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Abstract: For the first time the 2014 British Election Study asked respondents to identify any 

change in the difference in incomes in the UK over the past twenty years. Just over three-quarters 

of the respondents correctly identified an increase in this difference. Here, we draw from the 

existing - if limited - literature to develop a framework for understanding what drives individuals’ 

perceptions of national-level income inequality. We find that UK respondents with higher political 

knowledge and left-leaning ideological self-identification are more likely to identify this increase 

in inequality. At the same time, these same respondents were more likely to report a large (vs. 

small) increase. As a possible explanation, we show that respondents’ coherent normative 

orientations to inequality appear to magnify ideological differences. This suggests that while 

ideology may provide a broad organizing schema for individuals’ perceptions of macro-economic 

phenomena, normative orientations may have a significant intervening role. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

In many models of political science and economics, individuals are often expected to identify 

the economic and political context in which they live - with some level of accuracy - in order to 

make (political and economic) choices. Yet, democratic citizens often have low levels of 

information about both politics and economics (Sniderman et al 1991; Popkin 1991). This prompts 

two important questions. To what extent are individuals able, with some degree of accuracy, to 

identify the political and economic realities in which they live? Inasmuch as they can or cannot, 

are there individual-level attributes that correspond to observed perceptual (in)accuracies? Using 

new survey data on individuals’ perceptions of changes in national-level income inequality in the 

United Kingdom (UK), we aim to provide some preliminary answers to these questions.  

Over the last two decades, income inequality has increased in the UK, a change indicated by a 

variety of measures (in Section 2 below). In 2014, for the first time, the British Election Study 

(BES) asked respondents to identify how differences in income have changed in the UK over the 

past twenty years.1 In these data, we find that more than three-quarters (76.4%) of UK citizens are 

able to correctly identify that income inequality has risen. Drawing together a scattered literature, 

we develop a comprehensive individual-level model of perceptions to investigate the most likely 

determinants of these perceptions. We find that, like perceptions of income inequality in the US 

(Bartels 2008), respondents with higher political knowledge and left-leaning ideological self-

identification are more likely to accurately identify the increase in inequality. In addition, positive 

evaluations of economic and political performance are associated with failing to identify the 

increase. This corresponds to existing work in which positive performance evaluations mitigate 

                                                 
1 The questions replicate the questions in the American National Election Study (ANES) which have been 

used previously to look at individuals’ perceptions of national-level income inequality (Bartels 2008). 
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citizens’ critiques of political institutions (Weatherford 1987; Anderson and Guillory 1997) and 

potentially result in ‘system justification’ (Jost et al. 2004). 

However, to further advance the work of previous studies, we exploit a follow-up question that 

asks respondents to identify the size of the increase in income inequality. Although it is not evident 

whether the increase was ‘much’ or merely ‘somewhat’ larger, we do find that those with higher 

levels of political knowledge are more likely to respond with ‘much larger’. Importantly, this effect 

is strongest for those who self-identify as ideologically left-leaning. As a possible explanation, we 

show that left-leaning ideologues display much greater normative (negative) coherence in their 

orientation to income inequality. Thus, we argue that coherent normative orientations serve to 

magnify ideological differences on macro-economic issues. Together, these findings suggest that 

while ideology may provide a broad organizing schema for individuals’ perceptions of macro-

economic phenomena, normative orientations may have a significant intervening role.  

This contributes to the literature in two ways. One, we draw together the existing - if limited - 

literature on individuals’ perceptions of income inequality to develop a comprehensive initial 

framework. This includes simultaneously testing individuals’ ideological and normative values, 

performance evaluations, and socio-economic profiles as determinants of their perceptions of 

income inequality. Two, building on previous work in which strongly-held ideological positions 

appear to bias cognitive assessments of national-level income inequality (Bartels 2008), we add 

evidence, albeit less conclusively, of the power of strongly-held normative values to influence - or 

even disrupt – cognitive assessments by potentially shaping both the choice and the extent to which 

concepts, beliefs, and rules – such as ideology - are applied to the evaluation of objective facts (see 

Sniderman 2000; Kunda 1999).  
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2. CHANGES IN INCOME INEQUALITY IN THE UNITED KINGDOM 

Figure 1 shows the most recent available data points on income share held by the top 10% and 

bottom 10% of income earners in the UK and the ratio of top to bottom from 1991 to 2010. As the 

percent of income share increased for the top 10% (from 27.2 to 28.6%) and decreased for the 

bottom 10% (from 2.5 to 1.9%), the ratio between them increased from 10.9 to 15.1 (a nearly 40% 

increase).  

<<Figure 1 about here>> 

The available evidence using tax data from the World Top Income Database2 clearly shows that 

this increase in income inequality was driven by changes at the very top of the income distribution: 

between 1992 and 2012 in the UK the income share of the top 1% increased from 9.8 to 12.7, and 

the income share of the top 0.1% increased from 3.1 to 4.6.3 A less direct but salient means to 

further investigate changes in the differences in incomes is an indicator of the distribution of 

income such as the Gini Index for income inequality. The Standardized World Income Inequality 

Database v5.0, which is provided by Solt (2014), provides the mean change in measures of the 

Gini Index for income inequality in the UK over the past half century (see Figure 2). From 1993 

to 2013, we can see the change in the Gini Index (with 95% confidence intervals). 

<<Figure 2 about here>> 

In this context, in the 2014 BES respondents were asked the following question: “Do you think 

the difference in incomes between rich people and poor people in the UK today is larger, smaller, 

or about the same as it was 20 years ago?” The response categories were ‘larger’, ‘about the same’, 

and ‘smaller’. Based on the evidence above, the most accurate description of the change in income 

                                                 
2 http://topincomes.parisschoolofeconomics.eu/. The most recent available year for the UK is 2012. 
3 While seemingly small, these are substantial increases of 30% and nearly 50%, respectively. 

http://topincomes.parisschoolofeconomics.eu/
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inequality is ‘larger’, and more than three-quarters of the sampled population (76.4%) identified 

this increase (see Table 1).  

