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ABSTRACT 

This study explored the influence of interclass context on how people identify themselves as 

middle class. Data were collected from 676 employees of Iowa State University who 

categorized themselves as being in the middle class. Using an online survey design, all 

participants were randomly selected into an experimental condition in which they were asked 

to compare their own social class (i.e., the middle class) with either the working class or the 

upper class. In agreement with social identity theory, participants evaluated members of the 

upper class to be more successful, but less moral, than members of the middle class. On the 

other hand, while members of the working class were seen as less successful than members 

of the middle class, they were rated higher on morality. Results also show that participants 

perceived the relations between the middle class and the working class to be more permeable 

and less legitimate than the relations between the middle class and the upper class. Thus, 

results indicate that the middle class participants found themselves to be more similar to, and 

less distinct from, the working class in comparison to the upper class. 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

There is no consensus definition of “middle class,” neither is there an official government 
definition. What constitutes the middle class is relative, subjective, and not easily 
defined. (Cashell, 2007) 
 

 The above quote sums up the challenge of defining social class in the United States. It 

comes from a special report prepared early in 2007 for Congress in response to a request for 

a definition of the middle class. Brian W. Cashell, a specialist in quantitative economics in 

the Government and Finance Division, came to this conclusion after comparing income 

distribution data with opinion survey data. Analysts in this division are responsible for 

providing accurate, unbiased information to Members of Congress. Cashell found that those 

who categorized themselves as middle class had household incomes ranging from 

approximately $38,000 at the low end to over $250,000 at the high end. Thus, he questioned 

the precision of defining the middle class using income distributions. The finding that income 

is not a reliable predictor of class, and vice versa, has a long and contentious history in 

sociology. For instance, the discrepancy between objective and subjective measures of class 

has led some theorists to assume that Americans are either not class conscious of or do not 

identify with their class. The purpose of this study was to challenge this assumption by 

examining how people identify as middle class. 

Despite the fundamental importance of class analysis to sociology, the struggle to 

determine what objective factors make a class a “class” has historically overshadowed the 

analysis of subjective class identification. The tendency to employ class in objective terms 

has led to an incomplete understanding of how relations to a social class structure can 

contribute to the development of the self. As a result, class analysis has been historically one-

sided with little insight into the various facets of subjective class identities. There are a 
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number of reasons for the lack of interest in subjective class identities: (1) a stigma surrounds 

the use of traditional class-placement questions; (2) the theoretical analysis of class has 

developed separately from the analysis of identity; and (3) the link between social class and 

the individual has for the most part been ignored in psychology. 

 Subjective class categorization is most commonly determined by asking people to 

select from a list of options—which can vary in number and name—the social class with 

which they belong. This categorization has come to be called the traditional class-placement 

question (Vanneman & Cannon, 1987). However, a stigma surrounds the use of the 

traditional class-placement question because of its inability to correspond to objective class 

locations. Much of this stigma is the result of disagreements over the meaning of answers to 

this type of question, and not necessarily its use. For example, answers to traditional class-

placement questions have been used as evidence for (e.g., Centers, 1949) and against (e.g., 

Kingston, 2000) such complex sociological and psychological constructs as class 

consciousness and class identification. Because of these inconsistencies, a more nuanced 

measure of subjective class is needed in order to analyze class identification from a social 

psychological perspective. Recent methodological developments in the operationalization of 

social identification (e.g., Cameron, 2004) represent a step in this direction. 

 In addition to methodological concerns, there has been a theoretical mismatch 

between the study of objective indicators of social class and the subjective experience of 

living and interacting within a class structure. This is due to the separate development of 

class and identity analyses (Lawler, 2005). Within sociology, class theorists have focused on 

the fundamental cleavages of social class with little attention given to subjective dimensions. 

Identity theorists, on the other hand, are rooted in psychology, a discipline which has 
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historically left the study larger social issues to sociologists and economists (Argyle, 1994; 

Brown, Fukunga, Umemota, & Wicker, 1996; Fouad & Brown, 2000; Frable, 1997). 

Therefore, what is needed is a theoretical perspective capable of bridging the analysis of 

class and identity. Social identity theory, with its focus on social identification and social 

interaction, represents such a perspective. 

 Social identity theory is essentially a theory of intergroup relations. A social identity 

is derived from the sense of belonging or attachment a person develops as a member of a 

social category or group (Hogg, Terry, & White, 1995). In view of that, the central 

assumption of this theory is that people are motivated to maintain group identities that reflect 

back positively on the self, when compared to relevant outgroups. Thus, social identities are 

relative. Given the insight by Cashell in his report to Congress, so is class. Therefore, an 

examination of class identification from a social identity perspective must focus on the 

relations between classes, rather than class categories in isolation. For that reason, in this 

study I focused on the class identification of the middle class in relation to two specific 

outgroups: the working class and the upper class. By doing so, I was able to examine a topic 

that is not often studied in class analysis outside of Marxist circles: the relations between 

social classes as groups. 

Social identity theory, with its focus on intergroup relations, represents an ideal 

framework from which to tackle the elusive concept of class identification. However, this 

theory is not without its limits. For instance, despite a call to focus on “large-scale social 

processes” (Tajfel, Jaspers, & Fraser, 1984, p. 3), class identification has never been the 

focus of social identity research. Michéle Lamont (1992, 2000), while not a social identity 

theorist, extensively examined the interclass relations of middle and working class men. A 
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common theme in her work was the use of morality by working class men to positively 

distinguish themselves from the middle class. Based on Lamont’s work, I focused on 

alternative ways in which the middle class could positively distinguish themselves from the 

working class and the upper class. Specifically, I concentrated on middle class evaluations of 

both ingroup and outgroup members on dimensions of morality and success. 

In addition, despite the fundamental importance of identification to social identity 

processes, there has been a reluctance to measure this concept directly (Huddy, 2001, 2002). 

Therefore, an additional goal of this study was to measure class identification using 

Cameron’s (2004) recently developed three-factor model of identification. The three factors 

of this model represent distinct, but related, aspects of identification. First, the “centrality” 

factor is meant to capture the importance and accessibility of the group identity. Second, the 

factor called “ingroup affect” assesses the emotions associated with group membership. 

Finally, a factor called “ingroup ties” gauges the perceived interdependence of group 

members. Through these three factors, I was able to examine the various ways in which the 

middle class identified with their class as a group. 

In a state of the field address, Turner (1999) critiqued the absence of sociostructural 

characteristics in social identity research. Turner was referring to the characteristics of 

intergroup relations that can influence processes of social identification and ingroup bias. Of 

these characteristics, permeability corresponds to the distinctions between groups, legitimacy 

stands for the validity of status differences, and stability refers to the consistency of group 

relations. Very rarely have all three characteristics been accounted for in the same study (for 

exceptions see Ellemers, Wilke, & van Knippenberg, 1993; Mummendey & colleagues, 

1999a, 1999b), and there is no research, that I am aware of, that has compared these 
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characteristics across intergroup contexts. Therefore, I have incorporated in this study of 

middle class identification, perceptions of the permeability, legitimacy, and stability of 

interclass relations. 

It should be noted that the aforementioned sociostructural characteristics are theorized 

to operate through their influence on identification (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). For instance, 

social identity theory states that people are motivated to maintain positive social identities in 

relation to relevant outgroups. Therefore, identification leads to identity maintenance 

strategies such as ingroup bias or social competition. These strategies work to maintain a 

positive group identity. The permeability, legitimacy, and stability of intergroup relations do 

not directly influence identity maintenance strategies, but they do so through their influence 

on group identification. For example, people will be more or less identified with a group 

depending on the permeability, legitimacy, and stability of intergroup relations. As a result, 

in this study, I examined a complete model of class identification by conceptualizing class 

identification as a mediator between the sociostructural characteristics of interclass relations 

and evaluations of moral and success bias. 

No previous research has sought to integrate social identity theory with the study of 

social class. In this brief introduction, I have argued that this integration would be beneficial 

to both the analysis of social class and to the further development of social identity theory. 

Therefore, the purpose of the present study was to examine how people socially identify 

themselves as middle class by focusing on the specific relations of the middle class in 

comparison to the working and upper class. Of particular interest was the ways in which the 

middle class–identified maintained positive class identities in relation to each of these other 

class groups, paying specific attention to moral and success evaluations. I also examined the 
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influence of interclass context on perceptions of the permeability, legitimacy, and stability of 

interclass relations. Finally, I tested a complete model of social identity processes, with class 

identification entered as a mediator of the effects of the sociostructural characteristics on 

moral and success bias, and interclass context as a moderator of the model as a whole. 

 

 

 

 



 7

CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 

In February of 1940, Fortune magazine reported results from a Roper poll that had 

asked a sample of American men to report their own social class. The responses of these men 

were grouped into three categories—upper class, middle class and lower class—with the vast 

majority (~80%) ending up as middle class. Thus, in a post-depression/pre-World War II 

America, when unemployment rates remained high and President Roosevelt declared that as 

much as a third of the U.S. population was ill-fed, ill-housed, and ill-clothed, the idea that 

Americans thought of themselves as middle class became conventional wisdom (Miller, 

1995). In the decades to follow it became apparent that the connection between class 

identification and objective class location was weak at best (Kingston, 2000). Whether 

people were wrong about their own class identities or simply differed from class theorists in 

how they saw the world, the result was that the study of class identification faded from the 

sociological landscape in favor of objective class locations. With this research I hope to 

revitalize the study of class identification by approaching social class from a social 

psychological perspective: social identity theory.   

 I begin this chapter by arguing that the lack of sociological interest in class identities 

is largely due to the validity, or lack-thereof, of class identification measures. This section 

includes a brief discussion of the history of the study of class identification and the stigma 

that has been associated with it. Next, I discuss the theoretical and methodological mismatch 

that has developed between the study of social class as a position and class as an identity. In 

this section I touch on the continued relevance of class identities as they relate to class theory 

in general. Third, I introduce social identity theory as a perspective that can revive the study 
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of class identities without the limitations of previous research. Finally, I lay out a plan for the 

empirical study of social class from a social identity perspective. 

Class Identities: A History of Research and Measurement 

The relative lack of contemporary research on the study of class as an identity is due 

in part to the stigma that surrounds the use of traditional class-placement questions (e.g., 

“Which social class would you say you belong to?”). It should be pointed out that there is 

nothing inherently flawed with this type of question and it has been used to explore a number 

of issues relevant to subjective class placement.1 The problem with the traditional class-

placement question lies in its meaning, not exclusively its use. For example, this simple 

question has been used as evidence for and against the existence of such complex 

sociological and psychological constructs as class consciousness and class identification. 

