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Abstract

Although the classical economic perspective contends that higher inequality increases support for redistribution, research
has produced conflicting findings. Indeed, where some have observed a positive relationship between inequality and redis-
tributive preferences, others have found no evidence of such a relationship. This inconsistency is referred to as the para-
dox of redistribution. We contend that this paradox may be partially due to people’s attributions of inequality, that is, how
they think about and understand inequality. From an ideological perspective, our study demonstrates that attributions of
inequality moderate the relationship between economic inequality and redistributive preferences. First, in Study |(N=
676), we conducted a survey showing that perceived inequality positively correlated with redistributive preferences
among people with external attribution tendency but negatively correlated with redistributive preferences among people
with internal attribution tendency. Second, in Studies 2 (N=150) and 3 (N=171), we conducted two experiments where
perceptions and attributions of inequality were primed at group and national levels, respectively. Similar to the results of
Study |, we found that the effect of primed perceived inequality on redistributive preferences was positive among people
primed with external attribution tendency but dampened among those primed with internal attribution tendency. These
findings partially explain the paradox of redistribution and illuminate ways to reduce inequality.
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(Meltzer & Richard, 1981). Indeed, where some studies
have observed a positive relationship between inequality
and redistributive preferences (e.g., Andersen & Curtis,
2015; Finseraas, 2009), others have found a null or even
negative relationship (e.g., Ashok et al., 2016; Dallinger,
2010). Known as the paradox of redistribution, these
contradictory findings have drawn considerable attention
(Brown-lannuzzi et al.,, 2017a, 2021; Georgiadis &
Manning, 2012). However, the underlying mechanisms of

Introduction

Economic inequality has increased globally in recent
decades. According to the 2022 World Inequality Report,
the wealthiest 10% of the world’s population account for
nearly 75% of global wealth, whereas the bottom 50%
account for only 2% of global wealth (Chancel et al.,
2022). Increased economic inequality is linked to several
adverse health and social consequences, such as decreased
life expectancy, diminished well-being, and weakened
social cohesiveness (Stancato et al., 2023; Wilkinson &
Pickett, 2017). Governments can mitigate such adverse

consequences by adopting redistributive policies to reduce
inequality. However, despite rising inequality, these pol-
icies are not overly popular among the general public. For
example, polling indicates that many ordinary Americans
favor tax cuts for the wealthy and are against government
expenditures on social welfare (Bartels, 2005).

Similarly, research on the classical economic argument
that higher inequality should boost people’s support for
wealth redistribution has produced inconsistent findings
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this paradox remain poorly understood. We contend that
this paradox may be partly due to people’s attributions of
inequality. In other words, redistributive preferences may
not only depend on the level of inequality but also on
how people think about and understand inequality. That
is, we intend to explore the moderating role of attributions
of inequality between economic inequality and redistribu-
tive preferences in an effort to resolve the paradox of
redistribution.

Economic inequality and redistributive preferences

Economic inequality pertains to the degree of uneven distri-
bution of wealth or income among individuals within a
society, and comprises both objective and subjective (i.e.,
perceived) inequality (Brown-lannuzzi et al., 2017a;
Schmalor & Heine, 2022). While objective inequality is
commonly measured by the Gini coefficient, subjective
inequality relies on an individual’s overall sense of how
much inequality they perceive in society (Schmalor &
Heine, 2022). Redistributive preferences (sometimes
called demand or support for redistribution) refer to indivi-
duals’ support for measures aimed at reducing inequality,
such as taxation, social welfare, and wealth transfers
(Choi, 2019; Xu et al., 2013). Whether involving objective
or perceived inequality, the relationship between economic
inequality and redistributive preferences has long been the-
oretically linked. According to the classical rational voter
model, higher income inequality should lead to greater
support for redistribution. Specifically, this model argues
that: 1) In a majority-rule system, median-income voters
play a decisive role in determining tax and redistribution
policies. 2) These voters rationally weigh the benefits of
government transfers against the costs of taxation, aiming
to maximize their personal interests. 3) As income inequal-
ity increases, the median-income voter’s earnings fall
further below the mean, making redistribution more attract-
ive. Since redistribution is primarily funded by taxing
higher-income individuals, median-income voters receive
more in government transfers than they lose in taxes. As
a result, they develop a stronger preference for higher
taxes and expanded redistribution.

In line with this view, using objective or subjective indi-
cator, some researchers have found a positive relationship
between economic inequality and redistributive preferences
(e.g., Andersen & Curtis, 2015; Finseraas, 2009; Schmidt-
Catran, 2016). For example, analyzing 2002 European
Social Survey data, Finseraas (2009) found that citizens res-
iding in nations with greater inequalities were more inclined
to support redistribution. Compared to Denmark, which has
the lowest level of inequality (Gini =22), citizens’ support
for redistribution was 23% higher in Portugal, the nation
with the greatest level of inequality (Gini=37). Similarly,
using data from the International Social Survey 2019,

Garcia-Castro et al. (2022) found that the higher the per-
ceived inequality, the higher the redistributive preferences.

However, other researchers have found null or even
negative relationship between economic inequality and
redistributive preferences (e.g., Dallinger, 2010; Kuziemko
et al., 2015). For example, by experimenting, Kuziemko
et al. (2015) manipulated participants’ perceived inequality.
In the perceived inequality condition, participants utilized
an interactive and customized platform to learn the inequality
levels of their nation. Participants in the control condition
were not exposed to any information about inequality.
Results showed that perceived inequality led to only a
slight and non-significant increase in support for some
redistributive policies, such as the food stamps program.
Using time-series data from 1952 to 2006, Dallinger
(2010) even observed the negative relationship between
rising inequality and Americans’ support for social welfare.