<<Table 1 about here>> 

Given a substantial proportion of the population recognized the increase in the differences in 

income, it appears that many people have at least a general sense of the changes in national 

economic situations. This prompts our interest in who are those who are able to identify – and 

misidentify - the increase in income inequality. Below, we draw together the existing literature on 

perceptions of income inequality. 

3. LITERATURE REVIEW 

Here, we are interested in whether individuals can identify changes in the macro-economic 

environments in which they live – and what drives their (in)abilities to do so. Unfortunately, 

models explaining individuals’ perceptions of income inequality are limited. For example, Norton 

and Ariely (2011) asked US citizens to identify the current level of inequality by means of 

identifying income distributions. While nearly all of the respondents correctly assigned the rich 

more wealth than the poor, they under-estimated the extent of the disparity in the distribution (i.e. 

they did not give the rich ‘enough’ of the wealth distribution). This near unanimous 

underestimation is interesting – and accords with work suggesting that Americans are more 

tolerant of inequality (Jost et al. 2003, 2004; Alesina et al. 2004) - but there was little further 

investigation into variation in these perceptions.  

As one of the only inquiries into the origins of individuals’ perceptions of national-level income 

inequality, Bartels (2008) examined potential determinants of these perceptions. He estimated a 

very simple model where perceived changes in income inequality depend primarily on individuals’ 

political knowledge and ideological orientations. Using the 2002 and 2004 American National 
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Election Surveys, he examines the group of respondent that were able to identify that income 

inequality in the US had been increasing over the past 20 years.4 In his investigation, he included 

individuals’ self-reported ideological position, level of income, an additive measure of political 

knowledge, and finally an interaction between ideology and political knowledge. He ultimately 

identifies “…patterns of ideological polarization….suggest[ing] that American beliefs about 

inequality are profoundly political in their origins and implications” (Bartels 2008, 159). 

Specifically, the interaction between ideological orientation and political knowledge revealed that 

while liberals more correctly identified increasing income inequality in conjunction with increases 

in their level of political knowledge, the opposite was the case for conservatives. That is, the ability 

of conservatives to identify the increasing income inequality dropped with as political knowledge 

increased. As Bartels pointed out, for conservative Americans, political knowledge entrenched 

ideological consistency rather than improved the accuracy of their perceptions of reality. 

Loveless and Whitefield (2011) have also examined individuals’ perceptions of social 

inequality with Binelli and Loveless (forthcoming) expanding on this research including questions 

about both social and income inequality. These works may be limited in direct salience to the 

investigation here as both focus on citizens’ normative questions about inequality (seeing ‘too 

much’ social inequality or ‘differences in income in this country are too large’, emphasis ours). 

However, what is notable and potentially relevant to our investigation here is the consistent finding 

in both about the significant role of normative commitments to markets and democratic governance 

as well as perceptions of ‘fairness’ in getting ahead (i.e. ‘achievement mechanisms) (the latter 

reflecting broader related work about individuals’ perceptions of merit and inequality in society, 

for Western Europe see Kaltenhaler et al. 2008). In other words, individuals’ (negative) normative 

                                                 
4 Specifically, he looked at the group that not only recognized the increase in income inequality but also 

responded that this was a ‘bad thing’. 
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values about both the market and democracy as well as ‘fairness’ in society produce a greater 

likelihood to see higher levels of national-level inequality.  

In addition to the limited work on perceptions of national-level income inequality, another 

limitation we face is that individuals’ perceptions of macro-economic phenomena are often 

examined in the context of aggregate perceptions of economic and political contexts (Page and 

Shapiro 1992), national economic evaluations (Duch et al. 2000), or as a function of the efficacy 

of parties cues (Evans and Andersen 2006) or mass media (Zaller 1992; Hetherington 1992). For 

our purposes here, individuals’ economic evaluations, while not perceptions of macro-economic 

phenomena, do require some knowledge of macro-phenomena.5 Fortunately, individuals’ 

evaluations of economic performance has been extensively studied largely for their privileged 

position in the economic voting literature. As a result, we know that individuals’ economic 

evaluations vary according to individuals’ levels of political knowledge, exposure to mass media, 

various political attitudes, personal political and economic experiences, as well as standard 

demographic profiles (Duch et al. 2000). These sources for economic evaluation, coupled with the 

scattered work on perceptions on the level of and/or changes in national-level income inequality, 

provide a preliminary theoretical roadmap – i.e. tell us where to look. The theory section below 

introduces some of the most promising dimensions drawn from work in both literatures. 

4. THEORY 

4.1 Determinants of individuals’ perceptions of income inequality  

To explain individuals’ perceptions of national-level income inequality we propose potential - 

if incremental - additions. In doing so, we aim to develop from the limited literature a 

                                                 
5 For example, we often ask how satisfied citizens are with democracy or the performance of the economy 

in their country. This assumes that they have some notion of how democracy/the economy is actually 

doing (perception) and compare that to how they would like it to perform (evaluation). 



7 

 

comprehensive framework to analyze inequality perceptions. Corresponding to earlier work, we 

include as determinants of individuals’ inequality perceptions both political knowledge 

(sophistication) and ideological orientation. In addition to the previously theorized role of 

individuals’ level of income, we propose to broaden individuals’ socio-economic profiles to 

include additional attributes. Drawing from both literatures, we also suggest to include individuals’ 

political/economic subjective experiences.  