Class consciousness is typically defined in sociology as the understandings that people have 

of their class interests (Wright, 1997), while identity is broadly defined in social psychology 

as the meanings or attachments that individuals have in regards to various social positions, 

categories, or roles (Hogg et al., 1995; Stets & Burke, 2000). It could be argued that an 

attachment to a social class and the awareness of class interests are not one and the same. The 

use of the traditional class-placement question to operationalize both constructs is testament 

to the lack of agreement as to what the answers to this question actually mean. Despite its 

limitations, however, the history of the psychological study of social class is tied to the use of 

the traditional class-placement question. 

                                                 
1 See Jackman & Jackman (1983) for a comprehensive example. 
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Centers and the Psychological Study of Social class 

Richard Centers (1949) initiated the psychological study of social class and the use of 

the traditional class-placement question. Reacting to the aforementioned results published by 

Fortune magazine (1940, February), Centers (1949) set out to show that Americans were in 

fact conscious, not ignorant, of their class position and that the Fortune findings were the 

result of specific methodological choices. The Fortune survey had used the following open-

ended question to assess class identification: “What word do you use to name the class in 

America you belong to?” The choice to lump the answers into only three categories—upper, 

middle, and lower—was made by the researchers collecting the data, not the respondents 

themselves. In order to show what he expected to be a greater variation of response, Centers 

used the following closed-ended question with four answer choices: “If you were asked to 

use one of these four names for your social class, which would you say you belonged in: the 

middle class, lower class, working class or upper class?” According to the results from a 

nationally representative sample (N = 1,097) a greater proportion of respondents claimed a 

working class identity (51%) than a middle class identity (43%).2 The findings led Centers to 

exclaim that “the answers will convincingly dispel any doubt that Americans are class 

conscious, and quite as quickly quell any glib assertions like Fortune’s America is ‘Middle 

Class’” (p. 76). 

 Centers’ research was groundbreaking in that it could be considered the first 

psychological study of social class. He used his empirical findings to support what he called 

an “interest group theory of social classes” (Centers, 1949). According to this theoretical 

                                                 
2 The sample was considered nationally representative for the time, but only contained a cross-section of white 
males. 
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perspective, class can only be understood as a psychological phenomenon. It is to be 

differentiated from stratification, which is objectively determined. Unlike objective 

indicators of stratification (e.g., occupation, education, and income), class is characterized by 

“a feeling on his part [i.e., the individual] of belongingness to something; an identification 

with something larger than himself” (p. 27; bracketed content added for clarification). 

Therefore, from this perspective two individuals can identify with the same class while 

differing significantly in income, occupation, and education. Centers conceded the influence 

of objective socioeconomic factors on class identification, but argued that they are not the 

sole determinants.  

Despite his seminal contributions to the field, critics were quick to question Centers’ 

use of a single forced choice survey question to measure consciousness and identification 

(Case, 1955; Vanneman & Cannon, 1987). As a result, following Centers’ innovative study a 

substantial body of research developed on the measurement of subjective social class. 

Initially, of most concern was the influence of question type and wording on class 

identification. Concerning question type, the controversy over the superiority of either closed 

(i.e., forced choice) or open (i.e., free choice) question forms is not exclusive to the study of 

class identification and has been the source of a significant amount of experimental research 

across disciplines (See Schuman and Presser [1981] for a literature review and systematic 

comparison of the two question forms). Within the study of social class, a number of studies 

have discovered significant differences between the use of open and closed class 

identification questions (Gross, 1953; Haer, 1957; Rosenberg, 1953). Gross (1953), for 

example, argued that pre-determined categories should not be needed to get at class identities 

if class is such an important part of an individual’s self-concept. He compared answers to 
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open and closed versions of a class identification question and found that people were much 

less likely to identify themselves as working class in the open-ended condition (11%) than in 

the closed-ended condition (45%). There was also a small drop in the number of respondents 

that identified themselves as middle class in the open-ended condition (31%) compared to the 

closed-ended condition (42%). The bulk of the difference between the two conditions 

appeared in the number of people who either claimed no class (14%) or reported a “don’t 

know” response (20%) in the open-ended condition. As a result, Gross and other researchers 

(e.g., Haer, 1957; Rosenberg, 1953) have used the differences between open and closed class 

identification questions as evidence that, for many people, class identification is a fiction 

generated by forced-choice questions.  

 The comparisons of open and closed class identification questions by Gross (1953) 

and others at the very least indicates that answers to one form cannot reliably predict answers 

to the other. However, there is little evidence that forced answer choices bias respondents to 

the extent that they provide answers that they would not have thought of themselves. 

Schuman and Presser (1981) found in their analysis of open and closed question forms that 

the failure of the closed-question form was not in the misrepresentation of respondents but in 

the unrepresentativeness of the categories used by researchers. Ideally, answers provided 

from an open-question form would be used to construct the categories of a closed-question 

form when possible. Gross’s (1953) own results indicated that only 15% of his open-question 

sample provided class responses other than the categories used in his closed-question sample 

(i.e., upper, middle, working, lower). While the two forms do not match identically, the 

amount of shared variance is large enough to consider the closed-question categories as an 

adequate approximation of the open-question results. It should also be noted that the open-
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question form is not without its own limitations. Vanneman and Cannon (1987) have pointed 

out that while closed-ended questions limit answer choices, open-ended questions produce 

middle-range responses by not providing any information as to the categories of interest. 

Despite its limitations, the closed-question form has won in practice due to its efficiency in 

interviewing, coding, and analysis (Schuman & Presser, 1981). 

 Along with manipulations of question form, the traditional class placement question 

has undergone numerous changes both in the question text as well as in the number and name 

of response categories. One of the first disagreements over the number and name of response 

categories was fought over the inclusion of “lower middle class” and “upper middle class” as 

answer choices. The argument began when Hamilton (1966a) found that over half of a 

sample of respondents who were clerical or sales workers identified themselves as working 

class. This contradicted the then popular notion that white collar workers thought of 

themselves as middle class. Reacting against this finding, Tucker (1966) tried to replicate the 

study on a greater, more representative scale. He found what he hypothesized, namely that 

the clerical and sales workers in his sample categorized themselves as middle class more than 

working class. However, the answer choices to the class identification question in Tucker’s 

analysis included a lower and upper middle class option. As a result, Hamilton (1966b) 

dismissed Tucker’s results as attributable to changes in question wording. Schreiber and 

Nygreen (1970) agreed with Hamilton and replicated Tucker’s study using the same dataset 

(i.e., the Survey Research Center (SRC) Election Studies), but focused on multiple years of 

data. They found that the SRC recorded class differently in 1963, the year from which 

Tucker based his study, and that in other years the percentage of working-class identification 

varied but never dropped as low as Tucker found. They concluded that by using six answer 



 13

choices in 1963, the class question took on an ordinal scale form as opposed to a nominal 

categorical ranking. Thus, they argued that respondents were ranking themselves on a 

continuum as opposed to selecting an identity. This is just one of many examples of how 

changes in the number and name of response categories can influence the distribution of class 

identification. Schreiber and Nygreen’s study was unique in that it provided an example of 

how easily the meaning or understanding of the question can be changed.  

The Meaning of Class Self-Placements 

What does it mean when respondents choose a class label on a traditional class-

placement question? What does it suggest, if anything, when they choose middle class as 

opposed to working class? Despite extensive research on the subject, researchers have been 

relatively unsuccessful in finding the determinants of class self-placements. For example, 

Hodge and Treiman (1968) found that education, occupation, and income only accounted for 

about 20% of the variation in class placements. They found that social contacts (e.g., number 

of low and high status friends, family members, and neighbors) had a strong and unique 

influence on class placements, even when controlling for stratification indicators, but the 

total variance explained remained low (R2 = .24). Regardless of this lack of predictability, 

Hodge and Treiman concluded that class identities were as much a function of interclass 

contact (within what they considered to be heterogeneous status groups) as they were a 

function of socioeconomic status. These conclusions called into question the importance of 

class, defined in socioeconomic terms, in predicting class self-placement.  

Jackman and Jackman (1973) reanalyzed Hodge and Treiman’s findings in the form 

of a number of structural models. Using these models they elaborated on the relationship 

between social contacts, socioeconomic status (SES), and class placement. Contrary to 
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Hodge and Treiman, they did not find the status of social contacts to be independent of SES 

in the prediction of class placement. They found the likelihood of having high status social 

contacts to be a direct function of socioeconomic status, which then partially mediated the 

relationship between socioeconomic status and class placement. To put it simply, the 

Jackmans found an individual’s socioeconomic status to be strongly correlated with the 

socioeconomic status of his or her friends and neighbors. However, while the Jackmans’ 

findings restored the importance of socioeconomic status in predicting class placement, their 

most complete model only explained 30% of the variance in class placement. 

Thus, while these authors have disagreed on the meanings of class placement (see 

Hodge, 1986, 1987; Jackman & Jackman, 1987) they agreed that at best they could only 

moderately explain class placements. Consequently, if objective class and social contacts do 

not predict class placement, how should traditional class-placement questions be interpreted? 

The answer to this question, in practice, has depended on the agenda of the researcher. 

Jackman and Jackman (1983), for example, emphasized “popular” conceptions of class and 

set out “to explore and delineate the place of class in the popular consciousness” (p. 9). Thus, 

the use of the traditional class-placement question was warranted because it captures a 

person’s perception of social class as opposed to an imposed objective class location. 

However, while the traditional class-placement question can be used to investigate a wide 

range of issues, class identities cannot be found in the answers to a simple class-placement 

question. According to social identity theory, social identities are inherently relational. The 

traditional class-placement question not only does not provide any information as to the 

sense of belonging or attachment a person develops as a member of a social class, it also does 

not reveal how the existence of a class identity is dependent on relevant class non-identities 
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(e.g., how much of a middle class identity is determined by not identifying as working 

class?). While it is obvious that a more nuanced measure of subjective class is needed in 

order to analyze class identification from a social psychological perspective, it is necessary to 

first discuss the theoretical and methodological mismatch that has developed between class 

as a position and class as an identity. 

Class as a Position vs. Class as an Identity 

Taken as a whole, there has been a mismatch both theoretically and methodologically 

between the study of social class as an objective indicator of peoples’ position within a social 

structure and their subjective experience of living and interacting within that social structure. 

According to Lawler (2005), this mismatch is due to the fact that, “Historically, theoretical 

analysis of class developed separately from analyses of either culture or identity” (p. 797). 

For instance, while there has been a great deal of debate among class theorists regarding the 

fundamental cleavages of society (e.g., occupation vs. class), most demarcate class in terms 

of objective class locations with little attention given to the subjective dimensions of class. 

