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Societies worldwide are witnessing higher levels of economic inequality. While prior work has examined
ethical judgments toward inequality itself (e.g., “is inequality unethical?”), less is known about how inequal-
ity shapes judgments of unethical behavior (e.g., “is unethical behavior more acceptable?”). In two correla-
tional studies, we find that higher objective (Study 1; n= 127,953) and subjective (Study 2; n= 806)
inequality is associated with greater acceptability of self-interested unethical behavior. In Studies 3a–6b
(total N= 4,851; preregistered), we manipulated perceived inequality and test several mediating pathways.
Results point toward the importance of sense of control as a mechanism: Under conditions of high inequal-
ity, individuals report a lower sense of control, which increases the acceptability of self-interested unethical
behaviors. As a supplement, we also explore associations regarding why high inequality reduces sense of
control (reduced perceptions of social mobility) and why sense of control is associated with greater accept-
ability of unethical behavior (greater situational attributions). Overall, our results suggest inequality changes
ethical standards by reducing one’s sense of control, providing evidence for another pathway through which
inequality harms societies.

Public Significance Statement
This study advances the idea that higher levels of economic inequality reduce our sense of control and
increase the acceptability of unethical behavior. This reflects a potentially serious problem because
many of society’s basic cornerstones—cooperation, interpersonal relations, trust, cohesion—are under-
mined when unethicality is more acceptable. Mitigating these downsides starts as an economic issue, yet
may have deeper roots based in one’s psychological sense of control.
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Economic inequality is a growing concern to academics, politi-
cians, and laypeople, with nearly half of the countries across the
world experiencing a growth in inequality since 2000 (Savoia,
2017). Inequality—or the concentration of more wealth in fewer
hands—continues to grow (Payne, 2017; Sokoloff & Engerman,
2000) with former President Obama referring to economic inequal-
ity as the “defining challenge of our time” (Obama, 2013). As such, a
wealth of research has focused on understanding the psychosocial

consequences of inequality for individuals and society’s ability to
function (Buttrick & Oishi, 2017; Wilkinson & Pickett, 2009).

One growing area of interest is the relationship between inequality
and unethicality (e.g., Choe, 2008; Franks & Scherr, 2019; Neville,
2012). Earlier work in economics and criminal justice finds that
inequality is associated with higher unethical behavior; for example,
inequality is associated with higher financial crimes (Brush, 2007),
property crime and theft (Choe, 2008), and even violent crimes
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(Hsieh & Pugh, 1993). More recent work from social psychology
explores when inequality is perceived as more or less ethical; for
example, perceptions of the ethicality of inequality are shaped by
individual differences and political motivations (e.g., Franks &
Scherr, 2019; Kteily et al., 2017; Starmans et al., 2017). Here, we
explore a third aspect of the relationship between inequality and eth-
icality: Does economic inequality make unethical behavior rela-
tively more acceptable? By unethical behaviors, we refer to
self-serving behaviors which violate accepted standards or rules
(Bazerman & Gino, 2012; Gino & Ariely, 2012; Shu et al., 2011),
including cheating, self-interested lying, and stealing. Thus, while
prior work has examined ethical judgments toward inequality itself,
we consider how inequality shapes judgments of self-interested
unethical behavior.
Pragmatically, what is at stake is a basis of smooth societal func-

tioning. Enforcing ethicality and honesty is a cornerstone to suc-
cessful interpersonal relations (e.g., Haidt & Kesebir, 2010)—
people cannot successfully interact if a fundamental basis of coop-
eration is undermined, and unethicality is more acceptable (Ayal et
al., 2016; Ayal & Gino, 2011). While behavioral ethics has drawn
attention toward various features that increase the acceptability of
unethical behavior (e.g., Gino & Bazerman, 2009), we highlight
perceptions of inequality as a societal feature. Below, we consider
how inequality alters the acceptability of unethical behavior.

Ethical Judgments and Sense of Control

Traditionally, the acceptability of unethical behavior has been
conceptualized as a product of an actor’s internal control and exter-
nal situation. This framework of considering an actors’ control stems
from basic models in attribution theory (e.g., Heider, 1958),
whereby the acceptability of unethical behavior is judged based on
the actor’s personal control (Darley & Shultz, 1990; Fincham &
Shultz, 1981; Shaver, 1985; Shultz et al., 1986): The more control
a person is believed to have over their behaviors, the less acceptable
unethicality is; conversely, the less control one has over their behav-
ior, the more acceptable unethicality is (Cushman, 2008;Malle et al.,
2014; Monroe et al., 2017; Reeder et al., 2002; Woolfolk et al.,
2006).
As such, how much control we believe an actor has over their

behavior provides a useful framework to explain judgments of
unethical behavior. Those with a lower sense of control—which
refers to beliefs about the extent to which people can shape the
course of outcomes (Lachman, 1986; Lachman & Weaver,
1998)—believe that their own and others’ behaviors are controlled
by situational factors (Kraus et al., 2009, 2012; Sirola & Pitesa,
2018; Stephens et al., 2014). For example, those lower in sense
of control report more contextual explanations for others’ behav-
iors (e.g., why a supermarket cashier was irritated; Beauvois &
Dubois, 1988; Kraus et al., 2012) and for broader social outcomes
(e.g., why one was laid off at work or received a promotion; Kraus
et al., 2009; Sirola & Pitesa, 2018). Likewise, those experimen-
tally induced to feel lower in control report greater contextual
explanations for an others’ behavior (e.g., why an author was writ-
ing an article regarding the opposition of nuclear power; Pittman
& Pittman, 1980).
As per this attributions framework, when one believes that their

own and others’ behaviors are controlled by situational factors out-
side of their control, they should find unethical behaviors more

acceptable (Cushman, 2008; Malle et al., 2014; Monroe et al.,
2017; Reeder et al., 2002; Woolfolk et al., 2006). Indeed, correla-
tional studies suggest that people who have less control develop
less extreme reactions to unethical behaviors (Cornwell &
Higgins, 2019). Work regarding free will makes a similar point—
those who believe they (and others) have less agency punish unethi-
cality less harshly, presumably because they believe behavior
driven by situational forces are less blameworthy (Genschow et
al., 2017; Martin et al., 2017; Shariff et al., 2014). Indeed, social
projection theory suggests that people generalize from their own
experiences when making inferences on what others’ experiences
and motivations are (e.g., Cronbach, 1955; Ross et al., 1977).
Cumulatively, this suggests those with a lower sense of control
develop situational attributions for others’ behaviors (Kraus et al.,
2009, 2012; Sirola & Pitesa, 2018; Stephens et al., 2014), and
with a lower sense of control should also find unethicality more
acceptable.

Inequality and Sense of Control

The question then becomes—how does inequality shape one’s
sense of control? We expect inequality to create a worldview
where one has a relatively lower sense of control. One’s sense of
control is determined by the extent to which people believe one
can shape important domains in their life (Lachman, 1986;
Lachman & Weaver, 1998). One domain that people care about is
improving their social mobility, which refers to the degree to
which individuals living in that society can change their socioeco-
nomic status (SES) through personal endeavors (Day & Fiske,
2017). Inequality tends to decrease social mobility, both in the
objective sense (Andrews & Leigh, 2009) and subjectively
(McCall et al., 2017); experiments indicate that increasing percep-
tions of inequality also increases the salience of external barriers
that reduce social mobility (e.g., family wealth, well-educated par-
ents; McCall et al., 2017), thus reducing one’s subjective sense of
mobility (Davidai, 2018). Such salience of external barriers would
reduce one’s feelings of control, as one perceives important out-
comes in their life are more controlled by external features. Prior
work indirectly supports this: Inequality lowers people’s feelings
of socioeconomic standing (Sánchez-Rodríguez, Jetten, et al.,
2019), and lower socioeconomic standing also reduces one’s sense
of control (Kraus et al., 2009). This suggests that the reduced per-
ceived social mobility associated with inequality will also reduce
one’s sense of control over their lives.

We can also consider prior conceptual work to support the notion
that inequality is associated with a lower sense of control. One pri-
mary psychological consequence of inequality is that it creates feel-
ings of relative deprivation (Payne et al., 2017; Smith & Pettigrew,
2014). Explicit in the definition of relative deprivation is that
ones’ position cannot be improved without intervention—that one
has little control and influence in changing their current standing
or life (Smith et al., 2012). Thus, despite little empirical work
directly linking inequality to a reduced sense of control (c.f.,
Lynch et al., 2001), prior theory suggests (and is in fact predicated
on the notion) that inequality reduces feelings of control.

Overall, this theorizing predicts that inequality reduces one’s
sense of control and increases the acceptability of unethical behav-
ior. Indeed, past work touches upon various aspects of our theoriz-
ing. For example, sociological work on anomie and strain theory
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makes similar predictions whereby inequality increases the accept-
ability of unethical behavior. Anomie, which refers to a state of soci-
ety characterized by social dysfunction (Sprong et al., 2019), is
understood to be associated with perceptions that a social system
and its moral values and controls are in a state of decline
(Teymoori et al., 2017). Inequality and subsequent perceptions of
anomie are argued to produce a state of normlessness due to a lack
of social control or dysfunctionality of societal control mechanisms
(Çam & Irmak, 2014; Merton, 1938). We contend that it is this
reduced sense of control in one’s life that can increase the acceptabil-
ity of unethical behavior. Other work suggests that inequality
increases situational attributions for social outcomes and behaviors,
and reduced perceptions of social mobility (McCall et al., 2017).
Indeed, the experience of relative deprivation increases situational
attributions of economic outcomes (Davidai, 2018, 2022), and less
prosperous economic environments lead to a reduced sense of con-
trol (Sirola & Pitesa, 2018). This prior work indirectly supports the
idea that as inequality rises, people develop a lower sense of control
and greater situational attributions for their own and others’ behav-
iors; such attributions may help explain why inequality increases the
acceptability of unethicality.1

Additional Mechanisms

Of course, we do not contend that sense of control is the only
mechanisms that can explain the association between inequity and
ethical judgments. We reviewed the research on the psychological
consequences of inequality and identified at least two other path-
ways, which may be relevant to ethical judgments—the expected
commonality of others’ unethical behavior (Neville, 2012) and com-
petitiveness (Sommet et al., 2019). We expand on these explanations
below and then offer tests of each mechanism in our studies.
Another line of reasoning is that perceived inequality increases

actual unethicality, which may produce expectations that unethical
behavior is more common and normatively acceptable. For various
reasons related to relative deprivation (Hsieh & Pugh, 1993) or
lack of trust (Neville, 2012), inequality is associated with higher lev-
els of unethicality in the lab (Gino & Pierce, 2009) and in the field in
terms of academic cheating (Neville, 2012) and crime rates (Choe,
2008). When unethical behavior is common, people may view oth-
ers’ unethical behavior as more normative and acceptable (Cialdini
& Goldstein, 2004): As unethical behaviors become more frequent,
unethicality can “become an integral part of day-to-day activities to
such an extent that individuals may be unable to see the inappropri-
ateness of their behaviors” (Ashforth & Anand, 2003, p. 4). Overall,
this work suggests people may view unethical behaviors as more
acceptable if they are common and expected.
Another line of reasoning is that people are more competitive

when they perceive high amounts of inequality (Wilkinson &
Pickett, 2009) and therefore see unethicality as more acceptable.
For example, recent surveys and experiments show an association
between perceived inequality and inferences that competitiveness
is normative (Sánchez-Rodríguez, Willis et al., 2019; Sommet
et al., 2019). When norms are competitive, self-interested unethical
behaviors come to be more expected (e.g., Pierce et al., 2013; To et
al., 2020). Consistent with this, competitiveness decreases people’s
moral awareness—or the extent to which they detect ethical issues in
others’ behavior—which increases the acceptability of otherwise
unethical behaviors (Butterfield et al., 2000). Thus, this line of

work suggests competitiveness may also provide another pathway
for how inequality increases others’ unethicality.

In sum, a review of the inequality literature indicates multiple rea-
sons for why inequality may increase the acceptability of unethical
behavior. Below, across nine studies (eight preregistered), we pro-
vide tests of this hypothesis and its mechanisms.

Overview of Studies

We first provide correlational evidence utilizing responses from
the World Values Survey (WVS) (Study 1; N= 127,953) to estab-
lish how country-level inequality covaries with the acceptability of
unethical behavior. Study 2 provides a correlational extension
using subjective perceptions of inequality in the United States
(Study 2; N= 808). We then replicate our effects in an experimental
context, finding that perceptions of high inequality increase the
acceptability of unethical behavior in comparison to low inequality
(Study 3a; N= 352) and a neutral control (Study 3b; N= 328).
Then, we test for the joint causal effect of inequality and sense of
control in a moderation-by-process design by manipulating our
mechanism of sense of control (Study 4a; N= 1,375) and also test
for potential moderation via self-other differences (Study 4b; N=
646). Finally, we explore correlations for why sense of control is
associated with greater acceptability of unethical behavior (greater
situational attributions; Study 5; N= 594), and why inequality
reduces one’s sense of control (perceived social mobility; Studies
6a and 6b; N= 1,556). Although not theorized a priori, we also
test for moderation by SES and, when possible, test for perceived
societal unfairness as an alternative mechanism.

