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The authors propose that two guiding frameworks characterize

psychological research on the relation between ideology and

inequality. The first, called the product approach, focuses on

ideologies directly concerned with intergroup relations, in

which beliefs about inequality can be considered a direct

product of the relevant belief system. These ideologies focus

on topics that are clearly and explicitly connected to inequality,

such as hierarchy, dominance, the supremacy of the ingroup,

or beliefs about the optimal social and/or economic order. The

second approach focuses on the ways in which perceptions of

inequality can be a byproduct of ideologies or worldviews that

are not directly concerned with inequality, but can impact

intergroup relations nonetheless. These ideologies tend to

involve more abstract, epistemic content that can be applied

broadly, but often manifest in beliefs that are relevant to

intergroup relations and inequality. Examples are used to

illustrate this distinction, and emerging areas are discussed.
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The gap between the rich and poor continues to widen in

nearly all industrialized nations. As politicians, media

outlets, and the general public wrestle with the social,

economic, and political implications of this widening gap,

many academic psychologists have begun to offer a social

scientific point of view. Psychologists, in particular, are

actively engaged in this pursuit, researching and theoriz-

ing about the social and psychological factors that can

make people think inequality is more or less legitimate or

more or less desirable or undesirable. As the same time,

the social scientific study of ideology–defined here as a set

of beliefs or worldviews, whether social, political, or

religious, regarding how the social world is and/or should

be arranged–has seen a tremendous resurgence of late
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[1,2]. Not surprisingly, theories of ideology and world-

view maintenance have played a big part in our under-

standing of how ideology, and the psychological processes

of ideological- or worldview-maintenance, impact atti-

tudes and behaviors relevant to social inequality.

While there is a relatively rich history of personality and

social psychologists applying theories of ideology to un-

derstand particular aspects of intergroup relations and

intergroup inequality [3–6], the past two and half decades

have seen a number of new approaches emerge [7–9]. Our

goal here is to attempt to offer some organization and

direction to understanding the connections between in-

equality, intergroup relations, and ideology. We will not

review all of (or even most of) the various, relevant

theories or empirical evidence relevant, but we will

instead focus on a few notable examples that help us

most clearly organize this literature.

The product vs byproduct distinction
We do so by suggesting it has unfolded in two distinct

approaches, the product and the byproduct approaches.

The first generally focuses on ideologies directly con-

cerned with intergroup relations, in which beliefs about

inequality can be thought of as direct product of the relevant

belief system. These ideologies focus on topics that are

clearly and explicitly connected to inequality, such as

hierarchy, dominance, the supremacy of the ingroup, or

beliefs about the optimal social and/or economic order.

Examples include research on social dominance orienta-

tion, authoritarianism, free-market conservatism, and gen-

eralized prejudice. The second approach focuses on the

ways in which beliefs about inequality can be a byproduct of

ideologies or worldviews that are not directly concerned

with intergroup relations, but can ultimately impact inter-

group relations nonetheless. These ideologies tend to

involve more abstract, epistemic content that can be

applied broadly, but often manifest in beliefs that are

relevant to intergroup relations generally and inequality

specifically. Examples include system justification theory,

just world theory, and compensatory control theory.

While it is certainly the case that not all relevant theories

or approaches will fit neatly into one of these two buckets

(indeed, some may have aspects of each), we do suggest

that the straightforward organizing principle we put forth

below offers a useful means for thinking about the state of

this fast developing field. Next, we offer some illustrative

examples of each, and note recent areas of interest,

controversy, or excitement wherever possible.
www.sciencedirect.com
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Ideology and inequality: examples of the
product approach
Social psychologists focused on ideologies directly con-

nected to beliefs about intergroup relations have noted a

couple different ways in which these ideologies can

translate into beliefs and preferences relevant to inequal-

ity. On the one hand, inequality is maintained by the

derogation, discrimination, and marginalization of low

status and low power groups, while at the same time

supporting and admiring groups with higher status and

power [9]. One ideology within this cluster is social

dominance orientation, a belief system which measures

explicit beliefs about the desirability of unequal inter-

group inequality and that is associated with prejudice and

dehumanization of low status groups [10–12]. These

effects might operate via perceived threat to the status

hierarchy [13] and via differences in the amount of

perceived inequality in the society [14�]. More recent

work finds that generalized prejudice, a cluster of nega-

tive attitudes toward societal groups, is typically directed

toward low status groups, even if one is a member of that

group (Bergh et al., in press).

