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Abstract

How does the context of income inequality in which people live affect their belief in meritocracy, the ability to get ahead
through hard work?! One-prerminent recent study by Newman, Johnston, and Lown [AQ: 1] argues that, consistent with
the conflict theory, exposure to higher levels of local income inequality leads lower-income people to become more
likely to reject—and higher-income people to become more likely to accept—the dominant United States ideology
of meritocracy. Here, we show that this conclusion is not supported by the study’s own reported results and that
even these results depend on pooling three distinctly different measures of meritocracy into a single analysis. We then
demonstrate that analysis of a larger and more representative survey employing a single consistent measure of the
dependent variable yields the opposite conclusion. Consistent with the relative power theory, among those with lower
incomes, local contexts of greater inequality are associated with more widespread belief that people can get ahead if

they are willing to work hard.

Keywords
Behavior, public opinion, American Dream

Meritocracy—the idea that if one works hard, one can get
ahead—is a core tenet of the American Dream (see, e.g.,
Hochschild, 1995: 21-23). How belief in meritocracy, and
in turn the country’s dominant ideology, fares in the face of
the stark economic inequality that has come to characterize
life in the United States (US) is, therefore, crucial to under-
standing not only support for redistributive policies to
address this inequality but also the continuing legitimacy of
the US economic system as a whole.! Not surprisingly, this
question and related ones regarding the relationship between
economic inequality and political attitudes and beliefs have
attracted considerable scholarly attention of late.

In contrast to a range of earlier studies that found that
greater inequality tends to be associated with attitudes that
reinforce the status quo, Newman et al. (2015a, hereafter
NIJL) advances the argument that inequality in the US acti-
vates class conflict, leading poorer individuals in local con-
texts of higher inequality to reject meritocracy and become
more class conscious. We demonstrate here, however, that
that article crucially misinterprets the interaction term in its
model (see, e.g., Brambor et al., 2006). Correcting this
error reveals that there is little or no support in the paper’s
results for its conclusion that mere exposure to high levels
of inequality stimulates a rejection of meritocracy. Further,

we reveal problems with how the article’s dependent vari-
able is measured that render its results untrustworthy: even
if the NJL results did support the conclusions drawn from
them, they would not be credible.

Therefore, we present here an independent analysis that
brings new data from a larger and more representative sur-
vey employing a single consistent measure of the depend-
ent variable to examine how, if at all, local contexts across
the US shape beliefs about whether people can get ahead if
they are willing to work hard. This analysis finds no evi-
dence for the argument advanced by NJL (p.329) that high
levels of economic inequality work to activate an “opposi-
tional consciousness” among lower-income individuals and
so are ultimately self-correcting. To the contrary, but con-
sistent with previous research, the results indicate that
lower-income individuals are /ess likely to reject the meri-
tocratic ideal where economic inequality is greater.
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Research and Politics

The theories at stake

The crucial relationship between economic inequality and
system-supporting beliefs like meritocracy is the subject of
two diametrically opposed theories: the conflict theory and
the relative power theory. We briefly review these two theo-
ries in this section.

As noted above, NJL advocate the conflict theory. This
theory maintains that, for lower-income individuals, being
confronted with higher levels of inequality locally “increases
the salience of their disadvantaged position within a con-
spicuous local economic hierarchy” (NJL, p.327), promotes
class consciousness, and, in turn, increases demand for
redistribution. Higher-income individuals in high inequality
contexts, on the other hand, are expected to avoid guilt while
simultaneously and self-interestedly protecting their privi-
lege by becoming even more likely to believe in the impor-
tance of individual effort to the distribution of economic
rewards. The conflict theory has received sustained atten-
tion, particularly in studies of political participation, but
empirical support has been at best mixed (on the US case,
see Brady, 2004; Oliver, 2001; Solt, 2010).

The relative power theory, on the other hand, starts with
the proposition that money is a political resource; that is, that
it can be used to influence others. Therefore, the theory con-
tends, where the rich are richer relative to the poor, they will
also be more powerful relative to the poor (Goodin and
Dryzek, 1980). With regard to attitudes and beliefs like meri-
tocracy, this theory suggests that the greater power imbal-
ance that results from higher levels of economic inequality
provides higher-income people with more resources to
spread their views in the public sphere while depriving
poorer people to a greater degree of the resources needed to
resist these efforts. This gives poorer people “a greater sus-
ceptibility to the internalization of the values, beliefs, or rules
of the game of the powerful as a further adaptive response—
i.e., as a means of escaping the subjective sense of power-
lessness, if not its objective condition” (Gaventa, 1980: 17).
Patterns of religiosity (Solt, 2014; Solt et al., 2011), respect
for authority (Solt, 2012), and policy mood (Kelly and Enns,
2010) have provided support for this theory.

