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Abstract
The income gap in America has grown radically over the last several decades and rivals
the income gap during the Gilded Age. And yet, economic inequality is not a highly salient issue
in American politics. To understand this, it is necessary to consider how Americans think about
the issue. This thesis attempts to determine what factors contribute to the ways in which
Americans think about economic inequality. Public opinion about economic inequality is an
important topic because it has a concrete effect on policies that can either mitigate or exacerbate
economic inequality. To answer this question, scholars generally center around four factors:
socioeconomic status, normative frameworks, information levels, and the media. This paper
investigates whether just one of these factors shapes public opinion about economic inequality,
or if various factors play important roles. I argue that normative frameworks, economic status,
and some social characteristics are all factors that influence opinions about economic inequality.

Smith

iii

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
Although mine is the only name to appear on the cover of this thesis, a great many people
contributed to its completion. Here, I would like to formally express my appreciation to those
people, as this is probably the last good opportunity to express my gratitude, in writing, to the
many individuals who have instructed and supported me throughout the development of this
thesis and over the course of my formal education.
First, I would like to express my thanks to my thesis advisor, Dr. Amy Widestrom, for the
continuous support and guidance throughout my research, writing, and editing process, and for
her motivation and advice. This thesis could not have been completed to its fullest without the
plethora of feedback and insight she provided. Her generous sharing of her time and knowledge
not only helped me immensely with this thesis, but also throughout my undergraduate career in
general.
I also thank all of the professors in the Historical and Political Studies Department for
sharing their intelligence and passion over the last four years. Their instruction has inspired me
with a great sense of intellectual curiosity that has fueled this thesis and my daily life. I
especially would like to thank Dr. Peter Siskind and Dr. Angela Kachuyevski for their
encouragement and support.
I would like to extend a very special thanks to Alyssa Barilotti, Brittanie Edstrom,
Josephine Lippincott, Emily Radman, Sarah Robinson, and Sheri Rybczyk. Through the
struggles and trials of this thesis, they have all been a constant source of joy. For everything
from working hard to playing hard, I am endlessly grateful for the support, the fun, the
stimulating discussions, and even the late nights in Easton. Without a doubt, I have had the

Smith

iv

privilege of working alongside several young minds of the finest caliber. I am glad to count
them all as good friends.
Last, but never least, I would like to thank my family for supporting me throughout
writing this thesis and in my life in general. They have always provided me with unfailing
support and continuous encouragement throughout my education and through the process of
researching and writing this thesis.
Any future successes that I may enjoy will be built on the educational foundation laid by
all those mentioned above. The extent to which I feel indebted to them is humbling, and as I
emerge from my undergraduate education and look to the future, I will never forget the large
influence these people have had in my life. Thank you.

Smith

v

Table of Contents
INTRODUCTION .......................................................................................................................................1
BACKGROUND ..........................................................................................................................................2
LITERATURE REVIEW ...........................................................................................................................5
SOCIOECONOMIC STATUS ............................................................................................................................5
NORMATIVE FRAMEWORKS ..........................................................................................................................8
INFORMATION LEVELS ...............................................................................................................................12
MEDIA .......................................................................................................................................................13
ASSESSMENT OF THE LITERATURE .............................................................................................................14
ANALYTIC FRAMEWORK ...................................................................................................................15
SOCIOECONOMIC STATUS ..........................................................................................................................15
NORMATIVE FRAMEWORKS ........................................................................................................................17
INFORMATION LEVELS ...............................................................................................................................18
MEDIA .......................................................................................................................................................19
METHOD ...................................................................................................................................................20
DATA .........................................................................................................................................................21
SOCIOECONOMIC STATUS ..........................................................................................................................22
NORMATIVE FRAMEWORKS ........................................................................................................................24
INFORMATION LEVELS ...............................................................................................................................24
MEDIA .......................................................................................................................................................25
DATA ANALYSIS .....................................................................................................................................27
SOCIOECONOMIC STATUS ..........................................................................................................................27
NORMATIVE FRAMEWORKS ........................................................................................................................36
INFORMATION LEVELS ...............................................................................................................................41
MEDIA .......................................................................................................................................................44
CORRELATION ANALYSIS ............................................................................................................................46
CONCLUSION ..........................................................................................................................................50
BIBLIOGRAPHY ......................................................................................................................................52
APPENDIX A .............................................................................................................................................58
APPENDIX B .............................................................................................................................................62
APPENDIX C .............................................................................................................................................63

Smith 1

Introduction
Economic inequality has been dramatically increasing in the United States for decades,
but there seems to be little concern for this among the general American public.1 Robert A. Dahl
writes
For all the emphasis on equality in the American public ideology, the United States lags
well behind a number of other democratic countries in reducing economic inequality. It
is a striking fact that the presence of vast disparities in wealth and income, and so in
political resources, has never become a highly salient issue in American politics or,
certainly, a persistent one.2
To understand why economic inequality has never become a significant issue in the minds of
American people, it is important to understand what influences the way Americans think about
inequality. This is because public beliefs about inequality have concrete political outcomes in
relation to policy preferences for taxation and social spending.3 Therefore, public opinion on
inequality has a very real influence over policies that can mitigate or exacerbate economic
inequality in the United States. Given the increasing economic inequality in the United States in
recent decades, why has economic inequality yet to become a highly salient issue in American
politics? The answer, at least partially, lies in the way Americans understand the issue.
As several scholars have already shown, Americans do not seem too bothered by the
existence of economic inequality, even when it directly affects them.4 Moreover, Americans do
not have a very clear or accurate perception with regards to the extent of income inequality in the
United States.5 This raises many questions about how the American public thinks and what
1

Larry M. Bartels, Unequal Democracy: The Political Economy of the New Gilded Age (New York: Russell Sage
Foundation, 2008), 28.
2
Robert A. Dahl, Dilemmas of Pluralist Democracy (Yale University Press, 1982), 175.
3
Bartels, Unequal Democracy, 134.
4
Ibid, 28; Dahl, Dilemmas of Pluralist Democracy, 175; Everett Carll Ladd and Karlyn H. Bowman, Attitudes
Toward Economic Inequality (Washington D.C.: AEI Press, 1998), 7.
5
Lars Osberg and Timothy Smeeding, “’Fair’ Inequality? Attitudes toward Pay Differentials: The United States in
Comparative Perspective,” American Sociological Review 71 (2006): 450.
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factors contribute to shaping American public opinion on income inequality. Scholars have tried
to answer these questions by claiming that socioeconomic status, normative frameworks,
information level, or the media affect public opinion on economic inequality. To date, however,
there is little research on the overlap between all four of these factors. Does just one factor shape
public opinion on economic inequality, or do various factors work together to shape public
opinion on economic inequality, and if so how? Through an analysis of multiple potential
factors, I ultimately argue that normative frameworks have the strongest correlation to public
opinion on economic inequality, but economic status and some social characteristics also play a
role.

Background
Before understanding public opinion on economic inequality it is also important to have a
contextual understanding of recent trends in inequality and the current state of inequality in
America. Inequality and movements for more equality are deeply entrenched in American
history. Verba and Orren write, “The demand for equality has lain at the epicenter of the major
upheavals that have erupted on the American political scene: the Revolution, the Jacksonian era,
the Civil War, and Reconstruction, the Populist-Progressive period, the New Deal, and the
tumultuous 1960s and 1970s.”6 However, it is important to note that, for the most part, attempts
for more equality in America results in greater political equality, or the expansion of political
rights, rather than the narrowing of economic inequality.7 Thus, while there is a history of
increasing political equality in the U.S., economic inequality has always existed in America and

6

Sidney Verba and Gary Orren, Equality in America: The View from the Top, (Cambridge: Harvard University
Press, 1985), 21.
7
Ibid, 22.
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has been steadily increasing for the past four decades.8 There are two important aspects to
comprehending trends in rising economic inequality: the income gap and the wealth gap.
The gap in take-home pay in America today rivals the income gap during the Great
Depression.9 While economic inequality has always existed in America, income inequality
narrowed following World War II. The mid-1900s into the 1970s were years of general growth
across all income levels.10 Since the 1970s, however, those with high incomes experienced
abundant and nearly uninterrupted income growth, reflecting pre-WWII trends in income
inequality. Generally, the inflation-adjusted income in 2015 dollars of the average family fell by
$2000 since 1970.11 Wages for those in lower and middle incomes stagnated in the 1970s, but
the incomes of the richest continued to sharply increase. From 1979 to 2000, real income of the
lowest fifth of income earners increased by 6% and the middle fifth’s income increased by 12%.
In contrast, income at the top fifth rose by 70% and the income of the top 1% of earners soared
184%.12 This trend resulted in an income disparity unseen in nearly a century.13
Moreover, the gap in wealth is larger than the income gap. Wealth – the sum of an
individual or family’s total assets minus all debts – is more concentrated at the top than just
income.14 While the top 1% of Americans earn 17% of all U.S. income, they control more than
double this in wealth. Meanwhile, the bottom 90% of the population earns about 58% of the
income, but holds only 29% of the wealth. In looking at the wealth gap, it is also important to

8

Drew Desilver, “US income inequality, on rise for decades, is now highest since 1928,” Pew Research Center
(2013), n.p.
9
Benjamin I. Page and Lawrence R. Jacobs, Class War? What Americans Really Think about Economic Inequality,
(Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2009), 6.
10
Chad Stone et al., “A Guide to Statistics on Historical Trends in Income Inequality,” Center on Budget and Policy
Priorities (2015), n.p.
11
Page and Jacobs, Class War?, 6; “CPI Inflation Calculator,” Bureau of Labor Statistics (2015), n.p.
12
Page and Jacobs, Class War?, 7.
13
Stone et al. “Historical Trends in Income Inequality,” n.p.
14
Ibid.
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consider the super-wealthy in addition to the wealthy top 1%. According to estate-tax data, the
top 101 wealthiest Americans (the top 0.000032%) held 59,619 times more wealth than the
bottom 90% of Americans in 2000.15 Figure 1 represents the disparity in the distribution of
income and wealth in the U.S. by income quintile.16
Figure 1: Income and Wealth Distribution in the U.S.

