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Motivation and Political Relevance

Growing inequality in the developed world poses an increasing number of threats to social peace
and fosters conflict. At the same time, intergenerational mobility does not increase in the
same way, but instead often decreases, which reinforces inequality and brings forward stronger
segregation of society. Additionally, national tax systems are not adjusted to counter this devel-
opment, and even the demand for redistribution in public opinion seems to be low (see Lübker,
2006, Sabirianova Peter, Buttrick, and Duncan, 2010). In this context, economists have argued
that individuals do not build their policy preferences based on actual outcomes, but on their
perceptions of it, which have shown to be systematically wrong (see Engelhardt and Wagener,
2014, Gimpelson and Treisman, 2018, Hauser and Norton, 2017). However, little research has
been done in economics on how and why people form these perceptions of economic reality, even
though such research would be of high interest for democratic voting considerations.

In this context the theory of system justification seems to be a promising approach to ex-
plain these discrepancies. John T Jost, Banaji, and Nosek (2004) define this approach as follows:

”it captures social and psychological needs to imbue the status quo with legitimacy and to see it
as good, fair, natural, desirable, and even inevitable.”

Thus, in addition to ego or group justification theories, he argues that people also want to see the
system of the society they live in as legitimate and justifiable, even if it contradicts their group
or self interests (see John T Jost, Banaji, and Nosek, 2004, John T. Jost, 2019). In the capi-
talist system, the ideology of meritocracy serves this need of justifying existing inequalities (see
Alesina and La Ferrara, 2005, Bénabou and Tirole, 2006, Day and Fiske, 2017, Garcıa-Sánchez
et al., 2019). Further, in some contexts especially low-income and marginalised groups are more
prone to advocate these justifying beliefs, in line with cognitive dissonance theory, to justify
their own disadvantage, even though it is against their own interests (see John T Jost, Banaji,
and Nosek, 2004). McCoy et al. (2013) finds that these beliefs act as a ”coping mechanism” and
increase perceived control over life circumstances for these marginalised groups, which in turn
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show higher self-esteem. However, if system justification dominates over self or group identity
considerations, anger about experienced injustices is appeased (see Sagioglou, Forstmann, and
Greitemeyer, 2019). Finally, this leads to reduced political activism and poses a threat to soli-
darity among disadvantaged groups of society, which is needed to establish change movements
or even for policies for redistribution (see Osborne et al., 2019).

In my work I will analyse whether the perceptions of social mobility in Austria, representing
meritocratic beliefs, and the mechanisms shaping them can provide evidence for the theory of
system justification, especially among the more deprived groups of society.

Research Question and Analysis

Following the theoretical motivation, the main research question will be:

”Do perceptions of social mobility in Austria, and the mechanisms shaping them, follow the
predictions of the system justification theory?”

The data used results from two large-scale online surveys conducted in October 2018 and
March 2019 in Austria. Both surveys comprise of 2100 respondents, resulting in a merged
dataset of 4200 respondents in total. In addition to general questions about socio-economic
characteristics, political views, perceptions of social mobility and inequality in Austria, the
survey included a treatment, which was designed to exogenously change perceptions of social
mobility in a pessimistic way. Using these data, 3 different sub-analyses will be conducted to
test the empirical relevance of the system justification theory in Austria.

First, a more general analysis will test whether perceptions of social mobility differ between
specific subgroups of society. Most importantly, low-income groups and/or persons with low
perceived socioeconomic standing are contrasted to other groups. According to the theory, if
ego or group interests are not salient, those groups with a lower status in society will exert even
more system justifying beliefs (see John T Jost, Banaji, and Nosek, 2004). Additionally, those
individuals of disadvantaged groups showing more system justifying beliefs will most likely show
more satisfaction with their life situation, than those who do not, which is also testable in the
dataset (see John T. Jost, 2019). Further, it is possible to analyse and test the mitigating ef-
fects of perceptions of social mobility on the demand for redistribution and/or political activism,
according to theory (see Garcıa-Sánchez et al., 2019, John T Jost, Banaji, and Nosek, 2004,
John T. Jost et al., 2012, Osborne et al., 2019, Sagioglou, Forstmann, and Greitemeyer, 2019).

Second, the effect of the individual’s geographical reference group will be tested. According
to system justification theory, the higher the inequality in the individual’s immediate surround-
ings, the more he/she will be prone to justify the system (see John T Jost, Banaji, and Nosek,
2004, Mijs, 2019). However, there are also empirical results contesting this hypothesis (see
Newman, Johnston, and Lown, 2015, Kuhn, 2019) To analyse this, I will use the information
about municipalities from the Survey and connect this with municipality level wage inequality
data for Austria to measure the level of inequality, individuals are confronted with in their
hometown. Thus, if higher inequality in the residential municipality is associated with more
optimistic beliefs about social mobility, this provides evidence for the system justification the-
ory. As robustness tests I also have information about perceptions of inequality, to test whether
objectively higher inequality also results in perceptions of higher inequality. Additionally, I can
use the information, whether respondents moved from the municipality, they were born in, to
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control for selection into specific municipalities by specific groups of society.

Finally, I will use the exogenous treatment variation to estimate on the one hand hetero-
geneous responsiveness to treatment, where cognitive dissonance theory in line with system
justification motives predicts that marginalised groups of society will respond less to system
threatening information (see Bénabou and Tirole, 2006, John T. Jost, 2019). Thus, I will es-
timate heterogeneous treatment effects for low-income or perceived low socio-economic status
individuals to test this hypothesis. Further, I will use the treatment to infer causal effects of
meritocratic, system justifying beliefs on political preferences and activity. That is to say, exoge-
nously reducing these justifying beliefs, should increase individual’s demand for redistribution
policies and also their willingness to take political actions (see Garcıa-Sánchez et al., 2019, John
T Jost, Banaji, and Nosek, 2004, Sagioglou, Forstmann, and Greitemeyer, 2019). Further, there
will be opposing effects on political actions, that defend or challenge the system, which can be
tested by analysing questions about people’s willingness to take different political actions (see
Osborne et al., 2019)

Eventually, the political implications of the system justification mechanism are diverse, es-
pecially for system change movements or political processes and party campaigns. The theory
goes well beyond the mere emphasis on misperceptions of economic reality being in place, but
highlights the mechanisms and power structures behind that. By this, it can explain the lack
of solidarity among the lower social classes in a way that can help to overcome it and has the
potential to foster societal and economic change.
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