As Huber and Stephens (2012: 37) summarize the two
theories, the relative power theory can be seen as a straight-
forward implication of “the usual assumption in sociology,
political science, and anthropology . . . that social structures
reproduce themselves,” while the conflict theory is
grounded in the seemingly implausible premise that social
structures are self-negating. Regardless of the theories’
plausibility a priori, which of the two is actually supported
by the evidence is crucial to understanding the political
consequences of economic inequality.

A problem of interpretation

Using the data files and commands provided (Newman et al.,
2015b), we were able to reproduce a close approximation of

the article’s results on belief in meritocracy, as presented in
the article’s Table 1, Model 1 (“White Rs”).2 As these files
note that the authors are themselves unable to reproduce the
published estimates exactly, and the differences are indeed
quite small, we proceed to interpretation.

NJL (p.334) claim that its analysis

reveals that among low-income citizens, those residing in
highly unequal contexts are significantly more likely to reject
meritocratic ideals than those in relatively equal contexts [and]
indicates that as we move from those with the lowest to highest
incomes, the effect of increasing county inequality reverses
and is associated with a decrease in the probability of rejecting
meritocracy.

This claim is incorrect.

The error lies in the interpretation of the multiplicative
interaction term. Though it has been well known for over a
decade that models containing multiplicative interaction
terms require particular care in interpretation (see, e.g.,
Brambor et al., 2006; Braumoeller, 2004; Golder, 2003),
many political scientists continue to struggle with them;
improperly specified or interpreted interaction terms appear
at the top of Nyhan’s (2015) list of “recurring statistical
errors” for which reviewers should be sure to check. In the
multilevel logistic regression model employed in NJL, the
logged odds of rejecting meritocracy for individual i in
local context j are estimated as follows

Reject Meritocracy, =Xy +y,,Income; +v, Inequality
7k Vi=AY 710 i T Vo1 b

M

+ynlnequality ; x Income;; +1, ; Income;; +u;;

NJL (p.334) offers two pieces of evidence as support for the
above-quoted claim: first, that the coefficient for local
income inequality (i.e. ¥, ) is estimated to be positive and
statistically significant, and second, that the coefficient for
the interaction between inequality and respondents’
incomes ( ¥, ) is negative and statistically significant (NJL,
p.334).

Neither of the two actually provide any support. First,
the coefficient ¥, indicates only the effect of Inequality
when the other variable in the interaction, Income , takes
on the value of zero (see, e.g., Brambor et al., 2006: 72).
However, inspection of the NJL data reveals that the nine
categories of income in the Pew surveys the article employs
were recoded to take on nine evenly spaced values ranging
from 0.21 to 1 (see Newman et al., 2015b).3 Because this
income variable never actually equals zero in the analyzed
sample, y,, is not directly interpretable. Second, Brambor
et al. (2006: 74) specifically advise that one “cannot even
infer whether X has a meaningful conditional effect on Y
from the magnitude and significance of the coefficient on
the interaction term.” Instead, the conditional effect of ine-
quality is found by taking the partial derivative of equation
(1) with respect to inequality
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Figure 1. Logit coefficients of local income inequality on
rejection of meritocracy by income (Newman et al., 2015a:
Table |, Model I, from replication data).

Note: the dots represent coefficients of income inequality within
respondents’ county on their rejection of meritocracy for all values of
respondent income, estimated from the data and model provided in
Newman et al. (2015b)[AQ: 11]; the whiskers represent the 95%
confidence intervals of these estimates. Contrary to the interpretation
offered in Newman et al. (2015a: 334), the coefficient for county income
inequality fails to reach statistical significance at any observed level of re-
spondent income. The histogram presented below the main plot depicts
the relative frequency of each observed value of respondent income:
only 4% of respondents in this sample, for example, reported incomes
below US$10,000.