Overall, we find that self-interested unethical behaviors are judged
as more acceptable when inequality is high. We find inconsistent
support for competitiveness and expected frequency of unethical
behavior as mediating mechanisms. Instead, a lower sense of control
appears to be the most consistent mechanism, and manipulating
sense of control in a moderation-by-process design helps provide
further support for the causal role of sense of control. Thus, while
there appear to be multiple potential pathways for how inequality
affects the acceptability of unethicality, the current work rules in
sense of control as one mechanism.

Transparency and Demographics

Except for Study 1 (responses from the WVS), all study sample
sizes and measures were preregistered. We report all experimental
conditions, and all data for Studies 2–6b were collected until our pre-
registered sample sizes were reached or surpassed. As reported in the
online supplemental material, our tests were adequately powered.
We provide all the data, materials, and preregistrations at https://
osf.io/arj4q/. We asked for respondent sex using a close-ended
choice between “male” and “female” (Studies 2a, 4a, 6a) or
“male,” “female,” and “other” (Studies 3a, 3b, 4b, 5, 6b). We

1 It is worth clarifying that we are discussing the acceptability of unethical-
ity in the relative sense, and not in the absolute sense. Self-interested dishon-
esty (e.g., cheating on taxes, lying) tends to be universally unacceptable in the
absolute sense (Haidt et al., 1993; Mikhail, 2007; Schein & Gray, 2018);
however, our arguments suggest such unethicality is relatively more accept-
able under conditions of high inequality. That is, our predictions focus on the
relative acceptability of unethical behavior, rather than absolute judgements
of whether unethicality is acceptable.
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asked for ethnicity using a close-ended selection between “White,”
“Southeast Asian,” “East Asian,” “South Asian,” “Middle Eastern,”
“Native American,” “African American/Black,” “Hispanic,”
“Mixed,” and “Other” (Studies 3a, 3b, 4b).

Study 1: Evidence From Observational Data

Method

As a first test of our question, we merged data from the
Standardized World Income Inequality Database (SWIID), the
WVS, and the Penn World Table (PWT). The SWIID is a database
of Gini indices for 196 countries from 1960 to the present (Solt,
2019); it contains two measures of country-level inequality: (a) dis-
posable income inequality (i.e., gross income minus taxes and trans-
fers paid), and (b) market income inequality (i.e., gross income before
taxes and transfers; Solt, 2019). The WVS is a popular survey repre-
senting samples from roughly 90% of the world’s population between
1981 and 2014; it contains measures regarding the acceptability of
dishonest behavior (e.g., “cheating on taxes”; 1=Never justifiable;
10= Always justifiable) and proxies for each of our mediators. The
PWT is a standardized database on economic output and develop-
ment covering 182 countries since 1950 (Feenstra et al., 2015); it
contains control variables for country-level economic development
including gross domestic product (GDP) per capita, and human cap-
ital index.
To construct our dataset, we took individual-level survey

responses and demographics (from the WVS) and merged in
country-level data on inequality (from the SWIID) and economic
development (from the PWT). All data were merged during the
exact year a participant was surveyed (e.g., if a response was com-
pleted in 1983, we used inequality measures from 1983).

Participants

Individual-level responses (i.e., ethical judgments, control vari-
ables) were obtained from the 2014 multiwave version of the
WVS. For the combination of variables that were of interest
(described below; ethical judgments, mediators, and demographics),
124,806 responses were available. The responses came from 70
countries across an 18-year period.

Measures

In the WVS, each year, respondents were asked to report whether
several unethical behaviors were unjustifiable. To maximize sample
size, we selected the four behaviors that were repeated during every
wave of the survey—that is, “avoiding fare on public transit,” “cheat-
ing on taxes,” “accepting a bribe,” and “claiming government ben-
efits you are not entitled to” (1=Never justifiable; 10= Always
justifiable). We averaged these items to create an aggregate measure
of unethical acceptability (α= .75).
We assessed our potential mediators using proxies from prior

work. To measure sense of control (Kakkar & Sivanathan, 2017),
we used a question related to participant’s personal control over
their life: “How much freedom of choice and control you feel
you have over the way your life turns out” (1=No choice at all;
10= A great deal of choice). To measure expectations of unethical
behavior, we used a proxy for whether participants thought others
would behave opportunistically; expectations of whether others

will behave opportunistically are foundational for generalized
trust (Uslaner, 2002) (“Generally speaking, would you say that
most people can be trusted or that you need to be very careful in
dealing with people?”; 1=Most people can be trusted; 2=Need
to be very careful). To measure competitiveness, we use zero-sum
construal as a proxy. Individuals with a generalized zero-sum con-
strual view the world more competitively and behave as such
(Różycka-Tran et al., 2015). Participants were asked to indicate
to what degree they view success as zero-sum (1= People can
only get rich at the expense of others; 10=Wealth can grow so
there is enough for everyone). We reverse-coded this item such
that higher scores represented higher competitiveness.

Income Inequality

We obtained country-level inequality through the SWIID. The Gini
coefficient was calculated in twoways: Based on (a) disposable income
(i.e., inequality in income minus taxes and transfers paid) and (b) mar-
ket income (i.e., inequality in income before taxes and transfers; Solt,
2019). The twomeasures of inequality were highly correlated (r= .65).

Control Variables

We utilized demographic and individual-level controls from the
WVS, including a respondent’s age, sex, income, and political ori-
entation. To address concerns regarding individuals’ trust in struc-
tures intended to reduce crime, we controlled for respondents’
confidence in the courts, police, and government (α= .80). We
also controlled for country-level variables including the logged
GDP expenditure per capita, and human capital index, which
refers to the quality of a country’s education and health systems.
These variables capture a country’s wealth and economic develop-
ment and were taken from the PWT. We account for yearly differ-
ences using a linear trend, although results replicate using dummy
variables. Results are robust to the inclusion and exclusion of
controls.

Results

Since data were collected in different countries, we accounted for
the nested structure of the data.We estimated multilevel models, nest-
ing individual responses within countries. Country- and individual-
level variables were group mean centered (Bell & Jones, 2015).
We first fit a null intercept-only model and found substantial country-
level variability in ethical judgments (Intraclass correlation=
11.1%), thus warranting a multilevel model approach. Descriptive
statistics and correlations between all variables are provided in
Table 1.

Total Effects

In Table 2, Models 1–2 display the relationship between income
inequality and acceptability of unethical behavior. There was a
positive relationship, both when inequality was measured through
disposable income, β= 0.04, p, .001 (Model 1), and market
income, β = 0.04, p, .001 (Model 2). This suggests income
inequality is associated with a higher acceptability of unethical
behavior. Models 3–4 display the effects of income inequality on
sense of control. There was a negative relationship, both when
inequality was measured through disposable income, β=−0.02, p

TO, WIWAD, AND KOUCHAKI2750

T
hi
s
do
cu
m
en
ti
s
co
py
ri
gh
te
d
by

th
e
A
m
er
ic
an

P
sy
ch
ol
og
ic
al
A
ss
oc
ia
tio

n
or

on
e
of

its
al
lie
d
pu
bl
is
he
rs
.

T
hi
s
ar
tic
le
is
in
te
nd
ed

so
le
ly

fo
r
th
e
pe
rs
on
al
us
e
of

th
e
in
di
vi
du
al
us
er

an
d
is
no
t
to

be
di
ss
em

in
at
ed

br
oa
dl
y.



, .001 (Model 3), and market income, β=−0.03, p, .001 (Model
4). This suggests that inequality is associated with a lower sense of
control.
Models 5–6 display the effects of income inequality on expecta-

tions of unethical behavior. There was a positive relationship, both
when inequality was measured through disposable income, β=
0.02, p, .001 (Model 5), and market income, β= 0.02, p, .001
(Model 6). This suggests that inequality is associated with greater
expectations of dishonesty.
Models 7–8 display the effects of inequality on competitiveness.

There was no significant relationship between inequality and competi-
tiveness when measured through disposable income, β= 0.00,
p= .161 (Model 7) or market income, β= 0.01, p= .067 (Model 8).
This suggests that inequality was unrelated to competitiveness (as
measured through our proxy).

Indirect Effects

We test for mediation in Models 9–10. We regressed acceptability
of unethical behaviors onto income inequality, our three potential
mediators, and our control variables. Sense of control had a negative
relationship with the acceptability of unethicality, both when
inequality was measured through disposable income, β =−0.03,
p, .001 (Model 9), and market income, β=−0.03, p, .001
(Model 10). This suggests those with a lower sense of control saw
unethical behavior as more acceptable.
Expectations of dishonesty was not associated with the accept-

ability of unethicality, both when inequality was measured through
disposable income, β= 0.00, p= .691 (Model 9), and market
income, β= 0.00, p= .646 (Model 10). This suggests that expecta-
tions of dishonesty (as measured through our proxy) did not affect
ethical judgments.
Competitiveness was positively associated with acceptability of

unethicality, both when inequality was measured through disposable
income, β= 0.04, p, .001 (Model 9), and market income, β= 0.04,
p, .001 (Model 10). Overall, this suggests unethical behaviors are
more acceptable when one is lower in sense of control and higher in
competitiveness.

We computed bootstrapped bias-corrected confidence intervals for
the indirect relationship in a multiple mediation analysis (see
Figure 1).When inequality wasmeasured through disposable income,
the relationship between inequality and acceptability of unethicality
was significantly mediated via sense of control (95% confidence inter-
val [95% CI]= [.00030, .00088]), but not competitiveness (95%
CI= [−.00006, .00036]) or expected commonality of unethicality
(95% CI= [−.00072, .00035]). When inequality was measured
through market income, the relationship between inequality and
acceptability of unethicality was significantly mediated via sense of
control (95% CI= [.00030, .00088]), but not competitiveness (95%
CI= [−.00072, .00030]) or expectations of unethicality (95%
CI= [−.00006, .00036]).2 Overall, this suggests inequality is associ-
ated with a reduced acceptability of unethical behavior, via a lower
sense of control.

Supplemental Analyses

In the online supplemental material, we report several additional
analyses. First, we replicate our models without controls. Second, we
run additional model specifications, including using country
fixed-effects (i.e., dummy variables for each country) to account for
unobservable time-invariant differences between countries, adding
country grouped-means into our random-effects models to account
for between-groups differences (Bell & Jones, 2015), and logging
the Gini coefficient. Third, we found the relationship between inequal-
ity and our outcome variables was not moderated by SES. Finally, we
conducted mediation analyses with each mediator independently
(rather than simultaneously, as above) and find similar patterns.

Table 1
Study 1: Correlations and Descriptive Statistics

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13

1. Acceptability of unethical
behavior

2.36 1.70 —

2. Gini (market) 45.76 7.95 .11** —

3. Gini (disposable income) 37.10 8.79 .14** .65** —

4. Expectations of dishonesty 1.72 0.45 .04** .07** .20** —

5. Competitiveness 7.06 2.22 −.03** .04** .04** −.04** —

6. Sense of control 4.63 2.66 .02** −.03** −.07** .00 −.12** —

7. Subjective SES 4.78 2.35 .01* −.04** −.08** −.10** .14** −.05** —

8. Sex 1.50 0.50 −.02** −.01 −.02** .00 −.02** −.03** −.03** —

9. Age 41.85 16.23 −.15** −.04** −.20** −.07** −.03** −.01** −.08** −.01** —

10. Political orientation 5.68 2.31 .00 −.04** .05** .02** .09** −.07** .06** −.02** .01** —

11. Confidence in police and
government

2.44 0.72 −.07** .02** .00 −.13** .07** −.04** .05** .00 .04** .11** —

12. Population 3.50 1.56 −.03** .04** .35** .05** .01** .01** −.06** −.03** −.06** .06** −.02** —

13. Human capital index 0.98 0.26 .01** −.10** −.53** −.16** .05** −.01** .08** .04** .26** −.06** −.03** −.31** —

14. Real GDP per capita 9.51 0.98 −.05** −.01** −.46** −.18** .10** −.01** .07** .03** .25** −.08** −.01** −.15** .81**

Note. Human capital index and Real GDP per capita were logged; statistics are prior to group mean centering; political orientation (1= Left; 10= Right); sex
(1=Male; 2= Female). SES= socioeconomic status; GDP= gross domestic product.
*p, .05. **p, .01.

2We note that the numerical estimates of our indirect effects are small, and we
suspect this is due to the inclusion ofmultiple controls andmediators, whichmay
reduce indirect effect sizes. Specifically, some variance in the outcome variable
gets explained via control variables and additional mediators leaving only a
restricted range of the variance left to explain by the focal mediator (Walters,
2019). Indeed, as seen in the online supplemental material, using fixed effects
with no control variables increased our numerical effect sizes from β= .03 to
β= .24. The fact that these indirect effects are still significant despite these addi-
tional factors suggests these indirect effects are meaningful.

INEQUALITY AND UNETHICAL JUDGMENTS 2751

T
hi
s
do
cu
m
en
ti
s
co
py
ri
gh
te
d
by

th
e
A
m
er
ic
an

P
sy
ch
ol
og
ic
al
A
ss
oc
ia
tio

n
or

on
e
of

its
al
lie
d
pu
bl
is
he
rs
.

