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Economic inequality has a huge impact on well-being, also affecting adolescents, who are the future agents of our 
societies. Nevertheless, research often overlooks their perspectives on economic inequality, poverty, and their attitudes 
towards its reduction. The present research evaluates adolescents’ perceived and ideal economic inequality, causal 
attributions of poverty, support for collective action against economic inequality and meritocratic beliefs (in school 
or in general). Findings from this cross-sectional study involving Spanish adolescents (N = 942) reveal age-related 
differences being older teenagers who had higher ideal economic inequality, more general meritocratic beliefs and 
made more external causal attributions of poverty. Younger teenagers show greater endorsement of belief in school 
meritocracy. Beliefs in school meritocracy moderate perceived economic inequality, with stronger endorsement 
correlating with increased economic inequality tolerance and lesser support for collective action as perceived 
economic inequality rises. External causal attributions of poverty and ideal economic inequality partially mediate 
the relationship between perceived economic inequality and support for collective action, shaping attitudes towards 
economic inequality and its reduction. Our research contributes to understanding adolescents’ comprehension of 
inequality and their motivation to reduce it. By shedding light on the mechanisms underlying adolescent perceptions 
of economic inequality and their implications for collective action, our findings pave the way for interventions and 
policies aimed at promoting social justice and well-being among adolescents and the rest of society.
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La desigualdad económica afecta al bienestar de las personas, incluyendo los/as adolescentes, los futuros agentes 
de nuestras sociedades. Pero es frecuente que no se analicen sus perspectivas sobre la desigualdad económica, la 
pobreza y sus actitudes hacia su reducción. Esta investigación estudia la desigualdad económica ideal y percibida por 
adolescentes, las atribuciones causales de la pobreza, el apoyo a la acción colectiva contra la desigualdad económica 
y las creencias meritocráticas (en la escuela y en general). Los resultados de este estudio transversal con adolescentes 
españoles/as (N = 942) revelan diferencias asociadas a la edad en las variables estudiadas, siendo los/as adolescentes de 
mayor edad quienes desean un nivel mayor de desigualdad económica, tienen más creencias meritocráticas generales y 
realizan más atribuciones causales externas de la pobreza. Los/as adolescentes más jóvenes muestran más apoyo a las 
creencias en la meritocracia en la escuela. A su vez, las creencias en la meritocracia escolar moderan la percepción de la 
desigualdad económica: según aumenta la desigualdad económica percibida, apoyar más la meritocracia correlaciona 
con mayor desigualdad económica ideal y menor apoyo a la acción colectiva. Las atribuciones causales de pobreza y 
la desigualdad económica ideal median parcialmente la relación entre la desigualdad económica percibida y el apoyo 
a la acción colectiva para reducir la desigualdad, explicando en parte la formación de actitudes hacia la desigualdad 
económica y su reducción. Nuestra investigación contribuye al estudio de la adolescencia, la desigualdad y el bienestar 
social, abriendo el camino a futuras intervenciones y políticas que promuevan la justicia social y el bienestar.
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La visión de los adolescentes sobre un mundo desigual: comprendiendo la 
desigualdad económica y factores para reducirla
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Economic inequality (EI) is one of the biggest social challen-
ges nowadays since inequality within countries is alarmingly 
increasing (UN, 2018). Moreover, EI has been accentuated by 
financial crises (Baldacci et al., 2004) and health and social cri-
ses such as the COVID-19 pandemic (Rodríguez-Bailón, 2020). 
The concerns and implications for these situations are relevant to 
the social psychology field as EI has been associated with impor-
tant consequences on societies and citizens. For example, EI is 
linked to health and social ills (Pickett & Wilkinson, 2015; Wil-
kinson & Pickett, 2017), including increased prejudice between 
groups (Caluori et al., 2021), discrimination, and segregation 
(García-Sánchez et al., 2019). Furthermore, some experimental 
studies have shown that EI negatively affects physical, psycholo-
gical, and social well-being (Buttrick et al., 2017).