O Reject Meritocracy
0 Inequality

=Y +7 llncomeij 2)

In short, y,, is only part of the conditional effect; the mag-
nitude and statistical significance depend also on y,, and
the value of Jncome . To properly interpret the conditional
effect of Inequality | then, one cannot examine Yy, or 7
in isolation, as NJL does; instead the conditional effect
must be calculated using equation (2) for all observed val-
ues of Income (see,e.g., Berry et al., 2012; Brambor et al.,
2006; Braumoeller, 2004).

We plot the conditional effect of Inequality at each
observed value of Income in Figure 1 using the package
interplot (Solt and Hu, 2015b). Contrary to the interpreta-
tion offered in NJL (p.334), this plot reveals that the coef-
ficient for county income inequality fails to reach statistical
significance at any observed level of respondent income.
The coefficient estimate for those with the lowest incomes,
under US$10,000 per year, approaches but does not reach
statistical significance at conventional levels. In any event,
only 4% of the sample employed in NJL had incomes this
low; even if this coefficient did reach statistical

significance, it would provide little support for the conflict
theory (see Berry et al., 2012: 660—661). At the other end of
the income scale, there is no hint of support for the NJL
claim that these results support the conflict theory’s predic-
tion that higher-income individuals will be less likely to
reject meritocracy in contexts of greater income inequality.
The article’s own results provide little, if any, evidence for
its conclusion that poorer people are more likely to reject
and richer people more likely to embrace meritocracy
where local income inequality is greater.

A problem of measurement

Beyond the relatively common problem of misinterpreting
its interaction term, NJL suffers a more fundamental prob-
lem with measurement. Ostensibly to amass observations
from a sufficient range of local contexts, NJL (pp.330-331)
combines in a single analysis data from four surveys using
three different measures of its dependent variable, rejection
of meritocracy. Measure 1 was drawn from 2005 and 2006
surveys that asked respondents which of two statements
came closest to their own opinion: “Most people who want
to get ahead can make it if they’re willing to work hard” or
“Hard work and determination are no guarantee of success
for most people.” Those who chose the latter were coded as
rejecting meritocracy. The 2007 and 2009 surveys employed
did not include this item. Instead, they asked respondents to
assess on a four-point agree—disagree scale two separate
statements: (1) “Hard work offers little guarantee of suc-
cess” and (2) “Success in life is pretty much determined by
forces outside our control.” In Measure 2, used with data
from the 2007 survey, those who mostly or completely
agreed with both statements were coded as rejecting meri-
tocracy. Although the 2009 survey included these same two
statements, and so made Measure 2 easily calculable,
respondents to that survey were coded in yet a third man-
ner: in Measure 3, those who mostly or completely agreed
with statement (1) were coded as rejecting meritocracy
regardless of how they responded to statement (2).*

To assess whether these three very different measures are
in fact comparable, we collected Pew surveys conducted
between 1999 and 2012 that asked any of the items just
described and plotted the estimated percentage of the popu-
lation to reject meritocracy according to each of the three
versions of the dependent variable in Figure 2. The figure
reveals that Measure 2 results in much lower levels of rejec-
tion of meritocracy than either of the others, and that
Measure 3 often yields considerably higher levels than
Measure 1. Their evident lack of comparability suggests that
pooling them in a single analysis is difficult to justify.

In a footnote and the article’s online appendix, NJL
nevertheless argue that mixing these different measures is
not problematic on the basis that the 2005 and 2006 sur-
veys alone, which use Measure 1, yield results for the vari-
ables of interest similar to those produced by the four
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Figure 2. Comparing the three measures of rejection of
meritocracy pooled by Newman et al. (2015a).

Note: the analyses presented in Table | of Newman et al. (2015a: 333)
were conducted on pooled observations with the dependent variable,
rejection of meritocracy, measured in one of three different ways (see
Newman et al.,, 2015a: 331). Here, solid circles represent the data

used by Newman et al. (2015a); hollow circles represent data in other
available Pew surveys. The whiskers are 95% confidence intervals for
each estimate. Plotting the weighted percentage of respondents to
reject meritocracy by each of these measures reveals that the second
measure results in much lower levels of rejection of meritocracy than
either of the others, and the third often yields considerably higher levels
than the first. In light of the evident lack of comparability of these three
measures, pooling them into a single analysis cannot be justified.

surveys together (NJL, p.331). In analyses we report in
online Appendix A, we demonstrate that the results
obtained for the NJL model differ considerably across the
three measures of the dependent variable. Regardless of
how the dependent variable is measured, however, the con-
ditional effect of inequality fails to reach—or even
approach—statistical significance at any observed level of
income. The results presented in NJL are an artifact gener-
ated by the decision to pool these three very different
measures together.