T
hi
s
ar
tic
le
is
in
te
nd
ed

so
le
ly

fo
r
th
e
pe
rs
on
al
us
e
of

th
e
in
di
vi
du
al
us
er

an
d
is
no
t
to

be
di
ss
em

in
at
ed

br
oa
dl
y.

https://doi.org/10.1037/xge0001423.supp
https://doi.org/10.1037/xge0001423.supp


T
ab

le
2

St
ud
y
1:

R
eg
re
ss
io
ns

V
ar
ia
bl
e

D
ep
en
de
nt

va
ri
ab
le
:

A
cc
ep
ta
bi
lit
y
of

un
et
hi
ca
l

be
ha
vi
or

S
en
se

of
co
nt
ro
l

E
xp
ec
ta
tio

ns
of

di
sh
on
es
ty

C
om

pe
tit
iv
en
es
s

A
cc
ep
ta
bi
lit
y
of

un
et
hi
ca
l

be
ha
vi
or

(1
)

(2
)

(3
)

(4
)

(5
)

(6
)

(7
)

(8
)

(9
)

(1
0)

Y
ea
rl
y
tr
en
d

−0
.0
1

−0
.0
3*
*

0.
12
**
*

0.
14
**
*

−0
.0
6*
**

−0
.0
7*
**

−0
.0
6*
**

−0
.0
6*
**

−0
.0
02

−0
.0
2*

S
ub
je
ct
iv
e
S
E
S

0.
02
**
*

0.
02
**
*

0.
12
**
*

0.
12
**
*

−0
.0
6*
**

−0
.0
6*
**

−0
.0
6*
**

−0
.0
6*
**

0.
02
**
*

0.
02
**
*

S
ex

−0
.0
3*
**

−0
.0
3*
**

−0
.0
2*
**

−0
.0
2*
**

0.
00
3

0.
00
3

−0
.0
3*
**

−0
.0
3*
**

−0
.0
3*
**

−0
.0
3*
**

A
ge

−0
.1
3*
**

−0
.1
3*
**

−0
.0
3*
**

−0
.0
3*
**

−0
.0
02

−0
.0
02

−0
.0
2*
**

−0
.0
2*
**

−0
.1
3*
**

−0
.1
3*
**

Po
lit
ic
al
or
ie
nt
at
io
n

0.
01
**
*

0.
01
**
*

0.
07
**
*

0.
07
**
*

0.
02
**
*

0.
02
**
*

−0
.0
5*
**

−0
.0
5*
**

0.
01
**
*

0.
01
**
*

C
on
fi
de
nc
e
in

po
lic
e
an
d
go
ve
rn
m
en
t

−0
.0
3*
**

−0
.0
3*
**

0.
06
**
*

0.
06
**
*

−0
.0
9*
**

−0
.0
9*
**

−0
.0
5*
**

−0
.0
5*
**

−0
.0
3*
**

−0
.0
3*
**

C
ou
nt
ry

po
pu
la
tio

n
0.
03
**
*

0.
03
**
*

−0
.0
1*
*

−0
.0
2*
**

0.
01
+

0.
01
*

−0
.0
3*
**

−0
.0
3*
**

0.
03
**
*

0.
03
**
*

H
um

an
ca
pi
ta
l
in
de
x

0.
09
**
*

0.
09
**
*

−0
.0
2*
**

−0
.0
2*
**

0.
03
**
*

0.
03
**
*

0.
03
**
*

0.
03
**
*

0.
09
**
*

0.
09
**
*

R
ea
lG

D
P
pe
r
ca
pi
ta

−0
.0
6*
**

−0
.0
6*
**

−0
.0
1*
*

−0
.0
2*
**

0.
04
**
*

0.
04
**
*

0.
09
**
*

0.
09
**
*

−0
.0
7*
**

−0
.0
6*
**

G
in
i
(d
is
po
sa
bl
e
in
co
m
e)

0.
04
**
*

−0
.0
2*
**

0.
02
**
*

0.
00
4

0.
04
**
*

G
in
i
(m

ar
ke
ti
nc
om

e)
0.
04
**
*

−0
.0
3*
**

0.
02
**
*

0.
01
+

0.
04
**
*

S
en
se

of
co
nt
ro
l

−0
.0
3*
**

−0
.0
3*
**

E
xp
ec
ta
tio

ns
of

di
sh
on
es
ty

0.
04
**
*

0.
04
**
*

C
om

pe
tit
iv
en
es
s

0.
00
1

0.
00
1

L
og

lik
el
ih
oo
d

−2
34
,3
36

−2
34
,3
61

−2
69
,8
09

−2
69
,7
94

−6
9,
10
4

−6
9,
10
8

−2
95
,0
08

−2
95
,0
08

−2
34
,1
43

−2
34
,1
69

N
ot
e.

C
oe
ffi
ci
en
ts
ar
e
st
an
da
rd
iz
ed
.S

E
S
=
so
ci
oe
co
no
m
ic
st
at
us
;
G
D
P
=
gr
os
s
do
m
es
tic

pr
od
uc
t.

+
p
,

.1
.

*p
,

.0
5.

**
p
,

.0
1.

**
*p

,
.0
01
.

TO, WIWAD, AND KOUCHAKI2752

T
hi
s
do
cu
m
en
ti
s
co
py
ri
gh
te
d
by

th
e
A
m
er
ic
an

P
sy
ch
ol
og
ic
al
A
ss
oc
ia
tio

n
or

on
e
of

its
al
lie
d
pu
bl
is
he
rs
.

T
hi
s
ar
tic
le
is
in
te
nd
ed

so
le
ly

fo
r
th
e
pe
rs
on
al
us
e
of

th
e
in
di
vi
du
al
us
er

an
d
is
no
t
to

be
di
ss
em

in
at
ed

br
oa
dl
y.



Study 2: Correlational Evidence

Study 1 provides a generalizable test using survey responses from
samples representing 90% of the world’s population, across a range
of nationalities, demographics, and time periods. Study 2 provides
several extensions. First, we conducted a survey measuring subjec-
tive levels of inequality, while utilizing a different measure of ethical
judgments (Gino & Margolis, 2011). Second, we also measured
sense of control using a validated scale, given evidence of its role
from Study 1. Third, we also include a measure of situational attri-
butions to assess why sense of control is associated with the accept-
ability of unethical behavior. Although our primary focus is on sense
of control, assessing situational attributions can help explain why a

reduced sense of control is associated acceptability of unethical
behavior.

Method

Participants

We did not have any a priori effect size and decided to recruit 800
participants. This gave us adequate power (β= .80, α= .05) to detect
effect sizes as small as r= .098 (a small effect size). We successfully
recruited 808 participants from Amazon’s Mechanical Turk (344
men, 464 women; Mage= 43.86, SD= 13.33). We did not preregister
any exclusions, so all respondents were kept in the dataset.

Figure 1
Study 1: Simultaneous Mediation Analysis

a) Inequality (Disposable Income) 

b) Inequality (Market Income) 
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Subjective Inequality

We adopted a previously used measure of subjective inequality
(Kteily et al., 2017). Participants viewed an image of a ladder with
ten rungs, where each rung had various bags of money. Participants
were told each rung represented 10% of the people in a fictitious
society and the bags of money represented wealth. There were
five ladders, and each ladder depicted a different level of wealth
inequality. For example, in the most unequal ladder, most of the
money bags were held by the top 10%, whereas the bottom 10%
held very few money bags. In the most equal ladder, money bags
were more evenly distributed.
Participants selected which ladder they believed best represented

the wealth distribution of their local area. Respondents then briefly
explained why the image they selected best represented the area
they lived via an open-ended response.

Ethical Judgments, Sense of Control, and Attributions

To assess ethical judgments, we adopted a scale from prior work
(Gino & Margolis, 2011), where participants were asked to rate the
acceptability of various unethical behaviors (1=Never justifiable;
7= Always justifiable). The behaviors included “cheating on an
exam,” “forging a friend’s signature,” “copying/downloading a piece
of software you do not have copyrights for,” “stealing an additional
TV cable connection,” and “using office supplies for your personal
needs” (α= .87).
To assess sense of control, we adapted a scale as used by Kraus

et al. (2009) (e.g., “I could do just about anything I really set my
mind to”; α= .91).

To assess situational attributions of others’ behavior, we adopted
the locus of causality subscale (three items) from the Causal
Dimension Scale (Russell, 1982). We also added three additional
items to capture situational versus personal attributions of behaviors.
Respondents were asked to explain why people behave unethically
and were given bipolar response scales where one scale-point
referred to situational attributions and the other scale point referred
to personal and internal attributions. For example, the question
stem began with “If someone behaves unethically, it …” and
included questions such as “(1) reflects something outside of the per-
son’s control; (7) reflects the person’s own control” or “(1) is based
on aspects outside the person’s control; (7) is based on aspects
within the person’s control” (α= .94). Items were reverse-coded
such that higher scores represented greater situational attributions.

Participants also indicated their sex (1=Male; 2= Female) and
their age. We report results controlling for sex and age; results rep-
licate without including sex and age.

Results

Correlations and descriptive statistics are displayed in Table 3. As
per our preregistration, we report the results of using Ordinary Least
Squares (OLS) regression (Table 4).

Total Effects

Inequality was associated with a greater acceptability of unethical
behavior (β= .10, p= .002), lower sense of control (β=−.10,
p= .003), and greater situational attributions for others’ unethical
behavior (β= .15, p, .001).

Indirect Effects

We first test for simple mediation using only sense of control as a
mediator. Replicating Study 1, we found that sense of control was
negatively associated with the acceptability of unethical behavior
(β=−.17, p, .001) and that sense of control mediated the associ-
ation between inequality and acceptability of unethical behavior
(95% CI= [0.0057, 0.0350]).

As a supplement, we also tested for serial and parallel mediation
(see Table 4). Bias-corrected bootstrapped confidence interval for
the indirect effects excluded zero which suggests all mediation

Table 4
Study 2: Indirect Pathways

Pathway

Simple mediation
Inequality→ Sense of control→ Ethical judgments 95% CI= [.0057, .0350]

Indirect effect= .0181
Inequality→Attributions→ Ethical judgments 95% CI= [.0098, .0408]

Indirect effect= .0226
Parallel mediation
Inequality→ Sense of control→ Ethical judgments 95% CI= [.0043, .0305]

Indirect effect= .0146
Inequality→Attributions→ Ethical judgments 95% CI= [.0042, .0319]

Indirect effect= .0150
Serial mediation
Inequality→ Sense of control→Attributions→ Ethical judgments 95% CI= [.0008, .0087]

Indirect effect= .0035

Note. Pathways represent bootstrapped bias-corrected confidence intervals. CI= confidence interval.

Table 3
Study 2: Correlation and Descriptive Statistics

Variable M SD 1 2 3

1. Subjective inequality 2.76 1.18
2. Acceptability of
unethical behavior

2.68 1.27 .11**

3. Sense of control 4.91 1.10 −.11** −.19**
4. Situational attributions 2.19 1.03 .16** .24** −.36**

**p, .01.
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paths are significant. Overall, this suggests that those who perceived
greater inequality in their area viewed behaviors such as stealing and
cheating as more acceptable, and this relationship could be
explained, in part, via a reduced sense of control.

Studies 3a and 3b: Experimental Evidence

In Study 2, we found that respondents who perceived more
inequality reported a lower sense of control and, as a result, also
saw unethical behaviors such as cheating are more acceptable. In
Studies 3a and 3b, we moved to an experimental context to better
establish causality. We adopted a role-playing experiment (Blake
& Brooks, 2019; Sprong et al., 2019) whereby participants were
asked to rate the acceptability of others’ unethical behaviors under
various levels of inequality. In Study 3a, we manipulate high versus
low levels of inequality; in Study 3b, we introduce a neutral control
to test whether high inequality uniquely drives our effects.

Study 3a: High Versus Low Inequality

Method

Participants. We targeted a sample size of 400 participants (see
online supplemental material). We successfully recruited 399 partici-
pants from Amazon’s Mechanical Turk (233 men, 164 women, two
other; Mage= 35.47, SD= 10.62; 277 Caucasian/White, seven
Southeast Asian, 19 East Asian, three South Asian, one Middle
Eastern, five Native American, 60 African American/Black, 18
Hispanic, nine Mixed, zero other). As per our preregistration, we
removed “low-effort” responses on open-ended questions (e.g., “very
good,” question prompt was copy-pasted as response). This resulted
in a final sample size of 352 participants, which gave us enough
power to detect an effect size of d= .30.
Manipulation. We randomly assigned participants to a high

or low-inequality condition. To manipulate participants psycho-
logical experience under conditions of high or low inequality,
we adopted a role-playing paradigm where respondents were
asked to imagine moving to a new fictitious society (Blake &
Brooks, 2019; Sprong et al., 2019). Just like any other society,
this society (named Bimboola) was described as having different
income tiers, which contained the richest 20% (Tier 3), the middle
20% (Tier 2), and the poorest 20% (Tier 1). All participants were
told to imagine they belonged in the middle 20% (Tier 2) and that
their income (50,000 Bimboolan dollars [BD]) was the mean and
median income for the middle 20%. Thus, participants always
belonged to the middle-income group, and their income was
held constant across conditions.
In the high-inequality condition, the richest 20% (Tier 1; earning

97,000 BD per year) were presented as having substantially greater
wealth than the poorest 20% (Tier 3; earning 3,000 BD per year). In
the low-inequality condition, the income inequality was less pro-
nounced, where the wealthiest earned 60,000 BD per year and the
poorest group earned 40,000 BD per year.
To provide visual stimuli on inequality, we asked participants to

start their new life by selecting a house, mode of transportation,
vacation, and cellphone. The items participants could select were
held constant across conditions. However, the items that other
income groups could select varied by condition. For example, par-
ticipants in the high-inequality condition could observe inequali-
ties in the houses available for purchase (e.g., large mansions vs.

a small house); in the low-inequality condition, the pictures of
the other income groups’ houses depicted lower inequality (e.g.,
slightly larger houses vs. slightly smaller houses). Similar inequal-
ities were presented for modes of transportation (e.g., sports cars
vs. older junk cars), cellphones (e.g., smartphones vs. burner
phones), and vacations (e.g., a luxurious skiing holiday vs. no
vacation). After choosing their items and viewing the inequalities
available to each income group, participants were asked to respond
to an open-ended question asking them to describe what they
thought their daily life would be like.

