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Abstract: According to system justification theory, lower class individuals are more likely to view social system as 

legitimate than those from higher class. Yet, the opposite pattern emerged in many empirical studies suggesting that 

system justification was stronger among individuals from higher class relative to lower class counterparts. Recently, 

a cognitive perspective of system justification theory proposes that people express a salient tendency of internal at-

tribution when explaining socioeconomic disparities, which serves as a main source of system justification. Given 

the fact that individuals from lower social class are characterized by contextualized cognitive style and external at-

tribution, they may attribute socioeconomic disparities to external factors, and thereby are less likely to support the 

social system. Thus, we expected that 1) one's social class was positively correlated with system justification, and 2) 

an internal attribution for the gap between the rich and the poor played a mediating role. Moreover, studies derived 

from social cognitive theory of social class demonstrate that the increase in perceived control has potential to help 

lower class individuals shift their attributional styles from external to internal. We further hypothesized that 3) per-

ceived control could moderate the mediation model proposed in hypothesis 2. Two studies were designed to test 

these three hypotheses with different strategies. In Study 1, 241 college students with different levels of subjective 

social class were randomly assigned into high or low perceived control priming conditions, and then assessed their 

attributional tendency regarding the rich-poor gap and system justification, so that the moderating effect of per-

ceived control on the mediation model could be tested. In study 2, 829 college students from four universities of 

different levels received scales of social class, perceived control, attributional style for the rich-poor gap and system 

justification to examine the hypothesized relationships in their actual lives. The results supported all of the three 

hypotheses. Firstly, social class was positively associated with system justification. That is, lower social class indi-

viduals exhibited fewer tendencies to support the social system. Secondly, attributional tendency for the rich-poor 

gap mediated this relationship between social class and system justification. Lower class individuals were less likely 

to attribute the disparities between the rich and the poor to internal factors (e.g., personal striving, ability), and also 

displayed lower level of system justification. Thirdly, the hypothesized moderated mediation model was also sup-

ported; that is, the mediating effect of attribution between social class and system justification was moderated by 

perceived control. When perceived control was low, the mediating effect was significant; however, when perceived 

control was high, lower class individuals' internal attributional tendency would become as high as those of higher 

class, resulting in the absence of the mediation model. Both of the two studies supported consistenly all of the above 

hypotheses. These results support and expand the cognitive perspective of system justification theory, which em-

phasizes the cognitive basis of one's system justification but fails to consider the differences between classes. This 

study also proposes an extension to the social cognitive theory of social class by combining different social classes' 

social cognition with their system justification. In addition, the connection of the two theories forms a more com-

prehensive picture of class, cognition, and justification. Therefore, the present research is based on social cognitive 

perspectives. Furthermore, this study demonstrates that perceived control can moderate the mediation model. This is 

not only a further theoretical exploration, but a noteworthy suggestion for social governance that lower class indi-

viduals' internal attribution and system justification can be altered by an increased sense of mastery of themselves 

and a decreased sense of restriction from the society. 

Keywords: social class; system justification; attribution for the gap between the rich and the poor; perceived con-

trol; social cognition 
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1 Introduction 

The disparity between the poor and the rich has become a 

challenge that many countries face today, usually getting 

worse due to class solidification (Davidai & Gilovich, 

2015). The same is true in China. On the one hand, years of 

high Gini coefficient show the huge income inequality and 

great gap between the poor and the rich in our country. On 

the other hand, class solidification and stagnation of inter-

generational mobility further underline the contradiction of 

economic distribution. Many studies have shown that in 

recent years upward mobility is becoming increasingly dif-

ficult (e.g., Li, 2014; Yu, 2014). Lower class individuals 

only have relatively narrow channels to higher class even if 

they have completed higher education. (Yue, Zhang, 2014). 

In this context, the attitude of contemporary lower class 

towards social system is worthy of our high attention. How 

do they feel about the fairness and legitimacy of the current 

social system? What’s the psychological basis of such feel-

ings? And will the feelings change under certain conditions? 

The discussion of these issues is not just the need to main-

tain stability, but also it will offer us some insights into 

psychological characteristics and needs of lower class peo-

ple in a constructive way as well as providing a good refer-

ence for social governance. 

Then what have been discussed about these issues in the 

past psychological studies? An idea from system justifica-

tion theory must have been mentioned here that lower class 

individuals are more likely to view social system as legiti-

mate and to support the existing system than those from 

higher class. (Jost, Pelham, Sheldon, & Sullivan, 2003). 

However, there has been a lot of controversy over it (Yang, 

Guo, L, 2013), because of the opposite conclusion in many 

studies suggesting that lower class individuals are more 

likely to oppose against the social system than those from 

higher class. (e.g., Brandt, 2013a). Do lower class individu-

als have more tendencies to view the social system as le-

gitimate compared with those from higher class? Taking this 

issue as the theoretical foundation and different social clas-

ses in China as a realistic focus, this paper will study cogni-

tive differences of higher and lower class individuals 

towards system justification and further explore the psy-

chological mechanism and boundary conditions of this ef-

fect based on the latest development of system justification 

theory and social cognitive perspectives. 

1.1 Social class and system justification 

Social class is a kind of social categorization used to re-

flect relative position of individuals in social hierarchy, 

representing a person’s objective social resources in his 

(her) possession as well as his (her) own social status in the 

subjective perception (Kraus, Piff, Mendoza-Denton, 

Rheinschmidt, & Keltner, 2012; Kraus, Tan, & Tannen-

baum, 2013). System justification refers to a tendency that 

individuals support the existing social system and view it as 

impartial and legitimate (Kay & Jost, 2003, 2014). The level 

of general system justification can be measured by system 

justification scale (Kay & Jost, 2003). In addition, system 

justification has some specific psychological and behavior 

performance (Jost et al., 2014). Based on the theoretical 

purpose, this study focuses on the general system justifica-

tion. 