Perceived economic inequality and its correlates

Research consistently has shown that people tend to unde-
restimate the levels of EI that exist (e.g., Gimpelson & Treisman, 
2018; Hauser & Norton, 2017; Norton & Ariely, 2011). Impor-
tantly, recent reviews show that the effects of EI depend more on 
how it is appraised and its subjective perception than on its objec-
tive levels (Willis et al., 2022).Thus, at the individual level, it has 
been shown that perceiving greater EI leads to people tending 
to be more individualistic and more oriented toward power (Del 
Fresno-Díaz et al., 2021), which is associated with lower inter-
dependent self-construal (Sánchez-Rodríguez, 2019), ultimately 
resulting in lower rates of life satisfaction and happiness (Oishi 
et al., 2011). In this line, when people perceive high EI, they also 
perceive more competitiveness within a given context (Melita et 
al., 2021). Moreover, perceiving more EI is related to higher sta-
tus anxiety and more status-seeking, and it has an impact on sta-
tus consumption, prompting people to consume products with a 
symbolic value associated with greater status (Melita et al., 2021; 
Velandia-Morales et al., 2022). In this line, it has been described 
that inequality perception impacts subjective well-being through 
two complementary paths: status anxiety and social trust reduc-
tion (García-Sánchez et al., 2024). Additionally, other research 
suggests cognitive and emotional paths such as perceived vulne-
rability and anger (Vezzoli et al., 2023).

Furthermore, EI and its perception extend beyond indivi-
dual well-being, having numerous intergroup effects (Lisnek et 
al., 2024), and shaping social welfare. For instance, EI shapes 
how people are stereotypically perceived (Moreno-Bella et al., 
2023) and increases the dehumanization of high and low-status 
groups (Sainz et al., 2022). Additionally, in more economica-
lly threatened or unequal societies, people tend to elect more 
authoritarian leaders (Torres-Vega et al., 2021), trust institutions 
less, and reduce their cooperation behaviour (Montoya-Lozano 
et al., 2023). Thus, overall inequality has a harmful impact on 
societies.

From inequality maintenance to inequality reduction

The detrimental impacts of EI have spurred research into 
understanding how to narrow the gap between socioeconomic 

groups. While perceiving EI is associated with some adverse 
effects, it is also key to perceive this inequality to address it, 
since these EI (mis)perceptions, rather than actual levels of 
inequality, drive behaviour and preferences for redistribution 
(Hauser & Norton, 2017). For instance, perceived EI is a key 
predictor for support for collective action to reduce inequality 
(Del Fresno-Díaz et al., 2021), especially when EI is considered 
unjustified or illegitimate (Van Zomeren et al., 2008) and when 
it is perceived within close social circles (García-Castro et al., 
2022). Also, in general, people tend to prefer lower levels of 
ideal EI than the actual levels of inequality (Norton & Ariely, 
2011). Furthermore, support for redistributive measures and 
other policies that pursue equality are predicted by perceived 
and ideal EI levels (e.g., García-Castro et al., 2022). Moreover, 
the relationship between perceived EI and preferred EI has been 
shown to be moderated by the perceived legitimacy of EI and 
meritocratic beliefs in adults’ samples (García-Sánchez et al., 
2019; Willis et al., 2015). Additionally, causal attributions of 
poverty also play a role in upholding the status quo, with inter-
nal causal attributions of poverty justifying the system (Weiner 
et al., 2011), since these attributions portray people in poverty 
as responsible for their situation, disregarding the influence of 
any structural factors and preventing the support of social pro-
tection policies (Alcañiz-Colomer et al., 2023).

Adolescents as future agents of social change

Adolescence is a crucial life period in which teens develop 
and consolidate views on politics and a predisposition to partici-
pate in actions or support policies aimed at solving social inequa-
lities (Eckstein et al., 2012). However, the literature primarily 
examines adults’ perspectives, overlooking adolescents’ percep-
tions of society. Yet, adolescents are influenced by perceived EI, 
underscoring the importance of understanding their perceptions, 
beliefs, and attitudes toward social issues, which contributes to 
comprehending inequality maintenance and reduction.

Adolescents underestimate the EI that exists even more than 
adults do (Barreiro et al., 2019). The differences between adult 
samples and those comprised of children and adolescents may 
be attributed to the process of conceptualisation and integra-
tion that occurs during childhood and, especially, during ado-
lescence. According to the Socio-cognitive Theory (Aboud, 
1988), children and adolescents actively develop their attitudes 
and beliefs. Hence, the opinions of younger individuals about 
inequality are not merely reproductions of adult ideas, but 
rather the integration of environmental information with their 
own evolving beliefs (Delval, 1981). In this line, researchers 
show that the complexity of adolescents’ understanding and 
perception of economic inequality increases with age (Flana-
gan, 2014).

