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ABSTRACT 

 
 

Inequality now stands at pre-World War II levels but it seems to have received little 
attention by politicians or the media. Does the lack of attention reflect a lack of 
knowledge or a lack of concern among the general public? Presumably in a democracy 
public policies are shaped by the public’s awareness and tolerance of social problems and 
yet we have little information about Americans’ awareness and tolerance of rising 
inequality. An analysis of survey data from 1987 to 2000 shows that despite the 
prevailing image that Americans are tolerant of inequality, well over half of the 
population thinks that inequality is too high, and more importantly, this share rose 
significantly over the period of rising inequality and then fell significantly during the late 
1990s economic boom, suggesting that Americans were indeed aware of some trend. I 
examine the economic and political underpinnings of this shift—who was most likely to 
oppose inequality and whether there was increasing consensus or polarization in views 
about inequality. I also examine media coverage of the issue and its role in shaping 
attitudes towards inequality. 
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Do They Know and Do They Care? 

Americans’ Awareness of Rising Inequality 
__________________________________________________________________________ 

 
“America is now more unequal than at any time  
since the 1920s, and it has happened with hardly  
any discussion.” 

-- Jeff Madrick (2003) 
 
   “If anything is a truism in American politics, it is 
   that people do not care about income inequality.” 
 
      -- Alan Wolfe (1999) 

 
 

 Those who study and care about rising income inequality would no doubt agree with Jeff 

Madrick that there seems to have been little public discussion of the issue. Assuming that what 

the public thinks matters, one possible explanation is that Americans simply do not care about 

income inequality. Alan Wolfe considers this the dominant view, and Karlyn Bowman (2000) 

directs it specifically at American attitudes about rising inequality. She argues that “there’s little 

evidence that rising income inequality ever captured the public’s imagination.”  This is also the 

view of Americans relative to other countries. In a study of the impact of inequality on levels of 

happiness (as a measure of well-being) across countries, Alesina, DiTella, and MacCulloch 

(2003) concluded that “[c]ountries differ greatly in the degree of income inequality that they 

tolerate…Americans are willing to tolerate quite large disparities in wealth as long as they 

perceive that wealth is the result of effort and that everyone can make it if enough effort and 

talent is devoted to the task”.  This was the conclusion of the only study to date that focuses on 

attitudes about inequality in the era of rising inequality (Ladd and Bowman 1998).1

                                                 
1 Ladd and Bowman write: “[T]here is some ambivalence about wealth in the United States but no particular 
resentment...Americans tolerate great differences in wealth if they believe that opportunity is broadly present” 
(1998:3). 
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As a general matter, there is considerable evidence that supports these and related claims 

about American views of inequality. Americans tend to be conflicted, resulting in a kind of 

“qualified acceptance” of inequality.2 Yet however true this may be of core American values, 

there has been little research on whether Americans have changed their views in light of the 

historic increases in inequality over the 1980s and 1990s, nor more generally whether American 

views are subject to change and on what basis. More fundamentally, claims that Americans do 

not care about rising income inequality assume that Americans know about rising inequality. 

Theoretical work that posits a relationship between high levels of inequality and support for 

redistributive policies in a democratic society also hinges on the unexamined prior assumption 

that people know that inequality is high or has increased.3 But if Madrick and others are right 

about the lack of attention to the issue, perhaps the alleged lack of concern reflects a lack of 

knowledge.  

In this paper, I examine whether Americans know and care about rising inequality. In the 

process, I also evaluate the claim that there has been little public attention to the issue. In the 

conclusion, I discuss the broader implications of the period of rising inequality for understanding 

how Americans think about inequality more generally.  

  

AWARENESS OF RISING INEQUALITY: WHAT DO WE KNOW ALREADY? 

Surprisingly absent in the proliferation of public opinion surveys over the past several decades 

are questions about inequality—or at least the kind of “rich versus poor” inequality that has been 

on the rise in the United States since the 1970s. Most surveys and public opinion polls focus 

                                                 
2 A number of scholars have explored the conflicts and contradictions of American beliefs about inequality (e.g., see 
Hochschild 1981; Verba and Orren 1985; Kluegal and Smith 1986). 
3 See, for example, Moene and Wallerstein (2001) for recent work on the relationship between inequality and 
redistribution based on the median voter model. 
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instead on a wide range of other social issues, such as racial inequality and discrimination, 

poverty, and the role of the government in reducing inequality.  

On the one hand, the lack of attention to income inequality is not surprising. In the last 

couple of decades, the social issues dominating public discourse are the ones that emerged from 

the social policies and movements of the 1960s, and in particular the anti-poverty and civil rights 

movements.  Moreover, the post-1960s social agenda developed over a period in which long-

term changes in the economy and in inequality were either little known or little understood. Up 

until the late 1980s, few people knew about rising inequality and researchers were divided over 

both its magnitude and persistence. And if Americans knew anything at all about inequality, 

most likely it was that inequality had been declining steadily over the course of the great postwar 

expansions of the 1950s and 1960s, or perhaps that it had been declining along with declining 

racial and gender inequality. Finally, class divisions have never been terribly salient in the 

United States. Americans tend to view themselves and the country as a whole as more “middle 

class” than stratified or polarized.  

On the other hand, the seeming lack of public attention to rising inequality is surprising. 

Economic issues are by no means relegated to back-page coverage. Fluctuations in inflation, 

unemployment, growth, productivity, consumer confidence, and the stock market are all closely 

watched and covered by the mainstream media. Even issues that are more directly tied to 

inequality have at times garnered significant attention, such as downsizing, jobless recoveries, 

soaring executive pay, contingent (temp) work, globalization, deindustrialization, corporate fraud 

and malfeasance, and the increasing need for a college degree and two earners to make a decent 

living for one’s family. Government policies that ameliorate inequality, such as the minimum 

wage and progressive taxes, are also routinely covered. Perhaps most importantly, the negative 

   4



consequences of declining wages and increasing inequality were spread much more widely 

across the population than is the case for either poverty or racial inequality, creating a potentially 

large and receptive audience on the subject.  

  What, then, explains the lack of attention to rising inequality by the media and public 

opinion researchers? The reasons given above—about the greater emphasis on poverty and race, 

for example—are probably a good part of the explanation, but that begs the question of exactly 

why these other issues should crowd out any discussion of income inequality. There are reasons, 

I argue, that run deeper than the legacy of the social policy focus of the 1960s and 1970s on 

poverty and race. Inequality is distinct from these other issues in several crucial respects. 

 First, as compared to poverty and racial inequality, the normative implications of 

inequality are more ambiguous. Consider the release of a Congressional Budget Office report in 

which the share of income among the top 1 percent is said to be the largest since “at least 1936 

and probably 1929” (NYT, 9/25/03). If poverty or racial inequality were at 1929 levels, it is hard 

to imagine anything short of an uproar. In contrast, the Times report on inequality appeared on 

the second page of the business section. Part of the normative ambiguity stems from the 

possibility that inequality can increase at the same time that the standard of living of the entire 

population increases. The fact that this was not the predominant form that rising inequality took 

over the past couple decades, however, suggests that the normative ambiguity runs deeper, to 

include even circumstances in which the poor get poorer while the rich get richer. According to 

the creed of individualism, the poor and the rich deserve their fate: the poor for not working hard 

enough and the rich for superior talent and effort. Moreover, in this scenario, inequality serves a 

positive function—it motivates individuals to succeed, the cumulative effect of which is 

innovation and growth (Kluegal and Smith 1986). This normative ambiguity about “how much is 
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too much” can be seized upon to cloud the discussion of inequality and ultimately push it to the 

sidelines. 

Second, inequality suffers from another handicap: it is a highly abstract concept. The 

social groups to which inequality refers are not as clear as in the case of poverty (the poor) and 

racial inequality (racial and ethnic groups). Existing survey questions typically ask not only 

about the rich and the poor, but about the middle class, the “haves” and “have-nots”, and so on. 

The term “inequality” is rarely (if ever) used, commonly substituted with “income differences”. 

Apparently the problem of abstraction is one of which pollsters and survey researchers are well 

aware. As the authors of the only existing study on attitudes about rising inequality argue (who 

also bemoan the lack of trend data in particular on income gaps), “pollsters appear to have 

concluded, correctly in our view, that buzzwords such as economic inequality—common in 

political discussions—do not convey much to most Americans” (Ladd and Bowman 1998: 3, 

emphasis in original).  

 Third, even if one is opposed to inequality, the remedies are not as clear cut as in the 

cases of poverty and racial/gender inequality. First, racial and gender inequality are proscribed 

by law, whereas “rich versus poor” inequality is neither illegal nor easily amenable to legal 

circumscription. Realistically the government must be the agent of remedy for poverty whereas 

the private sector might be seen as solely responsible for addressing inequality (Hochschild 

1981, Verba and Orren 1985). This has been made all the worse by the portrayal of technological 

change and globalization as inevitable forces of economic growth. Conceptualizing inequality as 

a private matter in these ways leaves little room for the development of a public discussion of 

inequality. This is especially the case in the United States where the association between tax 

policy and inequality is weak at best (Bartels 2003). It is not particularly transparent that 
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increasing taxes on the wealthy makes the non-rich better off, rather than simply making the rich 

worse off.4 Thus, in the US, the link between inequality and redistributive government policies is 

tenuous, removing one of the prime justifications for a sustained public discussion of inequality. 

For these three reasons, it is easy to suspect that Americans may not be fully aware of 

rising inequality. And if they are aware of rising inequality, their lack of concerted opposition to 

it may reflect genuine confusion over causes, consequences, and remedies, rather than a lack of 

concern (Jackman and Jackman 1983).  To determine whether Americans are aware of rising 

inequality, despite considerable obstacles to obtaining relevant information about it, we need to 

examine questions that distinguish between knowledge of inequality, tolerance of inequality, and 

remedies for inequality; and questions that do so for the period over which inequality was rising. 

Even though coverage of inequality has been spotty at best in existing public opinion surveys, 

they are the natural place to begin. 

The survey question that is most closely identified with the issue of inequality asks 

whether the rich are getting richer and the poor are getting poorer. It is the only question 

available that is both factual in nature and replicated over an extended period of time. 

Unfortunately, it asks about only a very specific type of inequality in which income increases at 

the top and decreases at the bottom, whereas inequality can increase by either the rich getting 

richer or the poor getting poorer, or it can increase as the rich gain disproportionately from 

universal income growth. These distinctions are not strictly academic if inequality takes on 

different forms at different times—as it has over the 1980s and 1990s—and if the public 

responds in a way that reflects their understanding of these distinctions. In the late 1990s, for 

example, it would be accurate to disagree with the statement that the rich are getting richer and 

                                                 
4 Based on focus group discussions, Greenberg (1996) argues that working and middle class workers tend to view 
taxes as going from themselves to the poor rather than from the rich to themselves.  
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the poor are getting poorer because the poor had indeed made gains. Yet other forms of 

inequality continued to grow, such as the concentration of income at the very top of the 

distribution and the gap between those at the top and those in the middle (see Figure 2). Even 

though it is unlikely that most Americans respond with such precision in mind, it is by no means 

clear which definition they do have in mind; thus I take an openly inductive approach to 

interpreting responses to these questions.  