The system justification theory holds that individuals 

naturally consider the social system they are in as legitimate 

(Jost & Banaji, 1994). Based on this framework, Jost et al. 

(2003) found in a research that lower class individuals pos-

sess higher levels of system justification relative to higher 

class counterparts. In other words, they are more likely to 

consider the system as legitimate. It can be seen that this 

result has a relatively special value to system justification 

theory because it indicates that individual perception to 

system justification can transcend personal gains and losses 

(lower class individuals still consider the system as legiti-

mate regardless of unfavorable situations they are in). 

Therefore, this idea "lower class individuals are more likely 

to consider the system as legitimate" soon becomes an sig-

nificant part of system justification theory (eg., Jost, Banaji 

& Nosek, 2004). However, with further studies, more and 

more persuasive data show the opposite conclusion that 

lower class individuals appear to be more opposed to sys-

tem (e.g., Brandt, 2013a, 2013b; Kraus & Callaghan, 2014; 

Lee, Pratto, & Johnson, 2011). Brandt (2013a) even directly 

questions the data repeatability of Jost et al. (2003). 

More importantly, the idea that lower class individuals 

possess higher levels of system justification lacks a solid 

theoretical foundation. Jost and his colleagues (2003) have 

tried to explain why lower class individuals possess higher 

levels of system justification from the perspective of reduc-

ing anxiety but this explanation has not been supported by 

direct research (e.g., Brandit, 2013a). Recently the Jost’s 

team has admitted this and they express that the problem 

whether lower class individuals are more likely to view the 

system as legitimate is complicated. It not only involves 

anxiety but also needs to take other psychological processes 

into full consideration (Kay & Jost, 2014). But for the so 

called “other psychological processes”, Kay & Jost (2014) 

have not fully explained yet. Regrettably, the opposite rep-

resented by Brandt (2013a) didn’t detail in theory why low-

er class individuals are more opposed to the system. In other 

words, both sides are more concerned about direct relation-

ship between social class and system justification but lack 

detailed explanation theoretically to the mechanism. 

1.2  The introduction of the social cognitive 

perspective: difference and mechanism of system 

justification between the lower and the higher 

individuals and its mechanism  

In this case, scholars (Hussak & Cimpian, 2015) recently 

come up with an complementary explanation based on 
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cognitive pathway. Although the explanation doesn’t have a 

direct concern about the relationship between social class 

and system justification, its idea just can respond to “other 

psychological processes” as Kay and Jost (2014) expressed 

above. 

The explanation based on the cognitive pathway also 

agrees with the basic idea of system justification that human 

beings will naturally recognize the legitimacy of system, but 

it makes an important complementary explanation to the 

theory that an emphasis on inherent cognitive tendency of 

individuals is the main psychological basis of system justi-

fication. Individuals pay more attention to internal features 

in the perception to surroundings and tend to attribute re-

sults to internal factors. When perceiving socioeconomic 

disparity (such as the poor and the rich) in that way, indi-

viduals naturally attribute differences to internal factors (for 

instance, it’s the difference of inherent features between the 

poor and the rich that leads to wealth disparity), and thereby 

they consider socioeconomic difference as a normal phe-

nomenon. Ultimately, they believe everything in social sys-

tem is legitimate and should be supported (Hussak & 

Cimpian, 2015). In their study, Hussak and Cimpian (2015) 

inform participants that Blarks is far richer than Orps (two 

fictional characters) and find that participants indeed ex-

press a tendency of internal attribution when explaining the 

difference (Because Blarks is smarter and more capable 

than Orps) and this attribution positively proves the system 

justification. Ng and Allen (2005) have found in related 

areas that individuals who are more apt to attribute wealth 

disparities to internal factors (ability, personal striving) in-

stead of external factors have a stronger sense of fairness 

and their attribution tendency for the rich-poor gap is more 

positively associated with system justification than their 

own benefits. This fully shows that cognitive factors (wealth 

attribution) play a key role in the issue and understanding 

the cause of system justification from cognitive pathway is 

worth learning. 

However, the explanation based on cognitive pathway 

(Hussak & Cimpian, 2015) seems to have some limitations 

in terms of understanding system justification because it 

assumes that everyone is more concerned about internal 

factors but ignores individual differences. For lower class 

individuals we are concerned with, their attribution tenden-

cy may be the opposite—social cognitive theory of social 

class, one of the most influential theories in psychology of 

social class, has clearly explained that cognitive patterns of 

lower class individuals are characterized by contextualism 

and external attribution while individuals from higher class 

focus much on themselves and are likely to believe that 

human behaviors are determined by individual internal fac-

tors (Kraus et al, 2012; Hu, Li, Lu, Guo, 2014). Many stud-

ies also prove that lower class individuals indeed tend to 

pay more attention to external factors instead of internal 

factors (e.g., Grossmann & Varnum, 2011), including the 

their attribution towards wealth (Kraus, Piff, & Keltner, 

2009; Li, 2014). This indicates that cognitive basis of sys-

tem justification doesn’t exist relatively for lower class in-

dividuals. In other words, the cognitive pathway 

explanation (Hussak & Cimpian, 2015) is reasonable that 

considers internal attribution for the poor-rich gap as the 

formation mechanism of system justification but it fails to 

consider different attribution tendencies of the poor and the 

following different results of system justification. 