Although adolescents perceive less inequality than adults, 
it also has important effects on shaping their way of thinking 
and behaving (Caballero et al., 2024). For example, those ado-
lescents who perceived their families as poorer than their peers 
had lower self-esteem, less life satisfaction, and victimisation 
(Bannink et al., 2016). Additionally, the greater the EI perceived 
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by children and adolescents, the more negatively they evalua-
ted granting specific opportunities to a rich child and the more 
importance they gave to equal access to some related resources 
such as education (Elenbaas, 2019). Furthermore, similarly to 
adults (Arsenio, 2018), teenagers desire more egalitarian socie-
ties (Barreiro et al., 2019).

For teenagers, meritocratic beliefs, in school and other con-
texts, are associated with system justification and reluctance to 
social change too (Wiederkehr et al., 2015). Thus, meritocratic 
beliefs prevent teens from engaging in equalising dynamics and 
programs at school (Darnon et al., 2018). Additionally, litera-
ture shows that as children and teenagers get older, they do not 
reduce the internal causal attributions of poverty, although they 
tend to make more external causal attributions of it (Flanagan, 
2013), which proves certain comprehension of structural factors 
and odds situations that might conditionate wealth and poverty 
(Clemente, et al., 2017) and therefore, inequality.

The present study

Despite adolescents’ relevant role in current –and especially 
in future– societies, and the negative impact of EI on people’s 
lives, not many studies focus on teenagers’ perceptions, ideolo-
gies, political beliefs, and attitudes in the Spanish context. This 
research aims to generate knowledge that brings us closer to 
the adolescent vision of EI, providing clues about the variables 
that could facilitate support for collective action against EI and 
redistributive measures. To achieve this, we explore the rela-
tionships between perceived and ideal inequality, meritocratic 
beliefs in general and in the school context, support for collec-
tive action and redistributive measures, as well as demogra-
phic variables of interest including age, gender, and subjective 
socioeconomic status.

Method

Participants

The final sample included 942 Spanish high school stu-
dents between 13 and 18 years old (M = 15.23; SD = 1.55; 50.7% 
women). All participants were recruited from four high schools 
in a Spanish southern city.

Instruments

Perceived economic inequality. Measured through two ins-
truments. First, the graphical instrument “The Graphic Notes 
Inequality Measure” (GNIM, Rodríguez-Bailón et al., 2017), 
which employs seven graphs depicting various economic 
resource distributions, from more unequal to more equal. Parti-
cipants had to signal the most representative of Spanish society. 
Participants were also verbally informed that: “In the graphs, the 
amount of resources that each group of people has is represented 
by the number of banknotes in their column. By resources we 
mean the amount of money and things that people in each group 
usually own”, and prompted to ask further questions if they had 

any doubts. Additionally, we use a closed-ended question “To 
what extent do you consider Spain to be unequal?”, ranging from 
1 = Not unequal at all to 5 = Very unequal.

Ideal economic inequality. The same two measures for per-
ceived inequality were used but asked in this case for teenagers 
ideal society (i.e., “Which image would best represent the social 
structure of the ideal Spanish society for you?” for the GNIM 
and “To what extent do you think your ideal society should be 
unequal?” for the closed-ended question.

Causal attributions of poverty. Measured using a Spanish 
adaptation of the Causal Attributions of Poverty questionnaire 
(Cozzarelli et al., 2001). Participants indicated their agree-
ment with various causes of poverty, comprising two subscales 
(ωt = .73): internal attributions (e.g., “Lack of effort and lazi-
ness”, α = .76), which had six items, and external attributions 
(e.g. “Government’s insensitivity to the plight of poor peo-
ple”, α = .70), with seven items. Response format ranged from 
1 = Totally disagree to 5 = Totally agree.

Support for collective action to reduce economic inequa-
lity. The measure for this variable was based on Jiménez-Moya 
(2014). Participants rated their willingness to engage in eight 
different actions to confront EI (e.g., “Take part in a demons-
tration for the EI reduction”, α = .81). Responses ranged from 
1 = Not willing at all to 5 = Absolutely willing.

General meritocratic beliefs. Measured with two questions 
by García-Sánchez et al., 2018; r (927) = .218; p < .001) about how 
important it is to be “ambitious” and to “work hard” to succeed 
in life. The response scale goes from 1 = Not willing at all to 
5 = Absolutely willing. A mean score was calculated.