The omission of class from identity research is the result of social psychology’s roots in 

psychology, which has mostly left the analysis of class to economics and sociology (Argyle, 

1994; Brown et al., 1996; Fouad & Brown, 2000; Frable, 1997). As a result, what is needed 

is a social psychological approach to social class that theoretically and methodologically 

emphasizes the link between class as a social structure and the individuals who make up this 

structure. Before I can outline such an approach it is essential that I first justify that class is in 

fact a defining factor in people’s lives (as opposed to occupation) and that class identities are 

indeed relevant. 
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The Locus of Class Structure and Identification 

Where is the locus of the foundations of class structure and identification? Is it on 

occupational groupings as Grusky and Sørensen (1998) have suggested, or is it on the broad, 

overarching, nominalist class categories that Portes (2000) has called for? By contrasting the 

realist and nominalist arguments of Grusky and Sørensen and Portes, I argue that the use of 

occupations as the locus of class structure and identification mirrors the tendency in 

sociology to focus on objective (i.e., “real”) divisions in society. However, a nominalist class 

view is a better reflection of social stratification in that it can explain social processes that are 

beyond the scope of a realist class view, such as the intergenerational transmission of class, 

residential patterns, and social identification. 

Grusky and Sørensen (1998) built upon Durkheim to put forth a realist view of class 

relations. In The Division of Labor in Society, Durkheim (1947 [1893]) argued that as work 

becomes more segmented the professional group would play an increasingly important role 

in connecting individuals to the larger “state.” Even though Durkheim did not suggest the 

“extreme disaggregation” that Grusky and Sørensen have proposed, he did avoid the use of 

overwhelmingly aggregate terms to describe social stratification. Using what they called a 

“quasi-Durkheimian third road”, Grusky and Sørensen (1998) advocated a disaggregate 

analysis of social stratification in the form of occupational groupings. Based on a number of 

premises, the authors argued that occupational groupings, contrary to aggregate class 

groupings, represent real cleavages among people in society. First, they argued that 

occupational groupings contribute significantly to the identity of the majority of workers. 

While there is little doubt that people do in fact identify with their occupation and with the 

expectations, statuses, and roles associated with these positions, Grusky and Sørensen 
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considered occupation to be the defining social identity. Second, they argued that people are 

more consistent in their identification with and ranking of occupational groupings than they 

are with aggregate class rankings. Thus, occupational groups are “real,” concrete entities that 

are perceived and experienced directly. Third, they argued that social closure is centered on 

occupations, not aggregate social classes, through the control of private property and 

credentialism. As an extension of this point, they put forth that other aspects of social 

stratification (e.g., housing, social networks) are significantly influenced by occupation. 

Fourth, Grusky and Sørensen argued that people act collectively in the interest of their 

specific occupational groupings, not in the interest of an aggregate class membership. The 

authors supported this with examples of how occupational groupings relate towards superior, 

subordinate, and parallel groupings in the occupational structure. Finally, they argued that 

lives and lifestyles are influenced by and organized around occupational groupings, not 

aggregate classes. 

The realist class view put forth by Grusky and Sørensen is limited in scope in that it 

focuses only on what people directly experience, and in fact, only one dimension of this 

experience, the workplace. Portes (2000) argued against this realist class view and built a 

nominalist class view on what he defined as the four core elements of class analysis. The first 

of these elements is the belief that there is an underlying structure to the inequality 

manifested in society and it cannot be understood in terms of “superficial manifestations” 

(i.e., occupational groupings). Although it could be argued that such things as race and 

gender inequality are reproduced at the occupational level, it is obvious that there are other 

social processes at work. A second key element proposed by Portes was that, “classes are 

defined by their relationships to each other” (p. 259). As I will show, according to social 
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identity theory, it is the relationship between groups that defines a social identity. The 

relationships among people of different occupational groupings are not the only defining 

feature of social interaction in society. Third, an important feature of a class system is the 

unequal distribution of power in society. Power can be distributed through occupations, but is 

also related to human or social capital that may or may not be tied to an individual’s 

occupation. Finally, Portes argued that class is transmitted across generations. Overall, 

Portes’s nominalist class view is centered on explaining broad social processes that cannot be 

understood when class is disaggregated to the occupational level.   

The question then becomes, which is a better indicator of social stratification, a 

nominalist or realist class view? Earlier, I mentioned that a nominalist class view has the 

potential to explain social processes (e.g., the intergenerational transmission of class, 

residential patterns, and social identification) that are beyond the scope of a realist class view 

that disaggregates class down to occupational groupings. The intergenerational transmission 

of class or privilege cannot be supported from a realist class view that focuses on 

occupational groupings. For example, McMurrer and Sawhill (1998) found that the 

correlation between the incomes of fathers and sons in the United States is statistically 

significant at a fairly high level. In addition, they found a correlation between the 

occupations of these two generations. On the surface, this would seem to support the realist 

class view, but McMurrer and Sawhill did not find a correlation between specific occupations 

but between aggregate categories such as blue-collar or white-collar. The fact that a son born 

to a father with a white-collar occupation has an increased chance of working in a white-

collar occupation is not related to the specific occupation of the father as much as it is 
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probably related to other factors such as the income and quality of education available to this 

son.  

Occupational groupings also do not explain the influence of residential patterns in 

society. In a comparison of low income and high income urban areas, Mulvey (2002) found 

that those who lived in high income urban areas reported a higher quality of life than those 

who lived in lower income urban areas. While there might be some correlation between 

occupational grouping and the type of area people live in, there is bound to be a significant 

amount of overlap in residential choice across occupations. This raises the question of what 

would be the difference between a realist class view that focuses on occupational groupings 

and a view that instead focuses on neighborhood groupings? Both would represent “real” 

cleavages among people in society. 

The strength of using a nominalist or class-based approach to social stratification, as 

discussed above, is that aggregate categories allow for a better understanding of a wide range 

of social processes. Occupational groupings can be important in determining a person’s class, 

but there is more to the unequal distribution of resources in society than the distribution of 

people among various occupations. Likewise, an individual’s occupation may be an 

important part of his or her class identity, but other factors are also important, such as: 

inherited class (i.e., parents’ or family’s class), type of occupation (e.g., blue collar, white 

collar), residence, consumption patterns, and social networks. However, it is essential to a 

nominalist view of class identification that people think of themselves in class terms. Thus, 

class identities must be relevant. 
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The Relevance of Class Identities 

Disagreement over the continued relevance of class identities has become one of the 

most divisive issues in class analysis. According to Savage, Bagnall, and Longhurst (2001), 

the study of class has developed into three opposing camps: (1) those who pronounce the 

death of class identities and the futility of class analysis in general (e.g., Bauman, 1982; 

Beck, 1992; Giddens, 1990); (2) those who defend class analysis while acknowledging the 

ambivalence, nonexistence, or avoidance of class identities (e.g., Goldthorpe, 1996, 1998; 

Skeggs, 1997); and (3) those who argue for the continued salience of class identities (e.g., 

Devine, 1992a, 1992b, 1998; Marshall, Newby, Rose, & Vogler, 1988). 

A defining feature of the first camp, especially of the work of Beck and Giddens, is a 

shift in focus from class to the individual (Savage, 2000). From this perspective, structural 

forces continue to be influential but in the modern world individuals are separated from the 

historical foundations from which structural forces arise. For Beck, class is a “zombie 

category.” That is, the idea of class lives on even though the reality of class relations has 

been long dead (Beck & Willms, 2004). This position is summed up in his argument that 

“society can no longer look in the mirror and see social classes. The mirror has been smashed 

and all we have left are the individualized fragments” (Beck & Willms, 2004, p. 107). 

Individuals relate to these fragments reflexively in that they can choose how to act in relation 

to them (e.g., cooperation, opposition, ignorance, denial, etc.) (Beck,1992). For Giddens 

(1990), this reflexivity is present in the constant revision and reinterpretation of social 

relations (i.e., relations that are no longer structurally grounded by class). A criticism of the 

first camp, particularly of Beck and Giddens, is that they provide no clear understanding of 
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how an individual’s relation to social forces, be it reflexive or not, relates to identity 

formation (Savage et al., 2001). 

The second and third camps vary in terms of the salience attributed to class identities, 

but both differ from the first in that they emphasize the influence of social structure on social 

action and therefore the importance of class analysis. Towards one extreme, Goldthorpe’s 

(1996) rational action theory (RAT) claims that class can be analyzed without the existence 

of class identities. According to RAT, an individual’s position in the class structure creates 

class action as individuals make rational choices among the costs and opportunities dictated 

by their social class position. While variations of RAT differ in terms of how much 

psychological agency is allowed to rational actors, the majority of RAT researchers leave 

psychological processes out of the equation. At the other extreme, Marshall et al. (1988) 

argued that class is still one of the most important sources of social identity and bears more 

influence on attitudes and behavior than any other social cleavages. In addition, in a 

qualitative study of middle class identities Devine (2005) found that people, particularly 

Americans, willingly identified themselves with a class and readily refered to class when 

discussing social mobility, the socialization of their children, and the communities they lived 

in. Unlike RAT researchers, scholars from this camp are more likely to focus on the cultural 

dimensions of social structures (Devine & Savage, 2005). 

While there has been an increase in the amount of theoretical debate over the 

relevance of class identities, empirical research on the subject has been limited (Savage, 

2000; Savage et al., 2001). Furthermore, the research that does examine subjective social 

class is limited by the use of the traditional class placement question, with little insight into 

what answers to this question actually mean. Critics such as Kingston (2000) are correct in 
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pointing out the methodological and theoretical inconsistencies of subjective class research. I 

claim that the use of a social identity theory framework would represent a step forward in 

resolving these inconsistencies. 

A Social Identity Theory Approach 

 In outlining a social identity approach to the study of organizational psychology, 

Haslam (2001) criticized the dominant paradigms within this field for using the individual as 

the primary unit of analysis. Taking an alternative approach, he argued that “we need to 

understand how social interaction is bound up with individuals’ social identities – their 

definition of themselves in terms of group memberships” (p. 26). Haslam argued that social 

identity theory can provide organizational psychology with a bridge between structural and 

individual processes.  

The same argument can be made for the study of social class; we need to understand 

how class interaction is bound up with individuals’ social class identities. As I mentioned 

before, most class theorists demarcate class in objective terms (e.g., occupation, income, 

etc.), and those who have examined class subjectively have done so using the traditional class 

placement question. While answers to the class placement question do imply group 

membership to some extent, they reveal nothing in terms of the social interaction that is 

“bound up” in group memberships. Unlike organizational psychology, class analysis has 

moved away from the individual by emphasizing structure or position. Psychology, on the 

other hand, has focused on the individual while mostly ignoring the relationship between 

social class and individual psychological processes (Argyle, 1994; Brown et al., 1996; Fouad 

& Brown, 2000; Frable, 1997). Social identity theory is capable of bridging the structural and 

individual processes that have been the focus of sociology and psychology, respectively. 
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Under the umbrella of social identity theory, individual and societal processes are mutually 

reinforcing. Societal factors play an important role in the development of an individual’s self-

concept, and the motivation to maintain a positive self-concept influences an individual’s 

attitudes and behavior.  