The so-called paradox of redistribution has attracted
considerable attention (Brown-lannuzzi et al., 2017a,
2021; Georgiadis & Manning, 2012). This paradox sug-
gests that the effect of inequality on redistributive prefer-
ences may not only operate through economic interests,
as contended by the classical economic perspective, but
depend on other factors as well. Some scholars have dis-
cussed possible factors from economic or social perspec-
tives (Brown-lannuzzi et al., 2017a; Kuziemko et al.,
2015; Schmidt-Catran, 2016). For instance, Kuziemko
et al. (2015) found that higher inequality does not lead to
higher support for redistribution in some countries
because of low government credibility. Although these
studies have provided useful insights, there may also be
some underlying psychological factors that influence the
relationship between inequality and redistributive prefer-
ences. Therefore, different from the previous economic or
social perspectives, we will explain the redistribution
paradox from a psychological perspective.

The moderating role of attributions

We predict that the effect of inequality on redistributive pre-
ferences may fundamentally and partly depend on how
people think about and understand inequality (i.e., attribu-
tions of inequality). In addition to economic or social per-
spectives, the ideological perspective contends that
people’s redistributive preferences are influenced by their
fairness beliefs (Alesina & Angeletos, 2005; Brown-
lannuzzi et al., 2017b; Piff et al., 2020). More specifically,
in adapting to living environments, people generate broad
ideological beliefs about whether the status quo is fair,
what is fair, and how inequality is formed. These beliefs
can also influence attitudes toward redistribution. In this
respect, attributions of inequality are typical fairness
beliefs. They refer to the psychological process through
which individuals or groups explain the causes of inequality
(Davidai, 2022). Weiner’s attribution theory posits that an
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individual’s interpretation of the outcomes of an event can
be categorized into three dimensions: locus of control, stabil-
ity, and controllability. These attribution styles, in turn, pro-
foundly influence one’s emotions, motivation, and
subsequent behaviors (Weiner, 1986). Research has increas-
ingly focused on the locus-of-control dimension due to its
intuitive nature (Davidai, 2022; Kraus et al., 2009; Piff
et al., 2020). This focus has simplified attribution theory,
enhancing its applications in various areas (Liu, 2010), facili-
tating the development of standardized attribution measures
(Bastias et al., 2024), and revealing cross-cultural differences
in attributions (Choi et al., 1999).

The dimension of locus of control in inequality attribu-
tions involves whether people attribute inequality to situational
or structural factors, such as systemic disadvantages and
unequal opportunities, or dispositional or individual attribu-
tions, such as ability and effort (Davidai, 2022). If individuals
tend to make more situational or structural attributions of
inequality, they likely think that inequality is less personally
merited, and is thus relatively unfair. In contrast, more dispo-
sitional or individual attributions indicate that they think
people are personally responsible for economic disparity and
that the state of inequality is relatively fair (Alesina &
Angeletos, 2005; Piff et al.,, 2020; Starmans et al., 2017).
Following previous work (Davidai, 2022), we refer to an
inclination toward more situational or structural attributions
as an “external attribution” tendency, and the inclination
toward more dispositional or individual attributions as an
“internal attribution” tendency. Based on these views, attribu-
tions may moderate the effect of economic inequality on redis-
tributive preferences. Put simply, the levels and attributions of
perceived inequality jointly affect the sense of fairness: for
individuals with an external attribution tendency, an increase
in perceived inequality from low to high reduces their sense
of fairness, thereby strengthening their support for redistribu-
tion. Conversely, individuals with an internal attribution ten-
dency do not necessarily perceive higher inequality as
unfair. Instead, they may retain their sense of fairness or
even interpret increased inequality as signaling greater oppor-
tunities for advancement, which could enhance their percep-
tion of fairness. As a result, their redistributive preferences
either remain relatively stable or decline as inequality rises.

Some research has initially proven the moderating role
of attributions of inequality between economic inequality
and redistributive preferences. For example, one study
found that more situational attributions of poverty are asso-
ciated with increased support for egalitarian policies (Piff
et al., 2020). Other research found that among people
who attribute getting ahead in life to individual effort and
ambition, higher perceived inequality is associated with
greater tolerance and acceptance of inequality (Garcia-
Sanchez, Van der Toorn et al., 2019; Garcia-Sanchez, Willis
et al., 2018). This emphasis on effort and ambition aligns
with the concept of internal attributions of inequality. Such tol-
erance for greater inequality may result in stable or even

diminished redistributive preferences. While such research
implies the moderating role of attribution tendency between
economic inequality and redistributive preferences, scholars
have yet to directly investigate how this association varies
with attributions tendency.

Based on these previous views and studies, we hypothe-
size that perceived inequality correlates positively with
redistributive preferences among people with external attri-
bution tendency. However, among those with internal attri-
bution tendency, this relationship may be nonsignificant or
even exhibit a reversed trend to some extent. In testing this
hypothesis, we focus on perceived inequality. Because in
contrast to objective inequality, perceived inequality (1)
represents people’s actual feelings about inequality, (2) helps
to understand the psychological mechanisms between inequal-
ity and policy preferences, and (3) leaves room for manipula-
tion to determine the causality of the above relationship
(Brown-Iannuzzi et al., 2017a).