DISTRIBUTION OF
ALL U.S. INCOME
Richest 20% Second 20%
Fourth 20%

Third 20%

Poorest 20%
4%

23%

Richest 20% Second 20%
Fourth 20%
4%

10%
15%

PERCENTAGE OF ALL
U.S. WEALTH
Third 20%

Poorest 20%
1%

<1%

11%
48%

83%

These trends and the above chart indicate very high levels of economic inequality that
have been and continue to be rising. However, as Verba and Orren point out, economic
inequality is long-established and well-founded in American history. This leads to the argument
that Americans generally just accept inequality and believe that inequalities are “ultimately to
benefit most people” through rewarding hard work.17 Others argue that Americans just do not

15

Page and Jacobs, Class War?., 8.
Dennis Hodgson, “The Distribution of Wealth in America,” Fairfield University, accessed February 11, 2016,
http://www.faculty.fairfield.edu/faculty/hodgson/Courses/so11/stratification/income&wealth.htm.
17
Verba and Orren, Equality in America, 23.
16
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understand the true extent of economic inequality.18 At the same time, though, there is also
consistent evidence over the last thirty years that a majority of Americans think that the wealth
distribution is unfair.19 While this speaks to what Americans think about economic inequality,
scholars still debate on why Americans believe what they believe.

Literature Review
To answer this question, scholars generally tend to center around four factors influencing
public opinion on economic inequality: socioeconomic status, normative frameworks,
information level, and the media. Because the broad nature nature of these schools of thought,
scholars often tend to focus on the internal debates of each factor instead of engaging the other
groups. To examine the possibility that multiple factors may have a significant relationship to
public opinion about economic inequality, this paper focuses broadly on all four schools of
thought with consideration for the internal debates of each group. In this section I explore these
four factors and discuss how scholars in these fields relate (or do not relate) to one another.

Socioeconomic Status
The scholars arguing that socioeconomic status is the primary factor influencing public
opinion believe that people hold biases as a result of their own experiences. Socioeconomic
status refers to an individual’s economic and social position in relation to others, especially an
individual’s position in regards to income distribution or income quintiles. Generally, this
school of thought favors the role of an individual’s self-interest when one forms opinions about
economic inequality and the policies that may mitigate it, such as tax reform and social spending
18
19

Desilver, “US income inequality,” n.p.; Osberg and Smeeding, “Fair Inequality?,” 450.
Frank Newport, “Americans Continue to Say U.S. Wealth Distribution is Unfair,” Gallup (2015), n.p.
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policies. Scholars who argue this option believe that people are rational and capable of choosing
the opinions and policy options that best suit that person’s individual needs. Within this group of
scholars, there are two main sub-groups. The first looks almost exclusively at economic selfinterest, while the second considers economic interests in conjunction with personal experience,
cultural factors, and other demographic characteristics, such as age, race, gender, religion, and
marital status.
Formulating opinions based on economic self-interest means that individual opinions
correspond to financial incentive. Franko, Tolbert, and Witko examine the role of economic
self-interest through conducting a case study of public opinion regarding Washington State
Proposition 1098. Although the proposition did not pass, the goal of the proposition was to
provide lower and middle class tax relief by reducing the state property tax by 20% and
eliminating business and occupation taxes for small businesses. The cuts and a new trust fund
for education and health services would have been funded by a tax increase on individuals
earning over $200,000 or joint incomes over $400,000.20 In this study, Franko, Tolbert, and
Witko show that misconceptions about policy initiatives that can mitigate economic inequality
are widespread. However, they also argue that once distributional consequences of policies are
clear, people formulate opinions based on their own self interest. As a result, people with lower
incomes strongly favored Washington State Proposition 1098.21
Similarly, Berensky’s work supports the argument that economic self-interests drive
public opinion. He argues that the largest supporters of social welfare policies are the

20

Initiative Measure No. 1098 (Washington, 2010), 1.
William Franko, Caroline J. Tolbert, and Christopher Witko, “Inequality, Self-Interest, and Public Support for
‘Robin Hood’ Tax Policies,” Political Quarterly 66, no. 4 (2013): 923.
21
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economically disadvantaged, calling them “natural supporters of the welfare state.”22 Other
scholars also argue for the influence of economic status by asserting that people have biases
towards redistributive policies based on their own position in the income distribution.23 Finally,
while also admitting that public opinion regarding economic inequality is a complicated issue
that has multiple influential factors, McCall and Manza also argue that class is a major
determinant of opinion.24 They perform an empirical analysis of the effects of five different
indicators of socioeconomic status (income, education, occupation, subjective social class, and
optimism about economic mobility) on economic policy opinions.25 Ultimately, McCall and
Manza conclude that class is highly important to opinions on economic policy.26 Overall, this
group of scholars generally claims that people with lower incomes will favor more equality and
the policies that would achieve this.
On the other hand, some scholars within this school of thought do not think that solely
looking at income captures the full picture. Alesina and Giuliano contribute to this argument
through examining preferences for income redistribution. Ultimately, they determine that
personal experiences, history, and cultural factors are the primary elements influencing
preferences for equality or tolerance of inequality.27 Slemrod also argues that socioeconomic
factors are important in relation to public opinion on economic inequality. However, instead of
focusing on personal experiences, like Alesina and Giuliano, he argues that demographic factors,

22

Adam J. Berensky, “Silent voices: Social welfare policy opinions and political equality in America,” American
Journal of Political Science 46 (2002): 276.
23
Guillermo Cruces, Ricardo Perez-Truglia, and Martin Tetaz, “Biased Perspectives of Income Distribution and
Preferences for Redistribution: Evidence from a Survey Experiment,” Journal of Public Economics 98 (2013): 24.
24
Leslie McCall and Jeff Manza, “Class Differences in Social and Political Attitudes in the United States,” Oxford
Handbook of American Public Opinion and the Media (2011): 2.
25
Ibid, 16.
26
Ibid, 20.
27
Alberto F. Alesina and Paola Giuliano, “Preferences for Redistribution,” The National Bureau of Economic
Research (March 2009), 42.
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specifically age and gender, are important to consider in addition to income.28 While the
socioeconomic group of scholars advocating for factors other than economic self-interest do not
deny that the economic motivation exists, they do not believe that it accounts for the whole
picture. Rather, they argue that one should consider other social indicators as well.
The argument that socioeconomic indicators do not capture the full picture is a central
critique of the argument that socioeconomic status is the primary factor influencing public
opinion on economic inequality. For example, Bartels admits factors like age, sex, race,
location, and church attendance all have some influence over a person’s opinion about equality.
Bartels also claims that social characteristics only have a relatively small influence and that other
factors are more important.29 On the other hand, one of the greatest strengths of this position is
that it is not subject to some of the definitional issues that other schools of thought must debate
and that McCall and Manza say has “plagued” work in the study of public opinion in relation to
economic inequality.30 Indicators like income, age, sex, race, and church attendance are all fairly
simple to define.

