomes even when it is invisible. As we argued above, despite the fact that perceived and/or experienced economic inequality is needed to appreciate its impact on psychosocial outcomes, intragroup processes might explain under which conditions economic inequality might affect some people even when they do not perceive it. For instance, when part of the group who did not perceive the level of economic inequality interacts with another part of the group who did perceive it, once the part of the group who perceived it conforms with the normative climate they inferred from it, they might interact with the other part of the group in the future following the norms they inferred. Then the part of the group who did not perceive the level of economic inequality might conform to the normative climate they perceive based on the behaviors and attitudes of others—but not because of the perceived level of economic inequality. In this way, the culture of economic inequality in the form of the normative climate might be transferred to individuals who have never perceived the level of economic inequality (for further details, see Willis et al., 2022). Future research should test these predictions to prove the potential of the EINIM to extend our understanding of the psychosocial consequences of economic inequality.
Consequently, we must highlight that the aim of the EINIM is to provide a complementary mechanism to the ones that already exist (e.g., relative deprivation) rather than an alternative one. We aim to help form a complete picture of the underlying mechanisms from an intragroup level, which as with other levels of analyses, is necessarily partial. In this line, we must understand the forces of inequality and inferences about normative climate as a sufficient (within the boundaries of the EINIM) but not necessary condition through which economic inequality affects behavior. 

Boundaries of the EINIM
The holistic underdetermination—that is, the fact that one never tests a theory-derived hypothesis in isolation—presents the problem that when one faces a failed prediction, researchers can always blame it on some auxiliary assumption. Building auxiliary assumptions related to a framework by identifying moderators a priori provides the boundary conditions of the model, which reduces the degree of holistic underdetermination because it provides the foundation to conduct more severe testing in future research (Mayo, 2018; Oberauer & Lewandowsky, 2019; Oude Maatman, 2021). 
The EINIM suggests conformity with the normative climate is one of the mechanisms by which economic inequality affects individual outcomes. However, individuals do not always conform to social norms. Disconformity, either by the expression of disagreement with the norm of the group (i.e., dissent) or by the violation of a given norm (i.e., deviance), has been widely studied in social psychology, both being considered natural parts of group dynamics (Jetten & Hornsey, 2014). Notably, deviance does not necessarily imply doing the opposite of what the social norms suggest, but just not following them. 
Individuals might not conform to the normative climate associated with economic inequality because they are morally opposed to it. Indeed, previous research has found that those with strong personal moral convictions tend not to conform with ingroup norms when those norms oppose their moral convictions (Hornsey et al., 2003). Therefore, individual differences in social dominance orientation (Pratto et al., 1994) or meritocracy (Jost & Hunyady, 2005) may bolster the tendency not to conform to an ingroup’s inferred norms. Furthermore, previous research has found that ideologies moderate the effects of perceived economic inequality (García-Sánchez, Van der Toorn, et al., 2018; Willis et al., 2015). Therefore, we might expect that an exception to H3 (that is, the normative climate associated with the level of economic inequality affects individuals’ outcomes through processes of intragroup influence) will happen when moral convictions are stronger than the utility of conforming for informational reasons and to avoid social sanction. 
Another exception to H3 might happen when individuals are rewarded for not following the norm. In circumstances in which people are individually rewarded for not conforming to social norms, they may prioritize those rewards over the benefits of conforming to the group. This is particularly evident in the organizational context where employees may engage in behaviors that oppose the company’s norms—such as burglaries—to obtain extra money and success (Bennett & Robinson, 2000; Warren, 2003). Then individual rewards can also motivate nonconforming to the normative climate inferred from economic inequality.