Current research

To examine our hypothesis, we performed three studies
utilizing different methodologies. In Study 1, we employed
a correlational methodology to examine our hypothesis
using cross-sectional data, allowing us to determine
whether the moderating role of attributions exists in the
real world. However, correlational studies alone do not
allow for causal inferences. It also makes sense that
higher perceived inequality will lead those who oppose
redistribution to make more deliberate internal attributions.
Put simply, it is possible that redistributive preferences
moderate the effect of perceived inequality on attributions
of inequality. Therefore, to confirm the causality of the
moderating effects, we adopted an experimental method-
ology in Studies 2 and 3. In these two studies, we primed
both perceptions and attributions of inequality at the
group and national level. By employing different methods,
we hope to make our conclusions more robust.

All materials and data for our study can be found at
https:/osf.io/Tpfum/files/osfstorage?view_only = 923b37e8
e25c463da3edbccf51580804.

Study |
Method

Participants. We conducted a prior power analysis using
G*Power (Faul et al., 2007). Study 1 focused on a regres-
sion analysis involving three predictive variables and an
outcome variable. Based on previous questionnaire studies
testing the moderating effects of similar fairness beliefs,
both revealed small effect sizes (Garcia-Sanchez, Willis
et al., 2018), and we set a small effect size (f 2:.02), a
higher power (power =.95) to identify better this potentially
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small effect, and an alpha of .05. The results showed that at
least 652 participants were required.

After obtaining approval from our institution’s ethical
committee, we recruited 700 participants through Credamo.
com, a Chinese online participation platform with functions
similar to Amazon.com’s Mechanical Turk. Assured that
their responses would remain confidential, all participants pro-
vided informed consent. After excluding overly quick, slow,
or biased responses (e.g., all results have the same value),
the sample comprised a total of 676 participants. In terms of
participant characteristics, 435 (64.3%) participants were
female, and the average age was 30.93 (SD=7.61).

Procedure. Participants were asked to complete a set of
questionnaires that included measures of perceived inequality,
attributions of inequality, redistributive preferences, and
demographic information. After completing these surveys,
participants received a small monetary reward.

Measures. First, perceived inequality generally reflects the
perception of an income or wealth disparity between the
rich and poor. Accordingly, following common practices
of previous research (Garcia-Sanchez, Willis et al., 2018;
Willis et al., 2015), participants were asked to estimate
respectively: “How much do the top 1% of the population
with the highest salaries and the bottom 1% with the lowest
salaries earn each year before tax?”’ Following Heiserman
and Simpson’s (2021) methodology, we used detailed instruc-
tions, including boldface (see Supplementary Materials for
Study 1), to ensure that participants fully understood this esti-
mation task and answered correctly. We then log-transformed
participant responses, and used the difference between the esti-
mates to measure perceived inequality: In (estimated earnings
of highest-status people) -In (estimated earnings of lowest-
status people). Logarithms of ratios are common in income
calculations because they can reduce the skewness of (esti-
mated) income distributions and make them more nor-
mally distributed (see Jasso et al., 2016). In Study 1, a
higher value for this index corresponds to higher perceived
inequality.

Second, we measured the attributions of inequality using
the rich—poor gap attribution questionnaire developed by Li
(2014). At the beginning of the questionnaire, the instruction
states, “In real society, some people are relatively poor, some
people are relatively rich, so what do you think are the causes
of the gap between the rich and the poor?” Then, the ques-
tionnaire lists eight internal (e.g., “individual abilities are dif-
ferent”) causes and eight external causes (e.g., “education
and employment opportunities are unequal’). Participants
rated their agreement with each cause (item) on a 7-point
scale ranging from 1 =totally disagree to 7 =totally agree.
Based on established research practices (Hussak &
Cimpian, 2015; Li, 2014; Rodriguez-Bailén et al., 2017),
we calculated the difference between the internal and exter-
nal causes (i.e., the internal and external attributions

dimension) average as the measure score. Higher scores
reflected an internal attribution tendency, whereas lower
scores reflected an external one. The Cronbach’s o coeffi-
cients for the two dimensions and the overall questionnaire
were 0.89, 0.81, and 0.72, respectively.

Third, we measured redistributive preferences using five
items modified from a Gallup Organization (1998) poll (see
also Dawtry et al., 2015). Each item includes an opposing
view about redistribution on the left and a supporting one
on the right (e.g., “our government should not redistribute
wealth by imposing heavy taxes on the rich” and “our gov-
ernment should redistribute wealth by imposing heavy
taxes on the rich”). Participants rated their agreement ten-
dency with each item’s two views on a 10-point scale
ranging from 1=complete agreement with the left view
to 10 =complete agreement with the right view (between
1 and 10, a higher point indicated more agreement with
the right view and less agreement with the left view). We
emphasized the role of the government in item statements
because redistributive activities—including taxation, social
welfare, and public services—are usually government-led,
especially in China (Li, 2012; Li et al., 2022). We averaged
the participants’ responses to all items to form a measure
score, with a higher score indicating higher redistributive
preferences. The Cronbach’s a for the five items was 0.78.

Finally, we gathered participants’ demographic charac-
teristics, including age, sex, and objective socioeconomic
status (SES). We measured objective SES using a
common indicator: occupation (Bai et al., 2021; Kraus &
Stephens, 2012; Xu et al., 2020). Participants selected or
provided their occupations. Using the recoding rule (Liu,
2007; Lu, 2002), participants’ occupations were recoded
into seven categories: 1| =unemployed or partially
employed, 2 =unskilled or manual laborers, 3 =skilled
workers, 4 =clerical staff or small business owners, 5=
lower-middle-class occupations, 6 = upper-middle-class
occupations, and 7 = upper-class occupations.

Results

Descriptive statistics and correlation analyses. Table 1 presents
the results of descriptive statistics and correlation analyses. It
shows that attribution tendency correlated negatively with per-
ceived inequality (r=—.22, p <.001) and redistributive prefer-
ences (r=-.29, p<.001). However, the correlation between
perceived inequality and redistributive preferences was not
significant (r=.06, p=.11).