Normative Frameworks
On the other hand, some scholars do not believe that socioeconomic status is the primary
factor shaping public opinion regarding economic inequality. Instead, many scholars argue that
normative frameworks, or the “assumptions about values, attitudes, identities, and ‘other
collectively shared expectations’” an individual has are the most important factor shaping public

28

Joel Slemrod, “The Misconceptions in Support for Regressive Tax Reform,” National Tax Journal NTJ 59, no. 1
(2006): 68.
29
Bartels, Unequal Democracy, 133.
30
McCall and Manza, “Class Differences in Social and Political Attitudes,” 2.
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opinion on economic inequality.31 According to this school of thought, the values, norms, and
principled beliefs a person has regarding the economy, politics, and policy shape public opinion.
Principled beliefs are the ideas a person has that allow her or him to distinguish right from
wrong.32 An example of a principled belief is an individual’s stance on whether the existence of
high levels of economic inequality in a country is beneficial or harmful for that country.
Multiple scholars argue that such beliefs can be strong enough to override the self-interests that
the socioeconomic status group of scholars argues shapes public opinion.33
These normative frameworks can include political ideology, or whether a person is
conservative or liberal, which often manifests in identification with a political party. Sometimes,
however, a normative framework can transcend partisanship or political ideology. Widespread
normative frameworks embedded in a culture can develop into worldviews. Worldviews are the
“big ideas” of a culture that intertwine with that culture’s identity.34 An example of this is the
American Dream. The idea that people who work hard can get ahead and that failure to do so is
an individual failure, not due to structural problems or societal inequalities abounds in American
culture.35 The American Dream has strong roots in individualism, which focuses heavily on the
importance of self-reliance. The opposite of individualism is egalitarianism, which is the idea
that all people are equal. Like individualism, there is also a basis for egalitarianism in America.
The Declaration of Independence states: “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are

31

John Campbell, “Ideas, Politics, and Public Policy, Annual Review of Sociology 28 (2002): 23-24.
Judith Goldstein and Robert O. Keohane, Ideas and Foreign Policy: Beliefs, Institutions, and Political Change
(Ithaca, Cornell University Press, 1993): 9.
33
Campbell, “Ideas, Poltiics, and Public Policy,” 24; Martha Derthick and Paul J. Quirk, The Politics of
Deregulation (Washington D.C., Brookings Institution, 1985): 20; Paul J. Quirk, “Deregulation and the politics of
ideas in Congress,” in Beyond Self-Interest, ed. Jane J. Mansbridge (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1990):
188-189.
34
Goldstein and Keohane, Ideas and Foreign Policy, 8
35
Betty Stoneman, “Ideological Domination: Deconstructing the Paradox of the American Dream and Working
Class Promise,” Stance 7 (2014): 106.
32
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created equal.”36 These two ways of looking at normative frameworks (conservative vs. liberal
or individualism vs. egalitarianism) are two subgroups of the scholars advocating that values,
norms, and principled beliefs are the primary factor influencing public opinion about economic
inequality.
Political ideology is the most important determinant of opinions on economic inequality
for one group of scholars. Arthur Lupia and his colleagues argue this perspective through
examining opinions concerning the 2001 and 2003 Bush tax reforms. They show that
Republicans generally support the Bush tax policies at extremely high levels, regardless of
income, the level of information a person had about the policies, and other factors.37 Ragusa also
uses tax policy as a vehicle for understanding preferences for equality. However, he argues that
political ideology is the most important factor for liberals, while a mix of ideology and
“deservingness” stereotypes about the wealthy are the most important factors for conservatives.38
On the other hand, some scholars argue that salient cultural normative frameworks, or
worldviews, are most important in determining opinions about economic inequality rather than
party ideology. Proponents of the individualist argument contend that the valued idea of choice,
the notion that people who succeed chose to work hard and those who fail chose not to, is
extremely important. In fact, they argue that people use this concept of choice as a justification
to accept inequality.39 They further argue that the concept of choice is extremely important in

36

"Declaration of Independence," National Archives, accessed December 13, 2015,
http://www.archives.gov/exhibits/charters/declaration_transcript.html.
37
Arthur Lupia et al, “Were Bush Tax Cut Supporters ‘Simply Ignorant?’ A Second Look at Conservatives and
Liberals in ‘Homer Gets a Tax Cut,’” Perspectives on Politics 7, no. 4 (2007): 2.
38
J.M. Ragusa, “Socioeconomic Stereotypes: Explaining Variation in Preferences for Taxing the Rich,” American
Politics Research 43, no. 2 (2014): 327.
39
K. Savani and A. Rattan, “A Choice Mind-Set Increases the Acceptance and Maintenance of Wealth Inequality,”
Psychological Science 23, no. 7 (2012): 797.

Smith

11

swaying American opinions.40 Funk takes a more optimistic approach, in arguing that people are
willing to engage in self-sacrifice of their own interests at times to support societal interests (e.g.
willing to pay more in taxes in order to increase social spending). She does, however, note that
the belief in what is best for society rests in individual beliefs, particularly whether a person
supports individualism or egalitarianism.41 Several other scholars take similar stances in arguing
for the role of an individual’s belief in egalitarian principles in formulating opinions on
economic inequality.42
There are strengths and weaknesses to this school of thought. Looking at normative
frameworks from a political ideology perspective can be useful because there is ample
information about how liberals and conservatives talk about economic inequality. Critics of the
normative frameworks school of thought however, tend to argue that concepts like political
ideology cannot capture the entire picture. For example, McCall and Kenworthy argue that
political ideology only appears to be an important factor because people who lack information
are susceptible to popular party rhetoric.43 Furthermore, measuring normative frameworks is
difficult because beliefs are not stationary, concrete indicators; they frequently change and
develop over time or can mean different things to different people.

40

Alberto Alesina and George Marios Angeletos, “Fairness and Redistribution,” American Economic Review 95, no.
4 (2005): 2.
41
Carolyn L. Funk, “The Dual Influence of Self-Interest in Public Opinion,” Political Research Quarterly 52, no. 1
(2000): 54.
42
Lawrence Bobo, “Social Responsibility, Individualism, and Redistributive Policies,” Sociological Forum 6
(1991): 71; Christina Fong, “Social Preferences, Self-Interest, and the Demand for Redistribution,” Journal of
Public Economics 82, no. 2 (2001): 225; Norma J. Shepelak, “Ideological stratification: American beliefs about
economic injustice,” Social Justice Research 3, no. 3 (1989).
43
Leslie McCall and Lane Kenworthy, “Americans’ Social Policy Preferences in the Era of Rising Inequality,”
Perspectives on Politics 7, no. 3 (2009): 472.
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Information Levels
McCall and Kenworthy belong to a larger school of thought advocating that information
is the most important factor in determining public opinion on economic inequality. While this
school of thought can manifest in the most direct dimension of knowledge – level of education –
many scholars focus on the amount of relevant information an individual has. Other scholars
focus on education from a system-level perspective. Koçer and van de Werfhorst argue that the
structure of an educational system affects opinions on economic inequality, as well as the extent
that opinion on the fairness of economic inequality diverges from the mean.44 Similarly, Meyer
speaks to the power of the educational system to mold and reinforce elite opinions.45
On the other hand, many scholars focus less on the education system itself and instead
assert that levels of relevant economic knowledge play a key role in shaping public opinion
about economic inequality. Like McCall and Kenworthy, Caplan argues that there is a
widespread lack of knowledge about relevant economics, which leads people to hold ideological
biases. According to Caplan, this means that people will base opinions off of belief rather than
fact. However, he argues that increasing relevant economic knowledge decreases this effect.46
Bartels also believes that a lack of relevant information is the most important thing influencing
opinions and policies that affect income inequality. He argues that people do not understand the
relationship between their opinions on economic inequality and the policies that affect economic
inequality.47 Other scholars, however, take a different perspective in arguing that the lack of
information is real and important. Instead of focusing on lack of information about economic or

44

Rüya Gökhan Koçer and Herman G. Van De Werfhorst, “Does Education Affect Opinions on Economic
Inequality? A Joint Mean and Dispersion Analysis,” Acta Sociologica55, no. 3 (2012): 251.
45
John W. Meyer, “The Effects of Education as an Institution,” American Journal of Sociology 83, no, 3 (1977): 55.
46
Bryan Caplan, The Myth of the Rational Voter: Why Democracies Choose Bad Policies (Princeton, NJ: Princeton
University Press, 2006), 23-24.
47
Bartels, Unequal Democracy, 163.
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policy details, they determine that the most important misconception is a lack of awareness about
the true extent of inequality of incomes in America.
There are benefits and drawbacks to the information level approach. A major strength of
this approach is that it is both an answer to the question and a solution to the problem. If a
person’s level of relevant information leads to a general lack of understanding about important
policy issues affecting economic inequality, then spreading more accurate information mitigates
this effect. On the other hand, though, like the critics of socioeconomic or ideological indicators,
critics of information level approach say that education does not accurately explain the issue –
educated people can, and often do, have opposing or dissonant opinions.48

Media
The final group of scholars believes that media is the most important factor shaping
public opinion on economic inequality. Unlike the other schools of thought, there is not a major
internal debate within the media framework. Here, media refers to popular and organized
methods of mass communication to a population, particularly television, radio, and
newspapers/online news. Petrova argues that mass media can manipulate public opinion even
when people understand media bias.49 McCall, who argued for other factors in previous articles,
stresses the importance of media coverage of economic inequality and claims that America is in
“a new era of beliefs about inequality.”50 In a separate paper, McCall and Kenworthy show that
changes in public opinion about economic inequality are consistent with changes in the level of

48

Lupia et al, “Were Bush Tax Cut Supporters ‘Simply Ignorant?’” 2
Maria Petrova, “Inequality and Media Capture,” Journal of Public Economics 92, no. 1-2 (2008): 183.
50
Leslie McCall, The Undeserving Rich: American Beliefs about Inequality, Opportunity, and Redistribution (West
Nyack, Cambridge University Press, 2013): 53-95, 219.
49
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inequality and with media reports of those changes.51 Additionally, Mutz discusses the ability of
high levels of media exposure about economic news to prime the public to think in a desired
way.52
Like the other schools of thought, there are both strengths and weaknesses to arguing that
media is the primary factor influencing public opinion on economic inequality. A strength to this
school of thought is that there is already an extensive body of literature about the ability of the
media to frame, agenda set, and prime its audience. This school of thought can apply those
principles to the narrower study of public opinion on economic inequality. A drawback to this
school of thought, though, is that it is difficult to distinguish whether people hold their opinions
based on the news they receive, or whether they listen to certain news outlets because of their
opinions. An individual may choose a media outlet for ideological reasons leading to the
assessment that media cannot capture this issue clearly.