On the other hand, inequality can be maintained–espe-

cially in already unequal contexts — by ideologies that

involve the explicit endorsement of traditions and con-

ventions of intergroup relations that serve to make social

mobility unlikely, in part by derogating those groups that

traverse social norms [15]. For example, authoritarianism

is directed toward protecting group norms and punishing

norm violators [15], as well as prejudice toward uncon-

ventional groups paired with liking for conventional

groups [10,11]. Similar results have been found with

religious fundamentalism [16�], suggesting that these

findings are not limited to political ideologies.

A major, unresolved question is the degree to which the

psychological processes underlying prejudice and support

for inequality are different between different ideological

groups. For example, some perspectives emphasize the

ideological differences in cognitive abilities, processing

styles, and motivations and how these cognitive and

motivational differences account for ideological differ-

ences in prejudice [17�,18]. These perspectives are con-

sistent with findings linking conservative and traditional

ideologies to lower cognitive ability and more rigid and

closed-minded cognitive styles and these cognitive styles

to prejudice [18–20], as well as more sophisticated anal-

yses of cognitive processes, such as the categorization of

racially ambiguous faces as Black or White [21]. Other

recent work has demonstrated how needs for certainty

[22�] and the reliance on abstract fairness principles [23]

can explain the link from conservatism to the derogation

and unequal treatment of non-normative groups.

Other perspectives suggest that the underlying psycho-

logical processes of prejudice are highly similar across
www.sciencedirect.com 
ideologies and that the key differences are in the content

of prejudices. For example, although conservatives ex-

press prejudice toward unconventional groups compared

to conventional groups, liberals/progressives express prej-

udice toward conventional groups compared to uncon-

ventional [11,24�] The finding that the expression of

prejudice is a mirror image at both ends of an ideological

continuum suggests that the underlying psychological

process–prejudice toward people with differing values

and goals–may be similar across ideological beliefs [25].

Prejudice toward low status and unconventional groups

helps people with inequality and tradition maintaining

ideologies fulfill their values and goals.

These two approaches to understanding the connection

between ideologies and intergroup inequality are typical-

ly thought to conflict, but that does not need to be the

case. One option for integrating the two approaches is to

think about the approaches as answering two different

questions. The process-differences approach is aimed at

discovering why people adopt ideologies with specific

content (e.g. progressive or conservative beliefs), whereas

the content-differences approach is focused on the down-

stream effects of the content after it is adopted.

Ideology and inequality: examples of the
byproduct approach
An alternative approach to understanding the link be-

tween ideology and beliefs about inequality focuses on

ideologies and worldviews that on the surface seem

unrelated to inequality or intergroup relations, but tend

to result in social beliefs and perceptions that are directly

relevant. Most of these programs of research identify a

particular epistemic ideological position that is not spe-

cific to politics or intergroup relations but is often mani-

fest in those domains, making beliefs about inequality a

byproduct of the particular ideology.

Perhaps the most well-researched examples are those

concerned with the belief in a just world [26]. According

to this perspective, to develop the necessary capacities to

engage in long-term goal pursuit and the delay of gratifi-

cation, children develop a belief that the world is ulti-

mately a just and fair place, one in which rewards and

punishments are distributed according to the principle of

deservingness. As a result, when people learn about others

that are wealthy or poor, or socially advantaged or disad-

vantaged, they tend to explain this as fair, insofar as it is

somehow deserved: The poor as unintelligent or lazy, the

rich as intelligent or hardworking [27]. Thus, in this case,

people’s ideological belief about fairness and deserving-

ness, which itself is thought to be rooted in processes of

self-regulation [28], can manifest in the beliefs people

hold regarding the causes of social inequality. The theory

also suggests that when people confront something that

could potentially threaten their belief in a just world, such

as blatant inequality or social disadvantage, they will
Current Opinion in Psychology 2016, 11:110–114
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defensively strengthen the belief that people get what

they deserve. Consistent with this, recent research has

directly linked people’s belief in a just world to national

levels of economic inequality, demonstrating that as in-

come inequality increases so does people’s belief that the

world is a just place in which people get what they deserve

and deserve what they get [29].