Now let us go back to the research question, “Do lower 

class individuals possess higher levels of system justifica-

tion?” Based on theoretical deduction above, this study be-

lieves that individuals from lower class possess attribution 

tendencies that are precisely opposite to cognitive basis of 

system justification and thereby are less likely to view the 

system as legitimate. Then in terms of researches, repre-

sentative studies including great samples (e.g., Brandt, 

2013a; Lee et al., 2011) and intercultural data (Whyte & 

Han, 2008) show that lower class individuals are more op-

posite to the system. Finally, from a realistic point of view, 

individuals from lower class are exactly experiencing more 

injustices (e.g., Li, 2014). Therefore based on theories, re-

searches and realities, this study proposes: 

Hypothesis 1: lower class individuals posses lower levels 

of system justification relative to higher class individuals. 

In addition, theoretical analysis above shows that attribu-

tion tendency for the gap between the poor and the rich 

plays a mediating role in lower class individuals’ lower lev-

el of system justification: social cognitive theory of social 

class (Kraus et al., 2012) reveals the relationship between 

class and wealth attribution, and cognitive pathway expla-

nation of system justification (Hussak & Cimpian ,2015) 

demonstrates the important role of wealth attribution in 

system justification. Combination of these two theoretical 

frameworks based on social cognition shows that there may 

exists a class–attribution–justification relation chain be-

tween one’s social class, wealth attributional tendency and 

system justification. Thus, this study proposes: 

Hypothesis 2: Wealth attribution plays a mediating role 

in the relationship between social wealth and system justi-

fication. Lower class individuals are less likely to express 

an internal attribution for the wealth gap and thereby dis-

play the tendency of lower levels of system justification. 

1.3 The boundary of social cognitive process: 

moderating effect of perceived control 

Based on hypothesis 2, this study will further examine 

the boundary condition of achieving mediation model. For 

this purpose, we still rely on theoretical frameworks of so-

cial cognition to analyze which factors can influence the 

cognitive mechanism of lower class people. Based the 

opinion of social cognitive theory of social class (Kraus et 

al., 2012), perceived control can play a role. 

Perceived control is defined as the combination of a 

sense of mastery and a sense of restriction from the society 

(Lachman & Weaver, 1998; Skinner, 1996), a variable 
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involving individual difference and the influence of social 

environment (Turiano, Chapman, Agrigoroaei, Infurna & 

Lachman, 2014). In social cognitive theory of social class, 

perceived control is an important concept. Kraus et al. 

(2012) points out that the reason why lower class individu-

als pay much attention to external factors is related with 

limitations one experiences in growing up. When perceived 

control is high, lower class individuals’ internal attributional 

tendency will be as high as those of higher class. The re-

search of Kraus er al. (2009) gives support to that: lower 

class individuals give more attention to contextual cueing 

than people of higher class, but if higher and lower class 

individuals both experience high perceived control tempo-

rarily, the difference between the two classes will disappear 

and lower class individuals tend to posses “cognitive pattern 

of higher class” while higher class people are less influ-

enced by perceived control. There are still many studies 

from different perspectives illustrating a positive effect of 

perceived control on lower class individuals (Lachman & 

Weaver, 1998; McCoy, Wellman, Cosley, Saslow, & Epel, 

2013; Turiano et al., 2014) . 

All these theoretical perspectives and research results in-

dicate lower class individuals’ dependence on perceived 

control. When perceived control is low, they posses a cogni-

tive tendency focusing much on external contextual factors. 

When perceived control is high, they tend to shift to "high 

level mode", showing a cognitive tendency focusing much 

on internal characteristics. Therefore, we can conclude spe-

cifically in this study that if individuals from lower class 

possess more perceived control, they may change existing 

cognitive pattern and narrow the difference with higher 

class counterparts and finally alter the level of system justi-

fication. Therefore this study proposes: 

Hypothesis 3: Perceived control can moderate mediation 

model in class–wealth attribution–system justification path 

and it is achievedthrough moderating attribution for the 

rich-poor gap, the first half of the path. When perceived 

control is low, this mediating mode is established. When 

perceived control is high, this mediating effectmode will not 

be established and the difference of attribution of wealth 

between lower and higher classes individuals was not sig-

nificant. 

The general hypothesized model of this study is shown in 

Fig. 1. In order to make the result more stable, two studies 

are designed to test these three hypotheses above. Besides 

the different samples, two different operational definitions 

are mainly used for key variables: social class and perceived 

control. We firstly talk about social class, in which two main 

ideas can represent current mainstream research to some 

extent: one is that participants’ subjective perception to 

themselves or their families’ position in society (that is, 

subjective social class) can best reflect social position and is 

the most effective way to predict psychological disparity 

between different classes (Kraus et al., 2013); the other is to 

combine subjective class with objective index that shows 

individuals’ possession of social sources (objective social 

class) to reflect social level (e.g., Dubois, Rucker, & Ga-

linsky, 2015; Tan & Kraus, 2015). Both ideas are very 

common, so we intend to use subjective index and the con-

nection of subjective and objective index respectively in 

these two studies to reflect social class of participants. 

About perceived control, as mentioned above, perceived 

control is characterized by individual characteristics and 

contextual variability, it is common to carry out question-

naires and experiments on it. Many studies (e.g., Kay, Gau-

cher, Napier, Callan, & Laurin, 2008) even comprehensively 

consider the two measures in different sub-studies to verify 

each other. Therefore, experiments and correlation methods 

are implemented on perceived control in Study 1 and Study 

2, respectively. 