Social identity theory (SIT) was created by Tajfel and his colleagues (e.g., Tajfel, 

1974, 1978a, 1982; Tajfel & Turner, 1979, 1986) in the early to mid 1970s in the context of a 

developing European social psychology that sought to break from what was at the time a 

reductionist, and primarily American, mainstream social psychology (Hogg et al., 1995; 

Hogg & Williams, 2000). Central to this emerging European social psychology was an 

emphasis on the social dimension, which was defined as the social and interactive 

expressions of individuals (Tajfel et al., 1984). The result was a social psychology focused 

on the social contexts of individual thought and behavior. With this attention towards the 

intersections of psychological and structural processes came a reassessment of the self to 

include the influences of collective (i.e., social) relationships. Social identity theory, a theory 

of the collective self, brings together previously independent psychological and social 

concepts such as self-enhancement, ethnocentrism, prejudice, and intergroup conflict through 

the notion of social identity (Hogg & Williams, 2000).  

Social identity theory at its core is a theory of intergroup behavior and intergroup 

conflict. According to Tajfel and Turner (1979, 1986), social interaction is patterned by the 

personal and social relationships shared by the people involved. In some situations 

interaction is guided more by interpersonal relationships (e.g., as in a discussion between a 

husband and wife), while in others group or category membership is the most important 

determining factor (e.g., nationality in a United Nations debate). In the majority of real life 
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situations, social interaction is likely to include elements of both personal and social 

relationships, with the pure form of either extreme unlikely to be found. Social identity 

theory is primarily concerned with the socially derived aspects of a person’s self-concept 

(i.e., social identities) that they bring into the course of social interaction. 

Social identities are derived from the sense of belonging or attachment a person 

develops as a member of a social category or group (Hogg et al., 1995). In order for a social 

category or group to become a social identity (i.e., a part of a person’s self-concept) the 

person in question must subjectively identify themselves with that category or group (Tajfel 

and Turner, 1979, 1986). While identification with a social category or group is necessary it 

is not a sufficient condition for the development of a social identity. Social identities are also 

inherently relational. That is, an identity reflects positively or negatively on a person’s self-

concept based on how the identity compares with relevant outgroups or categories. For 

example, a Catholic social identity might be evaluated against other possible religiosities 

(e.g., is being Catholic “better” than being Lutheran, Muslim, Jewish, atheist, etc.). 

Satisfactory identities become an important part of an individual’s self-concept. 

Unsatisfactory identities are either discarded (if possible) or made more satisfactory through 

more favorable comparisons or through social competition. However, it is important to note 

that the value allocated to a social identity is relative in that its worth depends on the 

dimensions of comparison. For example, it could be possible for a person to positively value 

being working class based on hard work and integrity, while someone who is upper class 

could negatively value their class position based on the guilt of being born into a life of 

luxury. It is in this respect that social identity theory is a promising framework for the 

analysis of the development of subjective class identities.  
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Turner, Hogg, Oakes, Reicher, and Wetherall (1987) simplified social identity theory 

down to two basic hypotheses: (1) people are motivated to maintain positively distinct group 

identities in relation to relevant outgroups; and (2) people will engage in identity 

maintenance strategies when membership in a group is deemed unsatisfactory. The first 

hypothesis developed out of the emergence of ingroup bias in minimal group situations. A 

minimal group is an experimental categorization of people based on relatively meaningless 

criteria. Explaining the emergence of bias towards a group with no previous personal 

meaning was an important step towards understanding how people might act in relation to 

more complex social identities. The second hypothesis developed as a limitation of the first. 

What happens when people hold group identities that are not positively distinct? All other 

hypotheses within social identity theory derive from the hypothesized need for positive 

distinctiveness or the hypothesized identity maintenance strategies of negatively valued 

group members. 

The Positive Distinctiveness Hypothesis 

 The original goal of what became known as minimal group studies was “to establish 

minimal conditions in which an individual will, in his behaviour, distinguish between an 

ingroup and an outgroup” (Tajfel, 1978b, p. 77). The plan was to start with a minimal 

condition, in which no discrimination was expected, with the intention of adding meaning to 

the situation until the point at which discrimination would occur (Haslam, 2001). 

Unexpectedly, subjects consistently chose to reward ingroup members over outgroup 

members even when the rationale for intergroup categorization was essentially meaningless.  

 In 1970, Tajfel conducted a number of minimal group experiments using a sample of 

fourteen and fifteen-year-old schoolboys in Bristol, England. In the first experiment the boys 
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were brought into a lecture hall, eight at a time, and were asked to estimate the number of 

dots that were flashed on a screen in clusters. After this initial task, the boys were then asked 

to participate in a reward distribution experiment wherein they would be required to allot 

money (a tenth of a penny per point) to pairs of individuals. After being informed that they 

were grouped for ease of coding as “overestimators” or “underestimators” based on their 

answers in the flashing-dot task, the subjects were asked to fill out a booklet of reward 

possibilities (See Figure 2.1 for an example of one of the reward matrices). In reality, the 

subjects were not categorized based on task performance, but were randomly sorted into 

groups. Each boy completed this distribution task independently, was never asked to allocate 

money to himself, and was never informed of the names of the people to whom he would be 

allocating money. In the main experimental condition each boy was asked to select from a 

variety of allocation possibilities in which an ingroup member (a fellow overestimator, for 

example) was contrasted with an outgroup member (underestimator). The example in Figure 

2.1 shows that the subjects were forced to favor one individual over another; equal rewards 

were not an option. In this intergroup differentiation condition the vast majority of the boys 

allocated more money to their own group members than outgroup members even though the 

categorization was random and they did not know the names of these group members. Tajfel 

argued that “ingroup discrimination was the deliberate strategy adopted in making intergroup 

choices” (p. 101).  

While Tajfel’s (1970) first experiment found ingroup bias in the minimal group 

condition, his second experiment focused on the nature of the bias. Specifically, he examined 

whether his subjects employed a maximum joint profit strategy (highest combined value of 

ingroup and outgroup allocations), a maximum ingroup profit strategy (highest value for  
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These numbers are rewards for: 
        

Ingroup 
member 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 

Outgroup 
member 

14 13 12 11 10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1 

 
Figure 2.1. Distribution of Reward Choices in Tajfel’s Dot Experiment 
 

 

ingroup, regardless of amount allocated to outgroup), or a maximum difference strategy 

(greatest difference between ingroup and outgroup allocations). Using a similar sample of 

teenage boys, Tajfel replaced the flashing dots with an aesthetic preference task. Each group 

of boys was asked to express their preference for a series of paintings shown on slides (the 

work of Wassily Kandinsky or Paul Klee). Like the first experiment, they were actually 

grouped randomly, but were told that they had been grouped based on their preference for the 

work of Kandinsky or Klee. Following the aesthetic preference task the subjects were asked 

to participate in a reward distribution task, as in the first experiment. In the main 

experimental condition, when the subjects were asked to select rewards between an ingroup 

and outgroup member, they once again consistently gave more rewards to ingroup members. 

In terms of strategy, the boys consistently selected reward distributions that maximized the 

difference in favor of the ingroup member instead of either maximizing joint profit or 

maximizing ingroup profit. Therefore, intergroup differentiation was just as important as 

ingroup bias. 

The key finding of Tajfel’s (1970) original minimal group experiments was the 

emergence of ingroup bias, which took on the form of the maximization of difference 

between ingroup and outgroup members. The key questions that emerged from the minimal 
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group studies, and which led to the development of social identity theory, were: (1) Why did 

people favor the ingroup in what appeared to be a meaningless social context?; and (2) In 

such situations, why did group members seek to maximize the differences between groups, 

rather than focus on maximizing ingroup profit?  

Ingroup Bias 

 The findings of minimal group studies have been replicated using a number of 

different contexts and controlling for a wide variety of variables. While the findings are 

reliable, they are often misinterpreted (Haslam, 2001). The most common misinterpretation 

usually involves the assumption that ingroup bias is the inevitable result of group 

categorization. Tajfel and Turner (1979) were cautious of such deterministic thinking and 

argued that the emergence of ingroup bias is dependent on a number of factors.  

First, Tajfel and Turner (1979) argued that in order for ingroup bias to occur the 

individual must have internalized the group membership; that is, they must have subjectively 

identified with the ingroup. Thus, the relationship between categorization and ingroup bias is 

mediated by identification.3 Grieve and Hogg (1999) tested this mediating relationship by 

arguing that identification is driven by two factors: (1) the need to reduce uncertainty in the 

social world; and (2) the need to maintain or enhance self-esteem. Using a standard minimal 

group study, they found ingroup bias only when subjects were under conditions of subjective 

uncertainty. Under these conditions, ingroup bias was complemented by an elevated sense of 

ingroup identification and self-esteem. In a similar study, Reid and Hogg (2005) found the 

relationship between uncertainty and ingroup bias to be dependent on the relative status of 

                                                 
3 Ironically, we will see that one of the main criticisms of social identity theory, and the minimal group 
paradigm to some extent, has been the reluctance to measure identity directly (Huddy, 2001, 2002). 
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the ingroup (e.g., high uncertainty led to greater ingroup identification among low status 

group members). In both studies, ingroup bias was influenced by identification processes, 

thus supporting Tajfel and Turner’s (1979) warning that categorization by itself is not 

sufficient for ingroup bias. 

Second, Tajfel and Turner (1979) argued that ingroup bias is possible only when the 

social situation allows for comparisons between groups on relevant attributes. Relevant 

comparisons, in this context, refer to evaluations on dimensions that have some bearing on 

the status of the group. For example, national graduate program rankings might be 

considered relevant to the social identification of graduate students with their department. A 

number of studies have found evidence of outgroup favoritism (e.g., Mummendey & 

Schreiber, 1983, 1984) or social cooperation (i.e., mutual acknowledgement of each group’s 

superiority on certain characteristics; see van Knippenberg & Ellemers, 1990) when the task 

or comparison attributes were not relevant to the social identities at hand. In their meta-

analytic examination of status differences and ingroup bias, Bettencourt, Dorr, Charlton, and 

Hume (2001) found patterns of ingroup favoritism and outgroup discrimination to be 

dependent on the status of the group and the relevance of the dimensions of intergroup 

comparison. For example, when the dimensions of comparison were relevant to high status 

group members they were much more likely to evaluate the ingroup positively and outgroups 

negatively. On the other hand, low status group members acknowledged the superiority of 

the high status group when the dimensions of comparison were relevant to this group. 