As we showed above, those who identify less with their countries did not conform to the normative values inferred from perceived economic inequality (H4). However, strong identification with the group also might work as a motive not to conform to the group’s norms. Packer (2008) developed the normative conflict model, which suggests circumstances might exist in which high identifiers will challenge group norms, for instance, when they perceive social norms are harmful to the group. In these cases, they might perform constructive deviance—that is, not conform to the norms of the group because they are motivated by the desire to change group norms for the better (Galperin, 2012)—as happens when a group is in a disadvantaged position and the ingroup social norm justifies this inequality. In these circumstances, high identifiers may have to address a goal conflict by focusing on either a short-term goal aimed at maintaining group conformity or a long-term goal aimed at enhancing the ingroup status (Packer et al., 2014). Jiménez-Moya et al. (2017) found that highly identified members of several disadvantaged groups dissented with the ingroup norms when these norms justified the inequality that harmed them. Moreover, strong attachment to the group can motivate individuals to reduce inequality. Previous research found that high identifiers challenged ingroup norms that justified inequality by showing higher intentions to participate in collective actions that could improve the ingroup’s status in the long term (Jiménez-Moya et al., 2017). Therefore, we might expect that an exception to H4 will happen when high identifiers perceive deviance and dissent as constructive nonconformity.
Therefore, moral opposition, rewards for nonconformity, less identification with the group, or high identification when the norm is perceived as harmful for the group could be moderators in the EINIM. These moderators should be tested in future research. Apart from the expected moderators, we should note that H1 and H4 are supported by indirect or weaker empirical evidence than H2 and H3. Therefore, examining those hypotheses further in future research will be important.
Finally, most of the evidence that allowed us to build this model came from an experimental approach usually using fictional settings. Recently, Cesario (2022) has criticized this approach. Although he focused on racial and gender inequalities, a core idea might apply here: Apart from the lack of ecological validity, experiments in social psychology are fictional situations that are not equivalent to the real-world, which creates alternative psychological dynamics. However, results obtained with fictional setting paradigms are in line with the correlational data obtained from archival data (e.g., Peters et al., 2021), field surveys (e.g., Tanjitpiyanond et al., 2022), and internationally representative (e.g., Wang et al., 2022) and nonrepresentative (e.g., Sprong et al., 2019) samples. Indeed, some of the results that support EINIM are found using different methodological approach (e.g., the effect of economic inequality on normative values, Sánchez-Rodríguez et al., 2022). These convergent results suggest that fictional settings are realistic and appropriate for manipulating economic inequality (Hodson et al., 2022). Moreover, they have the advantage of providing causal evidence and allowing researchers to examine the underlying mechanisms of the relationships they are studying (Duell & Landa, 2022). Therefore, manipulating economic inequality, even with fictional setting, provides important insights about the consequences of economic inequality that a correlational approach cannot (Willis et al., 2022). Nevertheless, it would be helpful develop new experimental paradigms in the future to manipulate economic inequality to be able to compare the effects found with other methodologies. 
Extending the Underlying Processes of the Consequences of Economic Inequality
The EINIM deepens the psychosocial consequences of economic inequality, disentangling their underlying processes. Two main psychosocial outcomes are associated with economic inequality: status competition and social trust (Buttrick & Oishi, 2017). Nevertheless, why economic inequality affects these variables remained unclear. The EINIM provides a rationale for how habitats with high (vs. low) economic inequality leads individuals to increase their status competition and reduce their trust in others. Particularly, it points out the normative processes as the underlying mechanism that explains these links. Initial empirical evidence supported this claim, showing that perceived economic inequality affects variables associated with status competition (i.e., status anxiety) and trust (i.e., social vigilance; Cheng et al., 2021; Melita et al., 2021) through the normative climate. Therefore, the EINIM provides a deeper understanding of the psychosocial processes associated with economic inequality. 

Clarifying the way these underlying processes operate is crucial for addressing controversial results. Some empirical research has challenged the effects of economic inequality on social competition and trust. For instance, contrary to what other researchers proposed, as mentioned above, Paskov et al. (2017) found a negative association between economic inequality and status competition. Furthermore, Kim et al. (2021) found that economic inequality was not associated with trust. The EINIM provides a framework for addressing these inconsistent results. If part of the effects of economic inequality happen through conformity processes, as the EINIM suggests, taking into account the conditions in which conformity is enhanced (or diminished) might improve the predictions about when economic inequality is going to affect individuals. For example, following H4, identification with society should foster conformity with competition, whereas the lack of identification will decrease conformity with the social norms raised by an unequal economic climate. Therefore, future research should explore the moderating role of identity in the effects of economic inequality on competition. Then the EINIM paves an avenue for future research addressing questions about why the conformity processes it proposed sometimes did not happen.