Figures 1a and 1b chart responses to polls by Harris and Princeton Survey Associates 

over three decades. As the responses indicate, agreement peaked in 1991 (at 80-83 percent) and 

then declined steadily by 14 percentage points until the year 2000 at which point it ticked up a 

bit. The trend in the 1980s appears random by comparison, as responses fluctuated up and down 

throughout the decade. Although there are only two data points in the 1970s, there was a 

significant boost (of 12 percentage points) in perceptions of rising gaps between 1972 and 1977, 

well before the run-up in inequality in the 1980s, not to mention documentation of the rise in 

inequality. In fact, agreement that the rich are getting richer and the poor poorer is somewhat 

higher in the late 1970s/early 1980s than it is two decades later. Likewise, the two low points in 

agreement are in 1972 and 2000 (at 67/68 percent), despite the fact that the two years are worlds 

apart in terms of levels of inequality.  

From this latter evidence, then, this question does not appear to be tapping perceptions of 

high levels of inequality, or at least not perceptions that are accurate. Nor is it necessarily tapping 

a more general sense that inequality is rising in one period (the 1990s) as compared to an earlier 

period (the 1970s). Moreover, the vast majority of Americans agree throughout the 1970s, 1980s, 

and 1990s, that American society is structured in a way that benefits the rich and penalizes the 

poor, or more loosely, that rising inequality is a natural or normal state of affairs. Nevertheless, 
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while all this points toward a lack of awareness of the new inequality, the timing of the peak in 

agreement after the steep rise in inequality of the 1980s suggests that Americans may have been 

on to something.  

Rather than tracking actual trends in inequality, an alternative explanation that I explore 

throughout this paper is that perceptions of rising inequality are influenced by trends in economic 

growth. Specifically, some scholars contend that if attitudes about inequality change at all, they 

change modestly in a counter-cyclical direction, with sensitivity (e.g., awareness and intolerance) 

rising during contractions and falling during expansions.5 The peak of agreement that the rich are 

getting richer and the poor are getting poorer did occur in a recessionary year, 1992. However, 

this recession was not nearly as deep as the recession of the early 1980s when one might expect 

sensitivity toward inequality to be even greater. In the recession that began in early 2001, there 

was an increase in perceptions of inequality, but the increase did not reach levels achieved in the 

early 1990s. As important as the business cycle may be, then, it cannot be the entire explanation.  

Although the longest available time series of polls that can be pieced together on the 

“care” question is of poorer quality, it tells a story that is consistent with the above trends. The 

question asks: “Do you feel that the distribution of money and wealth in this country today is 

fair, or do you feel that the money and wealth in this country should be more evenly distributed 

among a larger percentage of the people?”6 Again, the vast majority agrees that there ought to be 

a more even distribution of money and wealth, but the percentage drops substantially from 84 

percent in 1974 to 60 percent in 1984. It then rises to 66 percent in 1990, declines by 11 

percentage points to a low of 55 percent in 2000, and then rises to 63 percent in the early part of 

                                                 
5 In a review paper, Schlozman et al. (2004:8) write that “[A]ttitudes appear to vary somewhat with the business 
cycle and with international events. Economic downturns tend to produce more egalitarian sentiments, and extra 
sacrifices are sought from the affluent during major wars,” but I have not been able to locate sources.  
6 Polls were taken from Yankelovich, Skelly and White for Time and from Gallup (Public Perspective 1999: 11).  
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this decade. The peak of intolerance occurs, once again, in the early 1990s after a steady rise in 

the late 1980s. Unfortunately, we cannot be certain of the timing of either peaks or valleys in this 

series, since there is a large gap between 1990 and 1996 in which the question was not asked. It 

is even more difficult to determine the link between sentiment in favor of redistribution and the 

recession of the early 1990s (the poll was asked in May while the official start date of the 

recession was in July) because there is no other recessionary period covered in the data. For 

example, we do not have data for 2001, the height of the latest recession, or for the early 1980s. 

Overall, however, these data obviously suggest that there is greater tolerance of inequality in the 

era of rising inequality than in the 1970s.   

 Most other relevant questions were asked in isolated instances or over shorter periods of 

time. With this shortcoming in mind, these questions present a somewhat different impression of 

awareness that inequality is increasing. For example, between 1974 and 1984, those who thought 

that an increasing gap between the haves and have-nots was likely to happen in the future 

increased from 36 to 40 percent (Ladd and Bowman 1998: 102). In surveys taken in the mid-

1990s, 65 percent responded that the income gap between the rich and poor (and the wealthy and 

middle class) was widening or was wider than 20 years ago (Ladd and Bowman 1998:90). In a 

comparable question in the 2002 National Election Study, 74 percent said income differences 

were larger than 20 years ago (Bartels 2003). If we piece these disparate questions together, it 

appears that awareness of rising inequality did grow from the 1970s to the present. Additional 

evidence of growing awareness and sensitivity is found in questions about whether society is 

divided between the haves and have-nots. Those who thought it was divided rose from 26 to 44 

percent between 1988 and 2000, and the share who viewed themselves as have-nots rose from 17 
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to 33 percent, though the earlier numbers were also higher in 1983/1984 than they were in 1988, 

suggesting again that such perceptions may be influenced by shifts in the economic climate.7  

In sum, Americans are probably aware of some trend, particularly in the 1990s as 

compared to the 1980s. However, the estimates vary widely and a case can be made that some of 

the available data are influenced by other factors, such as the business cycle, agreement bias, or a 

general tendency to think that “things are getting worse”. While I am sure there is a way to ask 

factual questions without a built-in bias toward agreement with the factual reality, I have not 

found questions on inequality that succeed in this regard and certainly not questions that are 

repeated over time in order to assess whether awareness varies with changes in the trend itself 

after holding the wording constant. 

 
 
DATA: THE ISSP SOCIAL INEQUALITY MODULES 

Existing public opinion polls on inequality suffer from a number of other problems, most 

important of which is that the raw microdata is usually not available for a more finely detailed 

analysis of changes in awareness of inequality. The best individual-level data on questions about 

inequality that are replicated over time come from the Social Inequality Modules of the General 

Social Survey (GSS) and International Social Survey Program (ISSP). The questions are not 

factual in nature but instead ask respondents whether inequality is too high and whether 

inequality is justified by, for example, generating greater prosperity for the society as a whole.  

Specifically, there are three relevant questions: 

Do you agree or disagree: 

1. Differences in income in America are too large.  

2. Inequality continues to exist because it benefits the rich and powerful. 
                                                 
7 Roper Center for Public Opinion Research, University of Connecticut. 
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3. Large disparities in income are necessary for America’s prosperity. 

If the third question is inverted to read “Large disparities in income are unnecessary for 

America’s prosperity”, agreement to each question implies a lack of tolerance or justification for 

inequality. Moreover, the range of responses to these questions—strongly agree, agree, neither, 

disagree, strongly disagree—allows us to gauge not only whether respondents care about 

inequality but how intensely they care.  

Since these questions were asked in four separate survey years, we can also assess 

whether Americans have become more or less tolerant of inequality over time. The four years are 

the 1987 GSS, 1992 ISSP, 1996 GSS, and 2000 GSS.  Over this period, as Figure 2 shows, the 

90th/10th ratio of wages leveled off, the 90th/50th ratio continued to grow steadily, and the 

50th/10th ratio returned to 1970s levels by the end of the 1990s. As stated earlier, the variety in 

forms and patterns of inequality is a challenge for tracking awareness (awareness of which 

trend?), but a more general pattern does emerge, and it permits a fairly stringent test of 

awareness because attitudes should shift not only once but twice, during the upswing and 

downswing of the trend. Assuming that the underlying determinants of attitudes about inequality 

do not change, then if Americans care about rising inequality we would expect an increase in 

intolerance and a decrease in justifications of inequality during the middle years of the study. We 

would expect the reverse at the end of the study period as inequality levels off in the late 1990s. 

As may already be obvious, these expectations regarding how attitudes about inequality 

should follow actual trends in inequality rest on one crucial assumption: that there is a lag in 

knowledge about the actual trend. As Figure 2 illustrates, the 90th/10th wage gap increased the 

most during the 1980s and began to level off early in the 1990s. If awareness of rising inequality 

was instantaneous—not completely implausible given the economic turmoil unleashed by the 
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deep recessions of the early 1980s and at least some attention to the “disappearing middle class” 

during the rest of the decade—we might expect the peak of opposition to appear in the first year 

of the study, 1987 (e.g., see Newman 1988, 1993; Harrison and Bluestone 1988; Phillips 1990).  

But however important personal experiences of economic hardship were during this period, and 

however prescient critics were of the growing polarization, there was little documentation of and 

consensus among experts about rising inequality until at least the early 1990s, which then 

spawned a flood of research on the extent and causes of inequality in the following years. This, 

coupled with no sign that inequality was reversing course, suggests that the 1990s is the decade 

in which inequality as such emerged as a “social fact”. While it would be best to have a longer 

time series stretching back to the 1970s, 1987 predates the escalation of interest in the issue by 

experts and advocates, as well as by the media, which I discuss in greater detail later in the 

paper.  

I also consider the main alternative explanation that a shift in attitudes toward inequality 

is the result of business cycle fluctuations. The 1992 survey year coincides with a period of 

recession and the 2000 survey year with a period of growth not seen since the 1960s. Even if 

Americans were unaware of the decline in inequality, the leveling off of inequality, or the rise in 

wages at the bottom, the late 1990s boom may have made them more tolerant of inequality and 

more willing to justify it, particularly if they associate economic growth with equitable 

redistribution, a “tenet” of the American dream that I explore further in the conclusion. For the 

remaining survey years, 1987 and 1996, the business cycle explanation would predict that 

opposition would be less than in 1992 but not as low as in the late 1990s, since both fall at 

roughly the same interval from the previous recession and were still a few years off from the 

cycle’s peak. Since neither 1987 nor 1996 is a peak or trough year, it is not clear how to predict 
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which of the two should have higher levels of opposition. If we go strictly by the numbers, 

growth rates were slightly higher in the last quarter of 1995 and first quarter of 1996 and 

unemployment rates were lower in the last months of 1995 and first months of 1996, relative to 

the same periods in 1986 and 1987 (the surveys were administered in March). Thus, a prediction 

generous to the business cycle theory would be that the two years exhibit similar levels of 

opposition.8

 

ANALYTIC APPROACH 

While determining whether Americans care about inequality, as well as whether their concern 

shifts with the business cycle, is fairly straightforward with the GSS and ISSP questions, 

determining whether Americans are aware of shifts in inequality is less so. The leap to inferring 

knowledge of inequality from tolerance of inequality rests on the assumption that tolerance 

should not change significantly without a trigger. In analytic terms, one trigger might be a shift 

in the composition or distribution of the population, in which groups that typically oppose 

inequality increase in proportion and contribute to an overall increase in opposition (or decrease 

in proportion and prompt an overall decline in opposition). If this is the case, knowledge 

probably plays little role.  