 

Fig. 1  The general hypothesized model of this study 

In this way, the two studies can form a complementary 

relationship. In study 1, causal relationship between per-

ceived control and other variables can be better revealed, 

but as an experiment operation, whether it’s effective in 

common life is yet to be tested. Moreover, considering the 

experiment is carried in laboratories and the sample size is 

small, participants have low representation. However, study 

2 precisely makes up the shortage of study 1 to some degree 

via a larger sample research and participant selection of 

different sources. 

2 Study 1 

2.1 Method 

2.1.1 Participants 

Students in Central China Normal University are re-

cruited as participants. After the exclusion of data from 

those who have relevant research experience or have failed 

to complete the study, valid data are obtained from 241 par-

ticipants with an average age of 21.77 (SD = 2.37), includ-

ing 110 males. 

2.1.2 Research procedures and tools 

Social class, an independent variable in the study, is as-

sessed by a scale and then are included into statistics as 

continuous variables while perceived control, the moderator 

variable, is tested by the experimental manipulation. The 

research process is based on the process design of Kraus et 

al. (2009). We first test participants in terms of basic infor-

mation and families’ social position in the laboratory. Then 
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we randomly assign participants into high or low perceived 

control priming conditions and assess their attribution ten-

dency regarding the rich-poor gap and system justification 

levels. When all tests are done, we give participants gifts 

and explain research purposes to them. 

Common ladder-like scale at home and abroad is used to 

assess the social class (Adler, Epel, Castellazzo, & Ickovics, 

2000). Participants are asked to see the ladder in Fig. 2 and 

imagine it as different classes of various families in China. 

The bigger the number is, the higher status the family are in. 

Participants need to report which level their families belong 

to in 1–10. 

 

Fig. 2  Ladder-like scale 

We manipulate perceived control with common recall 

task in this field. (e.g., Friesen, Kay, Eibach, & Galinsky, 

2014; Kay et al., 2008). The task allows participants to re-

call and write an event that they have a sense of full control 

( high perceived control condition) or a sense of powerless-

ness (low perceived control condition) so that they can 

temporarily experience different perceived control. Follow-

ing previous suggestions of scholars (e.g., Shepherd, Kay, 

Landau, & Keefer, 2011), we examine the manipulation 

result with pre-experiment. Totally 66 participants (different 

from Study 1, in which college students include 27 males, 

with an average age of 21) are randomly assigned into these 

two priming conditions and then perceived control scale 

developed by Lachman and Weaver (1998) are used to test 

those students’ perceived control levels (α = 0.83). The re-

sult indicates that perceived control is significantly higher in 

high perceived control priming condition relative to a low 

one (t(64) = 2.92, p < 0.01, d = 0.73), proving that the ex-

periment indeed can affect immediate perceived control 

levels of participants. 

We test the attribution for the rich-poor gap using wealth 

gap attribution questionnaire by Li (2014) with good relia-

bility and validity, which involves two dimensions of 

external and internal attribution and each has eight items. 

Based on a wide range of urban and rural surveys and pro-

ject analysis, the questionnaire lists potential reasons of 

socioeconomic disparity such as individual diligence, ef-

forts, ability and other internal attributions as well as rela-

tionship and family backgrounds and other external 

attributions. With a 7-point scale, we allow participants to 

choose the level of agreement or disagreement for each at-

tribution. On the basis of previous studies (Hussak & Cim-

pian, 2015) and the suggestion of the scale producer (Li, 

2014), we get the total score difference between eight ques-

tions from internal attribution scale and eight questions 

from external attribution scales as the score of attribution 

regarding rich and poor gap. We focus much on internal 

attribution in this research theoretically in calculating total 

score. The higher the score is, the stronger the participants’ 

internal attribution tendency is. In this research, Cronbach's 

ɑ coefficients of internal and external attributions are 0.65 

and 0.78 respectively. 

System justification is tested with a common system jus-

tification scale in this field (Kay & Jost, 2003). This scale 

examines participants’ attitude towards fairness and benefits 

of the system through throwing some opinions such as 

“most of the Chinese government policies have brought 

benefits to people.” and “China is becoming worse and 

worse (reverse score).” The scale has eight questions (two 

of which are reverse score), using 7-point scoring. The 

greater the average score of all questions is, the higher justi-

fication level participants has (ɑ = 0.75). 

Statistical analysis is done by SPSS18.0. For the question 

whether it is a need to apply statistical control to some fac-

tors like demographic variable, this study follows the latest 

suggestion of psychological statistics scholars (e.g., Becker 

et al., 2016; Bernerth & Aguinis, 2016) that the purpose of 

this research is to focus on real relations of variables above 

in society and there is no clear theoretical purpose to elimi-

nate interference of certain variables. Therefore statistical 

control is ruled out of consideration in data processing of 

this research (the same is true in study 2). 

2.2 Results 

2.2.1  Descriptive statistics and correlation 

analysis 

The mean value, standard deviation and correlation ma-

trix of each variable are shown in Table 1, where the gender 

and perceived control are dummy variables. "1" is male, "0" 

is female; "1" is high perceived control group, "0" is low 

perceived control group and the same below. It can be seen 

that there is a significant positive correlation between social 

class and system justification (r = 0.15, p < 0.05). Thus hy-

pothesis 1 is supported. The positive correlation between 

social class and wealth attribution (r = 0.15, p < 0.05), as 

well as between the wealth gap attribution and system justi-

fication (r = 0.37, p < 0.001) are also significant. 
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Table 1  Results of descriptive statistics and correlation analysis (N = 241) 

 
Note: *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001. The same as below.