There is a long list of studies demonstrating the role of

belief in a just world on attributions made toward those

who suffer socially or economically. Much of this work

demonstrates the various ways in which people, especial-

ly those high on measures of belief in a just world, will

derogate the character or actions of victims of misfortune

so as to cast their misfortune as deserved [27]. However,

those interested in the link between inequality and

ideology, specifically, may find the recent attempt to

separate belief in a just world into its’ self-focused versus

societal-focused components especially relevant. Accord-

ing to this approach, the belief in a just world can take two

forms. One refers to the degree to which people feel their

own life has unfolded justly, and the other refers to the

degree to which people hold the broad worldview that the

world operates justly [30,31]. The latter, which is about

the state of affairs of the world in general, rather than the

self specifically, should be most relevant to the formation

of attitudes concerning societal levels of inequality,

though we are aware of no work that tests this notion.

Another influential line of research has addressed the

general belief that the socio-political systems that gov-

ern our behavior are good, desirable, and legitimate.

Inspired by belief in a just world theory, among others,

system justification theory [32] posits a motivated trust

and psychological attachment to social and political

institutions. This particular belief, which can be con-

nected to inequality in a number of ways [33�], is

thought to be more cognitively salient in some situa-

tions: for example, when people feel especially depen-

dent on their social and political systems, when people

feel these systems are under threat, when people feel

these systems are inescapable, or when people have

been reminded of this belief system via a contextual

prime [34,35,36�,37]. In contexts like these, this ideolo-

gy guides people to, for example, place less blame on

their system for extant inequalities [38] and report less

interest in policies and organizations that seek to redress

social inequality [37]. Interestingly, although in present-

day society the system justification motive often pushes

people toward embracing inequality, the motive itself is

content-free and need not be specific to the justification

of unequal systems. That is, the content of this ideology,

at its most basic form, is that social and political systems

are legitimate. Thus, in systems in which equality rather

than inequality is the norm, the system justification

motive should guide people to be more resistant to

inequality [39].
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The final example we would like to discuss focuses on

ideologies of control and structure. According to these

theories, beliefs that the world is a controllable and

structured place often manifest in people’s views of their

social and political environment, including those that are

very relevant to inequality. According to compensatory

control theory [40,41�], for example, people attribute

their social world with order and structure in order to

facilitate their own feelings of personal control. This

process has been connected to inequality in a few notable

ways. First, and most directly, it has been demonstrated

that people tend to see social hierarchy as more structured

than social equality [42�], making the former preferred by

those attempting to see the world as consistent with this

worldview. Other studies have observed something simi-

lar for endorsement of meritocracy [43�]. Second, it has

also been observed that attributing societal crises or fail-

ures to low status or ostracized outgroups (i.e., scapegoat-

ing) can preserve views of the world as structured and

non-random in times of crisis [44]. And finally, given the

government’s role in preserving structure and control,

those motivated to maintain beliefs in control and struc-

ture (whether measured or manipulated) tend to be

especially resistant to government change [40]. Recent

research in this general domain is actively pursuing ways

to understand the neuro-biological processes that under-

lie these types of effects [45�] and also seeking to disen-

tangle the role that social identity concerns [46], rather

than only epistemic worldviews, may play in other con-

trol-motivated social phenomena related to inequality

(such as ethnocentrism).

Conclusions
It is clear that many programs of research are now con-

verging to inform how processes of ideology and motivat-

ed ideology defense impact attitudes and behaviors

relevant to social and economic inequality. Here, we have

divided this research into two strands. Some of this

research — which we label the direct approach — exam-

ines the various ways in which ideologies that hold

content that is explicitly about intergroup relations can

lead to policies and preferences that exacerbate or miti-

gate inequality and stifle the upward mobility of low-

status groups. Investigations into the processes that lead

people to adopt these views is an active area of research

that continues to receive attention. Another strand of

research — which we label the byproduct approach —

focuses on the basic existential or epistemic ideologies

and worldviews that, on the surface, have little to do with

intergroup attitudes or inequality but can often manifest

as preferences that are highly relevant to the formation

and maintenance of inequality. The cognitive and neu-

rological processes underlying the motivated defense of

these types of ideologies is an exciting avenue of current

research, as is the continued search for the ways in which

basic epistemic and existential belief system like these

can inform large-scale societal phenomena, such as social
www.sciencedirect.com
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inequality. Our hope is that cataloging these two strands

of research offers a sense of the directions this burgeoning

field is moving.
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