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Research question

• Why do some Americans evaluate income inequality 

in the US as too high, but others do not? 

• Integrating insights from social psychology into a 

model of social structural influences, we ask: Does 

envy (the desire to "chop the top"), matter to these 

evaluations, even above and beyond other well 

known influences?   



Data and Methods



Data and Methods

• Data are from the International Social Science 

Survey  Round 20, USA 2016-2017, 

• N= 2911

• MTurk sample

• Analysis: descriptive, factor analysis, and OLS.
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Focal predictor: 

Envy



4 Envy Questions

•Are  you envious of people who...

•Earn a lot more than you do?

•Are rich – envy them?

•Have a vast amount of money?

•Answers:  (Scored in equal intervals: 1.00/ .75/ .50/ .25/ 0 )
• Definitely envy

• Envy

• Maybe

• Do not envy

• Definitely do not envy

Answers tightly linked: Alpha reliability 
of .95 



Envy scale: Measurement



Other predictor variables

Measurement of control variables is fairly 
straightforward and they are many, so I will 
not detail them here. I am happy to share 
our draft paper with anybody who is 
interested.

(write to: MariahEv2@gmail.com)



Response variable: 

Inequality 

evaluation



Response variable: ≠ attitudes (items; 5-point)

Differences in income in <country> are too large. 

There is too much of a difference between rich and poor 
in this country.

It is the responsibility of the government to reduce the 
differences in income between people with high incomes 
and those with low incomes.

One of the most important aims in this country over the 
next ten years should be to reduce differences in income 
between people with high incomes and those with low 
incomes.

Income and wealth should be redistributed toward 
ordinary working people.



Response variable: ≠ attitudes measurement 1



Models



From total to direct effect



Description







Analytic results





Discussion
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Sneak preview: Key findings

• (1) Envy has a moderately strong relationship with seeing the 

current income distribution as too unequal (total effect).  

• (2) This effect persists unchanged after taking family political and 

stratification background, demographics, and current social 

class/stratification position into account. 

• (3) It persists when we also control perceived economic self-

interest and positive feeling about the poor. 

• (4) Part of the effect is indirect through political party preference, 

but the direct effect of envy remains moderately important even 

when party is taken into account. 



It’s about attitudes and allegiances, not class

Evaluating income  inequality as too high or too low is...

• mainly a matter of party politics, especially conformity 

to a "party line". 

• some greed, a third as important as politics

• a fifth as important as politics, is the green monster: the 

envious would bring down the rich.  

• parents or own class matters little: Only prosperity 

matters at all (effect one-sixth as important as party 

politics)
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Not the “democratic class struggle”

Thus, the struggle over income inequality in the 

modern US is not the savage 19th century politics of 

class conflict that set the poor against the prosperous 

and workers against bosses.  It is not really the 

"democratic class struggle", if it ever was. Instead it is 

mostly a clash of cultural and "team" commitments –

only lightly tethered to socioeconomic location-- that 

sets Democrats against Republicans, with small doses of 

naked greed and sheer envy thrown in. 
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END



Equality or economic growth? A 
quantitative analysis of public 

preferences for welfare state equality 
versus free market prosperity

Jonathan Kelley (UNR), MDR Evans (UNR), Sarah Kelley (Child Trends)







Abstract:

Rising conflict over inequality, globalization and growth in wages elite 

occupations has raised key questions about what kind of economic 

future we should strive for. Do we want the fastest economic growth 

possible, even if that means rising inequality? Or do we want to curb 

inequality, even if that means slower growth? Materialist logic, 

economic theory, and much of modern politics (especially on the right) 

argue for prosperity; but (especially on the left) compassion and 

welfare considerations tend toward equality. 



Abstract, continued. When offered an explicit choice between futures 

based on different economic models – a much richer, but unequal 

society as a result of faster growth, or a just slightly richer but more 

equal society as a result of welfare state policies – opinion is deeply 

divided. The average American slightly prefers faster growth at the 

cost of inequality but a very substantial minority prefer much slower 

growth if it leads to a more equal society; Australians are similar. This 

suggests that aversion to inequality plays an important role. We find 

also that preferences for free market vs welfare state development are 

strongly tied to political party identification, to perceptions that the 

current economic order is meritocratic, and to evaluations of the likely 

economic future. 





Abstract, continued.