2.2.2 Mediating effect test 

We examine all participants’ data in the mediation model 

of Hypothesis 2. According to the suggestion of scholars in 

psychological statistics (Hayes, 2013), we use a 

non-parametric percentile bootstrap test (extracting 1 000 

samples). The results show that social class is positively 

associated with the system justification (B = 0.09, SE = 

0.04, p < 0.05) and 95% confidence interval (CI) is [0.01, 

0.16]. Thus hypothesis 1 is supported. Social class is posi-

tively correlated with attribution for the rich-poor gap (B = 

0.76, SE = 0.32, p < 0.05); 95% CI is [0.12, 1.40]. Consid-

ering social class and attribution for the rich-poor gap at the 

same time, social class isn’t positively associated with sys-

tem justification (B = 0.06, SE = 0.04, p > 0.05); 95% CI is 

[−0.01, 0.13] while the attribution regarding rich and poor 

gap is positively correlated with system justification (B = 

0.04, SE = 0.01, P < 0.001) and the 95% CI is [0.03, 0.06]. 

The mediating effect of the wealth gap attribution is 0.032 

and 95% CI is [0.006, 0.069], accounting for 35.9% of the 

total effect. The above results show that the wealth gap at-

tribution plays a mediating role in the relationship between 

social class and system justification (but not working as a 

complete mediating role, see Wen and Ye (2014a), and the 

same is true in study 2). Thus hypothesis 2 is supported. 

2.2.3 Moderated mediation test 

The theoretical model of hypothesis 3 is perceived con-

trol’s moderating effect on the first half of the path in medi-

ation model. According to proposed test method of Wen and 

Ye (2014b), the following three equations should be tested 

(As shown in Table 2, results are obtain through bootstrap, 

using 1 000 samples). The first regression equation is sys-

tem justification = c0 + c1 (social class) + c2 (perceived con-

trol) + c3 (social class × perceived control
 0

) + e1 (equation 

1). The result shows that the interaction term of social class 

and perceived control isn’t positively associated with sys-

tem justification (B = −0.15, SE = 0.08, p > 0.05) and 95% 

CI is [−0.31, 0.01]. Then following two equations: wealth 

gap attribution = a0 + a1 (social class) + a2 (perceived con-

trol) + a3 (social class × perceived control) + e2 (equation 2) 

and system justification = c0
,
 + c1

, 
(social class) + b1 (wealth 

attribution) + e3 (equation 3) are tested. The result of equa-

tion 2 indicates that the interaction term of social class and 

perceived control is positively associated with wealth at-

tribution (B = −1.58, SE = 0.67, p < 0.05) and 95% CI is 

[−2.90, −0.26]. The result of equation 3 proves that wealth 

gap attribution is positively associated with system justifi-

cation. (B = 0.04, SE = 0.01, p < 0.001) and 95% CI is 

[0.03, 0.06]. According to the criteria proposed by Wen and 

Ye (2014b), the moderated mediation model in this study is 

supported. In order to better understand the essence of 

moderated mediation model, we further examine the rela-

tionship between social class and wealth gap attribution 

under different perceived control conditions through a slope 

testing. The results show that social class is positively cor-

related with wealth gap attribution (B = 1.39, SE = 0.44, p < 

0.01) and 95% CI is [0.52, 2.25] under the low perceived 

control, while the difference of wealth gap attribution be-

tween lower class individuals and higher class counterparts 

is insignificant (B = −0.20, SE = 0.51, p > 0.05) and 95% CI 

is [−1.20, 0.81] (as shown in Fig. 3) under the high per-

ceived control condition. Finally we examine the mediation 

effect under different levels of moderator variables. The 

results show that mediating effect is significant under low 

perceived control and non-standard mediating effect is 0.06, 

accounting for 50.6% of the total effect and the 95% CI is 

[0.02, 0.11 ]. But the model is absent under high perceived 

control. The non-standard mediation effect is −0.01 and the 

95% CI is [−0.06, 0.03]. The proportion of mediating effect 

to the total effect can be ignored because zero is included in 

the range of CI. All results above support hypothesis 3 con-

sistently. 

2.3 Discussion 

The results of Study 1 support the three hypotheses in 

this study. First of all, system justification is lower among 

individuals from lower class relative to higher class coun-

terparts, which is inconsistent with theory of system justifi-

cation (e.g., Jost et al., 2003), but consistent with most of 

the researches in this field(e.g., Brandt, 2013a). We further 

study to find that with the help of the attribution for the 

rich-poor gap from social cognitive perspective, we can 

explain this effect better. That is, the lower class individuals 
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Table 2  Moderated Mediation Test (N = 241) 

 

 

Fig. 3  Perceived control’s moderating effect in the relationship 

between social class and attribution for the rich-poor gap (Study 1) 

have relatively lower justification level because they attrib-

ute wealth gap to external factors instead of internal factors 

such as as abilities and efforts to a great degree. On close 

examination, we find that the mediation model of 

class-attribution-justification can be moderated by the per-

ceived control. If the lower class individuals experience a 

higher sense of perceived control, the attribution difference 

between the poor and the rich is insignificant and thus the 

mediation process can be changed. The results support the 

moderated mediation model based on a social cognitive 

perspective, illustrating that it is feasible to understand this 

problem from the perspective of cognitive mechanism. 

3 Study 2 

3.1 Method 

Study 1 supports all three hypotheses, but based on gen-

eral consideration of this study, study 2 will re-examine 

hypotheses above based on larger samples in order to make 

the conclusions more reliable. 

3.1.1 participants 

We use cluster stratified sample to select students in 

Huazhong University of Science and Technology, Central 

China Normal University, Jianghan University, and Hubei 

Business College and collect 829 valid questionnaires, of 

which we have 357 males with the average age of 20.71 (SD 

= 2.12). 