Measures. Participants responded to two measures of ethical
judgment in random order. First, we adapted the same four mea-
sures of unethical judgments used in Study 1 from the WVS.
Participants were asked to rate how unjustifiable it would be if
someone committed different ethical violations (e.g., “avoiding
fare on public transit,” “cheating on taxes”; 1= Never justifiable;
10= Always justifiable; α= .91). Second, we adopted four
vignettes where participants read about another person engaging
in ethical misconduct (e.g., stealing money, overstating tax-exempt
expenses; Sharma et al., 2014). Participants then rated the behavior
in each vignette on how “wrong,” “blameworthy,” “unacceptable,”
and “inappropriate” they were (−3= Strongly disagree; +3=
Strongly agree; α= .98). The two measures were correlated
(r= .37), thus suggesting convergence between the two measures.
We reverse-coded the vignette measures such that higher scores
indicated greater acceptability.

Next, we assessed our threemediators, whichwere presented in ran-
dom order. To assess competitiveness, we adapted a scale that asked
participants to rate how competitive they believed this society would
be (e.g., “In Bimboola, I would be competing with others”; α= .95;
Sommet et al., 2019). To measure expected commonality of unethical
behavior, we adapted a scale where participants rated how much
unethical behavior they expected in Bimboola, as assessed via expec-
tations of crimes (e.g., “In Bimboola, when I am away from home,
I would worry about the safety of my property”; α= .98) (Ferraro
& LaGrange, 1987; Vauclair & Bratanova, 2017). To assess sense
of control, we adapted the scale from Study 2 (e.g., “In Bimboola,
I could do just about anything I really set my mind to”; α= .93).

Manipulation Check. At the end of the survey, participants
rated how much inequality they believed was in Bimboola (1=
Very low; 6= Very high). Participants assigned to the high-inequality
condition (M= 5.48, SD= 1.02) believed there was more inequality
than participants assigned to the low-inequality condition (M= 1.98,
SD= 1.34), t(350)= 27.66, p, .001, 95% CI= [3.25, 3.75], d=
2.95. Thus, our manipulation worked as expected.

Results

Descriptive statistics and correlations are displayed in Table 5.
Total Effects. Independent t-tests indicated that participants

assigned to the high-inequality condition saw unethical behaviors as
more acceptable. Using our measure from the WVS, participants in
the high (vs. low) inequality condition saw others’ unethical behaviors
as more acceptable (MLow= 2.65, SDLow= 2.00 vs. MHigh= 3.55,
SDHigh= 2.47), t(350)= 3.72, p, .001, 95% CI= [−1.37, −0.42],
d= 0.40. Using our vignette measure of ethical misconduct, partici-
pants in the high-inequality condition saw others’ unethical behaviors
as less wrong and inappropriate (MLow= 1.71, SDLow= 0.99 vs.
MHigh= 1.96, SDHigh= 1.28), t(350)= 2.04, p= .042, 95%
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CI= [−0.49,−0.01], d= 0.22.3 Themeans, in an absolute sense, sug-
gest unethical behaviors are still seen as unacceptable because they are
below the scale midpoints. However, unethical behavior appears to be
relatively more acceptable when inequality is high.
Independent t-tests indicated that participants assigned to the high-

inequality condition reported greater competitiveness, increased
expected commonality of unethical behavior, and lowered sense of con-
trol. That is, participants in the high-inequality condition believed soci-
ety would be more competitive (MLow= 4.00, SDLow= 1.52 vs.
MHigh= 5.39, SDHigh= 1.14), t(350)= 9.73, p, .001, 95% CI =
[1.11, 1.67], d= 1.04. Participants also expected more frequent uneth-
ical and dishonesty behavior (MLow= 3.62, SDLow= 2.46 vs.MHigh=
6.83, SDHigh= 2.40), t(350)= 12.37, p, .001, 95%CI= [2.69, 3.71],
d= 1.32. Finally, participants in the high-inequality condition reported
a lower sense of control (MLow= 5.22, SDLow= 1.13 vs.MHigh= 4.09,
SDHigh= 1.39), t(350)= 8.34, p, .001, 95% CI = [−1.39, −0.86],
d= 0.89 (see Figure 2).
Indirect Effects. We regressed ethical judgments onto a

dummy variable for condition and all three mediators simultane-
ously (see Table 6).
Using the WVS measure, we found both expected commonality

of unethical behavior, β= 0.22, p= .002, and sense of control, β
=−0.22, p, .001, were associated with the acceptability of uneth-
ical behavior; competitiveness had no relationship with acceptability
of unethical behavior, β= 0.01, p= .879. Mediation analysis (bias-
corrected intervals) indicated significant indirect effects for both
expected commonality of dishonesty, 95% CI= [0.048, 0.198],
and sense of control, 95%CI= [0.038, 0.147]. Therewas no indirect
effect via competitiveness, 95% CI= [−0.047, 0.056].
Using the vignette measure, we found that only sense of control

had a significant association with acceptability of unethical behav-
ior, β=−0.27, p, .001; there was no relationship via expected
commonality of dishonesty, β= 0.08, p= .253, or competitiveness,
β=−0.09, p= .161. Mediation analysis indicated a significant indi-
rect effect for sense of control, 95% CI= [0.061, 0.175]; no indirect
effect was found via expected commonality of unethical behavior,
95% CI = [−0.025, 0.116], or competitiveness, 95% CI= [−0.102,
0.007]. Overall, utilizing two measures of ethical judgment, the evi-
dence suggests economic inequality reduces the acceptability of oth-
ers’ unethical behavior, and this effect is mediated by a reduced
sense of control (see Figure 3).
Finally, similar to Study 1, we conducted our mediation analyses

with each mediator independently (rather than simultaneously, as
reported above). When tested individually, we generally find
support for increased competitiveness and expectations of unethical-
ity as a mediator (see online supplemental material). However, the

simultaneous mediation analysis (reported above) indicates that
sense of control plays the strongest mediating role above and beyond
competitiveness and expectations of unethicality. Overall, this sug-
gests that while expectations of frequent unethicality and competi-
tiveness can play a mediating role when tested independently,
sense of control may be a more proximal mediator, above and
beyond competitiveness and expectations of dishonesty.

Study 3b: High, Low, Neutral Inequality

In Study 3a, we provide a useful step toward causality and internal
validity by experimentally replicating our correlational studies
(Studies 1 and 2) across two measures of ethical judgments. In
Study 3b, we introduce a neutral control condition. An alternative
explanation is that discussing any form of inequality may reduce
one’s sense of control or may prime the acceptability of unethical
behavior. Thus, the neutral condition is helpful in isolating the
effects of high inequality: Given our proposed mediators focus on
individuals’ experience under high inequality, we expected differ-
ences when comparing the high-inequality condition to the neutral
control, but not when comparing low inequality to the neutral con-
trol. Similar to Study 2, we focused on sense of control as a mediator
having explored other mediators in Study 3a.

Method

Participants. We aimed to recruit 350 participants, and suc-
cessfully recruited 359 participants from Amazon’s Mechanical
Turk (194 male, 162 female, three other; Mage= 37.37, SD=
10.77; 257 Caucasian/White, seven Southeast Asian, 10 East
Asian, three South Asian, zero Middle Eastern, three Native
American, 42 African American/Black, 25 Hispanic, 10 Mixed,
two Other). As per our preregistration, we removed “low-effort”
responses on open-ended questions (e.g., “very good,” question
prompt was copy-pasted as response). This resulted in a final sample

Table 5
Study 3a: Correlations and Descriptive Statistics

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5

1. Condition 0.51 0.50
2. Acceptability of unethical behavior (WVS) 3.12 2.29 .20**
3. Acceptability of unethical behavior (Vignettes) 1.84 1.16 .11* .37**
4. Competitiveness 4.72 1.51 .46** .20** .03
5. Expectation of dishonesty 5.26 2.91 .55** .32** .15** .61**
6. Sense of control 4.64 1.39 −.41** −.31** −.28** −.27** −.45**

Note. Condition (0= Low inequality; 1=High inequality). WVS=World Values Survey.
*p, .05. **p, .01.

3 It is worth noting that the effect size for the vignette measure appears
much smaller than the shorter scale (d= .22 vs. d= .40). The two measures
are correlated (r= .37), and we suspect the smaller effect size may be related
to at least two empirical artifacts. First, the vignette measure was lengthier
and provided superfluous details on actors’ situations, which may have
increased respondent fatigue and potential contaminating factors. Second,
the vignette measure combined attributions (e.g., “blameworthy”) and
acceptability (e.g., “wrong”), which may have produced a less valid measure
of acceptability. As a result, in future studies, we focus primarily on our
shorter measure that focuses on acceptability.
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size of 328 participants, which gave us 80% power to detect an effect
size of f= .17.
Manipulation. We randomly assigned participants to one of the

three conditions: high inequality, low inequality, or control. The
manipulation for high and low inequality was identical to Study
3a—participants were asked to imagine life in a fictitious society
named Bimboola and were asked to select a house, mode of trans-
portation, vacation, and a cellphone.
The key differencewas the inclusion of a neutral control condition.

Participants in the control condition were told they made 50,000 BD
(the same amount of income as other participants in the high and low-
inequality conditions; Tier 2). Furthermore, they were still asked to
select a house, mode of transportation, vacation, and a cellphone.
However, they were not shown the income or choices of other income
groups, and there was no mention of the income distribution of
Bimboola. Therefore, participants in the neutral control engaged in

the same task, but were not given any information on other income
groups or the income distribution of Bimboola.

Measures. Wemeasured ethical judgments using the same scale
World Values scale from Studies 1 and 3a. Participants were asked to
imagine how justifiable several actions would be in Bimboola (e.g.,
cheating on taxes; α= .91). We assessed sense of control using the
same measure in Studies 2 and 3a (e.g., “In Bimboola, I could do
just about anything I really set my mind to”; α= .92).

Manipulation Check. At the end of the experiment, participants
rated how much inequality they believed was in Bimboola (1 =Very
low; 4 =Neither low nor high; 7= Very high). A one-way analysis of
variance (ANOVA) indicated a significant difference across conditions,
F(2, 325)= 224.74, p, .001, η2= 0.58. Participants in the high-
inequality condition (M= 6.47, SD= 1.08) believed there was more
inequality than participants in the control condition (M= 4.14, SD=
1.04), t(325)= 12.58, p, .001, d= 2.20, and participants in the low

Table 6
Study 3a: Regressions

Variable

Dependent variable:

Acceptability of
unethical behavior

WVS)

Acceptability of
unethical behavior

vignette) Competitiveness
Expectations of
dishonesty

Sense of
control

Acceptability of
unethical behavior

WVS)

Acceptability of
unethical behavior

vignette)
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7)

Condition 0.20*** 0.11* 0.46*** 0.55*** −0.41*** −0.02 −0.01
Competitiveness 0.01 −0.09
Expectation of
unethicality

0.22** 0.08

Sense of control −0.22*** −0.27***

R2 0.03 0.01 0.21 0.30 0.17 0.14 0.09
Adjusted R2 0.03 0.01 0.21 0.30 0.16 0.13 0.08

Note. Condition (0= Low inequality; 1=High inequality). Coefficients are standardized. WVS=World Values Survey.
*p, .05. **p, .01. ***p, .001.

Figure 2
Study 3a: Means

Note. See the online article for the color version of the figure.
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condition (M= 2.56, SD= 1.81), t(325)= 21.11, p, .001, d= 2.62.
Participants in the low-inequality condition believed there was
less inequality than participants in the control condition, t(325)=
−8.70, p, .001, d= 1.07. Thus, ourmanipulationworked as expected.

Results

Descriptive statistics and correlations are displayed in Table 7.
Total Effects. Aone-wayANOVAon the acceptability of unethi-

cality indicated a significant difference across conditions, F(2, 325)=
7.93, p, .001, η2= 0.05 (see Figure 4). Participants in the high-
inequality condition (M= 3.43, SD= 2.53) saw unethicality as more
acceptable than participants in the control condition (M= 2.33,
SD= 1.85), t(325)=−3.67, p, .001, d= .50, and participants in
the low-inequality condition (M= 2.47, SD= 2.16), t(325)=−3.21,
p= .001, d= .41. Therewas no difference in acceptability between the

control and low-inequality conditions, t(325)=−0.46, p= .646,
d= .07. Therefore, participants in the high-inequality condition saw
unethical behaviors as more acceptable compared to participants in
the low inequality and neutral control conditions.

A 1× 3 ANOVA on sense of control indicated a significant differ-
ence across conditions, F(2, 325)= 19.67, p, .001, η2= 0.11 (see
Figure 4). Participants in the high-inequality condition (M= 4.19,
SD= 1.43) reported a lower sense of control compared to partici-
pants in the control condition (M= 4.95, SD= 1.12), t(325)=
−4.56, p, .001, d= .59, and the low-inequality condition (M=
5.19, SD= 1.11), t(325)=−6.04, p, .001, d= .78. There was
no difference in sense of control between the control and low-
inequality conditions, t(325)=−1.51, p= .132, d= .21.
Therefore, participants in the high-inequality condition reported a
lower sense of control compared to participants in the low-inequality
and neutral control condition.