Political knowledge/sophistication: The most intuitive potential determinant of individuals’ 

accurate perceptions of national-level income inequality is their level of political knowledge, 

attentiveness, or sophistication about political and economic macro-phenomena. Lupia and 

McCubbins (1998) show that the politically sophisticated require information about politics, which 

in turn requires attention to politics. Being attentive to politics (or economics) in general can make 

this specific information more likely to be readily available. Because of this, the politically (and/or 

economically) sophisticated are more likely to be able to identify national-level performance 

indicators.  

In the absence of precise empirical information, ‘political sophistication’ produces an ‘educated 

guess’ by assembling related information. Someone with a high level of political sophistication 

(i.e. in which political knowledge and attention in general is high), is also – and more so than 

others – passively ingesting related material. Political sophistication allows one to bring to mind 

examples of what one is asked to consider and base their frequency judgments on the ease of 

imagining such examples (Kunda 1999). This is revealed in the empirical convenience of often 

using the level of education and/or knowledge as a proxy for sophistication (Zaller 1992). Thus, 

political sophistication demonstrates how “…people can be knowledgeable in their reasoning 

about political choices without necessarily possessing a large body of knowledge about politics” 
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(Sniderman et al. 1991, 19; our emphasis). In other words, political sophistication is not merely 

what one actively knows but also how available this information is either cognitively, by exposure, 

or sheer capacity (i.e. cognitive capacity in organization and retrieval of information).6 

 Ideological orientation: In political science, individuals’ orientations to parties (Brady and 

Sniderman 1985; Popkin 1991, Sniderman et al. 1991) and their ideology more generally (Fuchs 

and Klingemann 1990) are considered the primary means to reduce complexities and serve as the 

orientating function for citizens. Whether as a means to assess new information or consolidate like 

issues, individuals’ ideology is the most important organizing schema for citizens. Bartels (2008) 

represents the most relevant work to the question of individuals’ abilities to identify national-level 

income inequality. As Bartels’ work in the US shows, ideological orientations greatly shape the 

abilities of individuals to accurately assess the change in the level of income inequality, 

particularly for conservatives. That is, depending on the ideological location, individual 

ideological orientation might potentially do less orienting than disorienting. 

Socio-economic location: Individuals’ socio-economic locations likely frame individuals’ 

abilities and/or incentives to be attuned to or concerned with national-level phenomena. Socio-

economic locations are substantial indicators of individuals’ opportunities such that different social 

locations produce differing experiences with inequality (Evans 1997). Income, education, age, 

employment, ethnic identity, and gender are strong predictors of relative life-chances. The 

expectation is that those with greater socio-economic locations are less effective in identifying 

income inequality as they are more immune to its effects (Mullainathan and Shafir 2013; 

                                                 
6 This is evident across all levels of political sophistication. As Sniderman (2000) has argued, it is not that 

those with ‘low’ information levels reason “with feeling” while the highly-informed rely on ‘knowledge’. 

Instead, citizens can compensate for low information by using heuristics - whether they can take advantage 

of heuristics depends on their level of information (Brady and Sniderman 1985). What distinguishes the 

politically sophisticated is not the absence of affect but rather the ‘sophisticated’ use that they make of it. 
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Przeworski 1985). While this may seem counter-intuitive, we take the position that political 

knowledge explains a great deal of what is often associated with higher levels of these socio-

economic attributes. 

Political/economic subjective experiences: Differing experiences with both democratic 

governance and the market are likely to shape perceptions of how the economic and political 

systems work (Anderson and Guillory 1997; Anderson and O’Connor 2000). Those with positive, 

if generic, experiences with democracy and the market are more likely to be positively oriented to 

system outputs (i.e. the performance of society, politics, and economics in general). In contrast, 

those with poor experiences with the market or democracy are more likely to judge inequality more 

harshly as well as more accurately (for an example from Eastern Europe, see Whitefield and 

Loveless 2013). This corresponds to work on system assessment in which positive performance 

evaluations mitigate citizens’ critiques of political institutions (Weatherford 1987; Anderson and 

Guillory 1997) and potentially result in ‘system justification’ (Jost et al. 2004).  

This process of ‘justification’ can produce not only overly optimistic economic prospects at the 

individual-level but also a broad and generic justifying schema of the economic order (Jost et al. 

2003). For individuals, this psychological process produces (illusionary) control over one’s 

economic destiny, which in turn reinforces psychological commitments to the current environment 

however personally unjust or unrewarding. This ‘system-justifying ideology’’ cultivates the belief 

that the current system will, in the end, be just and efficacious. In this manner, inequality can 

become psychologically internalized as a norm (Jost et al. 2004). Thus, our expectation is that 

positive experiences will attenuate perceptions of increases in income inequality. Our inclusion of 

the experiential variables stems from Bartels (2008) discussion linking individual ideological 

views and attitudes toward opportunities for everyone to succeed. Although he does not fully 
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engage this topic, he opens the door for thinking about the process by which individual arrive as 

assessments of macro-economic and political phenomena by inviting attitudes to complement the 

role of factual knowledge.  

From the above discussion, we arrive at the following four hypotheses: 

H1: Individuals with higher levels of political sophistication are more likely to correctly identify 

changes in national-level income inequality. 

 

H2: Individuals with more conservative ideological values are less likely to correctly identify 

changes in national-level income inequality. 

 

H3: Individuals with higher socio-economic locations are less likely to correctly identify 

changes in national-level income inequality. 

 

H4: Individuals with positive experiences with the market and/or democracy are less likely to 

correctly identify changes in national-level income inequality. 