3.1.2 Study tools 

We comprehensively consider the subjective and objec-

tive classes in the measurement of social class. With the 

reference to similar research practices (Tan & Kraus,2015), 

we transform these two indexes to standard scores respec-

tively, the sum of which can reflect participants' social class. 

Subjective class is measured with same method in study 1. 

The objective class is measured by class classification pro-

posed by Lu (2002), which is classified into ten grades 

based on political, economic and cultural resources, from 

state administrator to unemployed and semi-employed peo-

ple in urban and rural area with assigned values from one to 

ten respectively. The participants are asked to report which 

grades are their parents in. Thus we use reverse scoring and 

pick the higher score of their two parents to represent the 

family’s objective social class. 

A Chinese version (Li, 2014) of the control scale made 

by Lachman and Weaver (1998) is used to measure the per-

ceived control, which involves the measurement of a sense 

of control and a sense of restriction (reverse scoring)—two 

dimensions with a total of 12 projects, scored by 7-point 

scoring scale. The greater the total score of two dimensions 

is, the higher the perceived control is. The data in this study 

show that the perceived control scale has a good construct 

validity. χ
2
/df = 3.49, RMSEA = 0.06, SRMR = 0.05, CFI = 

0.92, GFI = 0.96 and coefficient α is 0.77. 

Research on attribution regarding the rich-poor gap is 

same with research in study 1. The result in study 2 shows 

that the scale has a good construct validity. χ
2
/df = 6.37, 

RMSEA = 0.08, SRMR = 0.06, CFI = 0.84, GFI = 0.91 and 

coefficient a of external and internal attributions both are 

0.78. 

Research on system justification is same with study 1. 

The result in study 2 shows that the scale has a good con-

struct validity. χ
2
/df = 5.78, RMSEA = 0.07, SRMR = 0.04, 

CFI = 0.96, GFI = 0.97 and coefficient α is 0.80. 
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3.2 Results 

3.2.1 The test and control of common method biases 

In order to control common method biases, the study 

takes relevant control in the process such as using anony-

mous test, reverse questions in some items and so on. After 

collecting the data, we apply Harman’s single factor test to 

common method biases and obtain the result that 9 factors 

have eigenvalues greater than 1 and the explained variance 

of the first factor is 13.73%, less than critical standard 40%. 

Besides, we use Mplus 7.0 to have confirmatory factor 

analysis (CFA) on social class, perceived control, attribution 

regarding the rich-poor gap and system justification, and we 

have a comparative analysis on fit index and single-factor 

model. The result shows that the fit index of four-factor 

model is obviously better than that of single-factor model. 

All results above indicate that common method bias is not a 

serious threat in this study. 

3.2.2 Descriptive statistics and correlation analysis 

The mean, standard deviation and correlation matrix of 

variables in this study are shown in Table 3. we can see that 

there is a significant positive correlation between social 

class and system justification (r = 0.08, p < 0.05). Thus 

Hypothesis 1 is supported. Significant positive correlation 

also exists between social class and the attribution for the 

rich-poor gap (r = 0.16, p < 0.001) as well as attribution for 

the rich-poor gap and system justification (r = 0.31, p < 

0.001), which is consistent with results of the study 1. 

3.2.3 Mediating effect test 

The step of mediating effect test is the same with that in 

study 1 except that it adds consideration of the nested rela-

tion between students and schools. The results show that the 

total effect of social class’s prediction on system justifica-

tion is significant (B = 0.05, SE = 0.02, p < 0.05) and the 

95% CI is [0.01, 0.08], thus proving the hypothesis 1; social 

class can significantly predict the attribution regarding 

rich-poor gap (B = 0.73, SE = 0.15, p < 0.001) and the 95% 

CI is [0.44, 1.01]; and after the inclusion of social class and 

attribution for the rich-poor gap, prediction of social class 

on system justification is insignificant (B = 0.01, SE = 0.02, 

p > 0.05) and the 95% CI is [−0.02, 0.05] while prediction 

of attribution for the rich-poor gap on system justification is 

significant (B = 0.04, SE = 0.004, p < 0.01 ) and the 95% CI 

is [0.03, 0.05]. The mediating effect of attribution for the 

rich-poor gap is 0.03 and the 95% CI is [0.017, 0.045], ac-

counting for 67.6% of the total effect. Results above verify 

hypothesis 2. 

3.2.4 Moderated mediation test 

The step of the test for moderated mediating effect is the 

same with that in study 1 (see Table 4) except that it adds 

consideration of the nested relation between students and 

schools (Hayes, 2013). In equation 1, the interaction term of 

social class and perceived control predicts system justfica-

tion is insignificant (B = −0.03, SE = 0.02, p > 0.05) and the 

95% CI is [−0.08, 0.02]. In equation 2, the interaction term 

of social class and perceived control predicts attribution for 

the poor-rich gap is significant (B = −0.41, SE = 0.18, p < 

0.05) and the 95% CI is [−0.77, −0.05]. In equation 3, the 

attribution for the poor-rich gap can predict system justifi-

cation significantly (B = 0.04, SE = 0.00, p < 0.001) and the 

95% CI is [0.03, 0.05]. Accordingly, the expected moderat-

ed mediation model in this study is supported (Wen, Ye, 

2014b). We further examine the prediction of social class on 

attribution regarding to the rich-poor gap through a slope 

testing under different perceived control condition (plus or 

minus one standard deviation). The results show that social 

class has a positive prediction on attribution regarding to the 

rich-poor gap under the low perceived control condition (B 

= 0.89, SE = 0.20, p < 0.001) and the 95% CI is [0.49, 1.29], 

but the difference of wealth attribution between the lower 

class individuals and their higher class counterparts is in-

significant (B = 0.29, SE = 0.19, p > 0.05) and the 95% CI is 

[−0.08, 0.66] (See Fig. 4). Finally, we examine mediating 

effect at different levels of moderator variables. The results 

show that mediating effect model works under the low per-

ceived control condition. Non-standardized mediating effect 

is 0.04, p < 0.05, and the 95% CI is [0.02, 0.06], accounting 

for 71.8% of the total effect. However, the mediation model 

is absent under the high perceived control condition. The 

standardized mediating effect is 0.01, p > 0.05, and the 95% 

CI is [−0.01, 0.03]. Results above support hypothesis 3 con-

sistently. 