The EINIM also provides new insights into how economic inequality affects individuals, opening new lines of research. For instance, we formulated a hypothesis that individuals infer the behaviors and attitudes widespread in a particular setting from the perceived level of economic inequality (H2). We have shown that the economically unequal normative climate is characterized by independent self-construals; involvement in relationships if the individual expects something in return; prioritization of their own goals, exhibition of traditionally masculine traits; and more worries related to their position in the hierarchy and gaining power, money, or achievements (Melita et al., 2021; Moreno-Bella et al., 2019; Sánchez-Rodríguez, Willis, et al., 2019; Sánchez-Rodríguez et al., 2022). However, this normative climate of economic inequality might be far from being a complete picture. Future research might explore other features inferred from the level of economic inequality. 
Implications and Future Research
Consequences of Inferring Structural Properties
The EINIM focuses on the intragroup processes that result from inferring the normative climate from the level of economic inequality. However, an extension of the EINIM would predict that individuals could also infer material and structural conditions from the level of economic inequality. Indeed, the EINIM predicts that individuals are aware of how economic inequality operates (H1), which may imply they infer structural conditions from the level of economic inequality they perceive in a given context. The neomaterialistic perspective suggests the objective level of economic inequality is associated with structural conditions such as the quality of the health and educational systems and with specific transportation, environmental, and urban policies (Lynch et al., 2000, 2004). Therefore, similarly to the way by which individuals infer the behaviors and attitudes widespread in a particular setting from the perceived level of economic inequality (H2), these material conditions associated with real-world economic inequality should also be associated in the individual’s mind. Indeed, previous research found that from economic inequality people infer a society’s structural features, such as the level of social mobility and the breakdown of moral guidance of its inhabitants (Davidai, 2018; Sprong et al., 2019). 
Although individuals tend to overestimate social mobility (Kraus & Tan, 2015), especially upward mobility (Davidai & Gilovich, 2015), they accurately perceive a negative relationship between economic inequality and social mobility (Davidai, 2018). This structural information inferred from the level of economic inequality might, in turn, affect individuals’ behaviors and attitudes. This is in line with proposal from Browman et al. (2019): Because perceived economic inequality reduces the belief in socioeconomic opportunity, in more unequal contexts, individuals with lower socioeconomic status will engage less in behaviors aiming to improve their chances of upward mobility. Similarly, Sprong et al. (2019) found that perceiving higher economic inequality led people to perceive more anomie in society, which, in turn, triggered their support for stronger leaders. Nevertheless, the mechanism is unknown because the consequences of inferring structural properties from the level of economic inequality affect individuals. Future research should explore which structural features are inferred from perceived economic inequality and how they might affect—beyond social norms—individuals’ attitudes and behaviors. 

Confrontation With High Levels of Economic Inequality
The UN (2015) advanced an agenda with 17 sustainable development goals (SDGs) to reach by 2030. Given that the current level of economic inequality is considered a social problem (World Economic Forum, 2017), reducing inequalities within and among countries is one of the SDGs (SDG 10). To do so, the UN has proposed measures such as adopting social protection policies to improve the regulation and monitoring of global financial markets to ensure equal opportunity. Although these measures are critical to reducing economic inequality, they are insufficient because they are focused on objective reality, thus neglecting the psychological dimensions of structural factors. 

The EINIM suggests intragroup dynamics might maintain high levels of economic inequality—that is, normative influence processes. Therefore, if the focus is on reducing objective levels of economic inequality without attending to the social dynamics that the high level of economic inequality triggers, there is a danger of finding resistance to change. Drawing on the EINIM, we suggest also focusing the potential interventions aimed at reducing economic inequality on the factors that foster conformity, which are strengthened when economic inequality is low and weakened when it is high.
Reducing Economic Inequality as a Core Challenge
The world is highly interconnected and, by extension, so are its social problems (Beck, 1999). The EINIM suggests that people should connect within their minds the level of perceived economic inequality and other psychosocial realities. We provide evidence about some of these connections (e.g., high economic inequality and competitive normative climate; Sánchez-Rodríguez, Willis, et al., 2019). However, the EINIM is a formal model, which implies it could be filled with different content. Therefore, future research might explore additional psychosocial realities and dynamics inferred from the level of economic inequality (e.g., political attitudes or environmental behaviors).