 

4.2 Model 

Based on our framework of determinants of individuals’ inequality perceptions, we estimate 

the following equation:  

𝑦𝑖 =  𝑏0 +  𝑏1(𝑃𝑜𝑙𝐾𝑛𝑜𝑤𝑖) +  𝑏2(𝐼𝑑𝑒𝑜𝑙𝑜𝑔𝑦𝑖) + 𝑏3(𝑃𝑜𝑙𝐾𝑛𝑜𝑤 ∗ 𝐼𝑑𝑒𝑜𝑙𝑜𝑔𝑦𝑖)                      (1)

+  𝐵4(𝑆𝑜𝑐𝑖𝑜𝐸𝑐𝑖) +  𝐵5(𝑃𝑜𝑙𝐸𝑐𝐸𝑥𝑝𝑖) +  𝜀𝑖                                                          

where 𝑦𝑖 is a measure of perceptions of income inequality for individual i,  which we estimate 

as a function of each of the four categories of individual-level determinants that we discussed in 

Section 4.1. In particular: “Political Knowledge/Sophistication” (PolKnow), “Ideological 

Orientation” (Ideology), “Socio-economic Location” (SocioEc), and “Political/Economic 

Subjective Experiences” (PolEcExp). In Bartels (2008), individuals’ informational capacity and 

their ideological orientation were neither discrete nor merely complimentary but rather interactive. 

We therefore include an interaction term between political knowledge and ideology 

(PolKnow*Ideology).  
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We measure political knowledge using the standard battery of questions that political scientists 

use to capture this concept. In the BES questionnaire, as well as in the American ANES data used 

by Bartels, respondents were asked to correctly match 6 world leaders to their respective 

positions.7 This produced a variable that ranges from 0-6 (mean: 4.14; sd: 1.94; Cronbach’s alpha: 

0.828). For ideology, we use the common question, “In politics people sometimes talk of left and 

right. Where would you place yourself on the following scale?” (0 Left -10 Right: mean: 4.93; sd: 

2.47).  

For political and economic experience, we include questions about respondents’ experience 

with both democracy and the market. In particular, respondents were asked whether the UK 

economy has gotten better or worse (1-5 with ‘a lot better’ as the highest category; mean 3.06; sd: 

1.09), and how their personal economic situation has changed (1-5 with ‘a lot better’ as the highest 

category; mean 2.69; sd: 0.95). Respondents were then asked about their level of satisfaction with 

how democracy works in the UK (1-4: ranging from very dissatisfied to very satisfied; mean: 2.32; 

sd: 0.87).8 For socio-economic location, we include gender (1=male), age, level of education, and 

a dummy variable for (anytime) union membership. We also include income although, as the 

reporting rates were lower than the ones for the other variables, we include this only in the final 

model for robustness.9  

5. EMPIRICAL RESULTS 

5.1 Direction of the change in income inequality 

                                                 
7 All variables are in the Measurement Appendix. 
8 Satisfaction with democracy is a potentially endogenous variable. However, current evidence suggests 

that the direction of causality flows from satisfaction with democracy to perceptions of income inequality 

(Jost et al. 2003; Jost et al. 2004). 
9 We lose approximately 20% of the total observations with the inclusion of the socio-economic location 

variables. We lose an additional 25% with the inclusion of income.  
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We first estimate equation (1) with the dependent variable defined as a dummy variable to 

measure the direction of the change in income inequality. In particular, we code as ‘1’ those who 

answered that differences in income are ‘larger’ than they were 20 years ago and we assign ‘0’ to 

the rest of the responses. We estimate model (1) using a logit regression. Table 2 presents the 

results. 

<<Table 2 about here>> 

Lending support to Hypothesis 4, as individuals’ evaluations of both household and country 

economic performance increase, they become less able to correctly identify the increase in income 

inequality. Similarly, those more satisfied with the working of democracy in the UK are worse at 

identifying the increase. Socio-economic controls introduced in Model 3 and 4 fail to weaken these 

findings.10 Males, older respondents, and (at least one-time) union members are more likely to 

identify the increase in income inequality. Income is not a predictor of being able to identify the 

change in income inequality in the UK. Finally, in all models, lending support to Hypothesis 1, 

respondents with higher levels of political knowledge are more likely to identify the increase in 

income inequality. In addition to this, as individuals’ self-reported ideological positions move to 

the ‘right’, they are less able to correctly perceive the increase in inequality, which supports 

Hypothesis 2.11  

Although the models are Logits and we are interested in the marginal effects of both individuals’ 

ideological self-identification and political knowledge, we do not report a table of average 

marginal effects (AME) since the estimating procedure for AME’s produces effects for each 

independent variable but does not account for interactions. As the interaction is a crucial element 

                                                 
10 Model 3 adds socio-economic controls except for income. Seeing that the effects are highly consistent 

across all models mitigates our concern about non-random exclusion with the introduction of income.  
11 For robustness, the models were also estimated with both individuals’ ideological positions and political 

knowledge as discrete variables. The results do not change (available from the authors).  
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of interest, we instead graph the effect of the interaction between individuals’ ideological self-

identification and the average marginal effect of their level of political knowledge (Figure 3).  

<<Figure 3 about here>> 

The results in Table 2 show that the independent effect of political knowledge is positive and 

the independent effect of ideological self-identification is negative (i.e. the more conservative are 

less likely to be correct). Figure 3 shows that the interaction produces a modest (negative) quadratic 

form. Differently from the US (Bartels 2008), the relationship between political knowledge and 

inequality perceptions is positive and significant for all ideologues. In other words, unlike the 

American sample in which he finds substantial ideological polarization, we find little overt 

ideological polarization of political knowledge.  