Figure 3
Study 3a: Simultaneous Mediation Analysis

b) Acceptability of Unethical Behaviors (Vignette)

a) Acceptability of Unethical Behaviors (WVS)
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Indirect Effects. Consistent with our previous studies, we
found that a lower sense of control was associated with increased
acceptability of unethical behavior, β=−0.40, p, .001.
Bias-corrected intervals of the indirect effect suggested that the high-
inequality manipulation decreased perceptions of sense of control,
which then reduced the acceptability of unethical behavior. This
occurred both when high inequality was compared to the neutral
control, 95%CI= [−0.175,−0.061], and the low-inequality manip-
ulation, 95%CI= [−0.215,−0.096]. Overall, the evidence suggests
that the experience of high inequality (compared to a neutral control)
lowers one’s sense of control, thus reducing the acceptability of
unethical behavior.

Studies 4a and 4b: Tests of Moderation

While Studies 1 and 2 provided external validity, Studies 3a and
3b provided evidence for causality. In Studies 4a and 4b, we explore
tests of moderation: In Study 4a, we test the joint causal effect of
inequality and sense of control in a moderation-by-process design;
in Study 4b, we test whether the effect of inequality varies based
on whether the perpetrator of unethical behavior is oneself or some-
body else.

Study 4a: Sense of Control and Moderation-by-Process

In Study 4a, we tested the joint causal effects of inequality and
sense of control via a moderation-by-process design. Specifically,
we used a 3 (Sense of Control: Neutral, Low, High)× 2
(Inequality: High, Low) between-subjects design. In the neutral
sense of control condition—where sense of control is allowed to
freely vary—we expect to replicate the effects of high versus low
inequality found in Studies 3a and 3b. In the high sense of control con-
dition—which would buffer the negative effects of high inequality on
sense of control by maintaining a high level of sense of control—we
expected the effect of our inequality to attenuate. In the low sense of
control condition—which could further enhance the negative effects
of high inequality on sense of control—we expected the effect of
our inequality manipulation to increase. Study 4a thus provides a
test of the causal effects of inequality and sense of control.

Method

Participants. We targeted a sample size of 1,400 and over-
sampled by targeting 1,500 respondents given our preregistered
exclusions. We recruited 1,504 respondents from Amazon’s
Mechanical Turk (721 male, 783 female; Mage= 41.36, SD=

Table 7
Study 3b: Correlations and Descriptive Statistics

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4

1. High-inequality condition (1=High; 0= Else) 0.32 0.47 —

2. Low-inequality condition (1= Low; 0= Else) 0.34 0.47 −.49** —

3. Control inequality condition (1=Control; 0= Else) 0.34 0.47 −.49** −.52** —

4. Acceptability of unethical behavior 2.73 2.23 .21** −.08 −.13* —

5. Sense of control 4.79 1.29 −.32** .23** .09 −.42**

Note. WVS=World Values Survey.
*p, .05. **p, .01.

Figure 4
Study 3b: Means

Note. See the online article for the color version of the figure.
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12.38). As per our preregistration, we removed respondents who pro-
vided the same response on scales that contained reverse-coded
items (e.g., answering all “6” despite our scale containing reverse-
coded items; n= 34), respondents who failed an attention check
regarding our manipulation (“What were you asked to recall in this
survey? Your life in Bimboola [neutral sense of control condition]
or your sense of control in Bimboola [high or low sense of control
condition]”; n= 34), and respondents who failed a general attention
check (i.e., “please type the number of letters that appear in the word
“Monday’”; n= 71). The final sample size was 1,375 participants,
which gave us enough power to detect effect sizes as small as f= .08.
Manipulation. We randomly assigned respondents to a 2

(Inequality: High, Low)× 3 (Sense of Control: Neutral, High,
Low) between-subjects design. The inequality manipulation was
identical to that found in Study 3a.
Afterwards we manipulated sense of control by asking respon-

dents to imagine ways in which they would have very high or low
control in Bimboola. In a pilot study, we asked respondents to freely
recall ways in which they had high or low control in their lives, and
many respondents discussed control in the domains of career, resi-
dence, income, health, family, and education. Hence, we adapted
those domains to our manipulations because they appear to be
domains in which people value control and can easily engage with
during free recall.
In the (low/high) sense of control condition, participants read:

People in Bimboola feel like they have a very [low/high] sense of control
over their circumstances and personal lives. This is related to how people
in Bimboola face [higher/lower] situational constraints and [decreased/
increased] ability to influence their life. For example, Bimboolan’s
have [few/many] opportunities and face [many/few] constraints regard-
ing one’s career, residence, income, health, family, or education, among
other aspects of their life.

Please think of 3 ways in which you would have a very [low/high] sense
of control in Bimboola. What would it be like to have a [low/high] sense
of control?

In the neutral sense of control condition, respondents were asked
the same open-ended prompt on what they thought life in Bimboola
would be like (identical to Studies 3a and 3b).
Measures. Afterwards, participants responded to the sense of

control measure from Studies 2–3b as a manipulation check

(α= .96). The inequality manipulation check was identical to that
of Studies 3a–3b. To assess acceptability of unethical behavior,
we used the same measure from Studies 1, 3a, and 3b (α= .90).

Manipulation Check. Participants in the high-inequality condi-
tion (M= 6.61, SD= 1.08) reported greater inequality than those in
the low-inequality condition (M= 1.86, SD= 1.35), t(1,373)=
71.64, p, .001, d= 3.89. Moreover, participants reported differences
in sense of control based on the sense of control manipulation,
F(2, 1,372)= 353.38, p, .001, η2= 0.34. Participants in the low
sense of control condition (M= 3.39, SD= 1.39) reported a lower
sense of control than those in the neutral condition (M= 4.92, SD=
1.19), t(1,372)= 19.06, p, .001, d= 1.26, and those in the high
sense of control condition (M= 5.18, SD= 1.11), t(1,372)= 25.59, p
, .001, d= 1.69. Participants in the high condition reported a greater
sense of control than the neutral condition, t(1,372)= 6.58, p, .001,
d= .43. Thus, our manipulation worked as expected.

Results

A 2× 3 ANOVA on the acceptability of unethical behavior indi-
cated a main effect of inequality, F(1, 1,371)= 92.20, p, .001,
η2= 0.06. Participants in the high-inequality condition (M= 2.84,
SD= 2.16) saw unethical behavior as more acceptable than partici-
pants in the low-inequality condition (M= 1.91, SD= 1.43),
t(1,371)= 9.41, p, .001, d= .51.

We also found a main effect for our sense of control manipulation,
F(2, 1,371)= 25.60, p, .001, η2= 0.04. Participants in the low
sense of control condition (M= 2.84, SD= 2.25) saw unethical behav-
ior as more acceptable than those in the neutral control condition
(M= 2.25, SD= 1.74), t(1,371)= 5.00, p=, .001, d= .33, and
those in the high sense of control condition (M= 2.25, SD= 1.74),
t(1,371)= 6.93, p, .001, d= .46. There was no difference between
the neutral control and the high sense of control conditions,
t(1,371)= 1.95, p= .051, d= .13. This provides a useful test in that
decreasing sense of control, independent of inequality, increases the
acceptability of unethical behavior.

Importantly, we found an interaction, F(2, 1,369)= 3.97, p= .019,
η2= 0.005 (see Figure 5). In the neutral sense of control condition, we
replicated our prior studies: Respondents believed unethical behavior
was more acceptable in the high-inequality condition (M= 2.71,
SD= 1.99) compared to the low-inequality condition (M= 1.80,

Figure 5
Study 4a: Means

Note. See the online article for the color version of the figure.
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SD= 1.30), t(1,369)= 5.47, p, .001, d= .51. In the high sense
of control condition, the effect of inequality was attenuated:
Respondents still believed unethical behavior was more acceptable
in the high-inequality condition (M= 2.30, SD= 1.70) compared to
the low-inequality condition (M= 1.72, SD= 1.15), t(1,369)=
3.43, p, .001, d= .32, although the effect size was smaller by 37%
compared to the aforementioned effect of inequality in the neutral
sense of control condition. In the low sense of control condition, the
effect of inequality was strengthened: Respondents believed unethical
behavior was more acceptable in the high-inequality condition (M=
3.47, SD= 2.52) compared to the low-inequality condition (M=
2.23, SD= 1.75), t(1,369)= 7.42, p, .001, d= .69, and the effect
size was larger than the neutral control condition by 35% compared
to the effect of inequality in the natural sense of control condition.
Study 4a tests the causal effects of sense of control and inequality.

First, we observed a main effect for sense of control, such that a low
sense of control increased the acceptability of unethical behavior,
relative to a neutral control and a high sense of control. Second,
we observed that jointly manipulating sense of control and inequal-
ity provided patterns consistent with our expectations: When sense
of control was held high, thus buffering the negative effects of
inequality on one’s sense of control, the effect of inequality attenu-
ated; when sense of control was held low, thus further reducing one’s
sense of control, the effect of inequality increased.

Study 4b: Self Versus Other Differences

Study 4a provided causal evidence that a lower sense of control
increases the acceptability of unethical behavior. In Study 4b, we
tested whether the acceptability of unethical behavior varies between
self/other judgments. One potential empirical limitation of our prior
studies is that it is sometimes unclear who is engaging in the unethical
behavior—we remedy this by making the character of each scenario
more explicit (self vs. other). Furthermore, when considering the
link between sense of control and judgments of ethicality, some
accounts might suggest those who severely lack control may harshly
punish others unethical behaviors to restore control (Landau et al.,
2015). Although some empirical evidence suggests the opposite
(those lower in control find unethical behavior more acceptable and
punish unethicality less harshly; Cornwell & Higgins, 2019;
Wiltermuth & Flynn, 2013), we could potentially explore this by
examining self-other differences. If lacking control causes people to
punish others more harshly to restore control, these differences should
exist for judgments directed toward others, but not necessarily for
judgments directed toward the self. Therefore, Study 4b addresses
both empirical and conceptual concerns.

Method

Participants. We expected a small effect size (d= .35) and cal-
culated an a priori sample size to detect an effect with 80% power.
However, we also want to test the interaction between inequality
and self/other judgments. Using an equivalent effect size of
f= .175, we calculated that a sample size of 600 would be needed
to test the interaction with 99% power. We therefore aimed to recruit
650 participants to oversample.
We successfully recruited 651 participants from Amazon’s

Mechanical Turk (303 male, 346 female, two other; Mage= 40.41,
SD= 12.80; 497 Caucasian/White, 13 Southeast Asian, 36 East

Asian, eight South Asian, one Middle Eastern, three Native
American, 44 African American/Black, 29 Hispanic, 17 Mixed,
three Other). As planned in our preregistration, we removed “low-
effort” responses on open-ended questions that contained irrelevant
responses (e.g., less than 10 words; “very good”). This resulted in a
final sample size of 646 participants.

Manipulations and Measures. Participants were randomly
assigned to a 2 (Inequality: High vs. Low)× 2 (Judgment: Self vs.
Other) between-subjects design. The manipulation of inequality
was identical to Study 3a. Next, participants were presented with
four unethical behaviors that were designed to reflect the behaviors
from Studies 1, 3a–4a (i.e., cheating on taxes, avoiding fare on pub-
lic transportation, claiming unearned government benefits, accepting
a bribe). In line with a between-subjects design and prior work
(Lammers et al., 2010; Polman & Ruttan, 2012), participants
responded to each unethical behavior by rating how acceptable it
would be if others engaged in the described behavior, or alterna-
tively, if they themselves engaged in the described behavior.
Participants responded to three items related to acceptability on a
scale of 1–7 (acceptable, justifiable, appropriate; α= .95). Sense
of control was assessed using the same items from prior studies
(α= .95).

Manipulation Check. As in Study 3, participants rated how
much inequality they believed was in Bimboola (1= Very low;
6= Very high). Participants in the high-inequality condition (M=
5.58, SD= 0.94) believed there was more inequality than partici-
pants in the low-inequality condition (M= 1.91, SD= 1.23),
t(644)= 42.55, p, .001, 95% CI= [3.50, 3.84], d= 3.35. Thus,
our manipulation worked as expected.

Results

Correlation and descriptive statistics are displayed in Table 8.
Total Effects. We ran a 2× 2ANOVA on ethical judgments. As

expected, participants in the high-inequality condition (M= 2.43,
SD= 1.28) reported unethical behaviors as more acceptable than par-
ticipants in the low-inequality condition (M= 1.91, SD= 1.05), F(1,
643)= 7.68, p= .006, f= 0.11. There were no differences between
self (M= 1.97, SD= 1.18) and other judgments (M= 2.11, SD=
1.18), F(1, 642)= 1.75, p= .186, f= .05, nor a significant interac-
tion, F(1, 642)= 2.65, p= .104, f= .06.4 Therefore, using scenarios
consistent with our prior studies, we replicate the finding that inequal-
ity increases the acceptability of unethical behavior. We did not
observe self-other differences in judgments.