Moderated model analysis. We employed multiple regres-
sion analysis to examine our hypothesis regarding the
relationship between perceived inequality and redistribu-
tive preferences, namely, that it is positive among people
with external attribution tendency but nonsignificant or
even reversed to some extent among people with internal
attribution tendency. All predictive variables were
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Table |. Results of descriptive statistics and correlation analyses
M sD [ 2 3 4 5 6
I. Sex 64 48 -
2. Age 30.93 7.6l —14™ -
3. SES 45] 1.19 —.04 8™ -
4.Pl 6.91 2.90 09" - —.04 -
5. AT —.05 1.33 04 03 18 -2 -
6. RP 7.38 1.48 —12" 03 .02 .06 —29" -

Note: The codes for gender are: 0 =male, | =female; Pl = perceived inequality; AT =attribution tendency; RP = redistributive preferences; *p <.05, **p <

solok

01, ™p<.001.

z-standard. First, we inputted the control variables of sex,
age, and objective SES. We controlled these variables
since we were intrigued by the effect of perceived
inequality, independent of these demographic character-
istics, on redistributive preferences (see also Brown-
Iannuzzi et al., 2021; Garcia-Sanchez, Willis et al., 2018).1
In the second and third steps, we inputted perceived inequal-
ity, attribution tendency, and their interaction. As Table 2
shows, after controlling for these demographic characteris-
tics, in Step 2, the effect of perceived inequality was not sig-
nificant (B=.02, SE=.06, p=.39, 95%CI=[-.09, .13]),
while the effect of attribution tendency was significant
(B=-.44, SE=.06, p<.001, 95%Cl=[-.55, —.33]).
More importantly, their interaction in Step 3 was significant
(B=-.15, SE=.05, p=.003, 95%CI =[-.25, —.05]).

Given our moderating variable was continuous and had
no particular focal value, following the researchers’ sugges-
tion (Spiller et al., 2013), we adopted the Johnson—-Newman
technique for the further simple effect test. Figure 1 illus-
trates the simple effect of perceived inequality on redis-
tributive preferences when attribution tendency changes
from negative to positive. Since the attribution tendency
was scored by subtracting the external attribution dimen-
sion from the internal attribution dimension, a more nega-
tive value indicates a stronger tendency toward external
attribution, while a more positive value indicates a stronger
tendency toward internal attribution. The results showed
that among individuals with external attribution tendency
(attribution tendency < —.72), perceived inequality corre-
lated positively with redistributive preferences (B is signifi-
cantly greater than 0). In contrast, among those exhibiting
internal attribution tendency (attribution tendency >1.24),
this relationship became negative (B is significantly less
than 0).

Discussion

In Study 1, aligned with our hypothesis, the relationship
between perceived inequality and redistributive preferences
varied among individuals with different attribution ten-
dencies. Specifically, the results revealed that perceived
inequality correlated positively with redistributive

Table 2. Results of the multiple regression analysis on
redistributive preferences

Predictor B SE t 95% ClI

Step | (AR = .02)

Sex -18 06 -3.157 [-.29, —.07]
Age 02 .06 30 [-.10, .13]
SES 0l .06 19 [-.10,.12]
Step2(AR? =.08)

PI 02 .06 34 [-.09, .13]
AT -44 06 -759"  [-55 -.33]
Step3(AR? =.01)

Interaction —I15 05 -296" [-.25, —.05]
Note: The codes for gender are: 0 =male, | =female; Pl = perceived
inequality; AT =attribution tendency; *p <.05, **p <.0l, ***p <.001.

preferences among individuals with external attribution ten-
dency but significantly negative among individuals with
internal attribution tendency. These findings were similar
to those of previous studies that found that among people
who attribute getting ahead in life to individual effort and
ambition, higher perceived inequality is associated with
greater tolerance and acceptance of inequality
(Garcia-Sanchez, Van der Toorn et al., 2019;
Garcia-Sanchez, Willis et al., 2018). However, compared
to these studies, our findings provide direct evidence of
the moderating role of overall attribution tendency
between perceived inequality and redistributive prefer-
ences. As Study 1 adopted a correlational approach and
did not allow for causal inference, we conducted Study 2
to confirm the moderating effects’ causality and reinforce
our conclusions’ robustness.

Study 2
Methods

Participants. We conducted a prior power analysis using
G*Power (Faul et al., 2007). Study 2 focused on an analysis
of variance (ANOVA) involving two between-subjects
variables and one dependent variable. Based on the
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Figure |. Simple effect test of Study |.

previous experimental study that examined similar fair
beliefs’ moderating effect on perceived inequality and
ideal inequality showing a medium effect size (Willis
et al., 2015), we set a medium effect (f=0.25), as usual
practices a high power (power=.80, Cohen, 1992), and
alpha of .05. The result showed that at least 128 participants
were required. After obtaining approval from our institu-
tion’s ethical committee, we recruited 160 participants
through Credamo.com, the same platform used in Study
1. All participants provided informed consent, with assur-
ances that their responses would remain confidential.
After excluding those who failed the reading check ques-
tions or answered too long or too short, the final sample
for Study 2 comprised 150 participants. In terms of demo-
graphic characteristics, 71 (47.3%) participants were female
and the average age was 31.42 (SD =9.09).