Another trigger might be that oppositional groups grow stronger in their opposition over 

time; that is, oppositional groups shift behaviorally, as indicated by a change in coefficients. 

Such a shift could signal a “pure” increase in intolerance or an increase in intolerance based on 

                                                 
8 The rates of real GDP growth in the fourth quarter of 1986, the first quarter of 1987, the fourth quarter of 1995 and 
the first quarter of 1996 were: 2.0, 2.7, 3.0, and 2.9. Annual rates of GDP growth for 1985, 1987, 1995, and 1996 
were 3.5, 3.4, 2.5, and 3.7 (U.S. Bureau of Economic Analysis). The unemployment rates in the last three months of 
1986 and first three months of 1987 ranged from 6.6-7.0, and from 5.5-5.6 in the same months of 1995 and 
1996.Long-term unemployment was the same in each period (1.8) (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics). 
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knowledge of greater inequality.9 If neither shifts in composition nor behavior fully account for a 

time trend toward increasing (or decreasing) intolerance, we may conclude that unexplained 

shifts in opposition reflect a more general awareness of shifts in levels of inequality.10 In short, if 

we are willing to settle for a more indirect and inductive approach to the question of knowledge, 

the GSS/ISSP Social Inequality Modules may provide a less biased reflection of knowledge than 

factual questions do.  

To test these assumptions, I estimate a series of equations with a variety of functional 

forms. The preferred function form is a binary logistic regression equation with the following 

parameters:  

Probability(Strongly Agree = 1) =   F(year dummies,  
                        demographic controls, 
                        education and family income, 
                        subjective class, 
                        opportunity for mobility, 
                        party identification and ideology 

interactions with year). 
 

The probability of selecting the “strongly agree” response to each of the three inequality 

questions is a function of year, demographic controls, direct or objective socioeconomic status 

(i.e., education and family income), indirect or subjective socioeconomic status (i.e., subjective 

class and opportunity for mobility), political orientation and ideology, and interactions of each of 

these with year dummies. Given the paucity of research on attitudes about inequality, I examine 

static and dynamic interpretations of these equations, though primarily the latter. In static terms, 

                                                 
9 One possibility that I discuss later in the paper is that intolerance could have increased as a result of increasingly 
negative coverage of inequality. Since such coverage was generally linked to reports of rising inequality, it is not 
possible to fully disentangle the separate effects of factual information and negative attention.  
10 The only other possible explanation of changes in tolerance of inequality besides knowledge of growing 
inequality is that people have changed their understandings of what inequality means, which is plausible given the 
high degree of abstraction inherent in the term. However, it is still unlikely that large numbers of Americans 
changed their levels of tolerance systematically due to changes in their individual conceptions of what inequality 
means. A more likely scenario is that individuals were subject to similar information that shifted the meaning of 
inequality in similar ways.  

   15



the results will simply indicate which groups tend to oppose or favor inequality. In dynamic 

terms, nested models are estimated in which the variables on each line of the equation are added 

to the variables listed on the previous lines in order to assess the relative impact of distributional 

and behavior shifts of each set of factors on the overall time trend. 

More specifically, the objective and subjective measures of socioeconomic status will 

indicate whether opposition to inequality is linked to one’s position in the distribution of income, 

education, and long-term economic mobility, as well as whether shifts in opposition over time 

are due to shifts in these distributions. In other words, have actual or perceived shifts in the 

income and education distribution affected attitudes toward inequality, a compositional shift that 

would not require a role for increasing knowledge? The political and ideological variables serve 

as controls for underlying beliefs about inequality and overall political awareness and 

knowledge. They also have substantive relevance as indicators of politically-mediated shifts in 

opposition and/or intensity of opposition to inequality. Thus we can assess the relative 

importance of economic versus political and cultural factors in affecting attitudes toward 

inequality.  With these and other subjective measures (e.g., of mobility opportunities), it is 

important to keep in mind that deciphering cause from effect is not straightforward—awareness 

of inequality may result in shifts in political orientation or optimism about the future. However, 

the subjective factors considered here, such as political ideology, tend to be much more stable 

over time than the attitudes that I consider as outcomes. 

The singular focus on “strongly agree” as the main outcome of interest is based on 

several considerations. First, it is the best indicator of the intensity of care (or intolerance) and 

therefore a sign of potential sentiment in favor of policies to reduce inequality, a link that I 

examine briefly below and which is one of the key motivations for understanding awareness and 
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tolerance of inequality. Second, it offers a conservative estimate of the share of people who 

oppose inequality, since it does not include those who simply “agree” that income differences are 

too large. Finally, the proportionate changes in responses over time vary widely for each of the 

five categories (strongly agree, agree, neither, disagree, and strongly disagree), suggesting that 

the assumptions of an ordered logistic regression are too restrictive.11 In essence, I am estimating 

a subset of the equations in a fully multinomial logistic regression analysis, including the above 

specification as well as a binary logistic regression with strongly agree and agree responses 

combined together. To further test the robustness of the findings for the “strong agree” category, 

I run an ordered logistic regression of the entire scale as well as a linear OLS regression of two 

multi-question indexes that simply add the responses of the inequality questions together.12 All 

outcome variables are coded so that positive effects indicate greater opposition to inequality and 

negative effects indicate greater tolerance of inequality.  

 

DO THEY CARE (AND IF SO, WHO CARES)? 

Figure 3 charts the predicted probabilities of selecting each of the five response categories to the 

question “Are income differences too large?” (see also Appendix Table 1 for frequency 

                                                 
11 The outcome variables are ordered and categorical, suggesting that ordered logistic regression would be the 
appropriate form of analysis. In ordered logistical regression, there is an intercept for each category of the outcome 
variable and the independent variables are constrained to have the same proportionate effect on each category of the 
outcome variable relative to the intercept for that category. With an outcome variable that has more than two 
categories, however, it is possible that changes are balanced out very unevenly across only a subset of the 
categories—for example, with large increases in one matched by large decreases in a second, while the other 
categories change little by comparison. This is the case with the effect of time on the outcome variables considered 
here. Many of the other independent variables also fail to have proportionate effects across outcome categories. 
Consequently, it is necessary to estimate a fully unconstrained model in which the coefficients vary for each 
category of the outcome (i.e., in a binary logistic regression model). The substantive conclusions are the same, 
though slightly muted, in an ordered logit analysis.  
12 The results of an analysis of the “inequality benefits the rich and powerful” are similar to those of the “income 
differences are too large” question, and these two questions are more highly inter-correlated (.40) than either is with 
the prosperity question (.05 and .22, respectively).  Therefore I combine these two questions together for one index, 
and all three together for the second index. 
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distributions).13  The chart indicates a fairly high level of agreement that income differences are 

too large. Agreement is the modal category in all four years, rising from over 40 percent in 1987 

to 50 percent in 1992 and then dropping back to its 1987 level in 2000. There is a decline in 

agreement in 1996, but that is because agreement shifted to strong agreement. The share of 

respondents who strongly agreed that income differences were too large more than doubled from 

1987 to 1996, rising from 15 to 33 percent before falling to 25 percent in 2000. Adding the two 

agreement categories together, total agreement rose from 58 to 77 percent between 1987 and 

1992 and then fell to 66 percent in 1996 and 2000.  

The two main stories that emerge from these data are already apparent in the responses to 

this first and most elementary question. First, a static story: a large and fairly constant level of 

agreement that inequality is too large. Second, a dynamic story: a substantial growth in intense 

opposition to income differences since 1987, particularly in 1996 but also in 1992 and 2000. This 

growth in strong agreement was counterbalanced by a decline in disagreement from 1987 to 

2000, whereas most of the other categories returned to their 1987 levels by the year 2000. For 

example, those who neither agreed nor disagreed fell from 22 to 12 percent and then ended up at 

21 percent in 2000. A closer look at the trend lines for total agreement and total disagreement 

indicates that consensus was greatest in 1992, in which there was the most total agreement and 

the least total disagreement. In contrast, polarization was greatest in 1996, in which the greatest 

total disagreement was accompanied by a high level of total agreement (though not as high as in 

1992).14  

The static and dynamic stories are apparent in the responses to the other two questions as 

well. As shown in Figures 4 and 5 (and Appendix Table 1), agreement is the modal category and 

                                                 
13 These probabilities are calculated from a series of binary logits for each response category. Each logistic 
regression equation includes dummy variables for the years 1992, 1996, and 2000. 
14 Variance and kurtosis statistics confirm these patterns of consensus and polarization as well. 
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there was a large increase in the share of respondents who strongly agree to these questions in 

the 1990s. The percent who strongly agree that income differences benefit the rich and powerful 

doubled from 14 to 28 between 1987 and 1996. Even more remarkable was the increase in those 

who strongly agree that income differences are unnecessary for prosperity, rising from 6 to 26 

percent between 1987 and 1996. As I discuss in greater detail below, this question appears to be 

tapping into something beyond simple knowledge and tolerance of rising inequality. It asks a 

much more complicated question about the relationship between growth and inequality that will 

prove helpful in explaining the underlying sources of shifts in opposition to inequality.  

Thus by 1996 a substantial minority of respondents (between a quarter and a third) 

expressed intense opposition to existing levels of inequality. Who, then, was most likely to 

oppose inequality? Or was opposition widespread, cutting across groups? In particular, are the 

groups that have fared the worst from rising inequality the most likely to oppose it and 

increasingly so, resulting a more or less automatic translation of economic shifts into inchoate 

political ones? Median voter models imply that this might be the case. If the median voter is 

inclined to support redistributive programs when median income falls below mean income, 

voters with income at the median or lower ought to be more likely to oppose increasing levels of 

inequality. That is, support for redistributive programs presumes opposition to inequality, 

although opposition may not be sufficient. Alternatively, since inequality had a widespread 

impact on the broad middle and lower class, at least during a large span of the 1980s and 1990s, 

there may not be as much income differentiation in attitudes towards inequality as there are 

towards poverty or as one might theoretically assume based on arguments of the economic self-

interest of median voters.  
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As can be seen in Tables 1 through 5, the dynamic story holds up well after controlling 

for compositional shifts. Regardless of how the outcome is specified, the time trend remains 

strong and positive throughout the series of models that control for family income, education, 

demographic characteristics, subjective class, perceived opportunity for mobility, party 

identification and ideology (see Models 1, 3, and 5 in Tables 1-4). The only exception is for the 

question about income differences benefiting the rich, in which the increase in opposition to 

inequality is significant only in 1996.   

Focusing on the “strongly agree” outcome, Table 5 documents shifts in odds ratios as 

new sets of variables are added to the equations. Without controls, respondents were 2.2 times as 

likely in 1992 as in 1987 to strongly agree with the statement that income differences are too 

large and 2.85 times as likely in 1996. The increases in 1992 and 1996 are altered only slightly 

when controls are added; respondents were nearly three times as likely to intensely oppose 

income differences in 1996 and over two times in 1992 after adding all controls. The increase in 

opposition from 1987 to 2000 is smaller but still significant after compositional shifts are taken 

into account. In brief, there was a widespread, cross-group, increase in opposition to inequality in 

both 1992 and 1996. In addition, the same pattern for all years is found in the responses to the 

question about inequality and prosperity, and for 1996 in the responses to the question about the 

benefits of inequality for the rich. 