Moreover, the UN has acknowledged that the SDGs are interconnected (UNDG, 2015). The UN (2015) used the concept of acceleration to refer to “targeting national resources at priority areas identified in the mainstreaming process, paying attention to bottleneck in reaching the most vulnerable, synergies and trade-offs across sectors (reflecting the integrated nature of the agenda)” (p. 2). This strategy aims to create virtuous circles encouraging national governments to focus on those policies that address the challenge that will potentially drive sustainable development. 

In this regard, reducing economic inequality might accelerate others challenges. Indeed, the last World Economic Forum (2020) acknowledged that economic inequality underlies recent social unrest that has produced social instability, such as the yellow vest movement in France (Jetten et al., 2020). This social instability has been one of the central challenges that had a large impact on other challenges, such as involuntary migration or unemployment (World Economic Forum, 2020). The EINIM aligns with the idea that the high level of economic inequality is a core challenge, providing an explanation about how reducing the level of economic inequality can affect other psychosocial dynamics (e.g., providing a more cooperative environment). Future research might explore other psychosocial dynamics triggered by intragroup processes, as the EINIM suggests. 
Conclusions

The EINIM is a fresh approach that aims to shed light on understanding the consequences of economic inequality and inspiring future research. Using the EINIM as a framework can have far-reaching implications for understanding how economic inequality shapes attitudes and behaviors. This model allows the integration of literature from different social sciences, providing both a general picture of how economic inequality affects individuals and fertile ground for future research. 
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Summary of theories about the behavioral consequences of economic inequality
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Figure 1 Alt Text: Scheme showing that economic inequality affects and social (intergroup, intragroup and interpersonal processes) and material environment which in turn affect individual behavior.  


	Figure 2 

Main approaches to take into account to build the EINIM. 

Note: PEI: Perceived Economic Inequality. 
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	Figure 2 Alt Text: Scheme summarizing the main approach used to build EINIM: Socioecological psychology, inferences from perceived economic inequality, descriptive norm effect and Influence processes from perceived economic inequality.

	


	Figure 3 

Manipulation of Bimboola’s Economic Structure. 

BD = Bimbolean dollars. Adopted from Sánchez-Rodríguez et al., (2019)
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	Figure 3 Alt Text: It shows the incomes groups in the conditions of high and low economic inequality. In the high economic inequality condition upper income group earns 13,500 BD/month, middle income group earns 7,000 BD/month and lower income group 500BM/month. In the low economic inequality condition upper income group earns 8,000 BD/month, middle income group earns 7,000 BD/month and lower income group 6,000BM/month.


	Figure 4 

Effects of Economic Inequality on the type of Normative Values expected 

Bars represent 95% confidence intervals. Adopted from Sánchez-Rodríguez et al., (2022).
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	Figure 4 Alt Text: Figure showing that self-enhancement values are perceived as more normative than self-transcendence values in the high economic inequality condition, whereas self-transcendence values are perceived as more normative than self-enhancement values in the low economic inequality condition.


	Figure 5 

Effects of Economic Inequality on the type of Normative Values 

Bars represent 95% confidence intervals. Adopted from Sánchez-Rodríguez et al., (2022).
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Figure 5 Alt Text: Figure showing that self-enhancement values are perceived as more normative in the high (vs. low) economic inequality condition, whereas self-transcendence values are perceived as more in the low (vs. high) economic inequality condition.


	Figure 6 

Perceived Competitive Climate as mediator between Perceived Economic Inequality and Status Anxiety. 

**p < .01, ***p <.001. Adopted from Melita et al., (2021).

	


	Figure 6 Alt Text: Scheme showing that perceived economic inequality leads to higher perceived competitive climate, which in turn lead to higher status anxiety. 


	Figure 7 

Perceived normative status anxiety as mediator between perceived economic inequality and status anxiety. 

*p < .05, ***p <.001. Adopted from Melita et al., (2021).


	


	Figure 7 Alt Text: Scheme showing that perceived economic inequality leads to higher perceived normative status anxiety, which in turn lead to higher status anxiety.