Table 3  Results of descriptive statistics and correlation analysis (N = 829) 
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Table 4  Moderated mediation test (N = 829) 

 

 

Fig. 4  Perceived control’s moderating effect in the relationship 

between social class and attribution for the rich-poor gap (Study 2) 

3.3 Discussion 

Based on study 1, we also prove the prediction effect of 

social class on system justification and the mediation model 

of social class—attribution for the rich-poor gap—system 

justification with a greater sample size in study 2, and the 

results indicate again that mediating effect can be moderat-

ed by perceived control. In study 2, a greater sample size 

and the test of generalized state make it more persuasive 

than study 1. However, in study 1, the operation of per-

ceived control better displays causal relationship among the 

perceived control, attribution regarding the rich-poor gap 

and the system justification. In a word, two studies are mu-

tually verificated, providing a solid support for three hy-

potheses above consistently. 

4 General discussion 

4.1 The relationship between social class and 

system justification 

Two sets of data in this study show that lower class indi-

viduals are less likely to support the social system, which is 

obviously against the theory of system justification that 

"lower class individuals are more likely to view social 

system as legitimate" (Jost et al., 2003). But from the recent 

expression of the system justification theory, we see that the 

theory doesn't emphasize the absolute establishment of that 

effect. (Kay & Jost, 2014). Therefore, it is necessary to test 

this effect based on Chinese samples. Moreover, lower class 

individuals in China have unique research value for the sys-

tem justification theory and the problem. System justifica-

tion theory originates from America, where the popularity 

of "American dream" encourages people to believe that one 

can succeed in life if he/she makes great efforts (Kraus & 

Stephens, 2012) . Therefore, lower class individuals in 

America optimistically expect to be in a higher position of 

social class (Kraus & Tan, 2015). It can be said that the idea 

"the lower class individuals are more likely to support the 

social system" has its profound cultural background. But in 

China, the background of class solidification has weakened 

lower class individuals' confidence to move upward in so-

cial class to a certain degree (Yu, 2014), which is the obvi-

ous difference between lower class individuals in China and 

in America
 1
. Thus, data in this research are valuable for the 

theory of system justification. Also, the results of this re-

search don't support the view that the "lower class individu-

als are more likely to support the system justification", 

showing clearly that it is necessary to consider more differ-

ent groups and cultures in system justification (e.g., Cich-

ocka & Jost, 2014). 

Obviously, results of this study are far from enough to 

overthrow theoretical view of Jost et al. (2003), but they are 

beneficial for further exploration of this issue: it is inevita-

ble to involve specific cultural groups when we explore the 

relation between social class and system justification, that 

is, lower class individuals are more likely to view the sys-

tem as legitimate in some certain social system while the 

contrary is the case in other systems. It is worth mentioning 

that relation between social class and system justification 

may be uncertain according to views of Jost’s team recently. 

For lower class individuals, that relation depends on a sense 

of mastery and the dependence degree to economic results 

in that system. Although Jost’s team only pays much atten-

tion to the influence of a sense of mastery and economic 

result dependence on system justification without exploring 
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social class (van der Toorn et al., 2015), they have some 

common ideas with us, that is, we need to consider the issue 

more comprehensively and carefully instead of stressing 

that lower class individuals are more likely to support the 

system in a general way. That might be a research direction 

we can further examine in the future. 

4.2 Mediating role of attribution for the rich-poor 

gap 

On the basis of hypothesis 1, the research results further 

support that attribution for the rich-poor gap mediates the 

relationship between social class and system justification 

and illustrate an important role of the cognitive pathway on 

that model. For a long time, system justification theory 

stresses much on that people support the social system be-

cause they want to reduce the anxiety from their powerless-

ness towards system (e.g., Jost & Hunyady, 2005), but the 

theory ignores the role of cognitive factors (Hussak & Cim-

pian, 2015). We don’t mean to deny the theoretical value of 

the idea of reducing anxiety. But when referring to the spe-

cific issue of relationship between social class and system 

justification, even Kay and Jost (2014) have to admit that 

the idea of reducing anxiety is incomplete. Also, the study 

of Hussak and Cimpian (2015) proves that internal attribu-

tion still predicts system justification well even if the anxi-

ety factor is controlled. Thus, from the perspective of 

cognitive pathway, this study connects the social cognitive 

theory of social class and cognitive pathway explanation to 

form a comprehensive logic chain of class, attribution and 

justification. It can be said that this study explains a 

long-standing and controversial issue through the use of the 

latest idea (cognitive pathway) of system justification theo-

ry. 