Assessment of the Literature
Thus far, research attempting to determine which factors that influence public opinion
regarding economic inequality has resulted in four main groups of scholars who all answer this
question differently. Across all of these groups – socioeconomic status, normative frameworks,
information level, and media – the biggest critique is a failure to accurately capture the full
picture; this critique applies to all four schools of thought. As such, Bartels and Lupia and their
colleagues use the same data to come to two opposing conclusions. The struggle to form a
compelling argument that captures the full effect of these factors on influencing public opinion

51

Leslie McCall and Lane Kenworthy, “Explaining Americans’ Beliefs about Income Inequality,” unpublished
manuscript, Northwestern University, Evanston IL (2009): 1-2.
52
Diana C. Mutz, “Mass Media and the Depoliticization of Personal Experience,” American Journal of Political
Science 36, no. 2 (1992): 483.
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on economic inequality has left gaps in the research of this field. While most scholars will
consider socioeconomic status and other demographic indicators in their analyses, current
literature does not test normative frameworks, information level, and the media with the same
level of consistency. Another weakness in previous research is the assumption of many scholars
that one factor will affect everyone in an identical way, when in reality different factors may
influence people in varying ways and to varying extents. To address these gaps in the research,
this paper seeks to explore how these factors work together to shape public opinion on economic
inequality.

Analytic Framework
Before looking at how these factors contribute to public opinion on economic inequality,
it is useful to know more specifically how to recognize these factors. As the purpose of this
study is to investigate how factors work together to shape public opinion on economic inequality,
this study draws its variables from the four general factors that other scholars identify:
socioeconomic status, normative frameworks, information, and the media. Since a schism exists
among different schools of thought, this paper examines multiple different factors in an attempt
to bridge the gaps between the currently largely separated arguments. Furthermore, it also tries
to mitigate some of the definitional issues that fill the existing literature in order to lay
groundwork for more consistent definitions in studies on this topic in the future.

Socioeconomic Status
There are a number of important indicators to consider when examining the relationship
between socioeconomic status and public opinion on economic inequality. These indicators
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include economic status, age, gender, race, religion, and marital status. To measure economic
status, this paper examines actual income, perceived economic class, and satisfaction with family
financial situation. This is a useful form of measurement for economic status because it is more
comprehensive than just measuring real income. Since forming opinions based upon self-interest
is important to scholars of this school of thought, it is imperative to understand how economic
self-interest manifests itself. According to the socioeconomic status school of thought, wealthy
self-interested individuals tend to favor low taxes and low social spending because these
individuals achieve the most benefit from keeping their money. Generally, they will also be
against progressive tax reform for the same reason. On the other hand, lower income individuals
tend to favor more social spending and generally favor progressive taxes.
For some scholars looking at public opinion on economic inequality, economic status and
the self-interested policy opinions that coincide with an individuals’ economic status is the most
important indicator of public opinion. However, some scholars argue that the social part of
socioeconomic status also has significant ties to public opinion on economic inequality.
Indicators like age, gender, race, religion, and marital status are all important in this regard.53
Thus, in examining the role of socioeconomic status in connection to public opinion on
economic inequality, this paper considers both economic status and social indicators separately
to examine whether either or both are influential in shaping public opinion about economic
inequality.
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Normative Frameworks
In addition to the examination of socioeconomic status, this paper also investigates how
normative frameworks shape public opinion on economic inequality. Political ideology
manifests itself in a political identification that is either conservative or liberal. There are several
different ways to express this identification, but for the purposes of this study it is most useful to
concentrate on economic conservatism and economic liberalism. Economic conservatives favor
a free-market approach to the economy, wherein people succeed on their own abilities. They
favor minimal government involvement in the economy, less government spending, and lower
taxes. Economic liberals, on the other hand, favor a greater role for the federal government in
reducing inequalities. This means that economic liberals tend to support government
intervention in the economy, more government spending, and higher taxes.
Culturally salient ideas, particularly individualism and egalitarianism are also important
to the understanding of the relationship between normative frameworks and public opinion on
economic inequality. Funk, who uses both of these to support her argument, defines
individualism as “placing a priority on personal goals over group goals.”54 This manifests in
motivations to make choices that best benefit oneself. Proponents of individualism favor selfreliance and believe that hard work leads to success.55 Individualists tend to express this through
opposing social spending programs or other government intervention to mitigate economic
inequality or the economic hardship of others. In contrast, egalitarianism refers to favoring equal
opportunity. Rather than individual motives, egalitarians support societal interest and social
responsibility. Egalitarianism focuses on collective outcomes instead of individual results.56
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Thus, an egalitarian would favor programs and policies designed to decrease economic
inequality, even if she or he does not benefit directly from such policies, as egalitarianism
reflects group interests over self-interest.

Information Levels
Much like the normative frameworks and socioeconomic status arguments, there are also
two factions of scholars arguing that information plays a key role in public opinion on economic
inequality. Both of these groups have a different concept of what level of information is the
most important to consider. In an effort to address gaps in research failing to connect alternate
explanations, both educational attainment and relevant economic knowledge are important to
consider in this paper. Educational attainment refers to an individual’s highest level of
schooling. There are multiple categories of educational attainment: no education, elementary
school, some high school, high school degree, some college, college degree, master’s degree, and
doctorate. For the purposes of this research, the most important indicator of educational
attainment is the highest degree achieved. To measure levels of relevant economic knowledge,
this paper looks at overall comprehension of the survey questions this study relies on. This is a
measure of relevant information because the survey covers a wide range of pertinent questions,
including topics related to the income gap, government spending on social programs, and the
welfare of the nation. Looking at relevant knowledge and educational attainment together allows
for a broader sense of how each of these shape public opinion.
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Media
Media is the fourth major factor to consider in connection to public opinion on economic
inequality. In this paper, the most important distinction is the medium by which individuals get
their main source of news, such as TV, radio, internet, or newspaper. While this definition is
restrictive in some ways, as it does not account for differences in content across news programs
within each medium, this study is subject to already existing data on the correlation between
media and opinion on economic inequality. Currently, there is very little data examining this
particular relationship across types of media. However, examining the information available is
an important starting point to beginning to understand how media shapes public opinion on
economic inequality. The second indicator that this study examines in relation to news and
public opinion on economic inequality is the frequency that an individual reads the news. This is
useful in looking at whether the news has an important correlation to public opinion on economic
inequality because it allows this study to examine whether there is a difference in opinions
between people who frequently read the news and never read the news. A difference in opinions
would indicate that the news does have an influential relationship to public opinion on economic
inequality. Table 1 outlines the specific variables this study uses to examine each of the four
schools of thought.
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Table 1
SCHOOL OF THOUGHT
Socioeconomic Status

Normative Frameworks
Political Ideology
----------------------------------------Individualism/Egalitarianism

VARIABLE
•
•
•
•
•
•

Income
Age
Race
Gender
Religion
Marital status

•
•

Conservative
Liberal
----------------------------------------Belief that hard work leads to success
(Individualism)
Opposition to social spending programs
(Individualism)
Focus on achievement of personal goals
(Individualism)
Focus on group/society goals
(Egalitarianism)
Favor social programs and polies even
without direct benefit (Egalitarianism)
Educational attainment
Relevant information
Primary source of economic information
Newspaper source

•
•
•
•
•

Information
Media

•
•
•
•

Method
To evaluate how different factors shape opinions on economic inequality, this paper
compares differences in public opinion based on each of the variables outlined in the previous
section. I conduct this analysis of differing opinions by using already existing data from the
2012 General Social Survey, with a focus on questions that pertain to the main variables of this
study (e.g. different education levels, political ideologies, income levels, etc.).
In order to analyze divergent opinions, I use descriptive statistics. The purpose of
descriptive statistics is to summarize and describe data in order to gather information about a
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population.57 My primary objective is to examine differences in opinion on economic inequality
among those from different socioeconomic statuses, with different normative frameworks, with
different levels of information, and with different levels of media access. For example, if people
with low incomes and people with high incomes have differing opinions on economic inequality,
then there may be a correlation between income and public opinion on economic inequality. An
inspection of the similarities and differences among the main variables of this study is important
in understanding whether a correlation exists between the variables and public opinion on
economic inequality. To supplement this, I present a correlation table that allows me to examine
the statistically significant correlations between the dependent variable of interest and my key
independent variables. Consequently, I conduct the analysis across all four factors identified by
scholars, which is lacking in much of the literature. This allows for a fuller picture of the
overarching factors demonstrated by scholars.