 Although the increase in opposition to inequality was broad-based, some groups were 

more likely than others to oppose inequality in all four years. The demographic variables (i.e., 

race, gender, age, marital status, household size, region, employment status, etc.) have little 

effect, so I do not discuss them further. Taken as a whole, the subjective and political variables 

are more highly associated with attitudes toward inequality than objective indicators such as 
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income and education.15 Although I experimented extensively with the functional form of both 

variables, in none of the models were both consistently significant, particularly relative to the 

consistency and strength of the subjective factors. For example, income lost significance in the 

full models predicting responses to the “unnecessary for prosperity” question, and education lost 

significance in many if not most of the full models predicting responses to the other two 

questions, and especially to the “income differences are too large” question. In many 

specifications, most of the income distribution is similar in its opposition to inequality whereas 

the top quintile and the top decile stand out in their lack of opposition to inequality. Still, these 

results are not robust.16   

Where education is strongly significant, it is in a counter-intuitive positive direction, 

where those with higher education are more likely to oppose inequality. Upon closer inspection, 

this occurs only for the “unnecessary for prosperity” question, which is unique in that agreement 

signified support for inequality in its original wording. Opposition would therefore have to be 

registered by disagreement in the original wording. Since agreement bias tends to be greater for 

those with less education, the strong positive effect of education could simply reflect this bias. 

However, I do not think this is the entire story, as the question is considerably more theoretical in 

nature than the other two questions and therefore may elicit a more counter-hegemonic response 

by those with more information.17  

Subjective factors having to do with relative economic standing and especially perceived 

opportunities for mobility are more strongly associated with opposition to inequality. The four 

categories of the subjective class variable—lower class, working class, middle class, and upper 

                                                 
15 This is consistent with much previous research (Verba and Orren 1985; Kluegal and Smith 1986; Gilens 1999).  
16 The goodness of fit statistic for the series of quintile dummies as a block is equivalent to that for the linear income 
variable included in these models. 
17 That is, the hegemonic claim is that inequality fosters innovation and growth, whereas the empirical evidence 
casts doubt on this relationship. 
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class—are not as finely tuned as one would like, but they reveal distinctions that matter for 

assessing the intensity of opposition to inequality. The middle class is the least likely and the 

lower class the most likely to strongly agree that income differences are too large and that they 

benefit the rich, whereas there are no differences among any the groups in their likelihood to 

agree or not to these questions (compare Models 1 and 2 to Models 3 and 4 in Tables 1 and 2). 

When looking at the overall distribution of responses from strongly disagree to strongly agree in 

the ordered logistic regression (in Models 5 and 6), the lower class and the working class are 

indistinguishable in their attitudes, whereas the upper class most strongly stands apart in its lack 

of opposition to inequality. That the self-identified working class in particular is disinclined to 

strongly oppose inequality is noteworthy, as they account for over 40 percent of the population.18 

This is perhaps why family income levels say less than we would expect about opposition to 

inequality.  

The variable that does the most to explain the impact of economic status on attitudes 

about inequality is a subjective measure of whether one’s standard of living will improve. The 

specific wording of the question is: “The way things are in America today, people like me and 

my family have a good chance of improving our standard of living—do you agree or disagree?” 

This question is at the heart of Jennifer Hochschild’s first and second tenets of the American 

dream, which posit that everyone has a reasonable chance of achieving the American dream 

(Hochschild 1995).19  Since there were no differences in opposition to inequality among those 

who were either neutral or agreed that their standard of living would improve, they were grouped 
                                                 
18 While opposition to inequality is consistent among the lower class, their numbers are small (5 percent) and stable 
(see Appendix Chart 1a). In contrast, 90 percent of the sample identifies as either working or middle class, with 
roughly equal shares of both. 
19 This question taps an individual’s sense of their own chances for mobility, not those of others or the society as a 
whole. Individuals tend to be more optimistic about their own chances even when they are increasingly pessimistic 
about mobility chances in the society as a whole (e.g., Kluegal and Smith 1986). Unfortunately, there are no 
questions in the GSS that tap this societal-level perception of opportunities for mobility that are also included in all 
four years. 
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together in the omitted category and are referred to as the mobility “optimists”. This group 

constitutes fully three quarters of the sample at their low point in 1992 and 1996 and 90 and 85 

percent at their high points in 1987 and 2000, respectively (see Appendix Chart 1b). The 

mobility pessimists (who disagree and strongly disagree) ranged from a low of 10 percent in 

1987 to a high of 25 percent in both 1992 and 1996, despite four years of economic growth 

between the two years. Predictably, the share of pessimists drops back to 15 percent by the year 

2000. Although the number of pessimists seems quite low, the increase in insecurity about the 

future had a notable impact on increasing opposition to inequality in the early and mid-1990s. As 

Table 5 shows, the largest reduction in the time trend in strong agreement in 1992 and 1996 

occurs when this variable is entered into the equation, for all three questions.  

Despite evidence of a significant divergence in views toward inequality, none of the 

groups discussed so far—the mobility pessimists or the lower class/working class—increased the 

intensity of their opposition to inequality in the 1990s relative to other groups. These groups are 

not becoming increasingly polarized in their attitudes toward inequality. The unexplained 

increase in opposition to inequality in both 1992 and 1996 suggests that opposition was spread 

throughout the general population.20  

Although the type of inequality that we are discussing is economic in nature, attitudes 

toward inequality are not shaped only by an individual’s economic circumstances. Beliefs about 

inequality are shaped by political and ideological convictions about the causes of inequality and 

the function and purpose of inequality (Verba and Orren 1985; Kluegal and Smith 1986; Gilens 

1999). Those who believe that factors beyond an individual’s control are responsible for poverty, 

unemployment, or inequality are more likely to oppose inequality and to support redistributive 

                                                 
20 This is consistent with Page and Shapiro’s (1992: 285-320) finding of parallel changes in public opinion among 
sub-groups on a wide range of other issues.  
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programs. On the other hand, those who believe that individuals are largely to blame for their 

situation are more likely to view inequality as a result of lack of effort or talent and to oppose 

redistributive programs. Ideally we would like variables that directly measure explanations for 

poverty, unemployment, inequality, and related outcomes, but such variables are not available 

for most of the years covered in this study. In their place, more general indicators of party 

identification and liberal/conservative ideology can serve as a reasonable approximation of the 

extent to which a respondent endorses structural versus individualist explanations of unequal 

economic outcomes.  

Both types of indicators will also allow us to begin linking attitudes toward inequality 

more directly to the electoral arena as they will potentially reveal party-based and ideology-

based segments of the population that consider inequality to be a serious social problem. Or, 

allowing for the endogeneity of political and ideological orientation, such indicators could point 

toward political shifts by those who are concerned about growing inequality. This is especially 

apropos given that three of our four survey years coincide with election years.21 Finally, party 

identification and ideology may also measure the extent of political knowledge and awareness 

among respondents (e.g., those who are strong Democrats or strong Republicans are likely to 

follow politics more closely), something that we would like to control for in our investigation of 

the level of knowledge of rising inequality. 

These variables are strongly associated with attitudes toward inequality and they are in 

the expected direction: Democrats and liberals are significantly more likely to oppose current 

levels of inequality relative to Republicans and conservatives (the omitted categories).22 And 

                                                 
21 Apparently this was unintended. The timing of survey years for the Social Inequality Modules was established by 
the International Social Survey Program, which could not avoid election years in all participating countries.  
22 After experimenting with a number of different forms of these variables, I found the best fitting and most 
parsimonious model to be one in which I grouped the 7 (ideology) and 8 (party identification) categories into 3 
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because the population became more conservative in the 1990s, relative to 1987 (see Appendix 

Charts 1c and 1d), the time trend in strong agreement becomes stronger when these variables are 

included. Had the population not shifted in a more conservative direction, the increase in 

opposition to inequality would have been even greater. On net, the negative effect of a shift 

toward self-identified conservatives and Republicans, who are more likely to tolerate inequality, 

was counterbalanced by the positive effect of a shift toward mobility pessimists, who are more 

likely to oppose inequality. After including both sets of variables, the year effects are as almost 

as strong as they were in the baseline model with year dummies only (as seen in comparing the 

first and last lines in each panel of Table 5).  

The fact that Americans grew more conservative—in terms of self-identification as well 

as in terms of opposition to social policies such as welfare, which I discuss in the next section—

at the same time that opposition to inequality mounted throughout the country, underscores both 

the distinctiveness (relative to poverty and poverty-related social policies) and salience of the 

issue of inequality. It is also perplexing—particularly in the non-recessionary year of 1996—

given the supposed lack of interest in the issue. One possible implication is that whatever was 

behind the narrow Clinton victories in 1992 and 1996 was also behind the increase in opposition 

to inequality, or possibly even that the latter fueled the former.  

One indication that there was indeed a shift of a political nature is evident in the 

interaction effects shown in Models 2, 4, and 6 of Tables 1-4. Moderates grew significantly more 

opposed to inequality in 1996. In the most extreme example, moderates were no different than 

                                                                                                                                                             
dummy variables for each measure. For the party identification variable, “Republicans” is the omitted category and 
it includes strong Republicans, Republicans, and independents/near Republicans; “Democrats and Independents” 
includes independents, independents/near Democrats, and Democrats; “Strong Democrats and Other Party” includes 
strong Democrats and other party. For the ideology variable, “Conservatives” is the omitted category and includes 
slightly conservative, conservative, and strongly conservative; “Moderates” includes only moderates; and “Liberals” 
includes strong liberals, liberals, and slight liberals.   
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conservatives in their likelihood to strongly agree that income differences are too large or to 

strongly agree/agree that income differences benefit the rich in 1987, 1992, and 2000. In 1996, 

by contrast, moderates drifted from the conservative position to become significantly more likely 

to oppose inequality. The gap between moderates and conservatives was significantly greater in 

1996 in a number of other models as well—in the ordered logistic and linear regression models 

for all but the prosperity question. Moreover, unlike the other oppositional groups (i.e., the lower 

class and the mobility pessimists), moderates are a large share of the population, accounting for 

some 35 percent of the sample. This is the clearest indication so far that awareness of inequality 

was not confined to small, aggrieved or highly politically active segments of the population. 

The interaction effects offer additional evidence that inequality may have made an 

impression on the mainstream of American society in the mid-1990s. In several of the equations 

that model responses to “income differences are too large” or “benefit the rich”, the effect of 

education becomes significantly more positive in 1996. In these models, the best fitting form of 

the education variable included only two categories. The omitted category consists of individuals 

with less than a high school degree and those with a college degree, whereas the second category 

consists of those with a high school degree, some college, or some years of postgraduate 

education.23  A positive interaction effect in 1996 therefore indicates a swing toward greater 

opposition to inequality among a very large segment of the population in the lower middle of the 

education distribution.24 Moreover, the somewhat unexpected effect of education on responses to 

the prosperity question, where higher levels of education increase opposition towards inequality 

in a linear fashion, is reduced in both 1992 and 1996, suggesting that the biases toward the 

                                                 
23 The natural log of education also captures this non-linear effect, though postgraduates are not as well represented. 
24 The two categories in the lower/middle make up 55 percent of the population; postgraduates are roughly a tenth of 
the population.  
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educated that are built into this question were somehow overcome during the early and mid-

1990s, facilitating more widespread agreement that inequality is not necessary for prosperity. 