Belief in school meritocracy. Assessed with an adaptation 
of Wiederkehret al. (2015), 8-item Belief in School Meritocracy 
Scale through which participants indicated their agreement with 
some meritocratic statements (e.g., “In high school, every person 
who wants to achieve something, can do it”). Response format 
ranged from 1 = Totally disagree to 5 = Totally agree (α = .70).

Subjective Socio-Economic Status (SSES). Measured with a 
Spanish adaptation of the McArthur Scale for Subjective Social 
Status (Adler et al., 2000).

Socio-demographic variables. The age, gender, nationality, 
and parental educational level were also collected.

Procedure

Prior to starting the data collection, the current study got 
ethics approval from the University of Granada Ethics Commi-
ttee (No. 170/CEIH/2016). School authorities, including mana-
gement and teaching staff, were contacted to obtain consent 
for participation from adolescents and their families. The legal 
guardians of the students gave their informed consent by written 
authorisation and only the adolescents whose authorisations were 
signed with a positive response finally participated in the study. 
Upon receiving approval, a printed questionnaire was distributed 
by teachers and a researcher during school hours. Participants 
were provided with instructions to ensure accurate responses 
and encouraged to maintain confidentiality while completing the 
questionnaire independently. Any queries raised by participants 
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were addressed promptly. The data collection process occurred in 
March 2019 and typically lasted between 30 to 60 minutes.

Analytic plan

We analyzed data using R version 4.2.3 and R Studio (R Core 
Team, 2022), conducting frequency, reliability, and descriptive 
analyses. Correlation, mediation, and moderation analyses were 
also performed to achieve our goals. Z-scores and means were 
calculated for perceived and ideal EI measures, consolidating 
each variable into a single score. Exploratory ANOVAs were 
used to compare age-related score means. Analysis code, data, 
and materials are available at https://osf.io/2tzax/?view_only=e-
7330d3b1b7941989f62054f141f606a.

Results

Correlations

Upon inspecting the correlation matrix (see Table 1), we 
observed that perceived and ideal EI were not significantly 
correlated. Perceived EI positively correlated to external causal 
attributions of poverty. Moreover, levels of ideal EI were positi-
vely related to internal causal attributions of poverty and negati-
vely to external causal attributions of poverty. Similarly, percei-
ved EI positively correlated with support for collective action to 
reduce EI, while ideal EI and support for collective action were 
negatively correlated. Also, adolescents who made less internal 
and more external causal attributions of poverty showed more 
support for collective action to confront EI. Regarding ideo-
logy, just ideal EI and age were positively correlated to gene-
ral meritocratic beliefs. Furthermore, teenagers who endorsed 
more belief in school meritocracy made more internal and less 
external causal attributions of poverty. In addition, subjective 
socioeconomic status and age were related to belief in school 
meritocracy, although the former in a positive and the latter in a 

negative way. In this line, subjective socioeconomic status was 
associated with making more internal and less external causal 
attributions of poverty, and less support for collective action. 
Moreover, the older the adolescents, the more external causal 
attributions of poverty they made and the more support for 
collective action to reduce inequality they reported. 

Mean differences according to age groups

Since previous literature finds differences in perceptions, 
causal attributions and beliefs according to age, we decided to 
group adolescents into three age groups: “Older” (17-18 years; 
n = 230), “Middle” (15-16 years; n = 377), and “Younger” (13-14 
years; n = 335). Subsequently, we conducted an ANOVA for each 
of the main criterion variables. We found differences between 
all groups when looking at belief in school meritocracy (see 
Figure 1a): the “older” teenagers were the ones who endorsed 
those beliefs to a lesser extent (MBSM-o = 3.45; SDBSM-o = 0.64), 
followed by the “middle” (MBSM-m = 3.62; SDBSM-m = 0.64), and 
the “younger” groups (MBSM-y = 3.83; SDBSM-y = 0.56). The rever-
sed pattern was found for the general meritocratic beliefs (see 
Figure 1b). In this case, the “older” teenagers endorsed more 
meritocratic beliefs in general (MGMB-o = 4.21; SDGMB-o = 0.59), 
followed by the “middle” group (MGMB-m = 3.98; SDGMB-m = 0.76). 
The “younger” teenagers were the ones with lower scorings in 
this variable (MGMB-y = 3.68; SDGMB-y = 0.85).