Figure 8 

Normative Values as mediators between Economic Inequality and Own Self-Enhancement Values moderated by Identity (Multiple mediation moderated) 

Note. IE: Indirect effect, MM: Moderated mediation. † p <.1*p < .05, ***p <.001

	Index MM
	Self-enhancement path:

 .03 (.01) [.0031; .0591]
	Self-transcendence path:

.<-.01 (.01) [-.0195; .0070]

	IE Low identify (4)
	-.02 (.02) [-.0616; .0232]
	.01 (.02) [-.0167; .0517]

	IE Medium identify (6)
	.04 (.03) [-.0013; .1075]
	<.01 (.02) [-.0288; .0383]

	IE High identify (8):
	.09 (.05) [.0096; .2167]
	<-.01 (.02) [-.0575; .0399]


Figure 8 Alt Text: Scheme showing that perceived economic inequality leads to higher normative self-enhancement values, which in turn lead to higher own self-enhancement values, but only in those with high identity.

Figure 9 

Normative Values as mediators between Economic Inequality and Own Self-Transcendence Values moderated by Identity (Multiple mediation moderated)
Note. IE: Indirect effect, MM: Moderated mediation. † p <.1*p < .05, **p <.01, ***p <.001

	Index MM
	Self-enhancement path:

 -.03 (.01) [-.0599; -.0035]
	Self-transcendence path:

.<-.01 (.01) [-.0067; .0197]

	IE Low identify (4)
	.02 [-.0214; .0634]
	-.01 [-.0520; .0165]

	IE Medium identify (6)
	-.04 [-.1072; .0007]
	<-.01 [-.0370; .0296]

	IE High identify (8):
	-.09 [-.2148; -.0103]
	<.01 [-.0400; .0590]


Figure 9 Alt Text: Scheme showing that perceived economic inequality leads to higher normative self-enhancement values, which in turn lead to lower own self-transcendence values, but only in those with high identity.
	Table 1 

	Hypotheses of EINIM

	Hypothesis 1: People are aware of the individual and social features that are more functional according to the level of economic inequality that they perceive in the context around them.

	Hypothesis 2: Individuals infer the behaviours and attitudes widespread in a particular setting from the perceived level of economic inequality.

	Hypothesis 3: The normative climate inferred from the level of economic inequality affects individuals’ outcomes through intragroup influence processes

	Hypothesis 4: Those who show high identification with the group or society in which economic inequality is perceived are going to conform more to the normative climate associated with the level of economic inequality of this group or society.



[image: image6.emf]Table 2

Means, Standard desviations and F-test. Adopted from Sdnchez-Rodriguez, Willis, et al, (2019).

Study 1 Study 2 Study 3
Self-construal High EI 4.00 (1.09) 3.59(1.22) 3.83(1.29)
1 = independent Low EI 4.32(0.94) 4.58 (1.18), 445 (1.19),
7 = interdependent  F-test F(1,204)=5.13,p F(1,58)=10.19,p F(,196)=12.57,
= .025,n%*= 025 =.002,1?=.149. p<.001,n%=.060.
Guide of behavior High EI 3.99(1.19) 3.86(141) 3.85(1.45)
1 = attitudes Low EI 4.02 (1.07) 429 (1.32) 4.32 (1.15),
7 =social norms F-test F(1,204) =0.06, F(1,58) =145, F(1, 196) = 6.34,
p = .805. p=234,1?>=.024. p=.013,n>= 031
Relathionships High EI 3.59 (0.99) 2.83 (1.05) 3.54 (1.23)
1 = exchange Low EI 3.96 (0.90) 444 (1.08 4.34 (1.18),
7 = communal F-test F(1,204)=759,p F(@1,58)=33.82,p F(1,196)=21.65,
=006, n’= .036. <.001,n%=.368). p<.001,n>=.099
Goals High EI 3.68 (1.03) 3.02 (1.27), 3.54 (1.35)
1 = individual Low EI 3.93(0.93) 4.15(1.12), 4.28 (1.32),
7 = group F-test F(1,204)=3.07,p F(1,58)=12.75,p F(1,196) = 1543,
= .081,n?= 015 =.001,n?=.180 p<.001,1?=.073

Note. EI: Economic inequality.