While I have stressed an increase in mainstream opposition to inequality in the mid-

1990s, the signs of increasing polarization that we saw in Figures 3-5 are evident in the 

interactions effects as well. There are two effects to note. First, the effect of income becomes 

significantly more negative in 1996, particularly with respect to the likelihood of strongly 

agreeing that income differences are too large or benefit the rich. Second, we see evidence of the 

influence of political activists for the first time. Unlike any of the other oppositional groups, 

strong Democrats and other party members maintained their high levels of opposition to 

inequality all the way into 2000 when other groups followed the downward trend (see the year 

interaction effects in Table 1). This suggests that they may be better informed of the actual trends 

in inequality (i.e., that most forms did not decline) or they may have transformed their views on 

inequality, or both. More intriguing, perhaps, is the possibility that knowledge of historically 

high levels of inequality led some Americans to become more strongly Democratic or to endorse 

third parties, something that should be explored in future research.  

*  *  * 

Before turning to a discussion of the “do they know” question and further speculation 

regarding the “do they care” question, let me summarize the results in terms of whether they 

account for the large, unexplained increase in intense opposition to inequality that occurred in 

1992 and 1996. First, compositional shifts toward an increase in groups that are opposed to 

inequality cannot explain the large increase in opposition to inequality that we observe in 1992 

and 1996. As the last line of the first panel in Table 5 shows, after all variables are included, 

intense opposition to inequality is 2.24 times more likely in 1992 and 2.93 times more likely in 
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1996 than in 1987, as measured by strong agreement that “income differences are too large”. The 

figures for the other two questions are: 1.07 in 1992 and 2.28 for strong agreement to the 

“benefits the rich” question and 2.35 and 6.19 for the “unnecessary for prosperity” question. In 

some instances, these factors are greater than they were in the baseline model with no controls 

whatsoever. Thus, on net, the population shifted towards groups that were more likely to be 

tolerant of inequality over the course of the 1990s, yet opposition to inequality grew 

significantly. The year interactions have a greater impact on reductions in the time trend, 

reducing them to insignificance in some cases as would be expected, but generally it is large 

mainstream groups who account for this shift because they became more intolerant of inequality, 

especially in 1996. This is consistent with an interpretation of the unexplained time trend as 

reflecting an increase in broad-based opposition.  

 

DO THEY KNOW? 

Does the trajectory of opposition to inequality reflect a growing awareness of rising inequality or 

is it an artifact of fluctuations in the business cycle? A straightforward business cycle 

explanation cannot readily explain the intensity of opposition in 1996, four years into an 

expansion and comparable to 1987 in terms of macroeconomic indicators (see footnote 8). Nor 

can it explain the peaks of agreement to poll questions about the “rich getting richer and the poor 

getting poorer” in 1992 relative to other recessionary periods (see again Figure 1). Related, it 

does not provide for the specifically political and cultural influences on responses to economic 

conditions. Yet it is clear that the overall economic climate plays a fundamental role in shaping 

attitudes toward inequality. The near doubling of the share of mobility pessimists in 1992 and 

1996 intensified opposition to inequality in these years. As for the drop in sensitivity to issues of 
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inequality in the year 2000, a healthy economy and a decline in inequality (of some forms) 

coincided for the first time in at least three decades, making it difficult to separate the effects of 

one from the other.  Although it is tempting to conclude that Americans are insensitive to the 

level of inequality when they perceive that growth is universally (if unevenly) shared, that would 

require that they were aware that many forms of inequality remained at historic heights. This is 

where political and cultural factors come into play once again, in the interpretation of 

distributional trends that may not be transparent.  

We can never be sure exactly how Americans form their opinions, but previous research 

is clear that media coverage is a potentially critical factor in conveying political and economic 

information.25 This is especially important for an issue whose visibility may be limited by its 

high level of abstractness and complexity. In this section, I explore the extent to which inequality 

broke out of academic and policy circles and emerged as an issue worthy of popular attention, 

contrary to the widespread sense (at least among scholars, policymakers, and advocates) that 

there has been “hardly any discussion” of widening inequality (Madrick 2003). I also draw on 

additional evidence from the GSS to assess the extent of knowledge about rising inequality and 

its relationship to economic growth and redistribution.  

For the media analysis, three newsweeklies were surveyed—Newsweek, Time, and US 

News & World Report—for articles on inequality or inequality-related issues in three broad 

categories:26  

                                                 
25 As Page and Shapiro (1992:319) write: “[P]olitical information and interpretations conveyed to the public have 
become highly unified…Practically all Americans are exposed to the same facts and ideas, through network 
television news and the wire service reports that dominate daily newspapers and provide the grist for discussion by 
friends and neighbors.” The role of the media is especially important when there are few other sources of economic 
and political information, such as workers’ associations and other kinds of mass-based associations. 
26 These keywords were used in a search of the Readers Guide for Periodical Abstracts. 
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1. Inequality, which covers the topics of income inequality, executive pay, meritocracy, pay 

differentials, equality/inequality/social equality, and the decline of the middle class. 

2. Insecurity, which covers the topics of job/employment security, layoffs, corporate 

downsizing, unemployment/joblessness, displaced workers, underemployment, social 

mobility, pay raises, overtime, cost and standard of living, and cost of raising children. 

3. Class, which covers the topics of class conflict/warfare, upper classes/high society, the 

rich, the overclass, avarice/greed, big business/corporate power, elites, blue collar 

workers. 

Since it is beyond the scope of this paper to delve into the detail of individual articles and topics, 

I do so in some places but focus mainly on the overall frequency of articles in each category. 

These frequencies are displayed in Figures 6, 7, and 8, and my discussion is roughly 

chronological in order.  

  Figure 6 (and also Figure 7, which combines all articles devoted to the three topics of 

inequality, insecurity, and class) illustrates the distinctive nature of media coverage of inequality 

and inequality-related issues in the 1990s relative to the 1980s. For the greater part of the 1980s, 

there was little attention to such issues. The exception of course is the off-the-charts spike in the 

number of articles on insecurity in the early 1980s. In these years of deep blue-collar recession, 

the media focused its attention almost exclusively on short-term unemployment, including both 

individual instances of job loss and mass layoffs. Although this emphasis persisted into the 

second phase of increased attention to issues of insecurity in the early 1990s recession, the sheer 

number of articles on unemployment as such declined dramatically relative to the early 1980s.  
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 After the lull in coverage of inequality-related issues during the remainder of the 1980s, 

coverage began to pick up in 1989 and rose steadily until the next peak in 1992.27 Articles 

specifically on inequality peaked in 1991-1992, with an emphasis on the excesses of executive 

pay and perks, as an injustice in and of itself and as a drag on the economy. Looking back at this 

period in an article published in 1997, Kevin J. Murphy, an economist and expert on executive 

compensation, corroborates this impression: 

“Although the US business press had followed CEO pay for decades, the CEO pay debate 
achieved international prominence in the early 1990s. The controversy heightened with 
the November 1991 introduction of Graef Crystal’s expose on CEO pay, In Search of 
Excess, and exploded following President Bush’s ill-timed pilgrimage to Japan in January 
1992, accompanied by an entourage of highly paid US executives. What was meant to be 
a plea for Japanese trade concessions dissolved into accusations that US competitiveness 
was hindered by its excessive executive compensation practices as attention focused on 
the ‘huge pay disparities between top executives in the two countries.’ Consistent with 
Time magazines’s labeling of CEO pay as the ‘populist issue that no politician can resist,’ 
high CEO salaries emerged as a bipartisan campaign issue among the leading candidates 
in the 1992 presidential election” (Murphy 1997:417-18).28

 

To shed additional light on the specific issue of awareness of excessive CEO pay and pay 

gaps between CEOs and ordinary workers, I examine a series of questions that appear in 1987, 

1992, and 2000 as part of the Social Inequality Modules. The questions ask respondents to 

estimate the actual earnings of executives, doctors, skilled workers, and unskilled workers.29 

Figures 9a and 9b report these changes in perceptions of pay for executives, doctors, skilled 

workers, and unskilled workers. In Figure 9a, we see that estimates of executive pay were much 

higher in 1992 than in 1987 and the increase was greater than for another high-income 

occupation, doctors (all figures are corrected for inflation). The share of respondents who 
                                                 
27 This is consistent with Katherine Newman’s observation in 1993, that “news of economic disaster has dominated 
the media for the past four years, gathering strength as the election season of 1992 neared” (p. ix). It is also 
consistent with responses to a question from the Survey of Consumer Finances about government economic policy 
which are more negative in 1992 than in any other year between 1970 (when the series begins) and 2003. 
28 Murphy cites the Wall Street Journal (1/21/92 and 1/15/92) and Time (5/5/92).  
29 A similar set of questions that ask how much individuals should earn in these occupations is analyzed in detail by 
Verba and Orren (1985),  Kelley and Evans (1992), and Osberg and Smeeding (2003). 
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selected the top-coded category of one million dollars for executive earnings rose from 4 percent 

in 1987 to 20 percent in 1992 and then to 24 percent in 2000. Meanwhile, perceived estimates of 

pay for skilled and unskilled workers either stagnated or fell. The perceived pay of doctors was 

also less in 2000 than in 1987. As a result, Figure 9b shows that the perceived gaps between the 

earnings of executives and skilled or unskilled workers rose over the 1990s whereas the pay gaps 

with doctors were the same in 1987 and 2000.30 These data indicate that Americans may have 

been aware as early as 1992 that pay soared for executives but not for the average worker or even 

for other professionals such as doctors.31

By mid-decade the emphasis of media coverage had become both more specific and more 

general: more specific in that coverage of insecurity focused on downsizing and more general in 

that inequality was addressed head on, as indicated by such titles as “A Nation Divided”, 

“Crumbs for the Majority”, and “Bridging the Bitter Incomes Divide”. The following quotation 

from a 1995 Washington Post article demonstrates how salient the issue of inequality had 

become: 

“[T]he income gap between rich and poor has become the central issue in American 
politics, and the party that figures out what to do about it—or makes the right noises 
about it—will dominate American politics. That was the message from the left and the 
right, Democrat and Republican, politician and pollster, economist and financier at a 
forum on inequality held yesterday on Capital Hill.” 
 