A 2× 2 ANOVA on sense of control indicated identical results
from our prior studies. Participants in the high-inequality condition
(M= 4.41, SD= 1.26) reported lower sense of control than partici-
pants in the low-inequality condition (M= 5.26, SD= 1.07),
F(1, 642)= 84.10, p, .001, f= .36. As expected, there were no dif-
ferences in sense of control between the self (M= 4.87, SD= 1.28)

4Within the “self” condition, high inequality did not significantly increase
the acceptability of unethical behavior, t(652)=−0.77, p= .439; within the
“other” condition, high inequality significantly increased the acceptability of
unethical behavior, t(652)=−3.19, p= .001. This differencewas not signif-
icant, as indicated by the interaction term. If the interaction were significant,
the results would suggest the effects of inequality are especially driven by
judgements of others’ behaviors, which is consistent with our focus from
our prior studies.
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and other conditions (M= 4.81, SD= 1.20), F(1, 643)= 0.00,
p= .978, f= .00, nor a significant interaction, F(1, 642)= 0.00,
p= .999, ɳ2= .00.
Indirect Effects. We conducted mediation analysis by regress-

ing ethical judgments onto dummy variables for inequality, and self-
other judgments (see Table 9). Replicating our previous studies, we
found that a sense of control was associated with the acceptability of
unethical behavior, β=−0.21, p, .001. Mediation analysis (5,000
bootstraps; bias-corrected) indicates a significant indirect effect
whereby the high-inequality manipulation decreased perceptions
of control, which then increased the acceptability of unethical behav-
ior, 95% CI= [0.039, 0.109]. This mediation did not vary by self
(vs. other) judgments.5

Study 4b helps addresses a potential empirical concern by explicitly
highlighting whowas engaging in unethical behavior. Overall, we rep-
licate our prior effects of inequality on ethical judgments using scenar-
ios that explicitly state which characters are being judged; the effect of
inequality did not differ by self/other differences.

Study 5: Inequality in the United States

Thus far, we have highlighted how inequality increases the accept-
ability of unethical behavior, and how this can be explained via a
reduced sense of control. We had three goals for Study 5. First, we
wanted to measure situational versus personal attributions for uneth-
ical behavior, and explore its role explaining the link between sense
of control and acceptability of unethical behavior. Second, wewanted
to conduct a study outside of the Bimboola role-playing paradigm
where we manipulated perceptions of inequality in one’s area of res-
idence within the United States.
Third, we explored a potential alternative mediating mechanism

regarding perceptions of societal unfairness. Inequality may increase
the perceived unfairness of society, which may increase the norma-
tive acceptability of unethical behavior. To measure this possibility,
we included two societal-level fairness measures: Belief in ultimate
justice and a belief in just world.

Method

Participants

We targeted 800 participants and successfully recruited 813 partic-
ipants from Amazon’s Mechanical Turk (342 male, 468 female, three
other; Mage= 41.33, SD= 12.75). As per our preregistration, we
removed “low-effort” responses on open-ended questions (e.g.,
“very good,” question prompt was copy-pasted as response; n= 0),
respondents who provided the same response on our sense of control
scale (e.g., answering all “6” despite our scale containing reverse-
coded items; n= 9), respondents who failed an attention check regard-
ing our manipulation (“In [respondent’s state of residence], how much

more do you think the very rich earn, compared to the very poor?”;
n= 205), and respondents who failed a general attention check (i.e.,
“please type the number of letters that appear in the word
‘Monday’”; n= 8). This resulted in a final sample size of 594 partic-
ipants, which gave us 80% power to detect a small effect size (d= .23).
Results are identical in significance using the entire sample.

Manipulation

We told respondents wewere interested in people’s experiences in
their local communities. To that extent, respondents were told we
collected economic data for each state in the United States and
asked respondents to input their state. Once respondents inputted
their state, we showed them one of two statistics which ostensibly
reflected the wealth distribution in their state.

In the high-inequality condition, respondents were told that the
household wealth of the richest 20% was $527,400 while the wealth
of the poorest 20% was $28,700 (difference of 18×). In the low-
inequality condition, respondents were told the household wealth
of the richest 20% was $237,000 while the wealth of the poorest
20% was $42,700 (difference of 5×).

To supplement the inequality information, we provided compari-
son data from the Organization for Economic Cooperation and
Development (taken from table 1 of Aizenman et al., 2018),
which highlighted that in one of the most equal countries in the
world (Norway), the rich earned 4× more than the poor; in one of
the most unequal countries in the world (South Africa), the rich
earned approximately 27×more than the poor. After viewing statis-
tics reflecting the inequality in their state, respondents were then
asked to recall three times in which they felt their state contained a
(high/low) amount of inequality, and times in which they felt the
gap between the rich and poor was very (large/small).

Measures

We used the same measures of sense of control from prior studies
(α= .94).We assessed situational attributions of others’ behavior by
using the same six-item measure from Study 2 (α= .94). Higher
scores represented greater situational attributions.

To assess acceptability of unethical behavior, we created scenar-
ios based on our WVS measure from Study 3a and adapted the sce-
narios to explicitly focus on others unethicality (α= .95). Higher
scores represented greater acceptability of unethical behavior.

Table 8
Study 4b: Correlations and Descriptive Statistics

Variable M SD 1 2 3

1. Inequality condition (1=High; 0= Low) 0.50 0.50
2. Self versus other condition (1=Other; 0= Self) 0.50 0.50 .06
3. Acceptability of unethical behavior 2.04 1.18 −.11** −.06
4. Sense of control 4.84 1.24 −.34** −.02 .23**

**p, .01.

5We also tested whether the relationship between sense of control and eth-
ical judgements was moderated by self (vs. other) judgements. This analysis
is reported in the online supplemental material. We did not find evidence that
the relationship between sense of control and ethical judgments was moder-
ated by self (vs. other) differences.
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To measure perceived societal unfairness, we included two mea-
sures. We used scales regarding the belief in ultimate justice (Laurin
et al., 2011) (α= .90; e.g., “I believe that bad people are punished
in life, although not always immediately”; 1= Strongly disagree;
7= Strongly agree) and just world beliefs (Lipkus, 1991)
(α= .89; e.g., “I believe that, by and large, people get what they
deserve”; 1= Strongly disagree; 7= Strongly agree).

Manipulation Check

Respondents indicated how much inequality they believed was in
their local area (1= Low; 5=High). A t-test indicated a significant
difference across conditions where participants in the high-
inequality condition (M= 4.56, SD= 0.67) believed there was
more inequality in their local area than respondents from the low-
inequality condition (M= 2.52, SD= 1.04), t(592)= 29.06,
p, .001, d= 2.43. Thus, our manipulation worked as expected.

Results

Correlation and descriptive statistics are displayed in Table 10.

Total Effects

t-Tests indicated that participants in the high-inequality condition
reported a lower sense of control, MLow= 5.05, SDLow= 1.19 versus
MHigh= 4.56, SDHigh= 1.30; t(592)= 4.66, p, .001, d= 0.39, and
had more situational attributions of unethical behavior, MLow= 1.93,
SDLow= 0.90 versus MHigh= 2.19, SDHigh= 1.11; t(592)= 3.01,
p= .003, d= 0.25. There was no effect regarding the acceptability
of unethical behavior, MLow= 1.55, SDLow= 0.82 versus MHigh=
1.61, SDHigh= 0.87; t(592)= 0.76, p= .446, d= 0.06 (see Figure 6).
Unlike previous studies (Studies 1–4b), we did not find an effect

of our manipulation on the acceptability of unethical behavior in the
current study. We suspect there could be at least two factors for why
we observe a null effect of our manipulation on the acceptability of
unethical behavior. First, we measured unethical acceptability using
longer vignette scenarios (as compared to shorter scales), which pro-
vided superfluous details on actors’ situation. Indeed, as observed in
Study 3a, this longer vignette scenario may result in weaker effect
sizes potentially due to respondent fatigue. Second, the null effect
may be related to our paradigm: Compared to manipulating per-
ceived inequality in a novel society and context (Studies 3a–4b),

manipulating perceived inequality in the United States may intro-
duce additional factors which may weaken our observed effect sizes.

Indirect Effects

We first test for simple mediation using only sense of control as a
mediator. Replicating Studies 1–4b, we found that sense of control
was negatively associated with the acceptability of unethical behav-
ior (β=−.10, p= .015) and that sense of control mediated the effect
of inequality on acceptability of unethical behavior (95%
CI= [0.0002, 0.0477]).

As a supplement, we also tested for serial and parallel mediation
(Table 11). Similar to Study 2, we find significant serial mediation
via sense of control and attributions, and parallel mediation with
attributions. We did not find mediation via sense of control when
tested in parallel with attributions.6

Perceived Societal Unfairness

We tested the mediating role of societal unfairness in two ways.
First, we tested societal unfairness as an independent mediator.
Second, we add societal unfairness as a parallel mediator (in addition
to sense of control as a mediator). Overall, we see that inequality
increased perceptions of societal unfairness. However, societal
unfairness was not associated with the acceptability of unethicality,
and therefore did not mediate the effect of inequality on the accept-
ability of unethicality.

First, we tested societal unfairness as an independent mediator.
The high-inequality manipulation decreased belief in ultimate jus-
tice, MLow= 4.15, SDLow= 1.06 vs. MHigh= 3.80, SDHigh= 1.22;
t(591)= 3.56, p, .001, d= 0.30, and just world perceptions,
MLow= 4.23, SDLow= 3.33 vs. MHigh= 3.99, SDHigh= 1.24;
t(592)= 2.39, p= .017, d= 0.20. To test for mediation

Table 9
Study 4b: Regressions

Dependent variable

Sense of control Acceptability of unethical behavior

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

Inequality condition (1=High; 0= Low) −0.34*** −0.34*** 0.11** 0.04 −0.03
Self versus other condition (1=Other; 0= Self) −0.001 −0.001 0.05 −0.01 −0.01
Inequality× Self Versus Other interaction 0.00 0.11 0.11+

Sense of control −0.21***

R2 0.12 0.12 0.02 0.02 0.06
Adjusted R2 0.11 0.11 0.01 0.01 0.05

Note. Coefficients are standardized.
+p, .10. **p, .01. ***p, .001.

6 Although we find mediation via sense of control in our prior studies, we
suspect the lack of mediation in Study 5 may be related to an empirical arti-
fact: Situational attributions were always measured directly before our mea-
sure of unethical behavior (in our other studies, the order of ourmediators was
randomized). Nonetheless, we have reason to suspect that sense of control
directly affects the acceptability of unethical behavior. First, as reported in
Study 4b, directly manipulating sense of control directly increases the accept-
ability of unethical behavior. Second, we replicate the association between
sense of control and the acceptability of unethical behavior in all our other
studies (Studies 1–4a, 6a).
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(Table 12), we regressed acceptability of unethical behavior onto our
manipulation and belief in ultimate justice (β= 0.02, p= .491;
Model 6) and just world perceptions (β= 0.00, p= .983; Model
8)—both were unrelated to the acceptability of unethical behavior.
Second, we retested our mediation models while controlling for

belief in ultimate justice or just world perceptions. As seen in
Table 11, all pathways were identical in direction and significance
after controlling for belief in ultimate justice and just world beliefs.
Ultimately, while inequality does increase perceptions of societal
unfairness, perceptions of societal unfairness do not seem to be asso-
ciated with the acceptability of unethical behavior.

Studies 6a and 6b: Perceived Social Mobility as a
Mechanism

In Studies 6a and 6b, we explored why inequality reduces one’s
sense of control. Prior work suggests that inequality reduces per-
ceived social mobility because inequality increases awareness of
the external barriers to mobility (e.g., family wealth, well-educated
parents; McCall et al., 2017). Such awareness of external barriers
should reduce one’s feelings of control, because people perceive
important outcomes in their life as controlled by external factors.
If so, then we should expect inequality is associated with reduced
social mobility, which explains the association between inequality
and sense of control. We test this using correlational (Study 6a)
and experimental (Study 6b) designs.

Study 6a: Correlational Evidence

Study 6a builds on Study 2’s correlational design, but with several
additions. First, we assessed perceived social mobility as a mediator:
We expected that inequality is associated with lower perceptions of
social mobility, which is then associated with a lower sense of con-
trol. Although our primary mechanism is one’s sense of control,
measuring social mobility can provide a supplement by exploring
why inequality reduces one’s sense of control.

Second, we alsowanted to control for SES because SES is correlated
with one’s sense of control and external attributions (Kraus et al., 2009).
Third, we were concerned that our MTurk respondents came from
lower- to middle-income backgrounds, which may bias our results.
We therefore contracted Prolific to recruit 33% of our respondents
from lower-income backgrounds, 33% of our respondents from
middle-income backgrounds, and 33% of our respondents from upper-
income backgrounds.

Method

Participants. We decided to recruit 1,100 participants. This
gave us adequate power (β= .80) to detect effect sizes as small as
r= .088.

We created a balanced sample based on household income. In 2021,
the bottom one-third of households in United States made between $0
and $44,000, the middle one-third of households made $44,000–
$99,000, and the top one-third of households made above $100,000.

Table 10
Study 5: Correlations and Descriptive Statistics

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5

1. Inequality condition (1=High; 0= Low) 0.59 0.49
2. Acceptability of unethical behavior 1.59 0.85 .03
3. Sense of control 4.76 1.28 −.19** −.10*
4. Situational attributions 2.08 1.04 .12** .20** −.34**
5. Belief in ultimate justice 3.94 1.17 −.14** .02 .52** −.13**
6. Belief in just world 4.09 1.22 −.10* −.00 .50** −.13** .80**

*p, .05. **p, .01.