Experimental design and procedure. Study 2 utilized a
2(primed perceived inequality: high vs. low) X2 (primed
attributions of inequality: external vs. internal) between-
group design, with redistributive preferences as the depend-
ent variable. Upon accessing the online platform, partici-
pants were provided with experimental requirements and
randomly allocated to different conditions to accomplish
the two tasks. First, they viewed a pie chart to manipulate
perceived inequality. Second, they read a short paragraph
priming their attributions of inequality. Finally, they com-
pleted a redistributive preference questionnaire and pro-
vided demographic information (i.e., gender and age).
Participants who completed all the experimental activities
received a small amount of money as compensation for
their participation.

Manipulations and measures. First, we manipulated per-
ceived inequality using a pie chart frequently employed in
previous research (Coté et al., 2015; Du et al., 2022). To
exclude participants’ existing knowledge of place inequal-
ity, we adapted this paradigm by depicting a fictitious

town in which Groups A and B live. Under the condition
of high perceived inequality, participants read a pie chart
describing comparatively high unequal wealth distribution
in this fictitious town, where Groups A and B hold 81%
and 19% of the wealth, respectively. Under the condition
of low perceived inequality, participants read a pie chart
describing comparatively low unequal wealth distribution
in the town, where Groups A and B held 52% and 48%
of the wealth, respectively. After viewing one of the pie
charts, participants answered the question: “What do you
think of the wealth gap between Group A and Group B?”
Participants expressed their views on a 7-point Likert
scale ranging from 1=much too small to 7=much too
large, which we used as a manipulation check.

Second, we manipulated the attributions of inequality
using an adapted paradigm frequently used in previous
research (Bai et al., 2023; Piff et al., 2020). In the external
attribution condition, participants read a short paragraph
describing a structural factor (i.e., family heritage) that con-
tributed to the wealth gap between Groups A and B. In con-
trast, in the internal attribution condition, participants read a
short paragraph elucidating an individual factor (i.e., dili-
gence) that caused this wealth gap.

More specifically, in the external attribution condition,
participants read the following paragraph:

Through interviews, we learned that Groups A and B were
engaged in farming as their primary occupations. Group A
is richer than Group B because Group A not only farms but
inherited some real estate from their ancestors, allowing
them to rent houses and collect rent as an alternative
source of income.

Meanwhile, in the internal attribution condition, partici-
pants read the following paragraph:

Through interviews, we learned that Groups A and B were
engaged in farming as their primary occupations. Group A
was richer than Group B because they were more diligent
than Group B. In addition to farming, they established
various industries, such as agritainment and aquaculture,
during the non-busy farming season. Group B only
worked during farming seasons and preferred playing
cards and engaging in entertainment during non-busy
farming seasons.

After reading one of the paragraphs, participants
answered two questions: “To what extent do you think
the wealth gap between Groups A and B is caused by
internal individual factors?” and “To what extent do you
think the wealth gap between Groups A and B is caused
by external structural factors?” Participants expressed
their views on a 7-point scale ranging from 1=not at all
to 7=to a large extent. Following the same scoring
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approach as in Study 1, we calculated the score difference
of the two questions as a manipulation check.

Third, as in Study 1, we measured redistributive prefer-
ences using five items from a Gallup Organization (1998)
poll. Statements were slightly modified to make them more
suitable for the current experimental scenario. For example,
for one of the items, the modified statements were “local gov-
ernment should not redistribute wealth by imposing heavy
taxes on Group A” and “local government should distribute
wealth by imposing heavy taxes on Group A” (1 =complete
agreement with the left view, 10 =complete agreement with
the right view). Following the same scoring approach as in
Study 1, we used an average of all items as the measurement
score. In this study, Cronbach’s a for the five items was 0.90.

Results

Manipulation checks. To validate our manipulations of per-
ceived inequality and attributions of inequality, we performed
an independent r-test twice. Results showed that participants in
the high inequality condition reported higher perceived
inequality (M =6.24, SD =.61) than those in the low inequal-
ity condition (M =3.19, SD=1.54, 1 (91.23)=3.05, p<.001,
Cohen’s d=2.60). Similarly, participants in the internal attri-
bution condition (M =4.06, SD=1.85) exhibited higher
internal attribution tendency than participants in the external
attribution condition (M =—-3.88, SD=1.76, t (148)=26.87,
p<0.001, Cohen’s d=4.40). These findings indicate that
both manipulations of perceived inequality and attribution
for inequality were effective.

Hypothesis testing. We tested our hypothesis using a 2(per-
ceived inequality) X 2 (attributions of inequality) ANOVA
of redistributive preferences. Results showed that the
main effect of perceived inequality was significant (F (1,
146) =35.89, p<.001, n2p=.20), as was the main effect
of attributions of inequality (F (1, 146)=61.81, p<.001,
1712, =.30). More importantly, the interaction between them
was also significant (F (1, 146) =14.56, p<.001, nﬁ =.09).

Figure 2 shows the results of further simple effect ana-
lysis. As expected, in the external attribution condition, par-
ticipants in the high-perceived inequality condition (M =6.27,
SE=.28, 95% CI=[5.72, 6.81]) exhibited higher redistribu-
tive preferences than those in the low-perceived inequality
condition (M=3.57, SE=0.28, 95% CI=[3.02, 4.13],
F(1, 146)=47.99, p<.001, nﬁ: .25). In contrast, in the
internal attribution condition, there was no significant differ-
ence in redistributive preferences between participants in
the high- (M =3.06, SE=.26, 95% CI=[2.54, 3.58]) and
low- (M =2.46, SE= 28, 95% CI=[1.91, 3.01], F(1, 146)=
1.45, p= .23, 1712, =.01) perceived inequality conditions.