In the case of ideal EI, the “older” teenagers (MPref-o = 0.28; 
SDPref-o = 0.91) reported significantly higher levels of EI than 
the “middle” (MPref-m = -0.05; SDPref-m = 0.8) and the “younger” 
adolescents (MPref-y = -0.13; SDPref-y = 0.86), showing a higher EI 
tolerance (see Figure 1c).

We also found age differences in external causal attributions 
of poverty between the “older” (MECA-o = 3.35; SDECA-o = 0.64) 
and the “younger” (MECA-y = 3.16; SDECA-y = 0.81) adolescents 
(see Figure 1d). That is, older teenagers tend to attribute poverty 
more to external and structural causes.

Table 1
Descriptive statistics and bivariate correlations between the variables measured

M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 8 9 10
1. Perceived EI a 0 0.84
2. Ideal EI b 0 0.86 -.05
3. Internal CA 2.57 0.8 -.037 .22***
4. External CA 3.24 0.73 .13*** -.14*** .09**
5. Collective action 3.59 0.77 .2*** -.36*** -.29*** .25***
6. GMB 3.93 0.78 .01 .12*** .04 .05 -.02
7. BSM 3.66 0.63 -.06 -.05 .09** -.09** -.02 .05
8. SSES 6.13 1.45 -.14*** .1** .13*** -.15*** -.17*** .01 .11**
9. Age 15.23 1.55 -.02 .19*** -.04 .07* .09** .26*** -.1** -.11**
10. Gender c -.07* .16*** .17*** -.09** -.31*** .14*** .02 .03 -.03

Note. a Mean scores were computed using the Z-score for the two perceived economic inequality measures; b Mean scores were computed with 
the Z-score for the two ideal economic inequality measures; c 1 = women, 2 = men. CA = Causal attributions of poverty; GMB = General meri-
tocratic beliefs; BSM = belief in school meritocracy; SSES = Subjective socioeconomic status.
*p < .05; **p = <.01: ***p = <.001.

https://osf.io/2tzax/?view_only=e7330d3b1b7941989f62054f141f606a
https://osf.io/2tzax/?view_only=e7330d3b1b7941989f62054f141f606a
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Figure 1
Mean differences according to teenagers’ age group

Table 2
Regression model of the measured variables over support for collective action to confront economic inequality

Predictors Estimates std. β std. CI p
Intercept) 2.99 -0 -0.06; 0.06 < 0.001
Age 0.06 0.12 0.06; 0.18 < 0.001
Gender -0.3 -0.2 -0.25; -0.14 < 0.001
SSES -0.03 -0.06 -0.12; -0 .042
BSM 0.08 0.06 0.00; 0.12 .034
GMB 0.01 0.01 -0.05; 0.06 .845
Internal CA -0.21 -0.22 -0.28; -0.16 < 0.001
External CA 0.19 0.18 0.12; 0.24 < 0.001
Perceived EI 0.12 0.13 0.08; 0.19 < 0.001
Ideal EI -0.22 -0.26 -0.32; -0.2 < 0.001

Observations 882
R2 / R2 adjusted 0.3 / 0.292

Note. SSES = Subjective Socioeconomic Status; BSM = Belief in school meritocracy; GMB = General meritocratic beliefs; CA = Causal Attri-
butions of Poverty; EI = Economic Inequality.
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Regression analyses

We aimed to determine the predictors of support for collective 
action to confront EI conducting hierarchical regression models 
(see Table 2 for the final model which includes all variables and is 
significant F(10, 871) = 37.3, p <.001).). The results revealed that age, 
gender, and subjective socioeconomic status were good predic-
tors of support for collective action. Also, belief in school meri-
tocracy predicted support for collective action to reduce EI (See 
Table 2). Moreover, perceiving more EI, making more external 
causal attributions, preferring less EI, and making less internal 
attributions explained support for collective action variance.

Moderation models

Given the above results and taking into account the mean 
differences found in the ANOVA analyses comparing the three 
age groups, we exploratorily tested the moderator effect of 
meritocracy: a) in the link between the perceived and ideal EI, 

and b) in the relationship between perceived EI and causal attri-
butions of poverty. All analyses were controlled by age, gender, 
and subjective socioeconomic status. As shown in Figure 2, we 
found that belief in school meritocracy moderated the relations-
hip between perceived EI and ideal EI (F (6, 877) = 13.79, p < .001, 
adjusted R2 = 0.08 see Figure 2a). Perceived EI only related 
negatively with ideal EI when adolescents showed less endor-
sement of belief in school meritocracy (β = -.13 (.05), t = -2.23, 
p = .026), but not when they reported medium (β = -.006 (.03), 
t = -0.18, p = .852) or high endorsement of school meritocracy 
(β = .07 (.05), t = 1.46, p = .145).