Figure 6
Study 5: Means

Note See the online article for the color version of the figure.
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We contracted Prolific Academic and prescreened 366 respondents
from households making less than $40,000, 366 respondents from
households making between $40,000 and $99,000, and 366 respon-
dents from households making above $100,000. As expected, we suc-
cessfully recruited approximately 366 respondents from each one-third
of the income distribution (see online supplemental material for break-
down in subjective SES and income).
As per our preregistration, we removed respondents who provided

the same response on any scales that contained reverse-coded items
(e.g., answering all “6” despite our scale containing reverse-coded
items; n= 24) and respondents who failed a general attention check
(i.e., “please type the number of letters that appear in the word
‘Monday’”; n= 89). This resulted in a final sample size of 989 partic-
ipants (446 male, 543 female; Mage= 39.57, SD= 13.39).
Measures. We used the same measures from Study 2 to assess

subjective inequality (Kteily et al., 2017), sense of control (Kraus et
al., 2009; α= .76), situational attributions (adapted from Russell,
1982; α= .94), and ethical judgments (Gino & Margolis, 2011;
α= .86). We measured perceptions of social mobility using a
6-item scale adapted from Day and Fiske (2017) (α= .84; e.g.,
“There are many opportunities for me to move up in society”; 1=
Strongly disagree; 7= Strongly agree). We randomized the presen-
tation of all mediators.
Participants also indicated their subjective SES (Adler et al.,

2000), as well as their household income (1=,$20,000; 2=
$20,001–40,000; 3= $40,001–60,000, 4= $60,001–80,000; 5=
$80,000–100,000; 6= $100,000–150,000; 7= $.150,000).
Below, we report our analyses controlling for subjective SES.
Results replicate when controlling for household income.

Results

Correlations and descriptive statistics are displayed in Table 13.
As per our preregistration, we report the results of using OLS regres-
sion (Table 14).
Total Effects. Inequality was associated with greater accept-

ability of unethical behavior (β= .12, p, .001; Model 1), lower
social mobility (β=−.18, p, .001; Model 2), lower sense of

control (β=−.09, p= .001; Model 3), and greater situational attri-
butions (β= .07, p= .021; Model 4).

Indirect Effects. We first assessed whether sense of control inde-
pendently mediated the relationship between inequality and ethical
judgments. Replicating our prior studies, we found that inequality
was negatively associated with sense of control (β=−.09,
p= .001), that sense of control was negatively associated with the
acceptability of unethical behavior (β=−.24, p, .001), and a signifi-
cant indirect effect via sense of control (95% CI= [.0091, .0390]).

As a supplement, we tested for serial and parallel mediation (see
Table 15). When tested in parallel, sense of control emerged as s sig-
nificant mediator above and beyond social mobility and situational
attributions. We also found significant serial mediation model,
whereby the relationship between inequality and the acceptability
of unethical behavior was serially mediated via reduced social mobil-
ity, a lower sense of control, and greater situational attributions.

Study 6b: Experimental Evidence

In Study 6a, we examined perceived social mobility as a mediator
for the association between inequality and sense of control. In Study
6b, we sought to provide experimental evidence by testing whether
manipulating inequality reduced perceptions of social mobility and
one’s sense of control. To this end, we used the same paradigm
from Study 5 (Inequality: High, low) and measured perceptions of
social mobility and one’s sense of control. We also tested for per-
ceived fairness of the economy and perceived fairness of the levels
of inequality, given that prior research suggests perceptions of social
mobility are also associated with awillingness to defend systems and
view them as fair (e.g., Day & Fiske, 2017).

Method

Participants. We decided to recruit 800 participants, which
gave us adequate power to detect effect sizes as small as d= .20
(a small effect size). We successfully recruited 804 participants
from Amazon’s Mechanical Turk (374 male, 423 female, seven
other, Mage= 42.07, SD= 12.69). As per our preregistration, we
removed respondents who provided the same response on any scales

Table 11
Study 5: Indirect Pathways

Pathway No controls
Controlling for belief in ultimate

justice
Controlling for belief in a just

world

Simple mediation
Inequality→ Sense of control→ Ethical judgments 95% CI= [.0002, .0477] 95% CI= [.0027, .0481] 95% CI= [.0001, .0543]

Indirect effect= .0191 Indirect effect= .0177 Indirect effect= .0189
Inequality→Attributions→ Ethical judgments 95% CI= [.0084, .0540] 95% CI= [.0060, .0508] 95% CI= [.0067, .0531]

Indirect effect= .0247 Indirect effect= .0217 Indirect effect= .0226

Parallel mediation
Inequality→ Sense of control→ Ethical judgments 95% CI= [−.0098, .0277] 95% CI= [−.0011, .0324] 95% CI= [−.0065, .0359]

Indirect effect= .0075 Indirect effect= .0102 Indirect effect= .0097
Inequality→Attributions→ Ethical judgments 95% CI= [.0080, .0490] 95% CI= [.0056, .0434] 95% CI= [.0064, .0455]

Indirect effect= .0231 Indirect effect= .0191 Indirect effect= .0206

Serial mediation
Inequality→ Sense of control→Attributions→
Ethical judgments

95% CI= [.0048, .0245] 95% CI= [.0024, .0184] 95% CI= [.0034, .0218]
Indirect effect= .0116 Indirect effect= .0007 Indirect effect= .0092

Note. Pathways represent bootstrapped bias-corrected confidence intervals. CI= confidence interval.
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that contained reverse-coded items (e.g., answering all “6” despite
our scale containing reverse-coded items; n= 16), respondents
who failed an attention check regarding our manipulation (“In
[respondent’s state of residence], how much more do you think the
very rich earn, compared to the very poor?”; n= 219), and respon-
dents who failed a general attention check (i.e., “please type the
number of letters that appear in the word ‘Monday’”; n= 10).
This resulted in a final sample size of 567 participants. Results are
identical when using the entire sample.

Manipulation. We used the same manipulation as Study 5.
Social Mobility and Sense of Control. We measured percep-

tions of social mobility using a six-item scale adapted from Day
and Fiske (2017) (α= .86; e.g., “There are many opportunities for
me to move up in society”; 1= Strongly disagree; 7= Strongly
agree). To assess sense of control, we adapted the same scale used
in Studies 2–5 by Kraus et al. (2009) (α= .93). Higher scores repre-
sented greater situational attributions.

Fairness of Economic System, and Fairness of Inequality.
We also measured two alternative mediators related to the perceived
fairness of economic systems. First, we measured perceived fairness
of economic systems via the economic system justification scale
from Jost and Thompson (2000; α= .91; e.g., “Economic positions
are legitimate reflections of people’s achievements”; 1= Strongly
disagree; 7= Strongly agree). Second we measured perceived fair-
ness of current levels of inequality using a four item scale from
Schmalor and Heine (2022; α= .88; “It is extremely unfair if the
overall amount of economic inequality is very high”; 1= Strongly
disagree; 7= Strongly agree). We reverse-coded the scores for per-
ceived fairness of inequality, such that higher scores on both fairness
scales represented greater perceived fairness. The order of all scales
was randomized.

Manipulation Check. Respondents indicated how much
inequality they believed was in their local area (1= Low; 5=
High). A t-test indicated a significant difference across conditions
where participants in the high-inequality condition (M= 4.44,
SD= 0.72) believed there was more inequality in their local area
than respondents from the low-inequality condition (M= 2.49,
SD= 1.07), t(565)= 25.83, p, .001, d= 2.13. Thus, our manipu-
lation worked as expected.

Results

Correlations and descriptive statistics are displayed in Table 16.
As per our preregistration, we report the results of using t-tests and
OLS regression (Table 17).

Total Effects. Participants assigned to the high-inequality con-
dition reported a lower sense of control,MLow= 4.71, SDLow= 1.30
versus MHigh= 4.25, SDHigh= 1.33; t(565)= 4.04, p, .001, d=
0.34, and had lower perceptions of social mobility, MLow= 3.48,
SDLow= 1.34 versus MHigh= 3.13, SDHigh= 1.20; t(565)= 3.22,
p= .001, d= 0.27.

There were no significant differences between conditions when
examining perceived fairness of the economy, MLow= 3.28,
SDLow= 1.11 versus MHigh= 3.26, SDHigh= 1.06; t(565)= 0.24,
p= .812, d= 0.02, or perceived fairness of inequality, MLow=
3.06, SDLow= 1.58 versus MHigh= 2.85, SDHigh= 1.43; t(565)=
1.63, p= .103, d= 0.14 (see Figure 7).

Indirect Effects. We conducted parallel mediation analyses to
test which mediators significantly mediated the effect of inequalityT
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on sense of control (see Table 17; Figure 8). In a single regression,
we simultaneously regressed sense of control onto social mobility
(β= .46, p, .001), perceived fairness of the economy (β= .16,
p= .003), and perceived fairness of inequality (β= .06, p= .199)
(Model 5). We then conducted a parallel mediation analysis (bias-
corrected intervals) computing all three indirect effects at once.
Results indicate a significant indirect effect of inequality on sense
of control via perceived social mobility (95% CI= [−0.1061,
−0.0269]), but not perceived fairness of the economy (95%
CI= [−0.0910, 0.0723]) or perceived fairness of inequality (95%
CI= [−0.0194, 0.0009]). Overall, this suggests that lower perceived
social mobility helps explain why inequality reduces one’s sense of
control.

General Discussion

We present nine studies (eight preregistered) and find that unethi-
cality was deemed more acceptable when inequality was perceived
to be high. While mediation analyses provide some support for com-
petitiveness and expectations of unethical behavior as mediating var-
iables, the most consistent mediating mechanism appeared to be a
reduced sense of control—those with a reduced sense of control
found unethical behaviors more acceptable. We also explore supple-
mental correlations for why inequality reduces sense of control
(reduced perceived social mobility) and why a higher sense of

control is associated with greater acceptability of unethicality
(greater situational attributions for behaviors).

Theoretical Implications

This work has several implications for research on inequality and
ethical judgments. First, a body of literature on the epidemiology of
inequality proposes sense of control as a pathway for explaining why
inequality worsens health outcomes (e.g., Marmot & Bobak, 2000;
Wilkinson, 1996). However, sense of control as a mechanism in this
literature is inferred with econometric or health data and not directly
tested (c.f., Lynch et al., 2001). Our work empirically demonstrates
that a reduced sense of control is one downstream consequence of
inequality.

In doing so, we uncover a psychological mechanism underlying the
experience of inequality that is consistent with previous theorizing,
yet also offers new directions for research. For example, a lower
sense of control is associated with decreased trust, poorer health and
hopelessness, increased risk taking, and increased preferences for a
strong leader (Kakkar & Sivanathan, 2017; Kouchaki et al., 2014;
Uslaner, 2002), all of which are also consequences of high economic
inequality (Buttrick & Oishi, 2017; Payne et al., 2017; Sprong et al.,
2019). Thus, a lower sense of control seems to offer an integrative
mechanism for the effects of inequality that is consistent with prior
research. Yet, sense of control also offers a useful lens to explore

Table 13
Study 6a: Correlations and Descriptive Statistics

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

1. Inequality 2.76 1.26
2. Acceptability of unethical behavior 3.02 1.32 .10**
3. Social mobility 3.23 1.14 −.16** −.31**
4. Sense of control 4.54 0.87 −.06 −.28** .44**
5. Situational attributions 2.30 1.05 .06* .26** −.24** −.25**
6. Age 21.57 13.39 .03 −.46** .11** .14** −.23**
7. Sex 1.55 0.50 −.07* −.00 −.06 −.16** −.04 .01
8. Subjective SES 5.10 1.80 .06 −.09** .23** .41** −.09** .07* −.13**
9. Household income 4.19 1.89 .03 −.07* .16** .35** −.11** .03 −.11** .66**

Note. Sex (1=Male; 2= Female); household income (1=,$20,000; 2= $20,001–40,000; 3= $40,001–60,000; 4= $60,001–80,000; 5= $80,000–
100,000; 6= $100,000–150,000; 7= $.150,000). SES= socioeconomic status.
*p, .05. **p, .01.