 

Media coverage of the economy also tended to be more structural in nature as Americans 

grappled with the unusual combination of (slow) economic growth, a jobless recovery, and 

overall job insecurity. The new economy seemed to involve, among other things, layoffs of white 

                                                 
30 However, the pay ratio between executives and unskilled/skilled workers (in the 8-15 range) is still in the range of 
the pay ratio between executives and auto workers and elevator operators in Verba and Orren’s (1985) study 
conducted in the early 1980s.  
31 I am skeptical of the figures for 2000 since the top-coded category remained at an unrealistic one million dollars. 
Had the top-code been higher, we might have seen executive pay estimates in 2000 that exceeded those in 1992. 
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collar workers, yet there were no signs of the economic vibrancy to come later in the decade that 

would justify the pain. Two more specific themes that run through the media during this period is 

the declining status of the middle class and downsizing (grouped under insecurity). Most of these 

stories deal with the shrinking middle class and the majority have key words such as “anger”, 

“frustration”, “squeeze”, and “decline” in their titles.  In terms of downsizing, Figure 7 

corroborates our analysis of newsweeklies with an analysis of the New York Times’ and Wall 

Street Journal’s coverage of downsizings; it too shows a sharp and isolated increase in 1996.  

It could be argued that this particular mix of conditions—involving a combination of 

business cycle effects and knowledge of inequality—opened up a space to question whether the 

increase in job insecurity and income inequality was indeed necessary for prosperity. As I argued 

above, the GSS question about inequality and prosperity refers to an aspect of inequality that is 

more complicated than the question of whether income differences are too large. It asks whether 

inequality is necessary for prosperity or growth, a subject of longstanding debate among 

economists (Kenworthy, 2004). Although much evidence suggests that the two are either 

unrelated or negatively related, a commonly held view is that inequality spurs innovation through 

increased incentives. One would expect, therefore, that educated elites might have greater access 

to information about such an issue (Zaller 1992), and thus that the educated would be more 

inclined to doubt common wisdom (and to respond in a way contrary to their economic self-

interest). And, indeed, the education effects are unusually strong and positive relative to their 

effects on the responses to the other questions (see Table 3). However, as I discussed above, 

these positive effects are reduced in both 1992 and 1996, implying that agreement was more 

widespread at that particular time. Furthermore, in all model specifications for this question, the 

absolute increase in unexplained agreement is much larger in 1996 than for any other year or for 
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any other question. All of this suggests that the message about inequality and prosperity working 

at cross-purposes may have broken through and reinforced doubts about economic conditions.  

By the end of the 1990s, however, coverage tapered off and was replaced by a qualified 

acceptance of inequality. The focus was on how inequality is less important when all boats are 

lifted by a strong economy, as was widely believed to have happened in the late 1990s. In a 

December 11, 2000 editorial in USA Today, Dinesh D’Souza wrote: 

“We are right to be troubled by such extremes [in inequality]. But an excessive focus on 
inequality carries the presumption that the explosion of affluence we are experiencing is 
cause for mourning, when in fact it is cause for celebration: the United States has 
extended to millions of ordinary people the avenues of freedom and personal fulfillment 
previously available only to the aristocratic few…But we should understand that 
inequality is the inevitable byproduct of a growing and prospering economy. In our zeal 
to improve the conditions of the less well-off, we should not imperil the engine of 
economic growth that lifts all of us, rich and poor alike, to a higher standard of living”.  

 

Similarly, others wrote about the lack of concern for inequality in a high-growth economy that 

was perceived as fair and open to anyone who worked hard to succeed or acquired the skills 

rewarded in the new economy.32 Although CEO pay was still high, coverage of celebrity CEOs 

was glowing, as they were considered responsible for the bull market and booming economy of 

the late 1990s (Khurana 2002). The reputations of CEOs, and that of the high-tech economy 

more generally, had not yet been tarnished by the bursting of the stock market bubble and the 

Enron-spawned corporate scandals. 

In sum, the greater attention devoted to inequality and inequality-related issues during the 

mid-1990s is apparent. A jump in the number of stories dealing with economic insecurity, 

inequality, and class occurred in 1995 and 1996. This was the only non-recessionary period 

between 1980 and 2000 when such issues received high levels of coverage in the three 

                                                 
32 Yet it is an indication of the broader salience of the issue of inequality that conservative commentators such as 
Dinesh D’Souza were compelled to write about it. 
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newsweeklies that were studied and it was the only period in which they received high levels of 

coverage almost simultaneously. Indeed, 1996 saw downsizing and job security covered more 

than in any other year studied as well as the highest number of stories dealing directly with 

income inequality. And 1995 saw the highest numbers of stories about the declining middle class 

as well as a peak in the number of stories about class in general. By the end of the decade, 

coverage of all three topics had virtually disappeared.  

*  *  * 

Did Americans know about rising inequality? I believe the answer is a cautious and 

qualified yes. The early and middle 1990s were unique in that a recessionary period occurred 

after the rise in inequality in the 1980s, after that rise was becoming well known, during a period 

of heightened media coverage of specific aspects of inequality that are both easier to report and 

easier for the middle class to relate to (i.e., executive pay gaps and downsizing), and during a 

period of worrisome structural shifts in the economy that affected broad swaths of the American 

public. My emphasis on the middle class—or perhaps the self-identified working class is a more 

accurate representation of this population, apropos of the above analysis—is intentional, since 

this was the very time in which sentiment shifted against the poor, or at least against welfare 

programs for the poor; therefore, a concern for the poor could not be motivating intense 

opposition to inequality.33 In fact, it may have been helpful that the poor could no longer 

function as scapegoats. While this unique configuration of conditions mapped only loosely onto 

actual increases in inequality, which after all were greatest in the 1980s, it seems to have fostered 

both knowledge of and opposition to rising inequality. When this configuration unraveled at the 

end of the decade, and celebrations of the new economy were ubiquitous, assumptions of 

equitable growth went unchallenged and concerns about inequality abated.  
                                                 
33 See preliminary evidence from a separate analysis provided in the concluding paragraph.  
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CONCLUSION 

 
  “Progressives have relished talking about the bleakness of the economy for 

working people and presumed that was the end of the story. We now understand 
that it is only the beginning.” 

    -- Stanley Greenberg (1996) 
 

“Americans seek to reconcile their belief in equal opportunity with obvious 
disparities in life circumstances by believing that some inequalities are temporary 
but correctable anomalies in an otherwise well-functioning system.” 

    -- Jennifer Hochschild (1995: 256, emphasis added) 
 

 

What does the microcosm of the 1980s and 1990s say about American attitudes toward 

inequality more generally? American views of inequality are not as static as is commonly 

assumed, nor subject to only small and predictable fluctuations in accord with the business cycle. 

The business cycle is important, but it fails to capture movements in opinion that are heightened 

by the particularities of individual peaks and troughs, not to mention critical junctures that fall 

outside the defining moments of the business cycle. A broader approach is needed that more 

explicitly elaborates the connections between economic conditions and beliefs about inequality 

and acknowledges the interpretive work (both political and cultural) that is required when the 

issues involved are relatively abstract and complex. The era of rising inequality helps to identify 

some of these connections.   

The key connection that emerges from this analysis is that between economic growth and 

inequality. If we imagine a continuum between the two poles of this relationship, the United 

States moved from the negative to the positive end in the 1980s and then edged back toward the 

negative pole in the late 1990s. If we allow for a lag in recognition of the first reversal, the 

period between the reversal and the return was short relative to the Golden Age of American 
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postwar industrial/consumer capitalism in which the assumptions of equitable private sector 

growth were constructed and solidified beginning with the defeat of price controls and full 

employment policies in the mid-1940s. As Lisabeth Cohen writes: “Faith in the mass 

consumption postwar economy hence came to mean much more than the ready availability of 

goods to buy. Rather, it stood for an elaborate, integrated ideal of economic abundance and 

democratic political freedom, both equitably distributed, that became almost a national civil 

religion from the late 1940s into the 1970s” (2003: 127).  

This, I would argue, is the well-functioning system that Hochschild is referring to in the 

above quotation, and in which aspirations of mobility are embedded. Without the economic 

abundance on which to rely to achieve equity and a higher standard of living in the absence of 

continued government interventions after the war, Americans may not have developed the 

particular brand of “tolerance for inequality” that they have become so closely identified with. It 

is within this context that downturns in the business cycle theoretically operate, as a “temporary 

but correctable anomaly in an otherwise well-functioning system”. Structural impediments to 

mobility move to the fore and individual impediments to the back, fostering greater opposition to 

inequality during downturns. Importantly, in this view, when prosperous times return, Americans 

look toward the economy rather than the government to ameliorate inequality even though the 

government’s capacity to do so expands.34  

This framework can illuminate the shifts in opposition to inequality that we observe over 

the 1980s and 1990s.  If we view the early to middle 1990s as a time in which a more permanent 

                                                 
34 Two points. First, Gilens (1999:49) finds, for example, that support for welfare generally increases during 
recessions and falls during expansions, although the 1980s were an exception in which support for welfare continued 
during the expansion. Gilens speculates that this might have occurred because Americans knew that the benefits of 
the expansion were skewed toward the top. If this is the case, then Americans may have viewed the late 1990s 
expansion as more equitable. Second, the 1960s is an obvious counter-example, in which prosperity fostered social 
policy activism. 
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transformation in the growth/inequality relationship was taking place, and, further, as a time 

when this was conveyed through accessible images and rhetoric by the media and by politicians 

(and I have yet to mention the important examples of Perot and Buchanan), then the lack of fit 

between the business cycle and opposition to inequality during this time period becomes less 

puzzling. In contrast, the business cycle is well-positioned to explain the relatively lower levels 

of opposition in 1987, which predated increased attention to the issues of economic stagnation 

and increasing inequality, and in 2000, which followed several years of high and more equitable 

growth that made the permanent shift seem temporary, though it was anything but.  

Having laid out this framework, however, I do not want to leave the incorrect impression 

that opposition to inequality was limited only to the mid-1990s, or that Americans are basically 

tolerant of inequality. I have stressed the peak in “strong agreement” that income differences are 

too large, benefit the rich, and are unnecessary for prosperity by the third to a quarter of the 

population that held such views in 1996 because it was an unusual surge in the intensity of 

opposition to inequality and because it is presumably a conservative estimate of the share of the 

population that cares about inequality. If we combine the categories of agreement and strong 

agreement, anywhere from 38.2 percent to 66.2 percent of Americans hold views that are critical 

of inequality in 1987 and 2000, the low points in opposition. And in earlier work, both Jackman 

and Jackman (1983) and Hochschild (1981) argued that inequality is perceived as too high by a 

large share of Americans but that this is often overlooked because there are few viable avenues 

through which to express such sentiments. In this view, the will to reduce inequality has been 

present among the American public but not among American politicians or dominant interest 

groups. As Stanley Greenberg’s quotation above suggests, the 1990s were just a particularly 
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extreme example of this: neither politicians nor advocates went far enough in meeting the 

public’s desire for greater economic relief and equality.35   

But this leads to the difficult question of exactly how to meet such desires. In closing, I 

briefly provide preliminary evidence from a separate project on one aspect of this question: how 

opposition to inequality affects support for redistributive policies. Table 6 lists eleven questions 

in the GSS that ask about support for a variety of different social policies and programs in 

various years of the period covered here. Specifically, the four broad categories of programs 

cover (1) government spending on the poor (e.g. welfare), (2) government spending not restricted 

to the poor (e.g., education and health), (3) government’s responsibility to redistributive income, 

and (4) taxes. Although the same set of variables is included as in previous analyses, I list only 

the coefficients on year to determine whether support for these programs has changed over time.  