Data
As stated previously, definitional issues plague the study of public opinion on economic
inequality. So as to not privilege one group of scholars over another, I choose to use the
definitions and measurements used by the 2012 General Social Survey (GSS) for two reasons.
First, it is one of two most commonly used surveys (the National Election Survey is the other).
Second, it also includes data that captures all of the variables, rather than just two or three. This
is important in maintaining consistency throughout the analysis.
To conduct the analysis, I match the variables outlined in Table 1 to the closest related
GSS question or questions. Then, I compare these independent variables to another question
57
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from the GSS looking at opinions on the income gap. The comparison allows for an examination
of how these variables correlate to public opinion on economic inequality. The central GSS
question I use to conduct this analysis, coded and referred to as INCGAP, is “Do you agree or
disagree with the following statement? Differences in income in America are too large.”58 The
GSS bases answers on a five point scale:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Strongly agree
Agree
Neither
Disagree
Strongly Disagree

Drawing on the literature and the indicators suggested by the literature, as outlined in Table 1,
Tables 1-5 in Appendix A detail the independent variables this study uses to examine how
socioeconomic status, normative frameworks, information, and the media relate to public opinion
on economic inequality.

Socioeconomic Status
This study uses three indicators to examine an individual’s economic status: actual
income, perceived social class, and happiness with that individual’s financial situation. While
the GSS breaks down INCOME06 into twenty-five separate income brackets, this study
consolidates them into five income brackets that most closely resemble the distribution of
income quintiles as described by the U.S. Census Bureau to gain a better understanding of how
income groups think about the income gap.59 In comparison to INCGAP, if economic status
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correlates to public opinion on economic inequality, I would expect for a difference to exist
between low income and high income individuals, people who identify as lower or upper class,
and people who are satisfied and dissatisfied with their financial situation.
In line with the economic self-interest argument described by the socioeconomic status
literature, I expect that those with lower incomes, those who identify as lower or working class,
and those who are financially dissatisfied to be more likely to agree with the INCGAP question.
Table 1 in Appendix A further details the three GSS questions this study uses to examine public
opinion about economic inequality.
To measure social characteristics, this study uses race, sex, age, religion, church
attendance, and marital status. I use these because they are social indicators widely used in
literature pertaining to pubic opinion on economic inequality. While the GSS looks at ages in
eighty-nine separate categories, this study consolidates ages into generational cohorts to gain a
better understanding of how different age groups think about economic inequality.60 If social
indicators are important in connection with public opinion on economic inequality, I would
expect for differences in responses to INCAP based on different races, genders, ages religions,
and marital statuses. Based on the literature, I would generally expect individuals belonging to
minority or traditionally underrepresented groups to think that the income gap is too large in
America at higher rates than their more privileged counterparts. For example, if social
characteristics are important in driving differences in public opinion on economic inequality, I
would expect women to strongly agree to the INCGAP question at higher rates than men. Table
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2 in Appendix A details the measurement of the social characteristics used in this paper more
specifically.

Normative Frameworks
This survey uses both political party affiliation and political ideological leanings to
measure political ideology. If political ideology is important in connection with public opinion
on economic inequality, I would expect differences in opinion between people who identify as
Democrat and liberal versus Republican and conservative in relation to the INCGAP question.
HELPOOR, EQWLTH, and NATFARE all measure individualism and egalitarianism.
Answers 1-2 for HELPPOOR, 1-3 for EQWLTH, and 1 for NATFARE constitute egalitarian
views. Answers 4-5 for HELPPOOR, 5-7 for EQWLTH, and 3 for NATFARE indicate
individualist opinions. For either of these worldviews to be important to the study of public
opinion on economic inequality, I expect egalitarian answers and individualist answers to differ
in connection to the INCGAP question.
According to the literature, liberals and egalitarians should agree to the INCGAP
question at the highest rates, whereas conservatives and individualists should disagree and
strongly disagree at higher rates. For more details on the questions used to examine normative
frameworks, see Table 3 in Appendix A.

Information Levels
The GSS questions this study uses to examine information levels are DEGREE and
COMPREND. DEGREE measures educational attainment through measuring the highest degree
level the respondent has achieved. COMPREND, on the other hand, measures how well the
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respondent understands the questions in the GSS, which indicates whether or not she or he has an
understanding of relevant issues, such as the income gap. For each of these, if they are important
in connection to INCGAP, I would expect a difference between people with less information and
more information, and/or lower and higher degrees. As information levels increase (degree
and/or better comprehension), I expect agreement with the INCGAP question to increase. This is
because scholars from the information school of thought argue that increased information
decreased misunderstandings about the extent of inequality. Table 4 in Appendix A further
details the DEGREE and COMPREND variables used in this paper.

Media
NEWSFROM and NEWS are the GSS questions used to measure the media’s
relationship to public opinion on economic inequality. While the literature suggests that source
of news outlets (such as FOX or MSNBC) may be important in shaping public opinion about
economic inequality, no such GSS question measuring this exists to date. NEWSFROM, which
examines an individual’s choice of news medium, may have an interesting relationship, though,
and can serve as a foundation for beginning to understand the connection to public opinion about
inequality. The NEWSFROM and NEWS variables look at where individuals get information
from and how often they read the news. For there to be a connection between these variables
and public opinion on economic inequality, I would expect for there to be a difference in
opinions based on where people get their information and how often they read the news. For
more information regarding these variables, see Table 5 in Appendix A.
Together, investigating all four of these potential factors allows for a better sense of how
socioeconomic status, normative frameworks, information, and media shape public opinion on
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economic inequality. I examine each of these variables in connection to relevant questions from
the GSS. Next, I compare these variables to the INCGAP question to observe whether or not
there are deviations of opinion within the variables. Deviations mean that the independent
variable does have a relationship to public opinion on economic inequality and the lack of any
clear deviation means that the independent variable does not have an important correlation. I
will proceed through my analysis by looking at each group, as outlined in Tables 1-5 (Appendix
A) for the distinctions discussed above.
To conduct the analysis, I use the Inter-University Consortium for Political and Social
Research’s (ICPSR) online crosstab analysis feature. The data used for this study has both
strengths and weaknesses. This study is, in many ways, limited by the data available. While the
GSS is the survey that best captures the indicators described in Table 1, it does not capture
relevant knowledge of economic issues or the types of media people use to gain economic
information very comprehensively. Therefore, this study uses the closest related GSS questions
available. A survey with more extensive data on which media outlets people get news from and
how much economic knowledge an individual has would be interesting variables in a future
study with a survey that includes these elements.
Relying on the GSS questions does have several strengths, though. As a reputable study
with wide-ranging questions, scholars widely use the GSS. Using the same data across many
studies from several different scholars lends some regularity to a field riddled with other
inconsistencies, such as definitional issues. Furthermore, using one survey to capture all of the
variables of this study maintains consistency through this paper because it ensures that all data
comes from the same sample, at the same time, and during the same political climate.
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Data Analysis
Keeping in mind the expectations discussed in the previous section, this section tests each
hypothesis against the variables operationalized in Tables 1-5 (Appendix A) in connection to the
INCGAP question. For a complete list of all variables and the GSS coding for these variables
that this paper uses, see the list in Appendix B. The most important indicator of a connection is
differing opinions among subgroups from each independent variable. For example, if people
who identify as female and people who identify as male have different opinions about the
income gap, then there may be a correlation between gender and public opinion on economic
inequality. Following a test of all potential factors through the ICPSR’s online crosstab feature, I
conduct a correlation analysis to test the statistical significance of all potential factors that may
drive differences in public opinion about economic inequality.

Socioeconomic Status
To evaluate whether socioeconomic status is important in influencing public opinion on
economic inequality, this study looks at economic indicators and social indicators separately.
This is because the literature identifies two distinct groups of scholars that both agree that
economic status is important, but disagree about the importance of social indicators, such as race,
gender, and age.
A slight relationship does appear to exist between an individual’s economic status and
her opinion about economic inequality. The poorest respondents strongly agree and agree that
differences in income in America are too large at higher rates than any other income group. Of
all respondents earning between $0 and $29,999 per year, 29.7% strongly agree and 43.9% agree
that income differentials in the United States are too large. The second poorest income group
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follows, with 27.6% strongly agreeing and 39.9% agreeing that the income gap is too large.
Furthermore, the second wealthiest and the wealthiest strongly agree at the lowest rates and
disagree at the highest rates.
However, the difference between these opinions across all income quintiles is less than
10%, and the wealthiest agree that the income gap is too large at higher rates than any other
income group. Finally, the distribution of opinions is similar across all of the income groups, as
shown in Figure 2. Therefore, while a slight relationship does appear to exist between income
and the likelihood of strongly agreeing that the income gap in America is too large, it does not
appear to be a highly significant connection.
Figure 2

INCOME
50.0%
45.0%
40.0%
35.0%
30.0%
25.0%
20.0%
15.0%
10.0%
5.0%
0.0%
Strongly agree
$0-$29,999

Agree
$30,000-$49,999

Neither
$50,000-$74,999

Disagree
$75,000-$129,999

Strongly disagree
$130,000 or more

There also does not seem to be a highly significant relationship between an individual’s
subjective class identification and her or his opinion on economic inequality (see Figure 3).
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Much like actual income, the lower and working classes strongly agree that the income gap is too
large at higher rates (39.2% and 25.8% respectively) than those who identify as upper or middle
class. The upper class also strongly disagrees that the income gap is too large at a higher rate
than the other classes (14.4% versus the next highest rate at 5%). However, 54.2% of the upper
class agrees that the income gap is too large – more than each of the other subjective class
groups. This aside, the combined strongly agree and agree rates for the lower (67.4%) and
working classes (69.2%) are still higher than the combined strongly agree and agree rates of the
upper class (59.2%). This shows that those who identify as lower class generally think that
differences in income are too large at higher rates than those who identify as upper class.