Table 14
Study 6a: Regressions

Variable

Dependent variable

Acceptability of
unethical behavior

Social
mobility

Sense of
control

Situational
attributions

Sense of
control

Situational
attributions

Acceptability of
unethical behavior

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7)

Inequality 0.116*** −0.179*** −0.094** 0.072* −0.031 0.029 0.062*
Social mobility 0.348*** −0.142*** −0.191***
Sense of control −0.178*** −0.145***
Situational attributions 0.081**
Age −0.456*** 0.096** 0.111*** −0.230*** 0.078** −0.197*** −0.402***
Sex 0.003 −0.043 −0.113*** −0.043 −0.098*** −0.069* −0.019
Subjective SES −0.059* 0.228*** 0.395*** −0.080* 0.315*** 0.023 0.049+

R2 0.224 0.094 0.201 0.067 0.310 0.126 0.308
Adjusted R2 0.221 0.091 0.198 0.063 0.307 0.121 0.303

Note. Coefficients are standardized. SES= socioeconomic status.
+p, .1. *p, .05. **p, .01. ***p, .001.
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additional outcomes of inequality, especially given its pervasive role in
social perceptions and decision-making (e.g., Folkman, 1984; Kraus et
al., 2009; Landau et al., 2015). For example, a reduced sense of control
increases conspiracy beliefs (Stojanov & Halberstadt, 2020) and illu-
sory perceptions (Whitson &Galinsky, 2008), which provides another
pathway for why inequality fosters conspiracy beliefs (Jetten et al.,
2022; Salvador Casara et al., 2022). As a more speculative example,
a reduced sense of control increases the belief one has enemies who
seek to undermine them (Sullivan et al., 2010), which is consistent
with arguments that inequality creates worse interpersonal relations
and more group divisions in society (Wilkinson & Pickett, 2017).
Thus, we contribute to inequality research by offering a sense of con-
trol as a useful mechanism for exploring established, and potentially
new, consequences of inequality.
The results regarding the expected commonality of unethical

behavior also helps extend existing inequality research.
Researchers are starting to consider how inequality fosters different
societal norms, such as increased competitiveness and individualism
(Sánchez-Rodríguez, Willis, et al., 2019; Sommet et al., 2019). We

extend this research by highlighting perceptions of ethical descrip-
tive norms (e.g., Cialdini & Goldstein, 2004)—inequality increases
expectations that others may behave more unethically, an effect that
is consistent with prior research on how inequality decreases inter-
personal and generalized trust (e.g., Neville, 2012; Wilkinson &
Pickett, 2009). Norms provide a basis for several phenomenon in
interpersonal relations including conformity, compliance, and
behavioral and attitudinal mimicry (e.g., Cialdini & Goldstein,
2004), and future work could examine how economic inequality
shapes such phenomenon through the lens of ethical norms. For
example, unethicality may spread more quickly when people believe
that others are engaging in unethical behaviors (Gino, Ayal, et al.,
2009; Gino & Bazerman, 2009; Gino, Gu, et al., 2009). This
would seem to be consistent with early sociological observations
that economic inequality in Boston may have contributed to the
rapid spread of looting during riots in the early 20th century
(Jacobs, 1979; Ziskand, 1940). Our research furthers our under-
standing of how inequality shapes perceived societal norms.

Third, we advance the literature on ethical judgments by providing
further evidence that a low sense of control drives ethical judgments
(Cornwell &Higgins, 2019). By implicating sense of control as a driver
of ethical judgments, we conceptually replicate related work from liter-
atures on power and free will—individuals who are low in power (e.g.,
Wiltermuth & Flynn, 2013), or believe that they (or others) lack free
will (e.g., Martin et al., 2017; Monroe et al., 2017) view unethical
behavior as more acceptable. In doing so, we also extend prior research
on the socioeconomic drivers of behavioral ethics. Prior research iden-
tifies features such as social class and education (Dubois et al., 2015;
Pitesa & Thau, 2014), or economic upturns (e.g., Bianchi &
Mohliver, 2016) as drivers of ethical behavior. In the current work,
we focus on broader contexts such as subjective inequality, thus

Table 15
Study 6a: Indirect Pathways

Pathway
Controlling for subjective

SES
Controlling for household

income

Simple mediation
Inequality→ Social mobility→ Ethical judgments 95% CI= [.0286, .0674] 95% CI= [.0264, .0645]

Indirect effect= 0.0464 Indirect effect= 0.0441
Inequality→ Sense of control→ Ethical judgments 95% CI= [.0091, .0390] 95% CI= [.0056, .0354]

Indirect effect= 0.0225 Indirect effect= 0.0192
Inequality→Attributions→ Ethical judgments 95% CI= [.0014, .0232] 95% CI= [.0011, .0226]

Indirect effect= 0.0106 Indirect effect= 0.0104

Parallel mediation
Inequality→ Social mobility→ Ethical judgments 95% CI= [.0196, .0532] 95% CI= [.0181, .0508]

Indirect effect= 0.0343 Indirect effect= 0.0323
Inequality→ Sense of control→ Ethical judgments 95% CI= [.0051, .0261] 95% CI= [.0032, .0233]

Indirect effect= 0.0136 Indirect effect= 0.0112
Inequality→Attributions→ Ethical Judgments 95% CI= [.0008, .0150] 95% CI= [.0007, .0152]

Indirect effect= 0.0058 Indirect effect= 0.0058

Serial mediation
Inequality→ Social mobility→ Sense of control→ Ethical judgments 95% CI= [.0047, .0154]
Indirect effect= 0.0090 95% CI= [.0046, .0152]

Indirect effect= 0.0088
Inequality→ Sense of control→Attributions→ Ethical judgments 95% CI= [.0003, .0035]
Indirect effect= 0.0013 95% CI= [.0002, .0031]

Indirect effect= 0.0011
Inequality→ Social mobility→ Sense of control→Attributions→ Ethical judgments 95% CI= [.0003, .0020] 95% CI= [.0002, .0020]

Indirect effect= 0.0009 Indirect effect= 0.0008

Note. Pathways represent bootstrapped bias-corrected confidence intervals. SES= socioeconomic status; CI= confidence interval.

Table 16
Study 6b: Correlation and Descriptive Statistics

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4

1. Inequality condition
(0= Low; 1=High)

0.57 0.50

2. Social mobility 3.28 1.27 −.13**
3. Sense of control 4.45 1.33 −.17** .62**
4. Fairness of economy 3.27 1.08 −.01 .67** .52**
5. Fairness of inequality 2.94 1.50 −.07 .60** .47** .75**

**p, .01.
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extending research on how perceptions of economic features, such as
the presence of money and wealth, affect ethical behaviors and judg-
ments (c.f., Gino & Pierce, 2009; Kouchaki et al., 2013).
Fourth, although not theorized in our earlier studies (Studies 1–4b),

we explore an alternative mechanism of perceived fairness in Studies
5 and 6b. Although we did not find that fairness serves as an alternative
mechanism, we did find that inequality reduces perceived fairness of
society (Study 5) but not the perceived fairness of the economy or
inequality, more specifically (Studies 6b). Such results may have impli-
cations for work on how inequality shapes perceptions of fairness:
Perhaps by broadening the focus of fairness to the societal level, people
tend to evaluate fairness along different dimensions (e.g., social or moral
dimensions) as opposed to when fairness is focused on purely the eco-
nomic dimension. Future work should explore whether inequality can
cause individuals to develop generalized cynical views of society, but
not about specific views about levels of inequality and the economy.
Finally, our work extends research in the intersection between

inequality and ethics. Research on inequality and ethics could be
broadly characterized as having two streams: (a) how inequality
affects unethical behaviors (e.g., Choe, 2008; Gino & Pierce,
2009; Neville, 2012) and (b) when inequality itself is seen as
more or less ethical (e.g., Franks & Scherr, 2019). Our work pivots
research attention toward a third question, namely “how does
inequality affect what is considered unethical?”Our work highlights
that inequality not only affects our own unethical behaviors, but also

affects how we perceive and accept unethical behaviors as well.
Accepting others’ unethical behaviors has costly societal financial
and social downsides (Ayal et al., 2016), and our work offers a start-
ing point for future work to explore this question of when and how
inequality affects the acceptability of others’ unethical behaviors.

Strengths, Qualifications, and Future Directions

Our range of methodologies increases our confidence in the robust-
ness of the association between inequality, sense of control, and judg-
ments of unethicality. Nevertheless, this work is not without limitations
and there remain important questions that deserve further attention.

First, future work could consider additional nuances regarding
different types of unethical behavior. We focused on unethical
behaviors reflecting self-interested dishonesty because such behav-
iors tend to be universally frowned upon (Haidt et al., 1993;
Mikhail, 2007; Schein & Gray, 2018), and our measures included
behaviors to advance one’s financial (e.g., lying about taxes) and
nonfinancial self-interests (e.g., downloading a piece of software
you do not have copyrights for). Future work could explore nuances
regarding different types of unethical behavior, such as whether the
self-interested behaviors harm society (e.g., tax evasion) versus spe-
cific individuals (e.g., stealing from a friend). Future work could
also explore if inequality affects the acceptability of “unethical”
behaviors reflecting sociocultural moral norms (e.g., abortion,

Table 17
Study 6b: Regression Analysis

Variable

Dependent variable

Sense of control Social mobility Fairness of economy Fairness of inequality Sense of control
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

Inequality manipulation (0= Low; 1=High) −0.168*** −0.134** −0.010 −0.069 −0.099**
Social mobility 0.465***
Fairness of economy 0.161**
Fairness of inequality 0.063

R2 0.028 0.018 0.0001 0.005 0.421
Adjusted R2 0.026 0.016 −0.002 0.003 0.417

Note. Coefficients are standardized.

Figure 7
Study 6b: Means

Note. See the online article for the color version of the figure.
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homosexuality, or divorce). Our focus on self-interested behaviors
universally deemed to be unethical was done to establish generaliz-
ability (i.e., dishonesty and harm; Haidt et al., 1993; Mikhail, 2007;
Schein & Gray, 2018) and although we take a step toward establish-
ing a general link between inequality and the acceptability of unethi-
cality, future work could further explore nuances on different types
of unethicality.
Second, future work could also explore the causal order of our

mediators. Prior work suggests bidirectionality for our mediators:
External attributions can reduce one’s sense of control (e.g.,
Davidai, 2018), while a lower sense of control can also lead to exter-
nal attributions (e.g., Kraus et al., 2009). Likewise, a lack of control
over barriers towealth may reduce one’s perceptions of social mobil-
ity (McCall et al., 2017), whereas perceptions of greater social
mobility can also increase one’s sense of agency (e.g., Davidai &
Wienk, 2021). Our work suggests a correlation between sense of
control and external attributions and, as such, is limited by such cor-
relations (e.g., Fiedler et al., 2011, 2018). Our work focused on attri-
butions as a final stage mediator because most theorizing on the
acceptability of unethical behavior highlights external versus dispo-
sitional attributions as a proximal predictor. Although our work
rules-in sense of control as having a causal effect (Study 4b), future
work could consider the bidirectionality regarding sense of control
and situational attributions.
Third, our selection of mechanisms was informed by a review of

the inequality literature (e.g., Buttrick & Oishi, 2017; Wilkinson &
Pickett, 2009, 2017), but future work could explore other mecha-
nisms arising from behavioral ethics research. For example, inequal-
ity may also reduce the use of deontological (i.e., rule-based)
reasoning due to a low sense of control (e.g., Fleischmann &
Lammers, 2020), which may increase the acceptability of others’ une-
thicality. Future work could also consider potential moderators—for
example, inequality may have a pronounced effect on racial minori-
ties, who already suffer lower rates of objective social mobility
(Kraus & Tan, 2015). Future work could also explore additional
mechanisms for why inequality decreases one’s sense of control.
For example, recent work suggests inequality is associated with

lower perceptions of community support (Jachimowicz et al.,
2020). To the extent a lack of trust or expectations of dishonesty rep-
resent a lack of community support, this may suggest another micro-
mechanism for why inequality decreases sense of control.

Fourth, although one of our studies utilizes a sample representing
approximately 95% of the world’s population (Study 1), future stud-
ies should test whether our experiments and surveys can generalize
beyond a US-based population. For example, Martin et al. (2017)
suggests that free-will predicted greater acceptance of unethical
behaviors and that this effect was stronger amongst countries higher
in institutional integrity (which shares many similarities to aWEIRD
profile; Martin et al., 2017). This suggests that the association
between sense of control and acceptance of unethical behavior
may be stronger in some countries rather than others. Most of our
theory was informed from studies primarily drawn from US-based
populations and so future research should explore additional popula-
tions to test the generalizability of our effects.

The Role of SES

Finally, future work could explore nuances regarding the role of
SES. Conceptually, there could be competing arguments for the
interactive effects of inequality and one’s SES: On the one hand,
the negative effects of inequality on our mechanisms (e.g., sense
of control, perceived mobility) may be stronger for those lower in
SES because they tend to feel the greatest burden from inequality
(e.g., Laurin et al., 2011; Oishi et al., 2011); on the other hand, sim-
ilar to a floor effect, because those lower in SES already suffer from a
lower sense of control and mobility, the negative effects of inequal-
ity may be larger among those higher in SES because they are more
susceptible to changes in their sense of control and mobility.

As reported in our Appendix, we did not find that subjective SES
consistently moderated any of our effects in the correlational studies
(S1, S2, and S6a) or experimental studies (S3–S5). We see signifi-
cant moderation in two out of 26 tests (S4a: The positive effect of
inequality on the acceptability of unethical behavior is stronger
among those lower in SES; S6b: The negative effect of inequality

Figure 8
Study 6b: Serial Mediation
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on social mobility is stronger among those higher in SES). However,
these effects were not consistent across studies. Notably, our corre-
lational studies suggest that SES and inequality have two separate
main effects on sense of control and acceptability of unethical
behavior (Study 1 and Study 6a), but no interaction.
Future work could explore the conditions under which an interac-

tive effect may emerge. For example, perhaps if we focused on sense
of control regarding one’s finances and economic well-being (rather
than in sense of control in general), we might see that inequality is
especially harmful to those lower in SES. Likewise, we might
observe moderation effects among low SES respondents who are
especially high in social comparison tendencies—if upward mobil-
ity is a key micromechanism, then the effects of inequality should be
stronger among low SES members who tend to compare upwards.
Overall, although we observe two main effects of inequality and
SES, future work could provide greater nuance on its potential inter-
active effects.

Conclusion

In the public domain, debates rage on how seriously we should
take the issue of inequality. Our work complements the growing nar-
rative arising from psychological research that laymen and policy
makers should heed the dangers of economic inequality:
Inequality appears to undermine one fundamental element of prop-
erly functioning societies—the acceptability of unethical behavior.
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