Overall, the results show that while support for redistributive programs increased during 

the recessionary period of 1992, as expected, they decreased or stayed the same in 1996, save for 

two exceptions. The first is a significant increase in agreement that it is “the responsibility of 

government to reduce differences in income between people with high incomes and those with 

low incomes” and the second is a strongly significant increase in support for more spending on 

education. Neither question mentions the poor, welfare, or taxes. And the question on 

redistributing income makes no reference to spending. To underscore the lack of connection 

between opposition to inequality and support for poverty-reducing policies or progressive taxes, 

the addition of the “income differences are too large” variable had no discernable effect on 

shifting support for these types of programs (see the coefficients in the last three columns). 

While the increase in opposition to inequality in 1996 neither increased nor decreased support for 

                                                 
35 In his historical analysis of party platforms, Gerring argues that the “spectacular increase in social inequality from 
the 1970s to the 1990s occasioned little comment from Democratic orators, [whereas] it is difficult to imagine 
Bryan, Wilson, Rossevelt or Truman remaining silent on such matters” (1998: 236). 
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poverty-related programs and progressive taxation, it did contribute to the increased support for 

redistribution from high income earners to low income earners. The increasing share of 

Americans who were concerned about inequality in all three years, in fact, supported government 

action on the issue. We know what kind of government action they opposed, but not, 

unfortunately, what kind they supported.  
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Figure 1a
Today It's Really True that the Rich Just Get Richer While The Poor Get Poorer 

(Princeton Survey Research Associates)
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Figure 1b
Do You Tend to Feel That the Rich Get Richer and the Poor Get Poorer? 

(Harris)
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Figure 2
Trends in Male Hourly Wage Ratios, 1973-2001
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 Source: Economic Policy Institute, Washington, D.C. http://www.epinet.org. 
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Figure 3 
Q: Are Income Differences Too Large?

Agreement by Year
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Figure 4
Q: Do Income Differences Benefit the Rich?
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Figure 5
Q: Are Income Differences Unnecessary for Prosperity
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Figure 6
Number of Newsweekly Articles on Inequality-Related Issues
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Figure 7
Number of Newsweekly Articles in All Categories

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

19
80

19
82

19
84

19
86

19
88

19
90

19
92

19
94

19
96

19
98

20
00

 

   48



 
 

Figure 8
NYT and Wall Street Journal Search for "Downsizing" 

(Baumal, Blinder, and Wolff 2003)
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Figure 9a
Perceived Earnings by Occupation 

(Q: What do you think a Doctor makes?, etc.)
Estimated Log Earnings Change by Year
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Figure 9b
Perceived Log Earnings Differentials (Exponentiated) by Year
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Table 1 
“Are Income Differences Too Large?” 

Binary and Ordered Logistic Regression Results (in Odds Ratios) 
 
                                                                            Strongly Agree=1               Strongly Agree/Agree=1        Ordered Logit 
      Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6   
 
1992       2.24**  1.18   2.78**  2.74**  2.16**  1.57** 
1996        2.93**  2.42**  1.51**  1.69**  1.74**  1.69* 
2000        1.58**  1.08   1.33*   1.32**  1.40**  0.94 
 
Family Income     1.00   1.00   0.99**  0.99**  0.99**  0.99†

Education      1.24*   0.83   -----   -----   1.14†   0.88 
    (HS, Some College, Postgrad=1) 
    (LHS, College Grad=0) 
 
Other Demographic Controls  YES  YES  YES  YES  YES  YES  
 
Subjective Class (Lower Class)    
    Working Class     0.62**  0.64*   1.10   1.12   0.80   0.84 
     Middle Class     0.50**  0.52**  0.81   0.83   0.63**  0.67* 
     Upper Class     0.64   0.69   0.76   0.80   0.53**  0.56* 
 
Standard of Living Will Improve   0.51**  0.50**  0.69**  0.69**  0.57**  0.56** 
(Strongly Disagree=0 to Strongly Agree=2)   
 
Party Identification (Republicans)    
      Democrats and Independents   1.43**   1.44**  1.41**  1.41**  1.45**  1.46** 
      Strong Democrats and Other Party   2.33**   1.96**  2.12**  2.15**  2.22**  1.89** 
 
Ideology (Conservatives) 
      Moderates      1.42**   1.09   1.50**  1.38**  1.50**  1.26* 
      Liberals      1.69**  1.69**  1.90**  1.90**  1.79**  1.80** 
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Continued                                                           Strongly Agree=1               Strongly Agree/Agree=1        Ordered Logit 
      Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6   
 
Interactions with Year 
      Education * 1992       2.36**    -----     1.56* 
 
      Family Income * 1996      0.99**    0.99     0.99** 
      Education * 1996       1.57†     -----     1.37 
        Moderates * 1996       1.81**    1.39†     1.84** 
      Strong Democrats * 1996      1.17     -----     1.51†

       
      Education * 2000       1.14     -----     1.40†

      Moderates * 2000       1.47     -----     1.22 
      Strong Democrats * 2000      1.99**    -----     1.68* 
 
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
Pseudo R2     0.0930  0.1024  0.0745  0.0759  0.0470  0.0514 
Source: The General Social Survey for 1987, 1996, and 2000, and the International Social Survey Program for 1992. 
Notes: Models 1, 3, and 5 do not include year interactions; Models 2, 4, and 6 do include year interactions. Demographic variables 
include dummies for gender, race (white=1), region (South=1), employment status (employed=1), and children (any under 18 in the 
household=1), as well as controls for size of place (6 categories from large to small), marital status (5 categories from married to never 
married), age, and household size. Family income is transformed from a categorical variable to a continuous variable by assigning the 
midpoint of each category range and then converting to 2000 dollars (using the PCE deflator). For the ordered logistic regression, the 
dependent variable is coded as: 1=strongly agree, 0.5=agree, 0=neither, -0.5=disagree, and -1=strongly disagree (cut points for Model 
6 coefficients are -3.25, -1.66, -0.64, and 1.40). Probability levels are indicated by **, p <= .01; *, p <= .05; †, p <= .10. 
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Table 2 
“Do Income Differences Benefit the Rich?” 

Binary and Ordered Logistic Regression Results (in Odds Ratios) 
 

                                                                            Strongly Agree=1               Strongly Agree/Agree=1        Ordered Logit 
      Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 
 
1992       1.07   1.06   1.37**  1.22   1.17†   1.03 
1996        2.28**  3.37**  1.63**  1.04   1.49**  1.25 
2000        0.90   0.90   0.92   0.64*   0.94   0.72†

 
Family Income     1.00   1.00   0.99**  0.99**  0.99**  0.99** 
Education      1.31*   1.30*   1.22*   0.94   1.24**  0.97 
    (HS, Some College, Postgrad=1) 
    (LHS, College Grad=0) 
 
Other Demographic Controls  YES  YES  YES  YES  YES  YES 
 
Subjective Class (Lower Class)    
    Working Class     0.65*   0.66*   1.03   1.03   0.86   0.89 
     Middle Class     0.54**  0.55**  0.82   0.83   0.70*   0.73†

     Upper Class     0.59   0.63   0.62†   0.64   0.44**  0.48** 
 
Standard of Living Will Improve   0.43**  0.42**  0.53**  0.53**  0.49**  0.48** 
(Strongly Disagree=0 to Strongly Agree=2)   
 
Party Identification (Republicans)    
      Democrats and Independents   1.52**   1.52**  1.86**  1.86**  1.73**  1.74** 
      Strong Democrats and Other Party   2.69**   2.72**  2.59**  2.89**  2.61**  2.65** 
 
Ideology (Conservatives) 
      Moderates      1.48**   1.48**  1.20*   1.10    1.41**  1.29** 
      Liberals      1.75**  1.76**  1.50**  1.50**  1.61**  1.61** 
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Continued                                                          Strongly Agree=1               Strongly Agree/Agree=1        Ordered Logit 
      Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 
 
Interactions with Year 
      Education * 1992       -----     1.18     1.19 
 
      Family Income * 1996      0.99*     -----     0.99** 
      Education * 1996       -----     1.74*     1.80** 
      Moderates * 1996       -----     1.43†     1.47* 
      Strong Democrats * 1996      -----     0.58*     ----- 
 
      Education * 2000       -----     1.66*      1.46†  

         Moderates * 2000       -----     -----     ----- 
      Strong Democrats * 2000      -----     -----     ----- 
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
Pseudo R2     0.1054  0.1072  0.0802  0.0844  0.0507  0.0535 
Source: The General Social Survey for 1987, 1996, and 2000, and the International Social Survey Program for 1992. 
Notes: Models 1, 3, and 5 do not include year interactions; Models 2, 4, and 6 do include year interactions. Demographic variables 
include dummies for gender, race (white=1), region (South=1), employment status (employed=1), and children (any under 18 in the 
household=1), as well as controls for size of place (6 categories from large to small), marital status (5 categories from married to never 
married), age, and household size. Family income is transformed from a categorical variable to a continuous variable by assigning the 
midpoint of each category range and then converting to 2000 dollars (using the PCE deflator). For the ordered logistic regression, the 
dependent variable is coded as: 1=strongly agree, 0.5=agree, 0=neither, -0.5=disagree, and -1=strongly disagree (cut points for Model 
6 coefficients are -4.10, -2.37, -1.26, and 0.61). Probability levels are indicated by **, p <= .01; *, p <= .05; †, p <= .10. 
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Table 3 
“Are Income Differences Unnecessary for Prosperity?” 
Binary and Logistic Regression Results (in Odds Ratios) 

 
                                                                            Strongly Agree=1               Strongly Agree/Agree=1        Ordered Logit 
      Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 
 
1992       2.23**  3.85**  1.58**  2.68**  1.48**  2.09**  
1996        5.75** 11.36**  2.25**  3.59**  2.17**  2.56** 
2000        1.54*    1.57   1.24*   1.66*   1.24**  1.69* 
 
Family Income     -----   -----   -----   -----   -----   ----- 
Education      1.35**  1.58**  1.40**  1.58**  1.38**  1.48** 
    (LHS=1 to College Grad=4) 
     
Other Demographic Controls  YES  YES  YES  YES  YES  YES 
 
Subjective Class (Lower Class)    
    Working Class     0.78   0.78   1.28   1.30   1.26   1.28 
     Middle Class     0.65†   0.66†   1.18   1.20    1.21   1.23 
     Upper Class     0.70   0.71   0.71   0.74   0.75   0.77 
 
Standard of Living Will Improve   0.48**  0.48**  0.63**  0.63**  0.60**  0.60** 
(Strongly Disagree=0 to Strongly Agree=2)   
 
Party Identification (Republicans)    
      Democrats and Independents   1.47**   1.47**  1.31**  1.32**  1.31**  1.32** 
      Strong Democrats and Other Party   2.56**   2.59**  1.49**  1.39**  1.61**  1.44** 
 