Additionally, belief in school meritocracy also moderated 
the relationship between perceived EI and support for collec-
tive action to reduce it (F (6, 878) = 26.29, p < .001, adjusted 
R2 = 0.15, see Figure 2b). The support of school meritocracy 
ideology boosted the relation between perceived EI and support 
for collective action for adolescents who reported medium 
(β = 0.25 (.03), t = 5.83, p < .001) or low (β = 0.05 (.04), t = 4.65, 
p < .001) scores in “belief in school meritocracy”.

Figure 2
Moderation effects of belief in school meritocracy

Note. BSM = Belief in school meritocracy.
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Mediation models

After testing the moderation role of ideology, we explored 
possible mechanisms that explain the relationship between per-
ceived EI and support for collective action to confront EI. To do 
so we conducted mediation models including as mediator varia-
bles a) the ideal EI, b) the external, and c) the internal causal 
attributions of poverty in different models, controlled by age, 
gender, and subjective socioeconomic status.

We only found support for the mediation effect of the exter-
nal causal attributions of poverty in the relationship between 
perceived EI and support for collective action to confront 
economic inequality (Indirect effect = .016; SE = .007; 95% 
CI [.004, .03]; Direct effect = .136; SE = .028; p < .001; Total 
effect = .138; SE = .029; p < .001).

Moderated mediation models

Given that the moderation analysis showed a significant 
effect of the belief in school meritocracy on the perceived and 
ideal EI, as much as the perceived EI and the support for collec-
tive action to reduce EI, we conducted exploratory moderated 
mediation analyses using perceived EI as the predictor, ideal 
EI as the mediator, and support for collective action to confront 
EI as the criterion. Furthermore, we included “belief in school 
meritocracy” as the moderator variable in paths a and c’. The 
moderated mediation model was significant (See Figure 3).

Discussion

Perceptions of EI have significant implications for subjec-
tive well-being, with important negative consequences (But-
trick et al., 2017). Additionally, holding system-justifying 
ideologies –such as meritocracy– intensifies this relationship, 
fostering greater tolerance and acceptance of EI (Willis et al., 
2015). However, perceptions of inequality could also boost 

social mobilisation towards more egalitarian societies, poten-
tially enhancing subjective well-being (Del Fresno-Díaz et al., 
2021; Ugur, 2021). Internal and external attributions further 
contribute to this process, affecting EI legitimation (Schneider 
& Castillo, 2015). Despite the relevance of these factors and 
their impact on adolescents’ well-being (Bannink et al., 2016), 
to our knowledge, not many studies explore all these variables 
in samples of teenagers in Spain, nor focused on adolescents’ 
attitudes toward actions orientated to EI reduction.

This study aims to investigate the relationships between 
perceived EI, ideal EI, meritocracy (both at school and in gene-
ral), causal attributions of poverty (internal and external), and 
support for collective action to reduce EI among Spanish ado-
lescents. In addition, considering the development of these con-
cepts during adolescence (Eckstein et al., 2012), we also explore 
the differences in these variables according to participants’ 
age, categorizing them into three groups: “older” (17-18 years), 
“middle” (15-16 years), and “younger” (13-14 years) teenagers.

The results show age-related differences regarding merito-
cratic ideology. Specifically, older adolescents tend to endorse 
lower beliefs in school meritocracy and more general merito-
cratic beliefs compared to younger adolescents. This disparity 
might be due to the higher abstraction levels required to capture 
general meritocratic beliefs (vs. belief in school meritocracy) 
since it is a more diffused concept not based on a specific ins-
titution or context (Batruch et al., 2023) and thus, more diffi-
cult to capture for younger adolescents. Also, older adolescents’ 
longer exposure to the specific context of school meritocracy 
may deter their endorsement of such beliefs. Age differences 
also emerged in perceived EI, with older adolescents tolerating 
more EI than their younger counterparts. However, older (vs. 
younger) adolescents also tend to make more external causal 
attributions of poverty, which is often associated with a lower 
tolerance of EI. This seeming contradiction may be explained 
by older adolescents’ deeper comprehension of the socioeco-
nomic system and social dynamics, recognizing structural and 

Figure 3
Moderated mediation model
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uncontrollable causes of poverty alongside varying levels of 
inequality acceptance (Flanagan, 2013). Overall, as previous 
literature showed, differences related to the age of respondents 
suggest changes in understanding EI and its causes and deeper 
comprehension of inequality-related concepts (Dickinson et al., 
2023), which is consistent with developmental theories such as 
the socio-cognitive (Aboud, 1988), the social-cognitive develo-
pment (Leahy, 1981), or the social constructionism (Emler & 
Dickinson, 1985) approaches.