However, when the conditions were reversed and the dimensions of comparison were 

relevant to the low status group and not the high status group, high status group members not 

only continued to favor their own group, but were more discriminatory of low status groups. 
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Also, as expected low status group members favored themselves on dimensions that were 

relevant to their group identity, but they did not discriminate against high status groups on 

these dimensions. In general, Bettencourt et al. found additional support for the hypothesis 

that high status groups are more likely to display ingroup bias than low status groups. In 

addition, they found that high status groups were not as likely to engage in outgroup 

favoritism or social cooperation even when the dimensions of comparison were not directly 

relevant to the status of their group. These findings highlight the importance of status and the 

relevance of comparison dimensions in intergroup relations. 

A third factor that can influence the emergence of ingroup bias is the relevance of the 

outgroup. Tajfel and Turner (1979) warned that “in-groups do not compare themselves with 

every cognitively available out-group” (p. 41). In order for intergroup differentiation to occur 

the two groups must correlate with one another on contextually relevant attributes. There has 

been a lack of research on outgroup relevance and ingroup bias. This is not surprising given 

the central place of group relevance in social identity theory. For example, it would be 

difficult, if not impossible, to examine the biased behavior of a group of plumbers in relation 

to a group of rodeo clowns, while it would be reasonable to compare Democrats and 

Republicans. The existence of a relationship between two or more groups is the bedrock on 

which social identities are created, maintained, and abandoned. However, Bettencourt et al.’s 

(2001) finding of high-status ingroup bias in irrelevant comparison conditions suggests the 

ingroup favoritism of some social identities can emerge in a variety of social situations, 

regardless of relevance. The adaptability of social identities has led to a multi-theoretical 

explanation of the intersections of bias and social status using principles from social identity 
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theory and the theory of status characteristics and expectation states (Oldmeadow, Platow, 

Foddy, & Anderson, 2003). 

Differentiation 

 According to social identity theory in its classic form, individuals want to maintain or 

enhance a positive self-concept (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). Along with individual 

characteristics (e.g., intelligence or kindness) an individual’s self-concept is influenced by 

the value connotations associated with group or categorical memberships. These value 

connotations are derived in comparison to relevant outgroups on relevant dimensions. 

Therefore, the value of a group membership comes from the comparison, not from the innate 

qualities of the group itself. From this perspective, the maximization of difference strategy 

used by the boys in Tajfel’s (1970) minimal group experiments is justified. In this minimal 

condition, wherein the rationale for group membership was essentially meaningless and there 

was no other source from which to form positive self-concepts, Tajfel’s subjects sought to 

distinguish themselves from the only available outgroup. Had they maximized ingroup profit 

and allowed the outgroup to earn even more, their motivation to be positively distinct would 

not have been released. 

 Moving away from the minimal group situation, Brown (1978) examined the 

intergroup differentiation strategies used by employees of an aircraft engine factory. He 

specifically contrasted the strategies of skilled production (P), development (D), and 

toolroom (T) craftsmen. The latter were involved with the servicing of machines and with the 

manufacture of equipment used by the other two groups (P & D). Thus, the T were at the top 

of the craftsman status hierarchy and were paid accordingly. The P focused on the production 

of finished machines while the D were involved in the development of new engines. Brown 
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found that the remuneration of the two groups varied over time, but that the D considered 

themselves to be the status superiors of the P. In order to examine the intergroup 

differentiation of these three groups Brown asked the workers how they thought wages 

should be structured amongst the three groups. In general, he found that each group sought to 

alter the wage structure in their favor. In particular, each group focused on specific 

outgroups: (1) the P emphasized their similarity to the D and acknowledged the superior 

status of the T; (2) the D also acknowledged the superior status of the T, but attributed a 

much inferior position to the P in comparison to their own; and (3) the T emphasized their 

superiority over both the P and the D. Within these differentiations the T gave themselves 

much less money than the other groups attributed to them but they maximized their 

superiority over these groups by awarding the other groups less money than these groups 

rewarded themselves. 

 Not only is Brown’s (1978) study a good example of social identity theory in practice 

outside of the laboratory, it showed the interaction effects of identification and status. For 

example, the development craftsmen (D) attempted to maintain positive group identities by 

emphasizing their superiority over the P. The P, on the other hand, fostered a positive self-

concept by emphasizing their similarity to the development craftsmen (D). The P, in a sense, 

redrew group lines for their own benefit. How did the actions of the P fit in with social 

identity theory’s emphasis on positive distinctiveness? One explanation comes from optimal 

distinctiveness theory, which is an expansion of social identity theory (Brewer, 1991, 2003). 

According to this theoretical perspective, the motivation for positive group distinctiveness 

that is central to social identity theory is complicated by an equivalent motivation for 

individual uniqueness. According to Brewer (1991), “groups must not only satisfy members’ 
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needs for affiliation and belonging within the group, they must also maintain clear boundaries 

that differentiate them from other groups” (p. 478). Ideally, group memberships are 

“optimally distinct”, meaning that individuals seek to maintain social identities that satisfy 

both needs for distinctiveness and assimilation. Using Brown’s (1978) study as an example, a 

common identification as craftsmen for the workers would not satisfy the motivation for 

distinctiveness within the context of the engine factory. As a result, members of each group 

engaged in strategies that would result in optimally distinct social identities. The toolroom 

craftsmen drew distinctions between themselves and the rest of the lower status craftsmen. 

The development craftsmen acknowledged the superiority of the toolroom craftsmen, but 

distinguished themselves from what they considered to be the inferior production craftsmen. 

Finally, the production craftsmen also acknowledged the superiority of the toolroom 

craftsmen, but dealt with the negative value connotations of their group status by grouping 

themselves with the development craftsmen. Thus, within the context of this factory these 

groups all engaged in different strategies that would make their group identity positively and 

optimally distinct. Predicting the identity maintenance strategies of social groups, particularly 

of low status groups, leads to the second basic hypothesis of social identity theory. 

The Identity Maintenance Strategies of Low-Status Groups 

 Predicting the identity maintenance strategies of low-status groups has become a 

point of contention within social identity theory (Brown, 2000). In its classic form (e.g., 

Tajfel & Turner, 1986), social identity theory postulated that people in low-status groups had 

three options in regards to this group that could lead to a positive self-concept: (1) if possible 

they could leave or cease to identify with the group; (2) they could enhance the value of the 

group by redefining the dimensions on which the group, and relevant outgroups, are 
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compared (this is often labeled “social creativity”); and (3) they could engage in direct 

competition with a higher status group. However, the conflict amongst social identity 

theorists has not centered on the range of identity maintenance possibilities but on predicting 

which one of these strategies a low status group member will use in a specific situation. 

 The bulk of the research on predicting identity maintenance strategies has focused on 

the moderating influence of sociostructural variables (e.g., stability, legitimacy, and 

permeability). According to social identity theory, low status group members should engage 

in collective identity maintenance strategies (i.e., competition, social creativity) when they 

perceive their status inferiority to be stable (i.e., less likely to change) and when group 

boundaries are perceived to be impermeable (i.e., not crossable). In regards to the legitimacy 

of status differences, low status group members should be more likely to engage in direct 

competition with higher status groups when they perceive the status hierarchy to be 

illegitimate. However, legitimate status structures could lead to group disidentification or 

social creativity depending on the permeability and stability of group boundaries 

(Mummendey, Klink, Mielke, Wenzel, & Blanz, 1999b).  

 While there has been some support for these social identity derived hypotheses (e.g., 

Turner & Brown, 1978; Ellemers, 1993), other research has led to contradictory results. For 

example, Mummendey et al. (1999b) conducted a study on the identity maintenance 

strategies of East Germans in relation to West Germans. As expected, they found that 

stability was positively related to direct competition as an identity maintenance strategy. 

However, they also found permeability to be negatively related to social mobility (i.e., 

change of group membership), indicating that low status group members (East Germans in 

this case) only indicated a desire to leave the group when the permeability of group 
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boundaries was perceived to be low. This runs contrary to social identity theory which 

suggests that low status groups would only seek to leave the group if it were a viable option 

to do so; and thus, higher permeability should result in a greater likelihood of social mobility 

as an identity maintenance strategy. In addition, Mummendey et al. found relatively weak 

effects for legitimacy and no relationship between any of the sociostructural variables and 

social creativity as an identity maintenance strategy. They did, however, find that ingroup 

identification significantly mediated or moderated the effects of the sociostructural variables 

on identity maintenance strategies. 

 Identity maintenance strategies appear to vary with social context and sometimes 

because of the sociostructural characteristics within this context. The relationships between 

these sociostructural characteristics and identity maintenance strategies have been found to 

operate in ways that are not consistent with social identity theory (Mummendey et al., 

1999b). However, as Brown (2000, p. 759) argued, “one promising avenue in this regard 

concerns the role of group identification.” A number of studies have found a negative 

relationship between ingroup identification and social mobility as an identity maintenance 

strategy (Abrams, Ando, & Hinkle, 1998; Abrams, Hinkle, & Tomkins, 1999; Ellemers, 

Spears, & Doosje, 1997; Mummendey et al., 1999a, 1999b), but the relationship between 

group identification and other identity maintenance strategies has yet to be fully developed.4 

As a result, one goal of this study is to analyze the relationship between group identification 

as it relates to social class and social creativity as an identity maintenance strategy. 

                                                 
4 For examples of research on group identification and social creativity see Brown and Ross (1982) and the 
meta-analysis conducted by Bettencourt et al. (2001). 
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Limitations of Social Identity Theory 

 Any theoretical perspective that has been employed as often and extensively as social 

identity theory is going to accumulate empirical inconsistencies and theoretical criticisms. 

While a number of reviews have elaborated on some of the limitations of social identity 

theory (see Brown, 2000; Huddy, 2001, 2002), I will only elaborate on those that are relevant 

to this analysis. Over the last two decades social identity theory has developed into one of the 

most significant and popular theories in mainstream social psychology (Hogg, 2006). As a 

result of this popularity the social identity approach has grown to incorporate an inclusive 

and diverse range of conceptual components and explanatory relationships. Thus, some of the 

limitations of social identity theory are concerned with relationships that are not of direct 

interest to this study. The limitations that are of interest to this study include: (1) the 

reluctance to measure identification directly; and (2) the relationship between identification 

and bias. 

The Reluctance to Measure Identification Directly 

 While a vast amount of research inspired by social identity theory has focused on  

the relationship between categorization and ingroup bias (e.g., when does bias occur, what 

factors qualify this relationship, what form does bias take, etc.), much less attention has been 

paid to the development of social identities from categorization. In fact, as Huddy (2001, 

2002) has argued, research using the minimal group situation has been particularly guilty of 

assuming that identification results from mere categorization or is evident from the existence 

of bias along group lines. Social identity theory developed as an explanation for why people 

behaved as they did in minimal group situations. Thus, it was argued that people were biased 

in favor of their group because they identified with this categorization. If there was no 
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identification, presumably there would be no ingroup bias. Despite its importance to the 

creation of social identity theory, the practice of inferring identification from bias has 

become a roadblock to the further development of the theory, particularly when it is applied 

to “real life” situations. 