Ideology (Conservatives) 
      Moderates      0.92    0.92   1.03   1.04    1.08   1.08 
      Liberals      1.41*   1.41*   1.54**  1.53**  1.43**  1.41** 
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Continued                                                             Strongly Agree=1               Strongly Agree/Agree=1        Ordered Logit 
      Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 
 
Interactions with Year 
      Education * 1992       0.82     0.82*     0.87†

 
      Family Income * 1996      -----     -----      ----- 
      Education * 1996       0.78†     0.81*     0.90 
      Moderates * 1996       -----     -----     ----- 
      Strong Democrats * 1996      -----      1.61*     2.07** 
 
      Education * 2000       0.98     0.89     0.89 
      Moderates * 2000       -----     -----     -----    
      Strong Democrats * 2000      -----     -----     -----  
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
Pseudo R2     0.1306  0.1320  0.0614  0.0637  0.0378  0.0394 
Source: The General Social Survey for 1987, 1996, and 2000, and the International Social Survey Program for 1992. 
Notes: Models 1, 3, and 5 do not include year interactions; Models 2, 4, and 6 do include year interactions. Demographic variables 
include dummies for gender, race (white=1), region (South=1), employment status (employed=1), and children (any under 18 in the 
household=1), as well as controls for size of place (6 categories from large to small), marital status (5 categories from married to never 
married), age, and household size. Family income is transformed from a categorical variable to a continuous variable by assigning the 
midpoint of each category range and then converting to 2000 dollars (using the PCE deflator). For the ordered logistic regression, the 
dependent variable is coded as: 1=strongly agree, 0.5=agree, 0=neither, -0.5=disagree, and -1=strongly disagree (cut points for Model 
6 coefficients are -2.12, -0.12, 0.97, and 2.91). Probability levels are indicated by **, p <= .01; *, p <= .05; †, p <= .10. 
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Table 4 
Multi-Question Indexes: Linear OLS Regression Results 

 
                                                                          Two Question Index              Three Question Index 
      Model 1 Model 2 Model 3         Model 4 
Constant      0.58**  0.61**  0.28   0.33 
 
1992        0.25**  0.24**  0.38**  0.27** 
1996       0.20**  0.12   0.40**  0.43** 
2000       0.09*  -0.09   0.16** -0.04  
 
Family Income    -0.00** -0.00** -0.00**           -0.00** 
Education      0.11**   0.03   0.04**  0.04** 
 
Other Demographic Controls  YES  YES  YES  YES 
 
Subjective Class (Lower Class)    
    Working Class    -0.07  -0.05   0.01   0.04 
     Middle Class    -0.21** -0.18*  -0.15             -0.12 
     Upper Class    -0.43** -0.38** -0.51**           -0.46** 
 
Standard of Living Will Improve  -0.31** -0.31** -0.44**           -0.45** 
(Strongly Disagree=0 to Strongly Agree=2)   
 
Party Identification (Republicans)    
      Democrats and Independents   0.28**   0.29**  0.36**  0.36** 
      Strong Democrats and Other Party   0.49**   0.50**  0.62**  0.53** 
 
Ideology (Conservatives) 
      Moderates      0.24**   0.14**  0.27**  0.18**  
      Liberals      0.30**  0.29**  0.41**  0.41** 
 
Interactions with Year 
      Family Income * 1992      -----    -0.00 
 
      Family Income * 1996     -0.00**   -0.00†

      Education * 1996       0.19*       ----- 
      Moderates * 1996       0.27**    0.26** 
      Strong Democrats * 1996      -----     0.23†

 
      Family Income * 2000      -----    -0.00 
      Education * 2000       0.17†     -----  
      Moderates * 2000       0.13     0.15 
      Strong Democrats * 2000      -----     0.22 
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
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Adjusted R2     0.1614  0.1679  0.1713  0.1759 
Source: The General Social Survey for 1987, 1996, and 2000, and the International Social 
Survey Program for 1992. 
Notes: Models 1 and 3 do not include year interactions; Models 2 and 4 do include year 
interactions. Demographic variables include dummies for gender, race (white=1), region 
(South=1), employment status (employed=1), and children (any under 18 in the household=1), as 
well as controls for size of place (6 categories from large to small), marital status (5 categories 
from married to never married), age, and household size. Education is measured as a dummy in 
the two question index (high school grad, some college, and postgraduate = 1, less than high 
school and college = 0) and in years (0-20) for the three question index. The two question index 
in Models 1 and 2 was constructed by adding the responses to “Are Income Differences Too 
Large?” and “Do Income Differences Benefit the Rich?”, where the responses to each question 
are coded as: 1=strongly agree, 0.5=agree, 0=neither, -0.5=disagree, and -1=strongly disagree 
(thus ranging from -2 to +2). The three question index in Models 3 and 4 was constructed by 
adding the responses to all three inequality questions (thus ranging from -3 to +3). Coefficients 
are unstandardized. Probability levels are indicated by **, p <= .01; *, p <= .05; †, p <= .10. 
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Table 5 

Odds Ratios for Year Coefficients in Nested Models 
Binary Logistic Regression with Strongly Agree=1 

 
      1992  1996  2000 
(1) “Are Income Differences Too Large?” 
Year Dummies    2.20  2.85  1.91  
+ Demographic Variables   2.17  2.84  1.87 
+ Family Income and Education  2.26  3.03  1.92 
+ Subjective Class    2.26  2.96  1.90 
+ Standard of Living    1.96  2.62  1.54 
+ Party Identification/Ideology  2.24  2.93  1.58 
 
(2) “Do Income Differences Benefit the Rich?” 
Year Dummies    1.34  2.48  1.00  
+ Demographic Variables   1.27  2.39  0.94 
+ Family Income and Education  1.24  2.40  0.90 
+ Subjective Class    1.26  2.41  0.91 
+ Standard of Living    1.03  2.11  0.89 
+ Party Identification/Ideology  1.07  2.28  0.90 
 
 (1) “Are Income Differences Unnecessary for Prosperity?” 
Year Dummies    2.45  5.98  1.60  
+ Demographic Variables   2.64  5.96  1.61 
+ Family Income and Education  2.63  6.20  1.62 
+ Subjective Class    2.64  6.12  1.62 
+ Standard of Living    2.25  5.69  1.44 
+ Party Identification/Ideology  2.35  6.19  1.63 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
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Table 6 
Over Time Trends in Support for Redistributive Policies 

Ordered Logistic Regression Results (in Odds Ratios) 
 

                                                                                                           Year          Plus “Are Income Diffs too Large?” 
        1992  1996  2000        1992  1996  2000 
Government responsibility toward the poor: 
 
     Improve the living standards of the poor  -----  0.84*  0.81**  -----  0.77**  0.81* 
     (or people should take care of themselves) 
 
     Reduce income differences between rich/poor -----  1.03  0.97  -----  0.97  0.93 
     (or not be concerned with income differences) 
 
     More spending on welfare    -----  0.59**  1.26†  -----  0.52**  1.27 
 
     More spending on assistance to the poor  -----  1.94  2.24  -----  3.16  1.37 
              
 
Government responsibility to redistribute income: 
 
     Reduce differences between those with   1.22*  1.38**  1.23**  0.87  1.18†  1.13         
     high and low incomes 
 
      Binary Outcome (strongly agree=1)  1.52*  2.56**  1.69**  1.12  1.84**  1.53* 
 
Government spending not restricted to the poor: 
 
     Improving the nation’s health   -----  0.93  1.24  -----   0.86  1.14 
           
     Improving the nation’s education   -----  8.78**  3.98*  -----   52.2** 5.46† 
  
              

   62



              
              
                                                                                                           Year          Plus “Are Income Diffs too Large?” 
        1992  1996  2000        1992  1996  2000 
Taxes 
 
     Too little on the rich    1.29**  0.41**  -----  1.10  0.37**  ----- 
              
     Too much on the middle    1.48**  0.88  -----  1.46**  0.87 
     Too much on the poor    1.10  0.74**  -----  1.04  0.72** 
 
Summary of over time changes in support for redistributive and other social programs: 
 
No significant change   More spending to improve the nation’s health (in all years) 
     More spending on assistance to the poor (in all years) 
     Reduce income differences between rich and poor (in all years) 
 
Decrease in support   More spending on welfare in 1996 
     Improve the living standards of the poor in 1996 

Increasing taxes on the rich in 1996 
     Decreasing taxes on the poor in 1996 
 
     Improve the living standards of the poor in 2000 
 
Increase in support   Increasing taxes on the rich in 1992 
     Decreasing taxes on the middle in 1992 
     Reducing income differences between high/low incomes in 1992 
      

Reducing income differences between high/low incomes in 1996 
     More spending to improve education in 1996 

 
Reducing income differences between high/low incomes in 2000 
More spending to improve education in 2000 
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Source: The General Social Survey for 1987, 1996, and 2000, and the International Social Survey Program for 1992. Only one 
question was asked in all four years. 
Notes: All outcomes are coded so that a positive effect indicates greater support for redistributive programs. All models include 
demographic variables [dummies for gender, race (white=1), region (South=1), employment status (employed=1), and children (any 
under 18 in the household=1), as well as controls for size of place (6 categories from large to small), marital status (5 categories from 
married to never married), age, and household size], as well as significant interactions with year. Probability levels are indicated by 
**, p <= .01; *, p <= .05; †, p <= .10.  
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DATA APPENDIX 
 

Appendix Table 1 
Frequency Distributions for the Three Inequality Questions 

 
    1987  1992  1996  2000 
 
Are Income Differences Too Large? 
 
Strongly Agree  14.9  27.7  33.3  25.0 
Agree    43.1  49.4  33.5  41.2 
Neither   22.4  11.4  12.8  21.5 
Disagree   16.3    9.7  12.1    9.2 
Strongly Disagree    3.3    1.7    8.4    3.2 
Mean    2.50  2.08  2.29  2.24 
N    1230  1244  1395  1188 
 
Does Inequality Continue to Exist to Benefit The Rich and Powerful? 
  
Strongly Agree  13.8  17.8   28.5  13.8 
Agree    35.6  40.5  34.9  36.3 
Neither   27.1  18.8  13.7  27.2 
Disagree   19.2  18.7  14.3  17.8 
Strongly Disagree    4.3    4.2    8.6    4.9 
Mean    2.64  2.51  2.40  2.64 
N    1185  1211  1348  1138 
 
Are Large Disparities in Income Unnecessary for Prosperity? 
 
Strongly Agree    5.6  12.8  26.3    8.7 
Agree    32.6  38.0  31.6  34.0 
Neither   29.3  22.9  12.9  29.9 
Disagree   26.9  22.2  20.9  22.4 
Strongly Disagree    5.6    4.2    8.3    4.9  
Mean    2.94  2.67  2.53  2.81 
N    1207  1222  1373  1159 
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 Appendix Chart 1a

Responses to Subjective Class Identification Question
By Year
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 Appendix Chart 1b

Responses to Q: Standard of Living Will Improve 
(for people like me and my family)?

By Year
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 Appendix Chart 1c

Responses to Ideology Question
By Year
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Appendix Chart 1d
Responses to Party Identification Question

By Year
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