5.2 Size of the change in income inequality 

A follow up to the question to the direction of the increase is a question on the size of that 

change: ‘would you say the difference in incomes is much larger or somewhat larger?’ Response 

categories included: ‘much larger’, ‘somewhat larger’, and ‘don't know.’ As we saw in Section 2, 

it is not evident whether the increase can be considered ‘much’ or ‘somewhat’ larger. However, 

we are interested in any individual-level patterns in choosing one response over the other. 

Therefore, we estimate equation (1) as a logit regression where the dependent variable is defined 

as a dummy variable where the increase is described as ‘somewhat larger’ as ‘1’ and the other 

responses as ‘0’. 

<<Table 3 about here>> 

Table 3 presents the results. Consistent with our expectations in the previous section, those who 

report higher satisfaction with personal and national economic situations as well as with how 

democracy functions in their country, are more likely to see a smaller sized change (i.e. ‘somewhat 



14 

 

larger’). Both males and older respondents are more likely to see ‘much’ greater difference in 

incomes. However, unlike before, those with higher levels of political knowledge are more likely 

to see a ‘much larger’ change in income inequality. Although there is no independent effect of 

ideological self-identification, the interaction is significant (p<0.001). Figure 4 reports the effect 

of the interaction of individuals’ ideological self-identification and the average marginal effect of 

their level of political knowledge.  

<<Figure 4 about here>> 

In Figure 4 we see that political knowledge is associated with the perception of the larger size 

of change - but only for those on the left of the ideological continuum. For those on the right, 

higher levels of political knowledge is negligible or - in the case of the most extreme ideologically 

right identifiers - are associated with ‘seeing’ a ‘somewhat larger’ increase. At this point, this 

analysis appears to echo Bartels’ finding in the US in which political polarization best explains the 

variation in perceptions of changes in national-level income inequality (2008), However, to 

advance our understanding of what drives individuals’ perceptions of inequality, we propose to 

broaden our analysis to include the possible role of normative values. 

5.3 Perceptions of income inequality and normative attitudes towards inequality  

There is evidence that strong and consistent normative orientations may ‘cloud one’s thinking’; 

that is, they may overwhelm individuals’ abilities to use political knowledge effectively (for 

perceptions of inequality see Loveless and Whitefield 2011; Binelli and Loveless forthcoming). 

We investigate this using a question that asks: “Is the increase in income inequality that you see: 

good, bad, or haven’t thought about it”. Figure 5 shows the relative percentage of respondents that 

said that the increase in income inequality was a ‘good thing’, ‘bad thing’, or ‘had not considered 

it yet’ by self-placed ideological position. 
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<<Figure 5 about here>> 

Left-of-center respondents demonstrate coherent and widely-held negative normative 

orientations toward inequality (i.e. an overwhelming view of increases in income inequality as a 

‘bad thing’). In contrast, those on the ideological right show much less consistency with substantial 

increases in the percentage of ‘don’t know’ and ‘an increase in inequality is a good thing’. It is 

therefore not unreasonable to suggest that ‘income inequality’ appears to be a ‘left issue’ and thus 

those who identify as ‘left-of-center’ are much more likely to have consistent (negative) normative 

responses to this issue. 

We estimate equation (1) across 4 different specifications. The first three models are Logits 

(with ‘somewhat larger” as 1) run separately by individuals’ response of whether the increase in 

income inequality was a ‘good thing’, a ‘bad thing’, or they ‘haven’t thought about it’.12 The fourth 

model includes a three-way interaction term between political knowledge, self-identified 

ideological position, and normative orientation to the increase in income inequality.  

<<Table 4 about here>> 

In Model 1 (in Table 4), there is no independent effect of political knowledge, ideological self-

identification, or the interaction between them for those who have a normative orientation towards 

income inequality as a ‘good thing’. For both, the groups who see increases of income inequality 

as a ‘bad thing’ or do not express a clear normative orientation, the effects are as above with 

political knowledge being negatively related to the likelihood of correctly identifying the size of 

the increase, a lack of independent effect for  ideological self-identification, and a positive effect 

                                                 
12 When we include the ‘don’t knows’ in the ‘haven’t thought about it’ group, the results are unchanged. 

We also included those who identified no or a decrease in income inequality as the reference category, and 

found only a slight tightening of confidence intervals for the marginal effects – most likely because of the 

larger N - but substantively the same results (available from the authors). 
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for their interaction. In Model 4 the average marginal effect solutions derived from the estimated 

Logits may be obscuring partial explanations within these interactions. 

<<Figure 6 about here>> 

Figure 6 shows that, despite increases in political knowledge, those with strong negative 

normative orientations among the ideologically left-of-center are more likely to choose ‘much 

larger.’13 While those on the right demonstrate less normative coherence, for those with positive 

normative views about inequality (see ‘good thing’, Figure 5), political information is largely 

useless except for those at the farthest right-of-center ideological positions. Interestingly, those 

with uncertain normative attitudes (i.e. ‘don’t know or haven’t thought about it’), respond similarly 

as those on the left-of-center. However, this ambivalent normative position is tenuous as the 

confidence intervals are close to zero (see ‘DK or haven’t thought’, Figure 6).  

6. DISCUSSION 

Using UK citizens’ perceptions of changes in income inequality in the UK over the past 20 

years, this inquiry investigates the assumption that individuals have, at minimum, a rough 

understanding of the political and economic context they inhabit. By drawing together extant 

research on perceptions, we have presented a theoretically-derived framework to examine - and 

thus think about - individuals’ macro-economic perceptions. The evidence here shows us that, on 

the whole, citizens can ‘see’ what is going on. However, probing for a finer distinction, we see 

that both ideology and strongly-held normative values can come together to distort these 

perceptions.  