Figure 3

CLASS
60.0%
50.0%
40.0%
30.0%
20.0%
10.0%
0.0%
Strongly agree

Agree

Lower class

Neither

Working class

Middle class

Disagree

Strongly disagree

Upper class

Finally, a person’s satisfaction with her or his income does appear to have a connection to
their opinion on economic inequality (see Figure 4); those not satisfied with their current
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financial situations strongly agree that the income gap is too large at much higher rates than
those who are financially satisfied (36.5% compared to 17.0%). Additionally, 14.2% of
financially satisfied individuals disagree with the INCGAP question and 6.2% strongly disagree.
These are slightly higher rates of disagreement than those who are not at all satisfied with their
financial situation (10.2% disagree and 2.5% strongly disagree). Thus, it appears that an
individual’s economic status appears to have a slight connection to public opinion on economic
inequality. There is a relationship, as demonstrated in Figures 2-4, between the likelihood that
an individual strongly agrees that the income gap in America is too large and his or her income,
subjective class identification, and financial satisfaction.

Figure 4

SATFIN
45.00%
40.00%
35.00%
30.00%
25.00%
20.00%
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10.00%
5.00%
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Strongly agree

Agree
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Neither
More or less

Disagree

Strongly disagree

Not at all satisfied

Next, I examine whether social indicators also have a connection to opinions on the
income gap. The social indicators this paper examines are race, gender, age, religion, and
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marital status, those these do not appear to drive significant differences regarding public opinion
about economic inequality, as shown in Figures 5, 6, and 7. Across races, 25% of people
strongly agree that the income gap is too large. Rates of agreeing, disagreeing, and strongly
disagreeing are similar across races as well. Similarly, there is not much distinction between
opinions about economic inequality and different genders, except that females are slightly less
likely to disagree that the income gap is too large. Most age groups also follow a similar
distribution of opinions. The only distinction is that Millennials (22-34) strongly agree at
slightly lower rates than other generations. The slight difference levels out, however, into
similar levels of total agreement in comparison to other age groups because they agree that the
income gap is too large at higher rates than the other age groups. The lack of divergence among
opinions on the income gap in connection to race, gender, and age suggests that these social
characteristics are not creating differences in opinions about economic inequality.

Figure 5
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Figure 6

GENDER
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Figure 7
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Religious preference does appear to have a moderate affect on opinions about economic
inequality, but frequency of attending religious services does not (see Figures 8 and 9).
Buddhism and other Eastern religions agree or strongly agree that the income gap in America is
too large at the highest rates (100%). Those with no religion, a religion other than those listed,
Christians (aside from Protestant, Orthodox-Christian, and Catholic), and Buddhists also agree or
strongly agree with the INCGAP question at high rates. In contrast, Inter-nondenominational
individuals disagree that the income gap is too large at extremely high rates (80%). OrthodoxChristians, Protestants, and Catholics also disagree at higher rates than other religions. However,
there is not much divergence among the opinions of people who attend religious services more or
less frequently. While at times it may seem like the differences in opinion are large, there is no
coherent relationship between attending religious services more or less often and belief that the
income gap is too large. For example, those who never attend religious services and those who
attend 2-3 times per month agree that the income gap is too large at very close rates.

Smith
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Figure 9
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It also appears that an individual’s marital status has a slight relationship with whether or
not s/he agrees that the income gap in America is too large (see Figure 10). Divorced, separated,
and never married respondents tend to agree or strongly agree at slightly higher rates than
married or widowed individuals. Similarly, married and widowed respondents were more likely
to disagree than never married, divorced, and separated respondents. However, the opinions are
not highly divergent, which suggests that this relationship is not incredibly significant.

Figure 10

MARITAL
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Generally, then, it does not appear that social indicators are very important for shaping
opinions on whether or not the income gap is too large. While religious preference and marital
status appear to have a slight correlation, race, gender, age, and church attendance do not.

Smith

36

Therefore, while there is some disagreement among scholars focused on socioeconomic factors,
it seems that economic status, rather than demographic factors, is the most important indicator to
consider when looking at socioeconomic status in connection to public opinion on economic
inequality.

Normative Frameworks
The next potentially influential factor shaping public opinion on economic inequality is
normative frameworks. To examine this, I look at both political ideology and worldviews
(individualism and egalitarianism) because there are groups of scholars arguing for both of these
subgroups. An analysis of these variables in connection to the INCGAP question shows that
both have an important connection to public opinion about economic inequality.
To examine political ideology, I look at political party preference and ideological
leanings. Party preference appears to have a relationship to opinions on whether or not the
income gap is too large (see Figure 11). Strong Democrats, Independents near Democrats, and
not strong Democrats are much more likely to strongly agree that the income gap is too large
than strong Republicans, not strong Republicans, and Independents near Republicans.
Conversely, strong Republicans, Independents near Republicans, and not strong Republicans are
most likely to strongly disagree that the income gap is too large. Party identification appears
very influential because opinions are both divergent and polarized according to party
identification. For example, 42% of Strong Democrats strongly agree that the income gap is too
large, while only 15% of Strong Republicans felt the same. In contrast, 11% of Strong
Republicans strongly disagree that the income gap is too large, while only 2% of Strong
Democrats answered the same.

Smith

37

Figure 11

PARTYID
50%
45%
40%
35%
30%
25%
20%
15%
10%
5%
0%
Strongly agree

Agree

Neither

Disgaree

Strongly disagree

Strong Democrat

Not strong Democrat

Independent, near Democrat

Independent

Independent, near Republican Not strong Republican

Strong Republican

An individual’s identification as conservative or liberal also shapes answers to the
INCGAP question (see Figure 12). People who identify as extremely liberal, liberal, and slightly
liberal strongly agree that the income gap is too large at much higher rates than moderates,
slightly conservative individuals, conservatives, and extremely conservative people. 58.0% of
extremely liberal individuals, 42.0% of liberals, and 37.8% of slightly liberal respondents
strongly agreed that the income gap in America is too large. In contrast, only 17.2% of
extremely conservative respondents, 15.1% of conservatives, and 18.8% of extremely
conservative individuals strongly agreed. Furthermore, extremely conservative, conservative,
and slightly conservative respondents strongly disagree at the highest rates in comparison to
extremely liberal, liberal, and slightly liberal respondents. 9.4% of extremely conservative
people, 8.6% of conservatives, and 7.0% of slightly conservative individuals strongly disagreed
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that the income gap is too large. In comparison, only 2.9% of slightly liberal respondents, 1.7%
of liberals, and 1.0% of extremely liberal individuals also strongly disagreed with the INCGAP
question. Through looking at both party identification and political ideological identification, it
is evident that political ideology is important in shaping public opinion on economic inequality.

Figure 12
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There is also a group of scholars, however, that contends that the most important factor
shaping public opinion on economic inequality is whether a person is individualist or egalitarian.
To measure these variables, I look at the HELPPOOR, EQWLTH, and NATFARE questions of
the GSS and compare these answers to the INCGAP question. Recall that support for
government aid to the poor, government reducing the income gap and increased welfare
spending indicate an egalitarian. Support for the idea that individuals help themselves, belief
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that the government should not concern itself with reducing the income gap, and support for
decreased spending on welfare denote an individualist. An analysis of these variables shows that
individualism and egalitarianism are also important factors shaping public opinion. Egalitarians
strongly agree with the INCGAP question at higher rates than individualists across all three
indicators of egalitarianism and individualism. Simultaneously, individualists strongly disagree
that the income gap is too large at higher rates than egalitarians across all three indicators of
egalitarianism and individualism. Below, Figures 13, 14, and 15 show this relationship across
the HELPPOOR, EQWLTH, and NATFARE indicators.

Figure 13
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Evidence shows that both political ideology and worldviews on individualism and
egalitarianism are important in connection to how one answers the INCGAP question.
Democrats, liberals, and egalitarians tend to strongly agree that the income gap in America is too
large. Conversely, Republicans, conservatives, and individualists are more likely to strongly
disagree that the income gap is too large. Therefore, normative frameworks do drive differences
among public opinion about economic inequality.