Discussion

Study 2 further confirmed our hypothesis that attributions
moderated the relationship between perceived inequality
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Figure 2. Simple effect analysis of redistributive preferences.
Note: The error interval =95% CI.

and redistributive preferences. Specifically, the results
showed that the effect of perceived inequality on redistribu-
tive preferences was significant in the external attribution
condition but nonsignificant in the internal attribution con-
dition. Moreover, this experimental study confirmed the
causality of moderating effect. According to the literature
(Brown-Iannuzzi et al., 2017b), higher perceived inequality
may lead those who oppose redistribution to make more
internal attributions deliberately. In other words, redis-
tributive preferences may moderate the effect of per-
ceived inequality on the attributions of inequality. However,
using an experiment, Study 2 confirmed the causality of the
moderating role of attributions of inequality. Significantly,
the results suggest that attributions of inequality were not
necessarily post hoc justifications but the causes of the dif-
ferent effects of perceived inequality on redistributive
preferences.

However, some may believe that family heritage used in
our manipulations is partly due to family efforts and cannot
be seen as an entire structural factor of inequality. Therefore,
to increase the reliability of our findings, we used more
widely accepted structural factors in the external attribution
condition of Study 3. Specifically, in the experiment of
Study 3, along with manipulating perceptions and attributions
of inequality at the national level, we used priority policies and
industry differences to prime external attributions. In addition,
to increase the reliability of our findings, we used an additional
indicator to measure people’s redistribution preferences.

Study 3
Methods

Participants. We performed the same prior power analysis
as Study 2 using G*Power (Faul et al., 2007). Similarly,
the results showed that at least 128 participants were
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required. We recruited 200 participants on the Credamo
platform. After removing the participants who failed the
reading check questions or answered too long or too
short, the final valid number of participants was 171.
Among them, 52% were female, and the average age of
the participants was 31.66 years (SD =6.75).

Experimental design and procedure. The experimental design
and procedure were the same as those implemented in
Study 2.

Manipulations and measures. First, we manipulated per-
ceived inequality at the national level. To exclude partici-
pants’ existing inequality knowledge about a specific
country, we adapted the previous study paradigm (Coté
et al.,, 2015; Du et al., 2022) by describing a fictitious
country: “Imagine that on the blue planet, there is a
country called Heanie. The country’s envoys conducted a
nationwide wealth survey and ranked the wealth of the
country’s citizens from highest to lowest. The survey
results were as follows.” In the high-perceived inequality
condition, participants were shown a pie chart indicating
that the top 20% of the population owned 81% of
Heanie’s wealth, while the second 20% owned 11%, the
middle 20% owned 4%, the fourth 20% owned 3%, and
the bottom 20% owned just 1%. In contrast, participants
in the low-perceived inequality condition viewed a pie
chart where wealth distribution was more balanced, with
each 20% of the population owning approximately 20%
of the total wealth (26%, 20%, 19%, 18%, and 17%,
respectively). After viewing one of the pie charts, partici-
pants answered the question: “What do you think about
the wealth gap in Heanie? (1 = much too small, 7=much
too large),” which we used as a manipulation check.

Second, we manipulated the attributions of inequality.
Following the previous study paradigm (Bai et al., 2023;
Piff et al., 2020), we presented a short paragraph to describe
the causes of the wealth gap in Heanie. Unlike the external
attribution condition of Study 2, which used family heritage
as a structural factor, Study 3 used more agreed structural
factors (i.e., national priority development policy and
industry differences).

In the external attribution condition, the key part of the
paragraph reads as follows:

The survey shows that the difference in wealth distribution
in Heanie is closely related to national policies and industry
development. As a result of the government’s policy of pri-
oritizing development, the top 20% of the population live in
regions with six foreign trade ports. In contrast, the other
regions have two open ports, which makes some difference
in economic opportunities. Because of the different degrees
of openness in different regions, some people can be more
involved in high-yield industries such as foreign trade and
tourism and have gradually increased their wealth ...

In the internal attribution condition, the key part of the
paragraph reads as follows:

The survey shows that the difference in wealth distribution
in Heanie is closely related to work attitudes and financial
habits. For example, the top 20% work an average of
60 h per week, while the rest work an average of 30 h.
This difference in working hours affects their income
level. In addition, the wealthier people in Heanie are
more inclined to save and invest rather than just spend ...

After reading one of the paragraphs, participants
answered two questions: “To what extent do you think
the wealth gap in Heanie is caused by internal individual
factors?” and “To what extent do you think the wealth
gap in Heanie is caused by external structural factors?” (1
=not at all, 7=to a large extent). We calculated the score
difference of the two questions as a manipulation check.

Third, we measured redistributive preferences using five
items similar to those employed in Study 2. We slightly
modified statements to make them more suitable for the
current experimental scenario. In this study, Cronbach’s a
for the five items was 0.96. In addition, to improve the eco-
logical validity of our Study, we included an extra question to
measure participants’ redistributive preferences. Specifically,
we asked participants, “If the situation in Heanie happened in
your country, would you support a more powerful government
policy to eliminate the gap between rich and poor?” (1=
strongly unsupportive, 7 = strongly supportive).

Results

Manipulation checks. Results of the independent r-test
showed that participants in the high inequality condition
reported higher-perceived inequality (M =6.36, SD=.74)
than those in the low inequality condition (M =3.30, SD
=1.50, ¢ (128.70)=17.07, p<.001, Cohen’s d=2.59).
Participants in the internal attribution condition (M =3.69,
SD =1.84) showed a higher internal attributions tendency
than those in the external attributions condition (M=
—3.88, SD=1.76, t (169)=27.53, p<.001, Cohen’s d=
4.20). These results suggest that both manipulations of per-
ceived inequality and attributions of inequality in Study 3
were effective.