The role of normative values on perceptions corresponds to other work in which (negative) 

normative orientations strongly bias seemingly straightforward evaluations of economic 

                                                 
13 As a robustness check, the results of a multinomial logit confirm that the left-leaning, high political 

sophisticates chose the larger size. 
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performance (Stanig 2013). While, ‘system justification’ – included here - is one understanding of 

this accommodative process, normative values appear to influence individuals’ assessments by 

shaping the choice (and extent) of cognitive processes they engage (e.g. which concepts, beliefs, 

and rules one applies to the evaluation, Kunda 1999). Individuals can arrive at the answer that best 

corresponds to their own worldview, thus biasing perceptions of reality in their favor. In Loveless 

and Whitefield’s (2011) study of perceptions of social inequality, they find ‘fairness’ among the 

strongest predictors of individuals’ perceptions (again, although their dependent variable included 

a normative position on social inequality: ‘too much’). In the US, on issues such as gun ownership 

(Haider-Markela and Joslyna 2001; Lindaman and Haider-Markel 2002; Taber and Lodge 2006) 

and climate change (Kahan et al. 2011; see also Braman et al. 2005), those who discard ‘objective’ 

information in favor of their preferred worldview come not only from those of the ideological right 

but also those whose worldviews reflect values rather than facts. These examples – as well as the 

findings here – suggest an individual-level process in which “…we all come to believe what we 

want to believe because we want to believe it” (Kunda 1999, 212; emphasis ours; see also Dolan 

and Holbrook 2001).  

Investigating the origins of individuals’ perceptions is salient to other areas of work. Inequality 

perceptions could affect social welfare provision, for example via voting, if preferences for 

redistribution are expressed into a demand for more/less state intervention to address disparities. 

However, here we focus on how individuals ‘see’ inequality at all - rather than on preferences for 

redistribution (Kumlin and Svalfors 2013; Finseraas 2012; Kenworthy and McCall 2008; Rehm 

2009). While some of the determinants of preferences for redistribution such as demographic 

characteristics and individuals’ uncertainty about future income (e.g. Rehm 2009) might also affect 

perceptions of inequality, the latter do not necessarily map into a desire for more redistribution 
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(e.g. Americans, as opposed to Europeans, have a relatively high level of tolerance to inequality, 

Jost et al. 2003; 2004; Alesina et al. 2004).  

At the same time, an important, if secondary, empirical finding here is that individuals’ income 

does not affect their perceptions of national-level income inequality, consistent with recent works  

(Bartels 2008; Norton and Ariely 2011; Alesina et al. 2004; Kaltenhaler et al. 2008; Kumlin and 

Svalfors 2013; Loveless and Whitefield 2011; Tverdova 2012; Binelli and Loveless forthcoming). 

Other recent work also suggest that individuals’ perceptions of macro-economic phenomena 

appear to originate instead from considerations of the economic context of others with similar 

socio-economic profiles (Ansolabehere et al. 2014), to the economic performance of income 

groups other than one’s own (Hopkins 2012), or even those simply living near them (Mondak et 

al.1996). This challenges existing models that link national-level inequality to individual behaviors 

via their income (cf. Solt 2008; Soss and Jacobs 2009). 

Finally, we see a number of directions to expand the search for determinants. One source for 

the observed difference between the existing research (e.g. in the US, Bartels 2008) and the UK 

(here) may reside at the individual-level. Here, we excluded individuals’ party identifications as 

they strongly correlated with individuals’ ideological locations. However, it is worth investigating 

whether individuals’ value orientations are a function of party/elite cues or specific media 

consumption patterns. Alternatively, the observed difference could be related to un-examined 

institutional or cultural contexts. For example, variation in the efficacy of political institutional 

responses to - and thus responsibility for - inequality likely shape citizens’ perceptions of economic 

phenomena. Additionally, societies that largely endorse market inequality as either an incentive to 

promote hard work or the baseline for individual economic success are likely to have a different 

level of ‘tolerance’ for inequality than societies in which notions of social citizenship and equality 
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prevail (Jost et al. 2003; 2004; Alesina et al. 2004). Further research – and consistent, cross-

national data - is needed to assess the potential roles of institutions, broader societal values, and 

party/elite/media cues. 

7. CONCLUSION 

Here, using the new BES 2014 data for the United Kingdom, we have used a set of simple 

questions on the changes in national-level income inequality to understand variation in individuals’ 

perceptions of their economic environment. The results show a small ideological effect on 

individuals’ abilities to identify the direction of the change in income inequality. However, 

differently from the ideological polarization observed by Bartels (2008) in the US, individuals’ 

coherent (negative) normative orientations to inequality exacerbate ideological differences in the 

perception of the size of the change in income inequality. From this we conclude that individuals’ 

ideological and normative orientations are seemingly both important to their perceptions of macro-

economic phenomena. We therefore tentatively propose that what one knows, how one 

understands/organizes things, and how one feels about things combine to explain how perceives 

important political and economic realities and events.  

In political science and other related disciplines, citizens are often asked about the economic 

and political state of their country. In this context of this research the follow up question about the 

size of the increase in income inequality offers a unique insight into individuals’ perceptions of 

macro-economic phenomena. Namely, asking respondents to identify not only the direction but 

the size in the change of income inequality asks them to be ‘more precise’ in their answer. If the 

expectation is that individuals need to have relative sense of their economic and political 

environments, what level of precision is required - or simply, sufficient - for effective democratic 

citizenship? Does identifying a trend as generally increasing or decreasing (i.e. the direction of 
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change) provide citizens with enough ‘knowledge’? Or should citizens’ levels of knowledge 

require them to also be able to identify the substantiveness of these trends (i.e. the size of the 

change)? Again, as we have seen here (in Section 2), it can be difficult to characterize trends even 

using technical indicators.14 Thus, what is important from this study is that while we see that 

political knowledge is important, other variables appear to increase their salience to these finer 

distinctions.15 Future research would benefit from unpacking not only drivers of individuals’ 

perceptions of macro-economic and –political phenomena but also the level of precision of their 

perceptions we expect them to need.      