Information Levels
To consider information levels in connection to public opinion on economic inequality, I
examine both educational attainment and amount of knowledge. To do this, I assess an
individual’s highest achieved degree and her or his comprehension of the GSS questions in
comparison to the INCGAP question. Ultimately, I conclude that information levels do not
significantly drive differences in public opinion on economic inequality.
An individual’s highest degree level does not result in divergent opinions about the
income gap. It is notable that individuals with a graduate degree are far more likely to strongly
agree that the income gap is too large (41%) than the next highest rate of strong agreement (less
than high school, 29%). However, there is no further discernable pattern between level of
education and agreeing or disagreeing that the income gap in America is too large. While
diversions in opinions between different levels of education do exist, they do not correspond to
the INCGAP question linearly. Those with graduate degrees are most likely to strongly agree
that the income gap is too large, followed in order by those with less than a high school diploma,
those who completed junior college, those with bachelor’s degrees, and those with a high school
diploma. In order, those most likely to strongly disagree that the income gap is too large are
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people with less than a high school education, bachelor’s degrees, high school degrees, junior
college degrees, and those with a graduate degree. Because these divergent opinions do not
appear to follow any pattern, there is not a clear relationship between level of educational
attainment and public opinion about economic inequality.
Similarly, there is also not a very significant distinction between comprehension of the
GSS questions and belief that the income gap is too large. There is some distinction between
those with a poor understanding of the survey topics; however, this distinction is less clear when
looking at the aggregate strongly agree and agree answers. When looking at the total general
agreement that the income gap is too large in America, separated by those with good, fair, and
poor comprehension of the survey questions, the divergence between these groups is less
distinct. Even still, those with a poor understanding are more likely to agree that the income gap
is too large. 70.9% of those with a poor understanding of the survey questions either agree or
strongly agree that the income gap is too large, while 65.5% of those with a good understanding
of the survey questions either agree or strongly agree. This is a very small difference in opinion
though, which suggests that relevant knowledge does not have a very significant effect on public
opinion about economic inequality. Figures 16 and 17, below, represent the relationships
between educational attainment and relevant information to the INCGAP question.
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Thus, there is no very distinct relationship between educational attainment or relevant
knowledge and public opinion on economic inequality. However, there are slight divergences
among those with graduate degrees and those with a poor comprehension of the survey questions
in their likelihood to strongly agree that the income gap is a problem. Despite this slight affect
of information on public opinion on economic inequality, the distribution of opinions is similar
across different education levels and levels of relevant information. This indicates that
information does not appear to significantly shape public opinion on economic inequality.

Media
News medium does appear shape public opinion on economic inequality, but the
frequency of reading the news does not (see Figures 18 and 19). More specifically, the medium
people choose to get their information is important for whether or not an individual agrees or
disagrees that the income gap in America is too large. People who get their main source of
information from books or other printed material are unanimous in strongly agreeing or agreeing
that the income gap is too large. In contrast, only 39.1% of those who get their main source of
news from magazines strongly agree or agree that the income gap is too large and 56.5%
disagree. In addition to books, people whose main source of news comes from family or friends
and colleagues are also highly likely to strongly agree or agree with the INCGAP question
(79.2%), while people who get their news from the radio are more likely to strongly disagree or
disagree than any other news medium except magazines (25.0%). The frequency of reading the
news, however, does not appear to have a strong connection to public opinion on economic
inequality (see Figure 17). This is similar to how religious affiliation had a relationship to
opinions on the income gap, but frequency of attendance at religious services did not. There
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appears to be no significant divergence of opinions on the income gap between people who read
the news everyday, a few times per week, once per week, less than once per week, and never.

Figure 18
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Figure 19
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Correlation Analysis
A crosstab analysis showed that normative frameworks (both political ideology and
worldviews) have an apparent relationship to public opinion about economic inequality.
Economic status, religious affiliation, marital status, and news medium also appeared to drive
differences in opinions. In contrast, race, gender, age, church attendance, degree level, relevant
information, and frequency of reading the news did not appear to have much connection to the
INCGAP question. To further test the relationship of socioeconomic status, normative
frameworks, information, and news to public opinion about economic inequality, I conduct a
correlation analysis. Such an analysis allows for a better understanding of the statistical
significance of the relationships identified by the crosstab analysis.
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The results of the analysis support the significance of the relationships that emerged in
the crosstab analysis. Income, subjective class, financial satisfaction, religious preference,
marital status, party identification, political views, and all three indicators of individualism and
egalitarianism have a statistically significant correlation to opinions on the income gap.
Interestingly, in the crosstab analysis sex did not appear significant, but did in the correlation
analysis, as the data is coded. This analysis shows that being a woman is moderately correlated
with agreeing that the current income gap in the U.S. is too large, and it is statistically
significant. Of all of the significant variables from this analysis, normative frameworks appear
to be the most important factor shaping public opinion about the income gap (see Table 2). In
addition to normative frameworks, the correlation analysis also confirmed that economic status
and some of social characteristics – namely religious preference, marital status, and sex – also
appear important in shaping public opinion about economic inequality in the United States. This
analysis did not show a statistically significant relationship between the INCGAP question and
information levels or the media. Generally, the correlation analysis supported the findings drawn
from the crosstab analysis.
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Table 261
N

Mean

SD

INCGAP

INCGAP

1273

2.26

1.098

1

INCOME

4374

16.99

5.704

.093**

CLASS

4782

2.39

0.704

.090**

SATFIN

4807

2.02

0.751

-.130**

RACE

4820

1.31

0.617

-.017

SEX

4820

1.56

0.497

-.056*

AGE

4769

49.59

17.187

-.025

RELIG

4803

2.51

2.436

-.118**

ATTEND

4803

3.45

2.849

0.042

MARITAL

4818

2.51

1.658

-.079**

PARTYID

4791

2.73

2.073

.268**

POLVIEWS

4640

4.1

1.452

.273**

HELPPOOR

3167

2.99

1.19

.337**

EQWLTH

3228

3.67

2.075

.484**

NATFARE

2302

2.24

0.772

.203**

DEGREE

4820

1.66

1.23

-.047

COMPREND

4801

1.19

0.455

0.027

NEWSFROM

4801

1.19

0.455

-.014

NEWS

3229

2.84

1.53

0.061

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level.
*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level.
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For a compete table of all correlations (which may be useful in understanding the relationship between the
independent variables) see Appendix C.
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Moreover, both the crosstab analysis and the correlation analysis revealed that there are
multiple important factors shaping public opinion about economic inequality. Generally, there
has been very little research on the possibility that more than one of the above mentioned schools
of thought may play an influential role in shaping public opinion. While the analyses revealed
that not every factor appears important in shaping public opinion about economic inequality, it
did show that political ideology, worldviews, economic status, gender, religion, and marital
status all have a role in shaping public opinion about income inequality in the United States.
Political ideology, worldviews, economic status, and some social characteristics play
important roles in shaping public opinion about economic inequality. While this does reveal,
generally, that both the normative frameworks school of thought and the socioeconomic status
school of thought contribute important ideas to this field of study, it also reveals some
information about the internal debates within each group. Of all schools of thought, normative
frameworks appear to have the strongest correlation to the INCGAP question. Moreover, while
scholars from this school of thought discuss political ideology and worldviews as two separate
elements, the correlation analysis revealed a strong positive correlation between an individual’s
political ideology and her worldviews. Therefore, not only are both these components of
normative frameworks important in shaping political opinion about economic inequality, but
these factors are also statistically significant in connection with each other. Furthermore, many
of the variables used to measure socioeconomic status also have a significant connection to the
variables measuring normative frameworks. Understanding the interconnectedness of these
variables is pivotal to recognizing that multiple variables can shape beliefs about the income gap
and to understanding why Americans hold the beliefs they do about economic inequality.
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Conclusion
The point of this paper is to investigate why Americans hold the opinions they have about
economic inequality. Ultimately, I argue that normative frameworks are the most influential
factor shaping public opinion about economic inequality, but economic status and some social
characteristics are also important. Understanding the factors that shape the way Americans think
about economic inequality is important because beliefs about inequality have influence over
policies that can mitigate or exacerbate economic inequality in the United States.62
Furthermore, this paper also investigates the possibility that more than one factor can
shape public opinion about economic inequality. Allowing for more than one important factor is
important, because people are not all identical – different factors can shape different people in
different ways and to differing extents. Although examining the different ways these elements
effect different groups of people is not the focus of this paper, the correlation analysis did reveal
some interesting connections between age and normative frameworks. Given that normative
frameworks are the most important factor shaping public opinion about economic inequality, and
given that we millennials have a distinct worldview and now outnumber baby boomers, this is
particularly relevant insight into what issues could become important as more millennials reach
voting age.63
This said, there are numerous opportunities for future research. This paper addressed
definitional issues and assumptions about the existence of only one very influential factor
influencing public opinion about economic inequality and revealed that normative frameworks,
economic status, and some social characteristics are all important. However, the survey used in
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this study (chosen to ensure that this study lends some regularity to the field) does not
comprehensively address respondents’ relevant economic knowledge and news sources. A
future study that addresses these areas more fully would be beneficial to this field of study.
Indeed, a framework for an interesting assessment of relevant economic information already
exists. The k-score method, developed by Blinder and Krueger, grades individuals on a scale of
zero to one hundred based on answers to nine questions designed to gauge levels of relevant
economic knowledge.64 Further studies about the relationship between media and public opinion
about economic inequality may also want to consider the different news outlets (such as MSNBC
and FOX) that individuals choose for their news.
It is important that we continue to try to understand public opinion on economic
inequality and the what influences those opinions have on the political and policy process in a
country with such “vast disparities in wealth and income.”65 Despite this, as Dahl points out, the
existence of high levels of economic inequality “has never become a highly salient issue in
American politics or, certainly, a persistent one.”66 Understanding what shapes public opinion
on economic inequality is a step forward into comprehending why this has not become a
prominent topic in America. However, due to the connection between age to normative
frameworks and normative frameworks to belief that the income gap is too large, this issue may
become an increasingly salient issue as more millennials become old enough to vote.
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Appendix A
Table 1: Economic Status
VARIABLE

VARIABLE
NAME

QUESTION

MEASUREMENT

Economic Status1

INCOME06

In which of these groups
did your total family
income, from all sources,
fall last year – 2011 –
before taxes, that is.
Total income includes
interest or dividends,
rent, Social Security,
other pensions, alimony
or child support,
unemployment
compensation, public aid
(welfare), armed forces
or veteran’s allotment.