 While there has been a general reluctance to measure identification directly in social 

identity studies, a growing amount of research has been dedicated to this endeavor (Brown et 

al., 1986; Cameron, 2004; Ellemers, Kortekaas, & Ouwerkerk, 1999; Hinkle, Taylor, Fox-

Cardamone, & Crook, 1989; Jackson, 2002; Karasawa, 1991; Kelly, 1988). Of greatest 

concern in regards to the measurement of social identification has been the dimensionality of 

the concept (Cameron, 2004). For example, some studies have found a bifurcate identity 

structure with positively phrased items forming one factor and negatively phrased items 

forming the other (Brown et al., 1986; Kelly, 1988). Other studies have found cognitive and 

affective aspects of identification to form independent but correlated factors of a larger 

identity structure (Ellemers et al., 1999; Hinkle et al., 1989; Jackson, 2002). However, 

Karasawa’s (1991) study of Japanese students found no evidence of separate cognitive and 

affective dimensions. Most recently, Cameron (2004) has developed a three-factor model of 

social identification that includes both cognitive and affective factors along with a third 

factor of identification that taps into the interdependence of group members. Unlike some of 

the operationalizations of identification in that past, Cameron’s model is grounded on a 

theoretical explanation for multidimensionality. 

 Deaux (1996) has argued that there are three basic mechanisms of identification: (1) 

the cognitive process of self-categorization; (2) the affective meaning of categorization; and 

(3) the interdependence of group members. The cognitive process of self-categorization in 
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social identity theory is represented by a person’s knowledge of a group membership along 

with the value connotations associated with this membership. Cameron (2004) 

operationalized this mechanism of identification under the label “centrality.” Cameron’s 

centrality factor was developed to capture the importance and accessibility of the group 

identity. While the word accessibility conjures up a slightly different image than mere 

knowledge of a group membership, Cameron’s focus on the cognitive accessibility of a group 

identity acknowledged the fact that “each of us belongs to many social groups, and yet these 

memberships are not likely to be of equivalent psychological meaning, or formative behavior 

at a given time” (p. 241). 

 That group memberships have affective meaning for those who hold them has been 

acknowledged by social identity theorists for over a quarter of a century (e.g., Tajfel, 1978a). 

However, this dimension of identification has often been ignored in favor of more cognitive 

factors. Cameron (2004) labeled the affective factor “ingroup affect.” The items that 

compose this factor refer to the emotions associated with group membership (e.g., “In 

general, I’m glad to be middle class”). The more cognitive models of social identification 

have conceptualized affect to be a result of categorization processes (Deaux, 1996). On the 

other hand, by including an emotional factor in his model Cameron (2004) made affect an 

intrinsic component of identification.  

 The third mechanism of identification according to Deaux (1996), the 

interdependence of group members, involves concrete relationships among group members. 

The interpretation of interdependence from a social identity theory perspective is complex. 

Group members are dependent on one another in that they need each other for the group to 

exist, but are they interdependent in a reward-cost exchange manner? That is, do people 
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develop social identities and favor the ingroup because they expect to be treated similarly at 

some later time? This alone would not explain the actions of participants in minimal group 

experiments who for all intents and purposes may never be members of that group again. The 

proposed interdependence of group members marks the boundary of what social identity 

theory can explain in terms of societal and individual processes. Social identity theory does 

not attempt to explain the joint-action of group members. However, if interdependence is 

conceptualized as the psychological ties that can bind a person to a group (and to other group 

members), interdependence influences the identification of a person with a group. Cameron 

(2004) operationalized this notion of interdependence under the label “ingroup ties.” This 

factor was created to evaluate the extent to which a person feels a part of the group. 

 Cameron’s (2004) three-factor model of social identity has been used to assess 

identification with a number of group memberships including identification as a university 

student, as a male or female, as a citizen of a nation (Cameron, Duck, Terry, & Lalonde, 

2005), and as a self-generated interest group member (Obst & White, 2005).5 In addition, the 

three-factor model has consistently been found to be the best-fitting model (in comparison to 

one and two-factor alternatives) in each of these cases. The three factors have also been 

found to be differently related to other theoretically relevant variables such as collective self-

esteem, authoritarianism, perceived cohesion, and self-construal as 

independent/interdependent (Cameron, 2004). However, there has been relatively little use of 

this model in a larger social identity framework and little is known about exactly how each 

factor relates to ingroup bias, positive distinctiveness, or identity maintenance. Therefore, 

                                                 
5 Membership in a self-generated interest group was operationalized by allowing subjects to identify with a 
group/category that was of most interest to them (Obst & White, 2005). 
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another goal of this study is to add to the extant literature on the measurement of social 

identification by applying Cameron’s three-factor model to the basic hypotheses of social 

identity theory. 

The Relationship between Identification and Bias 

 As mentioned before, a fundamental assumption of social identity theory is that 

ingroup bias is a product of identification with a social group and the need to maintain a 

positive evaluation of the self. A number of social identity theorists have inferred from this 

assumption that the degree (or strength) of group identification should then relate to the 

magnitude of ingroup bias (Brown, 2000). Attempts to validate this hypothesis have been 

somewhat inconclusive. In support of this hypothesis a number of studies have found that 

highly identified subjects exhibit more ingroup bias than their less-identified peers in both 

perceptual (e.g., Struch & Schwartz, 1989) and real (e.g., Brown, Maras, Masser, Vivian, & 

Hewstone, 2001) intergroup contexts.6 On the contrary, Hinkle and Brown (1990) analyzed 

the results from fourteen studies that had correlated these two variables and found varying 

amounts of support and nonsupport for the identification-bias hypothesis. Thus, they 

concluded that group identification would not always correlate with ingroup bias. Their 

conclusion was not surprising given that the identification-bias hypothesis was not a part of 

social identity theory as it was originally stated. According to Turner (1999), ingroup bias is 

just one possible identity maintenance strategy. Therefore, it becomes necessary to identify 

the conditions under which the degree of group identification will relate to bias. The bulk of 

                                                 
6 By perceptual I mean that subjects were asked to evaluate how they perceive their own group in relation to an 
outgroup. For example, Struch and Schwartz (1989) surveyed a sample of Jerusalem residents about their 
intergroup relations with ultraorthodox Jews. Brown et al. (2001), on the other hand, surveyed a group of 
British ferry passengers who actually had an intergroup conflict with the outgroup (French fishermen) during 
the execution of the study. 
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the research in this area is centered on individual differences in the propensity to identify 

with an ingroup. 

 In an attempt to explain the inconsistencies of the relationship between identification 

and bias, Hinkle and Brown (1990) developed a taxonomic model that distinguished people 

based on their position on an individualist-collectivist dimension crossed with their position 

on an autonomous-relational dimension. In general, Hinkle and Brown proposed that social 

identity processes would only emerge when people hold a collectivist orientation and are 

comparative (i.e. relational) in nature.7 Brown, Hinkle, Ely, Fox-Cardamone, Maras, and 

Taylor (1992) tested this model and found moderate support for this hypothesis in that 

subjects identified more strongly with the ingroup and were more likely to exhibit ingroup 

bias when they held collectivist and comparative orientations. However, Perreault and 

Bourhis (1999) have argued that the contradictory results found in Hinkle and Brown’s 

(1990) survey, and the weak to moderate support for the Hinkle-Brown model, were the 

consequence of measuring multiple dimensions of identification (e.g., cognitive and 

affective) on one scale. As a result, this criticism echoes the call for a multidimensional 

measure of social identification. 

 Building on their criticism of the Hinkle-Brown model, Perreault and Bourhis 1998, 

1999) examined the relationship between identification and bias by drawing a distinction 

between the degree of ingroup identification and the quality of ingroup identification. The 

former refers to the strength of an individual’s ingroup identification and the later refers to 

the affective evaluation of the ingroup. In one study, Perreault and Bourhis (1998) found the 

                                                 
7 “Comparative” in this sense refers to the extent to which people compare themselves with other outgroups. For 
example, a class study group could be thought of as non-comparative, while the same group could become 
comparative when involved in a class debate situation. 
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relationship between identification and ingroup bias to be moderated by both the type of 

identification (i.e., degree vs. quality) and the timing of the identification (i.e., measured 

before or after participants were asked to allocate rewards to ingroup and outgroup 

members). Specifically, the degree of identification was correlated with ingroup bias when 

measured before and after the group allocation task, with the post-task correlation being 

stronger. To the contrary, the quality of ingroup identification was only correlated with bias 

when measured after the group allocation task. This second finding supported the authors’ 

hypothesis, and a main assumption of social identity theory, that people are biased in favor of 

the ingroup in order to foster a more positive social identity. The first finding supported 

Perreault and Bourhis’s hypothesis that identification with an ingroup increases bias, which 

in turn leads to an increased identification with the ingroup in “a reinforcing cycle of ingroup 

identification and discrimination” (p. 62). 

 Perreault and Bourhis’s (1998, 1999) treatment of the identification-bias relationship 

elaborated and clarified what was an inconsistently supported hypothesis. However, their 

approach overemphasized the degree or strength of identification and was limited to the 

minimal group setting. While their finding that affective identification dimensions only 

become relevant post-bias should have led to a more thorough analysis of the various 

dimensions of identity in regards to bias, the majority of their subsequent research focused on 

a single dimension at a time (e.g., Amiot & Bourhis, 2005; Perreault & Bourhis, 1999). In 

addition, as I have discussed earlier, more recent research has found social identity to be 

three-dimensional, with the degree of identification separated into two independent factors, 

centrality and ingroup ties (Cameron, 2004). Therefore, another goal of this study is to 
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examine the relationship between identification and bias using Cameron’s three-dimensional 

model of identification. 

Social Identity and Class 

 Social identity theory developed in the context of a post-World War II European 

social psychology (Hogg, 2006). The difference between this European social psychology 

and what was the dominant paradigm at the time (American and reductionist) can best be 

summed up by this argument put forth by Tajfel et al. (1984): 

Social psychology can and must include in its theoretical and research preoccupations a direct 
concern with the relationship between human psychological functioning and the large-scale social 
processes and events which shape this functioning and are shaped by it. (p. 3) 
 

However, despite this call to focus on “large-scale social processes” the treatment of class as 

a social identity has been conspicuously absent. This could be due in part to the perception 

that class is not salient to the identities of most Americans. Even if this were the case, and I 

argue that it is not, it would not explain the lack of a social identity approach to class 

elsewhere around the world. Another explanation could be the avoidance of class in 

psychology as a whole (Argyle, 1994; Brown et al., 1996; Fouad & Brown, 2000; Frable, 

1997). Whatever the reasons may be, it could be argued that class, perhaps the most 

influential of all “large-scale social processes,” has yet to be examined from a social identity 

theory perspective.  