In addition, study results support and propose an exten-

sion to two social cognitive theories above. In the social 

cognitive theory of social class, the core idea is that higher 

and lower class individuals have radical cognitive differ-

ences, which can explain social classes’ differences in many 

other aspects (Kraus, Piff, & Keltner, 2011). The study in 

this paper extends explanation mechanism of that cognitive 

differences to system justification, thus developing the 

connotation of the theory. At the same time, this study par-

tially supports and develops the cognitive pathway explana-

tion of system justification (Hussak & Cimpian, 2015). The 

cognitive pathway explanation mainly emphasizes on a typ-

ical cognitive tendency (internal attribution) of higher class 

individuals. But we stress much that lower class individuals 

don’t view the system as legitimate because they exhibit a 

weaker internal attribution tendency for the rich-poor gap, 

which is a necessary supplement for biases of the cognitive 

pathway explanation. 

4.3 Moderating effect of perceived control 

Then, when do changes happen in the mediating process 

above? Or how can we change lower class individuals’ ex-

ternal attribution tendency and negative attitude towards the 

system? This study finds that an increased sense of per-

ceived control can work in that, which again support the 

idea of social cognitive theory of social class that higher 

perceived control can alter cognitive tendencies of lower 

class individuals (Kraus et al., 2009, 2012). But that theory 

doesn't directly examine the influence of perceived control 

on wealth attribution of lower class individuals, which we 

have supplemented in this paper. We also examine the after-

effect, finding that the level of system justification expands 

perceived control's influence. It is worth mentioning that 

social cultural perspectives, another important theory in 

psychological field, also attach great importance to per-

ceived control's moderating effect and stress that lower class 

individuals can shift to "higher class pattern" when the per-

ceived control is high (Stephens, Markus, & Phillips, 2014). 

In fact, what we can do to help lower class individuals 

transform their inherent psychological patterns and move 

upward in social class has been social class psychology's 

new direction (e.g., Stephens et al., 2014), in which more 

considerations can be given to perceived control's effect. 

Of course, the class mobility is concerned both with per-

sonal factors of lower class individuals and social system 

factors, just as the definition of perceived control in this 

study includes a sense of mastery to society and a sense of 

restriction from society (Lachman & Weaver, 1998). With 

the combination of these two points, we see that the moder-

ating effect of perceived control in this study can control of 

the role of control in this study is inspiring: to make lower 

class individuals change attribution tendencies and then 

view the system as legitimate, joint efforts from individuals 

and society are necessary. On the one hand, individuals can 

improve perceived control through simple and easy 

self-regulation, such as self-affirmation, implementation 

intention, and so on (e.g., Arbour & Martin Ginis, 2009; 

Harris Mayle, Mabbott, & Napper, 2007). On the other 

hand, the impact of the social system is also very important. 

In a sense, the objective social conditions play a more con-

structive role in improving individuals' perceived control 

relative to individuals' mere self-regulation. For example, 

Zhao, Qu and Chen (2008) find that participants’ perceived 

control is higher when external environmental constraints 

are less through scenario-simulated method. Li (2014) fur-

ther finds that environment restriction degree can influence 

participants’ attribution to tokens they obtain in the experi-

ment via using experimental pattern of Zhao Zhiyu et al 

(2008). All these results can be helpful references to social 

governance. When lower class individuals self-regulate 

moderately, society should make great efforts to reduce re-

strictions for those people in order to improve their per-

ceived control and encourage them to believe that they can 

obtain wealth and success through their efforts. That might 

be one of the most important inspirations this study brings. 
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4.4 The lack of research and prospects 

There are some inadequacies in this study, which requires 

further research in the future. First of all, the study samples 

are college students. Although there are no significant dif-

ferences in psychological characteristics between students 

who are from higher (lower) class families and higher (low-

er) class individuals stepping into society. (Krausetal., 2012) 

and taking students as participants to reflect social class 

effect is common in researches (e.g., Na & Chen, 2016; 

Stephens, Fryberg, Markus, Johnson, & Covarrubias, 2012), 

we should be cautious when conclusions in this study are 

generalized to a wider range of people and we can choose 

people in different groups as participants to verify conclu-

sions of this study in the future. Secondly, this study uses a 

system justification scale to reflect dependent variables, 

representing system justification in the most general sense, 

but in fact, system justification can also be reflected in some 

specific details, such as political conservatism (Jetten, Has-

lam, & Barlow, 2013), Social dominance orientation (Car-

vachoetal., 2013) and so on. Thus, we can have plenty of 

explorations on this issue through combining different oper-

ational definitions. Finally, this study uses the latest cogni-

tive pathway explanations in system justification theory, 

focusing much on the mediating role of attribution for the 

rich-poor gap. But no matter from the point of theory or 

data, we can't think that attribution regarding the rich-poor 

gap is the only effective mechanism in the relationship be-

tween social class and system justification. As Kay and Jost 

(2014) say, this process can be complex and we can explore 

the root of system justification for different classes from 

other psychological factors in the future. 

5 Conclusions 

Firstly, social class of individuals is positively associated 

with system justification. 

Secondly, attribution tendency for the rich-poor gap me-

diates the relationship between social class and system jus-

tification. Lower class individuals are less likely to attribute 

the disparities between the rich and the poor to internal fac-

tors, and also display lower level of system justification. 

Thirdly, the mediating effect of attribution between social 

class and system justification is moderated by perceived 

control. When perceived control is low, the mediating effect 

is significant. That is, the difference of internal attribution 

tendency between people from lower class and higher class. 

When perceived control is high, lower class individuals’ 

attribution tendency becomes as high as those of higher 

class, resulting the absence of the mediation model. 
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(Translated by ZENG F) 

1. The difference between America and China we refer here to belongs to psychological aspect instead of objective social mobility. In fact, some researches 
show that the issue of class solidification in America is also serious and Americans merely overestimate possibilities of class mobility. (Kraus & Tan) 