Economic inequality and meritocracy

What then can be discerned regarding the relationship
between economic inequality and belief in meritocracy?
We employ the US Religious Landscape Survey (RLS)
conducted by the Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life
in 2007 to better investigate the question. With more than
10 times the number of respondents of the much smaller

Pew surveys examined in NJL, the RLS was designed to
provide a particularly fine-grained picture of geographic
variation in attitudes and beliefs across the continental US.
The RLS is, therefore, perfectly suited to providing obser-
vations across a broad range of local contexts, and it
includes Measure 1 of the dependent variable. To make use
of all of the available data, we analyze the entire sample of
survey respondents, rather than only non-Latino white
respondents; as NJL (p.330) notes, this should be expected
to bias the results toward the expectations of the conflict
theory. We use the package mi to multiply impute missing
data (Su et al., 2011).

Otherwise, we adopt the approach employed in NJL.
As in that article, we use the Gini coefficient of household
income inequality for each county calculated by the US
Census Bureau from the 2005-2009 American Community
Survey (five-year estimates) to measure income inequal-
ity at the local level.’ Like in the Pew surveys analyzed in
NIJL, respondents’ incomes are measured in the RLS on a
nine-point scale ranging from less than US$10,000 to over
US$150,000, which we straightforwardly coded with val-
ues 1 to 9.

At the contextual level, we follow NJL in controlling for
average income, the black share of the population, the per-
centage of votes won by George W Bush in 2004, and the
total population size.b At the individual level, the analyses
include controls for age, education, sex, race, citizenship,
partisan identification, political ideology, and church
attendance. As in NJL, the model is estimated using multi-
level logistic regression of individuals nested in counties,
with both the intercept and the coefficient for income
allowed to vary across the counties.

Figure 3 displays a dot-and-whisker plot of the results:
the dots represent the estimated change in the logged odds
of rejecting meritocracy for a change of two standard devi-
ations in each variable in the model, and the whiskers rep-
resent the 95% confidence intervals of these estimates (see
Kastellec and Leoni, 2007; Solt and Hu, 2015a).

The coefficient of income inequality is negative and the
coefficient of the interaction term is positive. Both are sta-
tistically significant, but as income never takes on a value
of zero and the coefficient of the interaction term is only
part of the conditional effect, these results do not reveal
much. Figure 4 plots conditional effects for inequality at
each observed value of income. It shows that inequality’s
estimated marginal effects on rejecting meritocracy are
negative and statistically significant for those with incomes
of up to US$50,000; that is, for those in the bottom half of
the sample by income. They are not distinguishable from
zero for those with higher incomes.

Of course, given the dichotomous dependent variable,
these estimates are in logits and so their magnitudes are not
easily interpretable directly. Figure 5 presents the predicted
probability of rejecting meritocracy according to Model 1
across the observed range of local income inequality at
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Figure 3. Predicting rejection of meritocracy.

Note: the dots represent the estimated change in the logged odds of
rejecting meritocracy for a change of two standard deviations in the
independent variable; the whiskers represent the 95% confidence inter-
vals of these estimates. Multilevel logistic regression analyses of 35,556
individual respondents living in 2740 counties.

various incomes when all other variables are assumed to
take on their median values. Given that assumption, those
with the lowest incomes living where the context of income
inequality is at the highest observed level are 19 percentage
points (plus or minus 7 points) less likely to reject meritoc-
racy than similarly low-income people living where ine-
quality is at its lowest observed level. For people with
incomes between US$40,000 and US$50,000 and other-
wise median characteristics, the predicted probability of
rejecting meritocracy declines from 37+2 % to 30+£3%
over the observed range of inequality—a drop of 7+4 per-
centage points. For those with the highest incomes, given
the confidence intervals, the predicted probabilities of
rejecting meritocracy are consistent with no change across
all levels of local income inequality. These results are con-
trary to the predictions of the conflict theory, but consistent
with those of the relative power theory.