 

  

                                                 
14 In the specific case of income inequality, not are there a variety of income distributions and measures: 

e.g. the Gini Index, the Atkinson Index, the Theil index, (to name the most prominent), these measures 

would also have to agree (which often they do not).  
15 Kuklinksi and Quirk note, “…by any serious standard, even the relatively well informed fall short of 

being well informed” (2000, 155, emphasis in original). 
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FIGURE 2:16 

 
 

  

                                                 
16 http://myweb.uiowa.edu/fsolt/swiid/swiid.html 
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TABLE 1: Perceptions of Changes in National Income Inequality in the UK 

 

Larger 23,590 76.4% 

Smaller 1,538 5.0% 

About the Same 3,587 11.6% 

Don’t Know 2,178 7.1% 

Total: 30,893 100.0% 

Source: British Election Study 2014 
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TABLE 2: Perceptions of 'Larger' Changes in National Income Inequality 
 
                              (1)             (2)             (3)             (4)    
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 
Political Knowledge         0.377***        0.344***        0.281***        0.273*** 
                          (16.97)         (13.71)          (9.41)          (7.97)    
R: Left-Right              -0.136***       -0.134***       -0.157***       -0.170*** 
                          (-8.21)         (-7.11)         (-7.10)         (-6.69)    
Interaction:        -0.0324***      -0.0239***      -0.0235***      -0.0207*** 
PolKnow*LR           (-8.81)         (-5.83)         (-4.92)         (-3.78)    
 
System Justification: 
Retro Econ: Country                        -0.232***       -0.237***       -0.239*** 
                                         (-11.33)        (-10.00)         (-8.53)    
Retro Econ: HH                             -0.211***       -0.189***       -0.174*** 
                                         (-10.24)         (-8.04)         (-6.45)    
Sat w Dem: UK                              -0.307***       -0.323***       -0.362*** 
                                         (-14.46)        (-13.31)        (-12.76)    
Socio-Economic Controls: 
Male                                                        0.376***        0.340*** 
                                                           (9.45)          (7.27)    
Age                                                        0.0145***       0.0157*** 
                                                          (10.90)          (9.92)    
Education                                                 0.00609         0.00454    
                                                           (1.59)          (0.97)    
Ever a union member                                         0.202***        0.195*** 
                                                           (4.86)          (4.04)    
 
HH Annual Income                                                        -0.000868    
                                                                          (-0.13)    
Constant                    1.144***        3.244***        2.511***        2.628*** 
                          (11.83)         (25.05)         (14.98)         (13.49)    
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 
Log Likelihood          -12341.70       -11099.46        -8710.83        -6462.27    
LR Chi2                  2255.884        2956.685        2569.914        1975.449    
No. of Obs                  25589           24485           19035           14363    
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 
Source: British Election Study 2014. Standard errors in parenthesis. 
* p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001 
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FIGURE 3:  
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TABLE 3: Perceptions of 'Somewhat Larger' Changes in National Income Inequality 
                              (1)             (2)             (3)             (4)    
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 
Political Knowledge        -0.276***       -0.305***       -0.250***       -0.263*** 
                         (-13.05)        (-13.34)         (-9.15)         (-8.47)    
R: Left-Right             0.00720         -0.0342        -0.00462         -0.0101    
                           (0.39)         (-1.68)         (-0.19)         (-0.37)    
Interaction:         0.0363***       0.0340***       0.0329***       0.0339*** 
PolKnow*LR                 (9.33)          (8.10)          (6.78)          (6.12)    
 
System Justification: 
Retro Econ: Country                         0.258***        0.268***        0.281*** 
                                          (13.04)         (11.77)         (10.52)    
Retro Econ: HH                              0.194***        0.171***        0.164*** 
                                           (9.48)          (7.30)          (6.10)    
Sat w Dem: UK                               0.382***        0.386***        0.394*** 
                                          (18.23)         (16.02)         (14.16)    
Socio-Economic Controls: 
Male                                                       -0.408***       -0.469*** 
                                                         (-10.05)         (-9.91)    
Age                                                       -0.0120***      -0.0123*** 
                                                          (-8.56)         (-7.44)    
Education                                               -0.000601        -0.00365    
                                                          (-0.15)         (-0.78)    
Ever a union member                                        -0.104*        -0.0753    
                                                          (-2.48)         (-1.57)    
 
HH Annual Income                                                           0.0128    
                                                                           (1.90)    
Constant                   -0.507***       -2.364***       -1.774***       -1.774*** 
                          (-5.12)        (-19.15)        (-10.86)         (-9.49)    
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 
Log Likelihood          -11497.40       -10546.15        -8138.49        -6143.79    
LR Chi2                  869.3956        1977.225        1774.475        1411.273    
No. of Obs                  19970           19348           14874           11295    
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 
Source: British Election Study 2014. Standard errors in parenthesis. 
* p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001 
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FIGURE 4:  
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FIGURE 5:  
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TABLE 4: Perceptions of 'Somewhat Larger' Changes in National Income Inequality with 

Normative Orientations 
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 
                            (1)             (2)             (3)             (4)    
   ‘Good thing’     ‘Bad Thing’    ‘DK/Haven’t     3-way 

     thought about it’   interaction 
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 
Political Knowledge        -0.197          -0.204***       -0.157*         -0.215    
                          (-1.03)         (-5.48)         (-2.14)         (-1.10)    
R:Left-Right              -0.191         -0.0244         -0.0635          -0.226    
                          (-1.42)         (-0.68)         (-1.16)         (-1.65)    
Interaction:               0.0404          0.0226**        0.0241*         0.0489    
PolKnow*LR                 (1.48)          (3.08)          (2.06)          (1.75)    
 