 By focusing on social identity processes, I will explore class categorization 

subjectively in favor of the objective conceptualizations that have historically dominated 

class analysis. To borrow a phrase from Beverley Skeggs (2004), this study “has a very 

different perspective on class to some of the ones usually taken” (p. 4). For instance, I am not 

concerned with fitting people into categories and I do not focus on defining or measuring 
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class as such. However, I am interested in how people classify themselves, and I do define 

and measure social identifications with class, leaving the criterion of class membership open 

to the individual. In a sense, I will focus on those whom Lamont (2000) has called the “class 

identified.” Because of this, it is entirely possible for the middle class identified in this study 

to vary by objective class locations. In fact, I expect this to be the case. The rationale for this 

focus, I argue, is tied to the social identity premise that people act in favor of groups with 

which they identify and not necessarily based on their objective positions in a social 

structure. Thus, outside of the influence of objective class locations on subjective class 

identification, there is no reason to assume that people would act along objective class lines, 

however they may be defined. 

 Before I can apply social identity theory to social class, I should mention that this 

study will focus on the class identifications and relations of the middle class. There are two 

reasons for this focus. First, when asked to place oneself in a class category, a large 

percentage of people select “middle class.” Second, it would be difficult to exaggerate the 

extent to which “middle class” has pervaded the American lexicon. Legislators and 

politicians use the term indiscriminately to refer to what they believe, or hope, is the majority 

of the American public. Perhaps this is fitting given the findings of Brian Cashell (2007) 

discussed earlier. As a result, the middle class, more than any other potential class, appear to 

be the most prominent class category in the United States. Of course, the apparent 

inclusiveness of the middle class category leads me to question whether people actually 

identify with this class as a group or if it has become a common label or adjective.8 If the 

                                                 
8 For example, to what is the phrase “middle class values” referring? Does it refer to the values of the middle 
class, as a group? Or does it refer to a type of value system, best described by the adjective “middle class.”  
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former is true, social identity hypotheses should apply, with social class representing a social 

identity. This would not be the case if class operates more as a descriptive term than as a 

group membership. Exploring this question is beneficial to both class analysis—which has 

historically been unable to confirm or deny class identification—and to social identity theory, 

which has never truly been applied to a grouping that might not be a source of identification.  

Lamont and the Class Identified 

Michéle Lamont has written two books in which she has explored the boundaries of 

class. In The Dignity of Working Men (2000), she inductively explored the lives of black and 

white working class men. In her earlier work—Money, Morals, and Manners (1992)—she 

did the same with upper middle class men. In these works, Lamont found that the working 

class and the middle class used different strategies to distinguish class boundaries when 

comparing their own social class to the other group. From a social identity perspective, these 

men used different dimensions to evaluate intergroup relations depending on the relative 

status of their group in relation to a specific outgroup. Lamont did not word it as such, but the 

men in her study appeared to be using identity maintenance strategies to maintain a positive 

social class identity. Working from this premise, I will use Lamont’s analyses of working and 

middle class men to build a social identity framework of middle class identities. Instead of 

comparing the intergroup relations of the working and middle class, I will focus on the 

middle class and how they identify as a both a high and low status group when compared to 

the working class or upper class, respectively. 

The Working Class Identified 

I conclude that workers are not condemned to think of themselves as losers due to their failure to 
realize the material version of the American dream. (Lamont, 2000, p. 147) 
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 The above quote raises the question, if those who identify themselves as working 

class do not evaluate themselves in terms of socioeconomic success, then how do they define 

themselves?9 Working from the premise that these men would not be able to compete with 

socioeconomic standards of success, Lamont (2000) focused on how they established 

alternative dimensions of self-worth. In the interviews with these men three themes 

developed regarding their perceptions of class, self-worth, and identity: (1) the working class 

consistently established an alternative dimension of class self-worth based on morality; (2) 

these men used moral standards to distinguish themselves from higher status others 

(including those they perceived to be middle class); and (3) the working class resorted to 

socioeconomic dimensions of self-worth when comparing themselves to lower status others 

(i.e., lower class, poor). Working from these three themes I will show how they reflect social 

identity processes, particularly ingroup favoritism and differentiation.10 

 As mentioned before, previous research has shown that members of low status groups 

will acknowledge the superiority of higher status groups on dimensions of comparison that 

favor these groups (Bettencourt et al., 2001). Lamont (2000) found a similar pattern in her 

study of working class men. These men were aware of their own socioeconomic position in 

relation to those above (whom Lamont labeled “the upper half”). In fact, a good percentage 

of these men (33% of white and 50% of black working class) continued to equate worth with 

                                                 
9 Lamont used socioeconomic characteristics to distinguish the working class from the middle class and other 
groups. A person had to be a full-time worker in a blue-collar or low-status white collar job (i.e., a job that 
requires little supervision of others), without a college education in order to qualify as working class. 
10 One limitation of using Lamont’s work is that she focused primarily on men. As a result, it would be naïve to 
assume that the same processes exist among working and middle class women. Stuber’s (2006) analysis of 
working and middle class college students (both men and women) verified many of Lamont’s (1992, 2000) 
findings, but it should be noted that the intersection of class and gender was not a focus of this study and was 
not investigated as such. 
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socioeconomic status.11 However, the majority of these men were critical of their 

socioeconomic superiors on moral grounds. According to Lamont, “most workers disentangle 

socioeconomic and moral worth” (p. 147). These men developed “alternative definitions of 

success” based on honesty, integrity, responsibility, being hardworking, and providing for the 

family. Unlike social identity research (e.g., Bettencourt et al., 2001) that has found low 

status group members to be less likely to discriminate against higher status groups, these men 

were extremely critical in their conceptions of those in superior economic positions as being 

dishonest, untrustworthy, and immoral. Following social identity theory, these men achieved 

positive distinctiveness by favoring the ingroup (working class) while differentiating 

themselves from the outgroup (upper middle class) on moral definitions of success.  

In contrast, Lamont found that these same men were more than willing to equate 

socioeconomic success with moral worth when evaluating the lower class, the poor, or the 

unemployed. Thus, these men established self-worth on two dimensions: socioeconomic 

success and morality. As an identity maintenance strategy, they defined the importance of 

these dimensions depending on the status of the relevant outgroup. For example, they 

acknowledged that the middle class were in a superior socioeconomic position, but believed 

that this advantage came at the expense of personal integrity, honesty, and morality. The 

lower class and the poor, however, were thought to owe their disadvantaged position to a 

combination of socioeconomic and moral flaws. That is, their distorted value system (e.g., 

laziness) was the source of their poor socioeconomic position.  

                                                 
11 These men would most likely fall under “middle class identified” in the present study. 
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The Middle Class Identified 

 Prior research has found that high status groups are more likely to display bias than 

low status groups and are likely to do so even when the dimensions of comparison are not 

relevant to the status of their group (Bettencourt et al., 2001). As a result, it should be no 

surprise that Lamont’s (1992) interviews with upper middle class men revealed a tendency to 

stress material achievement as the defining indicator of success while simultaneously 

incorporating other evaluations into this definition. For example, Lamont (2000) found that, 

“for many professionals and managers I talked to, socioeconomic success and moral worth 

go hand in hand, the former confirming the latter” (p. 146). Thus, while both the working 

class and middle class–identified in Lamont’s interviews valued providing for their families 

and being hardworking, only the middle class equated these issues with material success. For 

example, while the working class defined providing for the family as providing for basic 

needs (e.g., shelter, food, clothing) the middle class were more likely to focus on such things 

as providing a college education or a nice house—things that stem from economic success. 

Also, while hardworking might mean showing up for work everyday and not being lazy for 

someone who identifies with the working class, being hardworking was more likely to be tied 

to performance (e.g., promotions, salary) for someone in the middle class. As a result, in 

Lamont’s research, those who identified with the middle class achieved positive 

distinctiveness from the working class by evaluating the ingroup on primarily, but not 

exclusively, socioeconomic definitions of success. 

 As far as this study is concerned, the question then becomes, do the middle class–

identified develop alternative dimensions of self-worth (e.g., moral) when they compare 

themselves with people or groups that are better off than they are? That is, like the working 
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class in Lamont’s (2000) research, do the middle class downplay their socioeconomic 

position when it is no longer a source of positive social distinctiveness? The answers to these 

questions depend on the nature of intergroup relations for those who identify as middle class. 

It is possible that the boundaries dividing the middle class and the upper class differ from the 

boundaries that separate the working class from the middle class. Thus, I argue that the 

identity maintenance strategies of the middle class identified depend on their ideological 

beliefs about the sociostructural characteristics of class relations. For example, if a middle 

class person believes that achieving an upper class status is possible, he or she will be less 

likely to be biased against this potential ingroup. In social identity terms, the extent to which 

the middle class differentiate themselves from the upper class depends on the permeability, 

legitimacy, and stability of the relations between these groups. 

Sociostructural Characteristics of Intergroup Relations 

 In the economic and political study of public support for income redistribution there 

is a popular idea that many Americans oppose aggressive tax plans because they believe that 

they, or their children, might one day be rich (Benabou & Ok, 2001). This is known as the 

“prospect of upward mobility” (POUM) hypothesis. In social identity research, the 

possibility of mobility is referred to as permeability and joins stability and legitimacy as 

sociostructural characteristics of intergroup relations. As is implied in the POUM hypothesis, 

these characteristics do not necessarily reflect the actual structure of group relations, but 

represent perceptions of the people involved. Research on the identity maintenance strategies 

of social groups, particularly low status groups, has found that strategy choice depends on 

these perceptions. For example, people are more likely to attempt, or believe in, upward 

mobility when group boundaries are believed to be permeable. For the middle class, 



 50

perceptions of intergroup permeability, legitimacy, and stability are expected to influence not 

only the extent to which a person identifies with his or her social class, but also the likelihood 

of using social creativity to maintain a positive social class identity. Thus, I will address each 

of these characteristics in turn as they relate to social class as a social identity. 

Permeability  

In the case of social class, two factors characterize the permeability of interclass 

relations: mobility and distinctiveness. Mobility refers to the ability of a person to move from 

one class to another. In the United States, perceptions of class mobility are often based on a 

meritocracy ideology—meaning that status differences are thought to be the result of merit 

(Major, Kaiser, O’Brien, & McCoy, 2007). This ideology contains two main components: (1) 

the belief in individual mobility; and (2) the belief in the Protestant work ethic. People who 

truly believe in individual mobility expect that anyone can get ahead, or achieve a higher 

status, regardless of their class origins. Thus, class relations are increasingly permeable the 

more a person believes in individual mobility. The second component of a meritocratic 

ideology, the belief in the Protestant work ethic, associates success with hard work, talent, or 

innate ability. Simply put, success is tied to merit. People who believe in the Protestant work 

ethic expect that hard work and ability are mechanisms through which advancement is 

possible, regardless of social position. Greater acceptance of a meritocratic ideology 

indicates that class relations are perceived to be permeable.  