Conclusions

One of the most important questions underlying recent
research on economic inequality and democracy is whether
inequality is self-correcting or instead self-reinforcing. NJL
argue in favor of the former, more optimistic view. It con-
tends that mere exposure to high levels of local income
inequality prompt those with lower incomes to become
more likely to reject an important ideological prop of per-
sistent inequality, the idea that those who work hard can get
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Figure 4. Estimated coefficients of income inequality by
income.

Note: results presented in Figure 3. The dots represent estimated coef-
ficients of income inequality within respondents’ commuting zones on
their rejection of meritocracy for all values of respondent family income;
the whiskers represent the 95% confidence intervals of these estimates.
The estimates are negative and statistically significant for those with
lower incomes, while the coefficients for those with higher incomes are
not distinguishable from zero. The histogram presented below the main
plot depicts the relative frequency of each observed value of respondent
income: 49% of respondents reported incomes below US$50,000.

ahead, supporting the conflict theory. Unfortunately, the
article’s own reported results do not support this conclu-
sion, and its analysis suffers from serious measurement
issues that render even those results untrustworthy. Our
analysis of data from a larger and more representative sur-
vey that employs a uniform measure of the dependent vari-
able, in fact, yields the opposite result: lower-income
people living where local levels of income inequality are
higher are less likely to reject meritocracy than those living
where the income distribution is more egalitarian, in line
with the predictions of the relative power theory.

These results have important political implications. For
those who would prefer higher levels of redistribution,
whether the conflict theory or the relative power theory bet-
ter describes political reality is crucial to understanding the
effort that will be required to reverse the decades-long trend
of rising income inequality in the US. If the NJL results
were sound, and the conflict theory supported, advocates of
greater redistribution could remain relatively complacent,
confident that by activating conflict, higher levels of ine-
quality would more or less automatically deliver the votes
needed for the policies they prefer.

The results presented here, however, suggest that the
current social structure will not simply undermine itself in
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Figure 5. Predicted probability of rejecting meritocracy by
income and level of inequality.

Note: results presented in Figure 3. Solid lines represent predicted
probabilities and shaded regions represent the 95% confidence intervals
of these predictions. The predicted probabilities were generated by fix-
ing all other variables at their median values.

this fashion. That lower-income individuals living in locali-
ties with higher levels of income inequality tend to be less
likely to reject the meritocratic ideology that sustains the
status quo means that change, if it is to occur, will only
result from concerted effort, from the difficult and much-
constrained work of organization and mobilization. Absent
such undertakings, the greater relative power of the wealthy
to shape the views of their poorer fellow citizens in con-
texts of greater inequality will go uncontested.
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Notes

1. On the negative relationship between belief in the American
Dream and preferences for redistributive policies, see, for
example, Brooks and Manza (2014).

2. On the issues in the article’s analysis of class consciousness
(NJL, pp.336-337), see Solt et al. (2016).

3. There is a single respondent in the NJL replication dataset
who did not respond to the income question but to whom was
assigned an income value of zero. Putting aside the impossi-
bility of a value less than “Less than US$10,000,” the lowest
value on the Pew income scale, and that multiple imputa-
tion is the appropriate way to deal with missing data and the
uncertainty they introduce (e.g. Rubin, 1987), this respond-
ent, a nonagenarian woman from Michigan, was not white
and so is not part of the sample analyzed in Table 1, Model 1.

4. For another example of uncritically mixing these three meas-
ures, see Newman (2016). Of the five Pew surveys listed in
Table 1 and pooled in the article’s analysis, Measure 1 is used
in the 2011 Political Typology Survey, Measure 2 is used in
the 2009 and 2012 Values Surveys, and Measure 3 is used in
the 2008 and 2012 Middle Class Surveys.

5. Itis worth noting that this measure is not perfect. Its welfare
definition is income after government transfers but before
taxes. Because much redistribution occurs through the tax
code (see, e.g., Faricy, 2016), an after-tax measure would be
preferable; unfortunately, virtually no data on the distribu-
tion of after-tax income at any geographic scale below the
national level is available for the US (see, e.g., Kelly and
Witko, 2012: 420), making the ACS[AQ: 2] data the best
available at the county level.

6. Additional analyses adding controls for two contextual varia-
bles not considered in NJL, objective economic mobility and
residential income segregation, are presented in the online
Appendix. The results of these analyses are substantively
similar to those presented in the text.
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