System Justification: 
Retro Econ: Country         0.278*          0.270***        0.187***        0.247*** 
                           (2.18)          (7.96)          (3.56)          (8.93)    
Retro Econ: HH            0.00629           0.140***        0.145**         0.136*** 
                           (0.05)          (4.08)          (2.77)          (4.86)    
Satisfied with democracy    0.148           0.404***        0.137*          0.310*** 
                           (1.21)         (11.25)          (2.50)         (10.69)    
Socio-Economic Controls: 
Male                       -0.210          -0.521***       -0.458***       -0.497*** 
                          (-0.86)         (-8.53)         (-5.13)        (-10.08)    
Age                      -0.00114         -0.0144***     -0.00721*        -0.0115*** 
                          (-0.17)         (-6.77)         (-2.24)         (-6.71)    
Education                  0.0111         0.00550         0.00322         0.00421    
                           (0.55)          (0.88)          (0.38)          (0.87)    
Ever a union member         0.263         -0.0931          0.0602         -0.0316    
                           (1.25)         (-1.47)          (0.67)         (-0.63)    
HH Annual Income         -0.00692         0.00561         0.00145         0.00206    
                          (-0.25)          (0.64)          (0.11)          (0.29)    
Normative Orientations: 
‘A Bad Thing’                                                              -1.695    
                                                                          (-1.78)    
DK/’Haven’t thought                                                         -0.309    
About it’                                                                 (-0.31)    
Interaction: 
Norm (Bad)*PolKnow                                                        0.00993    
                                                                           (0.05)    
Norm (DK)*PolKnow                                                          0.0435    
                                                                           (0.21)    
Interaction: 
Norm (Bad)*LR                                                               0.202    
                                                                           (1.42)    
Norm (DK)*LR                                                                0.154    
                                                                           (1.04)    
Interaction: 
Norm (Bad)*PolKnow*LR                                                     -0.0258    
                                                                          (-0.89)    
Norm (DK)*PolKnow*LR                                                      -0.0232    
                                                                          (-0.77)    
Constant                   -0.344          -1.952***       -0.136          -0.108    
                          (-0.33)         (-8.35)         (-0.34)         (-0.11)    
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 
Log Likelihood            -306.71        -3824.85        -1654.10        -5810.07    
LR Chi2                  17.65109        673.7713        98.80943        2078.699    
No. of Obs                    458            8344            2493           11295    
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 
Source: British Election Study 2014. * p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001. Standard errors in 
parenthesis. 
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FIGURE 6:  
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MEASUREMENT APPENDIX 

Dependent variables: 

Perceptions of the change of Income Inequality: Do you think the difference in incomes 

between rich people and poor people in the UK today is larger, smaller, or about the same as it 

was 20 years ago? <1> Larger; <2> Smaller; <3>  About the same; <99> Don't know  

 

Size of Change: Would you say the difference in incomes is much larger or somewhat larger? 

<1> Much larger; <2> Somewhat larger; <99> Don't know 

 

Control variables: 

Ideology (self-placement): In politics people sometimes talk of left and right. Where would you 

place yourself on the following scale?  -[leftrightresponse] Left | Right 

 

Political Knowledge: PK1+PK2 

PK1 [WORLD]: Please match the following people to their jobs: -[Kerry] -[Hollande] -

[Netanyahu] : <1> United States Secretary of State; <2> President of France; <3> Prime Minister 

of Israel; <4> Secretary General of the United Nations; <5> Prime Minister of Canada 

 

PK2 [WORLD]:  Please match the following people to their jobs -[Putin] -[Merkel] -[Assad]: 

<1> President of Russia; <2> Chancellor of Germany; <3> Prime Minister of Italy; <4> 

President of Syria; <5> President of Turkey 

 

Satisfaction with Democracy: On the whole, how satisfied or dissatisfied are you with the way 

that democracy works in: -The UK as a whole <1> Very dissatisfied; <2> A little dissatisfied; 

<3> Fairly satisfied; <4> Very satisfied; <99> Don't know 

 

Education: What is the highest level of education you have? <1>  No formal qualifications; <2>  

Youth training certificate/skillseekers; <3>  Recognized trade apprenticeship completed; <4>  

Clerical and commercial; <5>  City and Guild certificate; <6>  City and Guild certificate – 

advanced; <7>  ONC; <8>  CSE grades 2-5; <9>  CSE grade 1, GCE O level, GCSE, School 

Certificate; <10>  Scottish Ordinary/ Lower Certificate; <11>  GCE A level or Higher 

Certificate; <12>  Scottish Higher Certificate; <13>  Nursing qualification (eg SEN, SRN, SCM, 

RGN); <14>  Teaching qualification (not degree); <15>  University diploma; <16>  University 

or CNAA first degree (eg BA, B.Sc, B.Ed); <17>  University or CNAA higher degree (eg M.Sc, 

Ph.D); <18>  Other technical, professional or higher qualification; <19>  Don't know; <20>  

Refused 

 

Union Membership: Have you *ever* been a member of a trade union? <1> Yes; <111> No; 

<99> Don't know 

 

Income: Please tell us which of the groups in this graph you are in. If you are unsure, please just 

make your best guess. 

<1> Poorest quarter (personal income less than £15,200 per year)  

<2> Lower-middle quarter (personal income £15,200 to £22,200 per year)  

<3> Upper-middle quarter (personal income £22,200 to £34,500 per year)  

<4> Richest quarter (personal income more than £34,500 per year) 