Additionally, we examined moderation, mediation, and 
moderated mediation models. Our findings suggest that belief 
in school meritocracy moderates the relationship between per-
ceived and ideal EI. Individuals with stronger meritocratic 
beliefs in school were more tolerant towards inequality as their 
perception of EI increased. Furthermore, when this moderation 
occurs, ideal EI partially mediates the association between per-
ceived EI and support for collective action to reduce inequality. 
Moreover, meritocratic belief in school also moderates the rela-
tionship between perceived EI and support for collective action 
to reduce EI. That is, less meritocratic teenagers perceived 
greater inequality and were more willing to support collective 
action to reduce EI. These results align with previous research, 
emphasizing the significant role of meritocracy in fostering EI 
tolerance (García-Sánchez et al., 2019). Furthermore, the mode-
ration effects of ideology can be interpreted as evidence of the 
transfer of belief in school meritocracy beyond the school con-
text, shaping perceptions and attitudes towards EI in broader 
contexts (Batruch et al., 2023).

In summary, our study significantly contributes to the 
literature on adolescence, inequality, and social well-being in 
several ways: first, by examining variables related to subjective 
well-being, such as perceptions of EI and support for collective 
actions to reduce it in adolescent samples, which have yet to be 
widely taken into account in the EI studies. The study explores 
the role of causal attributions of poverty and the ideal EI that 
teenagers prefer, offering potential explanatory mechanisms. 
Specifically, we found that ideal EI mediates the relationship 
between perceived EI and support for collective action to con-
front economic inequality. Moreover, the results highlight the 
moderator role of the beliefs in school meritocracy in the path 
between perceived and ideal EI, which are crucial in supporting 
collective action to reduce EI. In addition, external causal attri-
butions of poverty also play a role in explaining the relationship 
between perceived EI and support for collective action, media-
ting between both variables. These results replicate in adoles-
cent samples: for the first time, the results obtained in adult 
samples regarding different mechanisms which can explain the 
relation between perceived EI and some EI reduction processes. 
Secondly, our study focuses on Spanish adolescents’ context 
and identifies age-related differences among them which could 
be potentially attributable to developmental stages. In addition, 
collaboration with various schools enhances sample variabi-
lity. Overall, these results can be a step in helping to identify 
a period in life in which ideologies, political attitudes, and per-
ceptions related to social inequality –especially EI– develop. 
Lastly, these insights can inform interventions promoting awa-

reness of EI perceptions and supporting inclusive policies for 
social and economic equality.

A limitation to consider in the current study is the low varia-
bility of participants’ subjective socioeconomic status, which 
has been shown to be closely related to perceptions and attitudes 
towards EI. Future studies could improve it by including respon-
ses from teenagers studying at private high schools where stu-
dents from higher socioeconomic backgrounds typically study as 
well as living in more diverse neighbourhoods, which will allow 
to capture a wider range of participants’ socioeconomic status, 
ethnicities, segregation levels, and educational styles. This would 
also help to delve into the study of relational models (e.g., family 
stance, school experiences of fairness), which can influence the 
adolescents’ socio-cognitive development as much as some of the 
measured variables in the current study, including meritocratic 
beliefs (Castillo et al., 2022) and the support for collective action 
(Van Zomeren, 2015). Additionally, future studies should use fully 
validated or adapted measures for teenagers. Finally, it is impor-
tant to replicate our results and confirm our model, using path 
analysis or structural equation model analytic strategies, which 
allow to include all the mediators and moderators between percei-
ved EI and support for collective action that we have identified.

Finally, by focusing on a segment of society that has been 
overlooked such as adolescents, and by underlining the impor-
tance of perceived EI and meritocratic beliefs on EI reduc-
tion-related variables, this research provides a diagnosis of the 
key points which is necessary to tackle to achieve a society that 
guarantees psychological and social well-being among teenagers.
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