Hypothesis testing. To test our hypothesis, we conducted
2(perceived inequality) X2 (attributions of inequality)
ANOVA of participants’ redistributive preferences toward
Heanie and their own country, respectively. The results
showed that in both cases, the interaction between per-
ceived inequality and attributions of inequality was signifi-
cant (F (1, 167)=4.17, p=0.043 < .05, 17,2, =.02; F (1, 167)
=4.14, p=0.044<.05, 77 =.02).

Figure 3a shows a simple effect analysis of participants’
redistributive preferences toward Heanie. The results
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showed that in the external attribution condition, partici-
pants in the high-perceived inequality group (M =8.24,
SE=0.17, 95%CI=[7.88, 8.58]) exhibited higher redis-
tributive preferences than those in the low-perceived
inequality group (M =5.75, SE=0.35, 95%CI=[4.99,
6.41], F(1, 167)=31.18, p<.001, nf,=0.16). In contrast,
in the internal attribution condition, differences in the redis-
tributive preferences between the two groups were signifi-
cant but weaker (M =4.50, SE=0.39, 95%CIl=[3.77,
5.30]; M=3.25, SE=.28, 95%Cl=[2.71, 3.83], F(1,
167)=9.24, p=0.003<0.01, ;112, =0.05). Figure 3b shows
a simple effect analysis of participants’ redistributive pre-
ferences toward their own country when they imagined
that the situation in Heanie occurred in their own country.
Similarly, in the external attribution condition, there was
a significant difference in the redistributive preferences
between participants in the high- (M =6.40, SE=0.11,
95%CI=1[6.20, 6.60]) and low-perceived inequality
groups (M =4.64, SE=0.28, 95%CI=1[4.09, 5.18], F(1,
167)=23.10, p<0.001, 17,2,=O.12). In the internal attribu-
tions condition, the difference in redistributive preferences
between the two groups was weaker (M =3.88, SE=0.31,
95%C1=[3.28, 4.46]; M=3.14, SE=0.26, 95%Cl=
[2.67, 3.64], F(1, 167)=4.83, p=0.029<0.05, 17,2, =0.03).

Discussion

In Study 3, to improve the reliability of our findings, we
used more widely accepted structural factors (i.e., nation
priority development policy and industry differences) in
the external attribution condition. In addition, we used an
extra indicator that was more relevant to the participants
to measure their redistributive preferences. Again, we found
that attributions moderated the relationship between perceived
inequality and redistributive preferences. Specifically, the
effect of perceived inequality on redistributive preferences
was significantly positive in the external attribution con-
dition. Slightly different from our hypothesis, this effect
is not nonsignificant or negative but weaker positive in
the internal attributions condition. We will discuss these differ-
ences in the next section.

General discussion

We conducted three studies to examine the moderating role
of attributions of inequality between economic inequality
and redistributive preferences. By adopting correlational
and experimental methodology, Studies 1, 2, and 3 obtained
similar results, supporting our hypothesis that there is a
positive relationship between perceived inequality and
redistributive preferences among individuals with external
attribution tendency but dampened or even reversed to
some extent among those with internal attribution tendency.

Economic inequality and redistributive preferences

A lot of previous empirical findings have been inconsistent
about the association between economic inequality and redis-
tributive preferences (e.g., Andersen & Curtis, 2015; Ashok
et al., 2016; Kuziemko et al., 2015). To explain these incon-
sistencies, we propose that a third variable plays a moderating
role in this association: namely, attributions of inequality.

The results of all three studies suggested that attributions
of inequality moderated the relationship between economic
inequality and redistributive preferences such that a strongly
positive relationship existed as the external (not internal) attribu-
tion tendency was held. In other words, when people believe
that inequality was primarily caused by situational or structural
factors (e.g., systemic disadvantages and unequal opportun-
ities), higher-perceived inequality indeed elicits strongly
higher redistributive preferences. However, when people
believed that inequality was mainly caused by dispositional or
individual factors (e.g., effort and ability), this positive associ-
ation was dampened. It is worth noting that this dampening
effect was slightly different across the three studies. That is,
in the internal attribution condition, higher inequality leads to
lower (Study 1), nonsignificant change (Study 2), and weakly
higher redistributive preferences (Study 3), respectively.

These differences may arise from variations in inequality
levels and attributions’ controllability. In the survey of Study
1, participants’ perceptions of inequality may exhibit not
very large variation since most may come from regions with
similar development level. When perceived inequality is not
very high, individuals with an internal attribution tendency
may believe that they have a chance to go ahead (Cheung,
2016). This can lead them to view the situation as fairer and
to oppose redistribution. In the experiment of Study 2, we
expanded the range of inequality from low (52% vs. 48%) to
high (81% vs. 19%), which may result in greater variability.
In this study, participants who perceived higher inequality as
caused by effort might feel it is equally fair compared to low
inequality, leading to no significant change in their redistribu-
tive preferences. Study 3’s experiment had the same range of
inequality as Study 2 but introduced an uncontrollable individ-
ual factor (financial ability/habit). When participants perceived
higher inequality as partly caused by this uncontrollable factor,
they may still feel it was slightly more unfair (Gonzalez et al.,
2022), increasing their redistributive preferences.

Overall, These results align with the view that the
general public is not bothered by inequality itself but by
inequality resulting from unfair factors, especially situ-
ational or structural factors—that is, so-called “unfair” or
“unjustifiable” inequality (see Alesina & Angeletos, 2005;
Brown-lannuzzi et al., 2021; Starmans et al., 2017).