Table 2  

Means, Standard desviations and F-test. Adopted from Sánchez-Rodríguez, Willis, et al, (2019). 

    Study 1  Study 2  Study 3 

Self-construal   High EI  4.00 (1.09)  3.59 (1.22)  3.83 (1.29) 

1 = independent 

7 = interdependent 

Low EI  4.32 (0.94)  4.58 (1.18),  4.45 (1.19), 

F-test  F(1, 204) = 5.13, p 

= .025, 

h

2

 

= .025 

F(1, 58) = 10.19, p 

= .002, 

h

2

 

= .149. 

F(1, 196) = 12.57, 

p < .001, 

h

2

 

= .060. 

Guide of behavior  High EI  3.99 (1.19)  3.86 (1.41)  3.85 (1.45) 

1 = attitudes 

7 =social norms 

Low EI  4.02 (1.07)  4.29 (1.32)  4.32 (1.15), 

F-test  F(1, 204) = 0.06,   

p = .805. 

F(1, 58) = 1.45, 

p=.234, 

h2 

=.024. 

F(1, 196) = 6.34, 

p = .013, 

h2

 

= .031 

Relathionships  High EI  3.59 (0.99)  2.83 (1.05)  3.54 (1.23) 

1 = exchange 

7 = communal 

Low EI  3.96 (0.90)  4.44 (1.08  4.34 (1.18), 

F-test  F (1, 204) = 7.59, p 

= .006, 

h

2

= .036. 

F(1, 58) = 33.82, p 

< .001, 

h

2

 

= .368). 

F(1, 196) = 21.65, 

p < .001, 

h

2

 

= .099 

Goals  High EI  3.68 (1.03)  3.02 (1.27),  3.54 (1.35) 

1 = individual 

7 = group 

Low EI  3.93 (0.93)  4.15 (1.12),  4.28 (1.32), 

F-test  F(1, 204) = 3.07, p 

= .081, 

h

2

 

= .015 

F(1, 58) = 12.75, p 

= .001, 

h

2

= .180 

F(1, 196) = 15.43, 

p < .001, 

h

2

 

= .073 

Note. EI: Economic inequality.  
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		Table 2 

Means, Standard desviations and F-test. Adopted from Sánchez-Rodríguez, Willis, et al, (2019).



		

		

		Study 1

		Study 2

		Study 3



		Self-construal 

		High EI

		4.00 (1.09)

		3.59 (1.22)

		3.83 (1.29)



		1 = independent

7 = interdependent

		Low EI

		4.32 (0.94)

		4.58 (1.18),

		4.45 (1.19),



		

		F-test

		F(1, 204) = 5.13, p = .025, h2 = .025

		F(1, 58) = 10.19, p = .002, h2 = .149.

		F(1, 196) = 12.57, p < .001, h2 = .060.



		Guide of behavior

		High EI

		3.99 (1.19)

		3.86 (1.41)

		3.85 (1.45)



		1 = attitudes

7 =social norms

		Low EI

		4.02 (1.07)

		4.29 (1.32)

		4.32 (1.15),



		

		F-test

		F(1, 204) = 0.06,   p = .805.

		F(1, 58) = 1.45, p=.234, h2 =.024.

		F(1, 196) = 6.34,

p = .013, h2 = .031



		Relathionships

		High EI

		3.59 (0.99)

		2.83 (1.05)

		3.54 (1.23)



		1 = exchange

7 = communal

		Low EI

		3.96 (0.90)

		4.44 (1.08

		4.34 (1.18),



		

		F-test

		F (1, 204) = 7.59, p = .006, h2= .036.

		F(1, 58) = 33.82, p < .001, h2 = .368).

		F(1, 196) = 21.65, p < .001, h2 = .099



		Goals

		High EI

		3.68 (1.03)

		3.02 (1.27),

		3.54 (1.35)



		1 = individual

7 = group

		Low EI

		3.93 (0.93)

		4.15 (1.12),

		4.28 (1.32),



		

		F-test

		F(1, 204) = 3.07, p = .081, h2 = .015

		F(1, 58) = 12.75, p = .001, h2= .180

		F(1, 196) = 15.43, p < .001, h2 = .073



		Note. EI: Economic inequality. 