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

$0-$29,999
$30,000-$49,999
$50,000-$74,999
$75,000-$129,000
$130,000 or more

Economic Status2

CLASS

If you were asked to use
one of four names for
your social class, which
would you say you
belong in: the lower
class, the working class,
the middle class, or the
upper class?

1.
2.
3.
4.

Lower class
Working class
Middle class
Upper class

Economic Status3

SATFIN

So far as you and your
family are concerned,
would you say that you
are pretty well satisfied
with your present
financial situation, more
or less satisfied, or not
satisfied at all?

1. Pretty well satisfied
2. More or less
satisfied
3. Not satisfied at all
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Table 2: Social Indicators
VARIABLE

VARIABLE
NAME

QUESTION

Social indicator1

RACE

What is your race?

Social indicator2

SEX

What is your gender?

Social indicator3

AGE

Respondent’s age

Social indicator4

RELIG

What is your religious
preference?

Social indicator5

ATTEND

How often do you attend
religious services?

Social indicator6

MARITAL

Are you currently –
married, widowed,
divorced, separated, or
have you never been
married?

MEASUREMENT

1.
2.
3.
1.
2.
1.
2.
3.
4.
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.

White
Black
Other
Male
Female
22-34
35-50
51-69
70 or older
Protestant
Catholic
Christian
Orthodox-Christian
Other Eastern
Buddhism
Hinduism
Muslim
Internondenominational
10. Other
11. None
1. Never
2. Less than once a
year
3. About once or twice
a year
4. Several times a year
5. About once a month
6. 2-3 times a month
7. Nearly every week
8. Every week
9. Several times a
week
1. Married
2. Widowed
3. Divorced
4. Separated
5. Never married
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Table 3: Normative Frameworks
VARIABLE

VARIABLE
NAME

QUESTION

Political Ideology1

PARTYID

Generally speaking, do you
usually think of yourself as a
Republican, Democrat,
Independent, or what?

Political Ideology2

POLVIEWS

I’m going to show you a
seven-point scale on which
the political views that
people might hold are
arranged from extremely
liberal – point 1 – to
extremely conservative –
point 7. Where would you
place yourself on this scale?

Individualism or
Egalitarianism1

HELPPOOR

Should the government do
everything possible to
improve the living of all poor
Americans, or should each
person take care of [her]self?

Individualism or
Egalitarianism2

EQWLTH

Should the government
reduce income differences
between the rich and poor,
perhaps by raising taxes of
wealthy families or by giving
assistance to the poor, or
should the government not
concern itself with reducing
differences?

Individualism or
Egalitarianism3

NATFARE

Are we spending too much,
too little, or about the right
amount on welfare?

MEASUREMENT

1. Strong Democrat
2. Not strong Democrat
3. Independent, near
Democrat
4. Independent
5. Independent, near
Republican
6. Not strong Republican
7. Strong Republican
1. Extremely liberal
2. Liberal
3. Slightly liberal
4. Moderate
5. Slightly conservative
6. Conservative
7. Extremely conservative

1. Strong gov’t should
improve living
standards
2. Gov’t should improve
living standards
3. Agree with both
answers
4. People should take care
of themselves
5. Strongly people should
take care of themselves
1. Gov’t should do
something to reduce
income differences
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7. Gov’t should not
concern itself with
income differences
1. Too little
2. About right
3. Too much
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Table 4: Information Levels
VARIABLE

VARIABLE
NAME

QUESTION

MEASUREMENT

Information1

DEGREE

Respondent’s highest
degree

Information2

COMPREND

Was respondent’s
understanding of the
questions…

VARIABLE

VARIABLE
NAME

QUESTION

Media1

NEWSFROM

We are interested in
how people get
information about
events in the news.
Where do you get most
of your information
about current news
events?

1.
2.
3.
4.

How often do you read
the newspaper?

1.
2.
3.
4.

1. Less than high
school
2. High school
3. Junior college
4. Bachelor
5. Graduate
1. Good
2. Fair
3. Poor

Table 5: Media

Media2

NEWS

MEASUREMENT

5.
6.
7.
8.

Newspapers
Magazines
Internet
Books, or other
printed material
TV
Radio
Family
Friends, colleagues

Every day
A few times a week
Once a week
Less than once a
week
5. Never

Smith

Appendix B
List 1: All Variables
SCHOOL OF THOUGHT
Socioeconomic status

Normative frameworks

Information
Media
Dependent variable

NAME
INCOME
CLASS
SATFIN
RACE
SEX
AGE
RELIG
ATTEND
MARITAL
PARTYID
POLVIEWS
HELPPOOR
EQWLTH
NATFARE
DEGREE
COMPREND
NEWSFROM
NEWS
INCGAP

LABEL
Total family income
Subjective class identification
Satisfaction with financial situation
Race of respondent
Sex of respondent
Age of respondent
RS religious preference
How often R attends religious services
Marital status
Political party affiliation
Think of self as liberal or conservative
Should government improve standard of living?
Should government reduce income differences?
Welfare spending
RS highest degree
RS understanding of questions
Main source of information about news events
How often does R read news
Income differentials in USA too big
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Appendix C
N

Mean

SD

INCGAP

INCOME

CLASS

SATFIN

RACE

SEX

INCGAP
1273
2.26
1.098
INCOME
4374
16.99
5.704
CLASS
4782
2.39
0.704
SATFIN
4807
2.02
0.751
RACE
4820
1.31
0.617
SEX
4820
1.56
0.497
AGE
4769
49.59
17.187
RELIG
4803
2.51
2.436
ATTEND
4803
3.45
2.849
MARITAL
4818
2.51
1.658
PARTYID
4791
2.73
2.073
POLVIEWS
4640
4.1
1.452
HELPPOOR
3167
2.99
1.19
EQWLTH
3228
3.67
2.075
NATFARE
2302
2.24
0.772
DEGREE
4820
1.66
1.23
COMPREND
4801
1.19
0.455
NEWSFROM
4801
1.19
0.455
NEWS
3229
2.84
1.53
**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level.
*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level.

1
.093**
.090**
-.130**
-.017
-.056*
-.025
-.118**
0.042
-.079**
.268**
.273**
.337**
.484**
.203**
-.047
0.027
-.014
0.061

1
.401**
-.306**
-.148**
-.109**
-.010
-.002
0.024
-.358**
.116**
.035*
.202**
.179**
.203**
.436**
-.293**
-.146**
-.136**

1
-.384**
-.102**
-.029*
.146**
-.025
.074**
-.164**
.082**
0.027
.141**
.152**
.087**
.360**
-.143**
-.106**
-.160**

1
.078**
0.019
-.154**
.044**
-.107**
.150**
-.104**
-.065**
-.155**
-.153**
-.099**
-.193**
.085**
.089**
.130**

1
0.004
-.154**
.060**
.088**
.159**
-.244**
-.065**
-.150**
-.146**
-.120**
-.091**
.174**
-.007
.038*

1
0.017
-0.009
.109**
-0.012
-.069**
-.047**
-.086**
-.069**
-0.026
-0.009
.043**
0.021
0.031

Smith
AGE

RELIG

ATTEND

INCGAP
INCOME
CLASS
SATFIN
RACE
SEX
AGE
1
RELIG
-.202**
1
ATTEND
.140**
-.160**
1
MARITAL
-.341**
.106**
-.166**
PARTYID
0.015
-.069**
.106**
POLVIEWS
.105**
-.118**
.251**
HELPPOOR
.074**
-0.025
.067**
EQWLTH
.085**
-.072**
.097**
NATFARE
-0.036
0.019
0.033
DEGREE
0.003
.036*
.051**
COMPREND
.033*
-.030*
-0.005
NEWSFROM
-0.027
0.002
-0.005
NEWS
-.269**
.103**
-.064**
**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level.
*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level.

MARITA
L

1
-.145**
-.159**
-.151**
-.132**
-.132**
-.100**
.057**
0.019
.093**

PARTYI
D

1
.488**
.348**
.414**
.252**
0.005
-.042**
0.026
0.026

POLVIE
WS

1
.326**
.406**
.254**
-.099**
.032*
0.032
0.003

HELPPO
OR

1
.473**
.378**
.078**
-.095**
-0.019
0.012

EQWLT
H

1
.331**
.080**
-.110**
-0.004
-0.041
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NATFAR
E

1
0.012
-.087**
-0.008
.051*

Smith
DEGREEE

COMPREND NEWSFROM NEWS

INCGAP
CLASS
SATFIN
RACE
SEX
AGE
RELIG
ATTEND
MARITAL
PARTYID
POLVIEWS
HELPPOOR
EQWLTH
NATFARE
DEGREE
1
COMPREND
-.290**
1
NEWSFROM
-.178**
.082**
NEWS
-.185**
.117**
**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level.
*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level.

1
.365**

1
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