MEASUREMENT:  The issue is posed using our novel pictorial images 

of unequal societies, which are clearer and more explicit than verbal 

measures.  DATA :  International Social Science Survey, Round 20, USA 

2016-2017 – an internet based representative sample (N> 2,500) – and 

earlier rounds of the ISSS conducted by mail in Australia based on a 

simple random sample of the compulsory electoral register (N>5,000).  

METHOD: Confirmatory factor analysis for scales. OLS for analysis, 

controlling for family background, current demographics, social class/ 

stratification position, and other potentially confounding influences. 



Opportunities for Social 
Mobility

Jonathan Kelley (University of Nevada), MDR Evans (University 
of Nevada), and SMC Kelley (Child Trends)



Introduction
The primary goal of modern nations is economic development, conventionally measured by income. This is 
amply justified by the attendant increase human wellbeing. And human wellbeing is a proper goal for human 
society – quite possibly the primary goal – amply supported by logic ("We hold these truths to be self-
evident..."), by philosophy (Bentham...), by most political parties, and by the near unanimous consent of the 
governed.

We here document the existence of another goal even more beneficial: Social mobility – opportunities for 
advancement in the labor market, opportunities to get ahead. 

Living in a society where opportunities are good makes people happier  – happier quite apart from any 
additional income it brings them, apart from the better jobs it entails, and apart from the education that 
facilitates all this. Good opportunities, in and of themselves, are a great human benefit. They also lead 
people to feel that American society benefits them and their family.

These findings are consistent with long-standing social psychological research on "internal locus of control" –
in a variety of personal and social settings, feeling that one is  personally in control (whether or not that is 
objectively true) has  many good consequences. Here we extend these findings from psychology to the 
economy.



Data
Data are from the International Social Science Survey, 
Round 20, USA 2016-2019. The main wave (January 
2019) is a representative US national sample (N> 
1,700) from Survey Sampling International's internet 
panel. The 2016 and 2017 developmental waves 
(N=1,323 and 1,173) are Amazon mechanical Turk 
samples, also US wide. Analysis suggests that for 
multivariate purposes they are virtually equivalent to 
the main wave, and so are pooled with it here.



Scale Analysis
Inter-item correlations; correlations with criterion variables

The scale clearly fits the classic measurement model which requires both high correlations 
among items and that the scale items have similar correlations with other relevant variables. 



Mean = 62 points out of 100 (between  “Neither Agree nor  Disagree” and “Agree”) Standard deviation = 22



Variable definitions:

EconOpp9      Economic opportunity. ISSS 6 item scale (alpha=.90)

e5yrYouQ      US econ system NEXT 5 YEARS brings YOU more benefits than harm

feelWHO9      Psychological well-being, World Health Organization scale (0-100)

satEQLS9      Wellbeing scale (life satisfaction, happy)

PntEdQ Mothers & fathers education (years)

PntStatusQ Mothers & fathers occupational status, averaged (JK scores)

pntParty8     Parents Democratic (mo & fa, 0 to 1) missing=.5

AgeQ , MaleQ , MarriedQ

EdNowQ Education now (years; no adjustment for educational plans)

StatusQ Occupation: Kelley Worldwide Status Score

lnFamIncQ ln family income ($1000s) Minimum $5000

pyrNowQ Pyramid: What type of society is the US (ISSS image, equalitarian high)

pyrOughtQ Pyramid: What the US OUGHT to be like? (ISSS image, equalitarian high)

Corr9         Corruption necessary to get ahead, get to the top (ISSS scale)





Conclusions
Believing that this country offers you and other people good economic opportunities – good chances for 

social mobility, a good chance to get ahead, to improve your lot, to achieve a good standard of living – is 

hugely beneficial. 

>> It makes you think that "this country’s economic system over the next 5 years" is likely to bring you and 

your family much more benefits than harm (column 2 in the table, last row, highlighted in blue).

>> It greatly improves your psychological wellbeing on the World Health Organizations WHO-5 scale (column 

4, last row). 

>> It greatly improves your overall wellbeing – arguably the key goal of national governments (column 6, last 

row).

>> Overall seeing good economic opportunities is even more beneficial than having a high family income 

(compare the two rows highlighted in blue).

>> Socio-economic status explains relatively little about all this (columns 1, 3, and 5 in the table). 

Thus perceptions about the nation, and most especially perceptions about you and other people's economic 

opportunities, are hugely important, more important by far even than a family's income. 
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