Implications

Our study has both theoretical and practical implications.
With respect to theoretical implications, on the one hand,
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our study is the first to examine the interaction between two
critical aspects of inequality—its level and its attributions
(causes)—on redistributive preferences. Previous research
has typically focused on only one of these aspects, either
investigating the effects of inequality levels (e.g., Brown-
Iannuzzi et al., 2021; Garcia-Castro et al., 2022) or the attribu-
tions of inequality (e.g., Piff et al., 2020; Rodriguez-Bail6n
et al., 2017). By simultaneously investigating both effects
of the two aspects, our study identified their interaction.
Furthermore, we confirmed the causality of this interaction.
If studied only through questionnaires, attributions can also
be seen as post-justification of one’s redistributive preferences
(Brown-Iannuzzi et al., 2017b; Garcia-Sanchez, Osborne
et al., 2020). However, further experiments in Studies 2
and 3 show that attributions were not necessarily post-
justification but indeed causes of people’s different redis-
tributive preferences in the face of higher inequality.

On the other hand, our study also contributes to under-
standing the redistributive paradox—why higher inequality
does not always result in stronger redistributive prefer-
ences—by offering a psychological explanatory perspective.
Previous attempts to explain this paradox have primarily
adopted economic or social perspectives (e.g., Brown-
Iannuzzi et al.,, 2017a; Kuziemko et al.,, 2015;
Schmidt-Catran, 2016). For instance, one study has
found that lower government credibility could explain
why higher inequality failed to increase support for redis-
tribution in some countries (Kuziemko et al., 2015). In
contrast, our research, based on a psychological perspec-
tive, highlights the role of individuals’ psychological
beliefs about inequality (i.e., attributions). Despite rising
inequality, some individuals, insulated by their social
circles, perceive their social environments as relatively fair
(Dawtry et al., 2015; Wienk et al., 2022). Over time, these
individuals develop stronger internal attribution tendency,

which lead them to attribute inequality to individual factors
rather than systemic issues. As a result, they exhibit lower
support for redistribution, even in the face of increasing
inequality.

In terms of practical implications, our study highlights
that people’s primary concern regarding wealth distribution
is unfairness rather than inequality itself. While calls to
reduce inequality frequently appear in media discussions,
our findings suggest that addressing the unfairness under-
lying the wealth gap may be more critical than reducing
the gap itself. Specifically, our results suggest that higher
perceived inequality leads to strongly higher redistributive
preferences when people believe that inequality stems
from situational or structural factors, not dispositional or
individual factors. Therefore, the government should imple-
ment policies to narrow income gaps resulting from situ-
ational or structural factors (i.e., unfair inequality), such
as gray and monopoly income. However, the government
needs to protect and encourage income gaps resulting
from (probably especially controllable) dispositional or
individual factors (i.e., fair inequality), such as free compe-
tition and start-up income. Doing so will satisfy the public’s
redistributive needs, stimulate labor enthusiasm, and help
promote social justice (Brown-lannuzzi et al., 2017a;
Sainz et al., 2023).

Limitations and future directions

Our study had several limitations. First, in Study 1, we used
only the perceived income ratio to assess perceived inequal-
ity. Although this measure is widely used in previous
studies (Garcia-Sanchez, Willis et al., 2018; Willis et al.,
2015), there are alternative ways to measure perceived
inequality, such as stratification belief diagrams and
inequality pie charts. These methods may yield different
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perceptions of inequality (Heiserman & Simpson, 2021).
Therefore, future research can incorporate multiple mea-
sures to cross-validate findings. Second, our findings were
based solely on Chinese participants, which limits the gen-
eralizability of our results to Western or non-collectivist
societies. Cultural differences may shape individuals’ per-
spectives on redistributive policies and their tolerance for
inequality (Hammar, 2019; Oishi et al., 2018). Thus,
future research should conduct cross-cultural research to
examine whether the interaction between perceptions and
attributions of inequality varies across cultures. Third, we
focused only on two levels of inequality (high and low)
and a single attribution dimension (locus) as most previous
studies did. As discussed earlier, the subtle differences in
the results of our three sub-studies suggest that individuals
may respond differently when exposed to varying levels of
inequality (high, medium, low) and when inequality is
attributed to internally controllable versus uncontrollable
factors (Gonzalez et al., 2022). Hence, future research
should try to regress on the multidimensional model of attri-
bution theory (Weiner, 1986), exploring a broader range of
inequality levels and attribution dimensions to uncover
more nuanced patterns. Finally, there was a moderate cor-
relation between our moderating and independent variables
(i.e., attributions and perceptions of inequality) in Study 1
(r=-.22,p<.001). Ideally, a moderator should be uncorre-
lated with the independent variable (Weng et al., 2005).
However, this correlation was relatively low (well below
the high-correlation threshold of 0.7), meaning it did not
introduce collinearity issues that could distort the estimation
of the moderating effect (Cohen et al., 2003). Moreover, this
weak correlation suggests that multiple factors beyond per-
ceived inequality influence attributions. For example, political
ideology, socioeconomic status, and broader social and eco-
nomic trends can all shape attribution tendency (see
Davidai, 2022, for a review). Hence, future research
should further broadly explore how these factors directly
or indirectly moderate the relationship between perceived
inequality and redistributive preferences through attributions.

Conclusion

Using three studies adopting correlational and experimental
methodology, we explored the moderating role of attribu-
tions of inequality between economic inequality and redis-
tributive preferences. Both studies demonstrated that the
association between economic inequality and redistributive
preferences varied with attributions of inequality, such that
this association was positive among individuals with exter-
nal attribution tendency but dampened or even reversed to
some extent among those with internal attribution tendency.
In summary, by introducing a third variable, the findings of
this study provide a psychological perspective on the long-
standing paradox of redistribution and shed some light upon
how to reduce inequality.
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