Permeability can also be characterized as the distinctiveness of group memberships. 

Social classes are distinct to the extent that members of different classes are identifiable.  For 

example, if it is easy for someone who is middle class to “pass” as upper class, then the 

permeability of middle-to-upper class relations is high. On the other hand, if one believes that 
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there is something about being upper class that is unattainable to the middle class (e.g., style, 

grace, refinement, etc.), then perceptions of permeability would be low. Whereas a belief in a 

meritocractic ideology captures the perceived likelihood that class members can achieve 

upward class mobility in time, distinctiveness depicts something different in the form of class 

relations as they exist in the present. For instance, is it possible to tell apart a middle class 

person from an upper class person? Can a working class person “pass” as middle class? The 

answers to these questions attest to the distinctiveness of class groups. 

Both factors, mobility and distinctiveness, address the boundaries that separate one 

group from another. Permeability represents the ability to cross these boundaries. However, it 

must be noted that the acceptance of a meritocratic ideology, or a belief in the distinctiveness 

of class groups, does not necessarily apply to all interclass relations. For example, a middle 

class person may believe that the boundaries between the working and middle class are 

increasingly permeable, while the boundaries between the middle and upper classes are not. 

The sociostructural characteristics of group relations are subjective manifestations, not 

objective indicators. As a result, disagreement and cross-group inconsistencies should be 

expected. 

Legitimacy 

 While permeability is a characteristic of the boundaries between groups, legitimacy is 

a characteristic of the structure of group relations. When group relations are perceived to be 

legitimate, the relative statuses of the groups are justified as “the deserved outcome of a just 

procedure” (Terry & O’Brien, 2001, p. 274). Regarding social class, the belief that class 

relations are legitimate is essentially a support for the status quo. As such, members of the 

upper class are thought to deserve their advantageous social position because they have 
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earned it, have greater ability, or are more worthy. On the other hand, when group relations 

are thought to be illegitimate, status inequalities can be questioned. Because of the inherently 

hierarchical nature of class as a concept it is not possible to suggest that the middle class 

should be better off than the upper class. However, it is possible to question the extent of the 

inequalities between class groupings. For example, the belief in an illegitimate class structure 

could emerge as the support for greater class equality. A belief in legitimate class relations, 

on the other hand, represents the acceptance of class inequality. 

Stability 

 Intergroup relations are stable when they do not change over time. Using 

Mummendey et al.’s (1999b) example, the belief that West Germans had been and would 

continue to be better off than East Germans was a perception of stability. Regarding social 

class, the belief in the existence of a class structure implies a stable hierarchy of relationships 

(e.g., the lower class, by definition, cannot achieve a higher status than the upper class). 

There are, however, a number of other ways on which a class structure can change. For 

instance, a class structure can change in terms of the proportion of the population in each 

class. To examine perceptions of the shape of class structures over time, Evans, Kelley, and 

Kolosi (1992) developed a pictorial approach to class. In this approach, people are presented 

with diagrams that represent different class arrangements (see Figure 2.2). They are then 

asked to select the shape that best describes the class structure today, thirty years ago, and 

thirty years from now. By using this pictorial approach, it is possible to assess perceptions of 

class stability as well as the perceived movement of a class structure over time. For example, 

if a person selects a pyramid shape (Type B in Figure 2.2) for the class structure today, thirty 

years ago, and thirty years from now, that is a perception of stability. The shapes are also 
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Figure 2.2. Evans, Kelley, and Kolosi’s (1992) Depiction of Social Class 
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constructed so that as you move from Type A to Type E, there is a trend towards upward 

mobility. That is, the majority of the population moves from the bottom half of the class 

structure in Type A to the top half in Type E. Thus, a choice of Type C for the class structure 

today, and Type E for the class structure thirty years from now, represents a perception of 

upward mobility. When class relations appear to be stable, it is expected that people should 

be more likely to identify with their social class and undertake strategies to maintain a 

positive class identity. If class relations appear to be unstable, however, the boundaries 

between groups are less clear, thus complicating class identification. How people identify 

with their class when the class structure is perceived to be unstable depends on two things: 

the position of their class in the overall class structure, and the direction of the perceived 

instability (upward or downward). 

Taken together, perceptions about the sociostructural characteristics of interclass 

relations are expected to influence class identification and class bias. In this study, I argue 

that the strategies employed by the middle class to maintain a positive social class identity 

depend on these characteristics (permeability, legitimacy, and stability) as well as the relative 

status of the middle class as a group. Therefore, contrary to Centers’ (1940) groundbreaking 

psychological study of social class, class categorization is not enough to declare class 

identification. Contrary to Kingston (2000) as well, the lack of a match between class 

categorization and objective class location does not negate the existence of class 

identification. Reiterating Cashell (2007), what constitutes a class is relative and subjective. 

Analyzing how people define the boundaries between class groupings, and how they relate to 

other classes, is as important to class identification as is any claim to a class category. I have 

discussed the benefits of using a social identity approach to address the relative and 
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subjective bases of social class. The next step is to turn from theory to practice and apply 

social identity theory to an empirical study of social class. 

The Plan of the Present Study 

The plan of the present study was to incorporate social identity theory into an analysis 

of class identification. Specifically, I focused on the identification strategies of people who 

identified themselves as middle class. As I have mentioned before, social identity theory can 

be simplified down to two basic hypotheses (Turner et al., 1987). First, people are motivated 

to maintain positively distinct social identities. Second, people will engage in identity 

maintenance strategies when a social identity is not positively distinct. Building on the work 

of Lamont (1992, 2000), I have argued that the ability of the middle class to maintain a 

positively distinct class identity depends on the class to which they are compared. In order to 

test this argument, in this study, middle class participants were randomly selected into one of 

two experimental conditions. In the first condition, middle class participants were asked to 

make downward comparisons with the working class. In the second condition, middle class 

participants made upward comparisons with the upper class. Through this experimental 

design, I examined middle class identification in two different interclass contexts. 

In addition to the importance of interclass context, I have also argued that class 

identification depends on the sociostructural characteristics of interclass relations. That is, the 

permeability, legitimacy, and stability of the relations between classes were also expected to 

influence class identification processes. Pulling these arguments together, I focused on one of 

the mechanisms through which positive distinctiveness is maintained: ingroup bias. 

Social identity theory does not assume there will be a direct relationship between 

categorization and bias (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). For instance, Oakes, Haslam, and Turner 
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(1994) argued that bias is dependent on the status, salience, and degree of group 

identification, as well as on the importance and relevance of intergroup comparative 

dimensions. Other researchers have also found ingroup bias to be influenced by the 

sociostructural characteristics of intergroup relations (Bettencourt et al., 2001; Mummendey 

et al., 1999a, 1999b). Therefore, I considered each of these variables as I developed testable 

hypotheses in line with a social identity approach to social class. 

The Impact of Interclass Context on Class Identification 

In the research on identity salience, much importance is given to predicting which 

identities are likely to be invoked in a given situation (Stryker, 1980). In this study, I was 

only interested in one particular identity, class identity, and not its position in a hierarchy of 

identities. Thus, I was primarily concerned with manipulating a condition in which 

individuals would be ready to act on a class identity, if they have one, in relation to a specific 

outgroup. The importance of salience to social identity processes is significant. The 

motivation to achieve a positive social identity only exists in contexts in which an identity is 

salient. Manipulating identity salience is less problematic in minimal group studies, where 

experimental conditions help to ensure the salience of the identity in question. However, in a 

survey design, as was used in this study, it is more difficult to control the context in which 

people are being asked to invoke an identity. The main rationale for the experimental design 

used in this study was to exert some control over the salience of interclass relations. The idea 

was that by asking people to think in specific interclass terms, the status of the identity in 

relation to a specific outgroup class would become salient. 

Regarding group status and identification, previous research has found that members 

of higher status groups tend to identify more with their ingroups than members of low status 
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groups (Bettencourt et al., 2001). In this study, participants who were asked to make 

comparisons with the upper class could be considered a relatively low status group, while 

those who made comparisons with the working class could be considered a relatively high 

status group.12 As I mentioned before, one of the goals of this study was to apply Cameron’s 

(2004) three-factor model of identification to the context of interclass relations. The three 

factors of this model (centrality, ingroup affect, ingroup ties) have been constructed as 

independent, but related, dimensions of identification. Therefore, in this study the three 

factors were hypothesized to relate similarly to differences in status. Therefore: 

• Hypothesis 1: Members of the middle class would have higher levels of class 

identification when comparing themselves to the working class, than when comparing 

themselves to the upper class. 

Interclass Context and the Sociostructural Characteristics of Interclass Relations 

Mummendey et al. (1999) have argued that predictions regarding the sociostructural 

characteristics of intergroup relations need to be adapted to the specific context at hand. 

However, while many researchers have focused on the relations between these characteristics 

and other social identity processes, such as identification and bias, there has been no research 

that I am aware of that has compared multiple intergroup contexts in terms of permeability, 

legitimacy, or stability. In the present study, I was able to make predictions regarding two 

different sets of intergroup relations. For some characteristics, I expected the two conditions 

to differ. For instance, I predicted that the boundaries between the middle class and the 

working class would be seen as more permeable than the boundaries between the middle and 

                                                 
12 To avoid confusion, I will try to use the term “experimental condition” when referring to the status of the 
groups. Participants in both groups categorized themselves as middle class. Thus, status differences are a result 
of the relative position of the middle class to the comparison class. 
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the upper class. I also predicted that the relations between the middle class and the working 

class would be seen as more legitimate than the relations between the middle class and the 

upper class. Finally, working from the assumption that perceptions of the stability of the class 

structure as a whole should not change with the experimental manipulation of interclass 

context, I expected there to be no stability differences between the two groups. Thus:  

• Hypothesis 2: Middle class–working class relations would be seen as more permeable 

than middle class–upper class relations. 

• Hypothesis 3: Middle class–working class relations would be seen as more legitimate 

than middle class–upper class relations. 

• Hypothesis 4: Perceptions of class stability would not differ across experimental 

conditions. 

The Impact of Interclass Context on Ingroup Bias 

Prior research has found that, on average, higher status groups express more bias than 

lower status groups, favor the ingroup more than lower status groups, and are more 

unfavorable towards outgroups than are lower status groups (Bettencourt et al., 2001). 

However, depending on the dimension of comparison, this pattern can reverse. Lower status 

groups are often more biased and more favorable to the ingroup when the dimension of 

comparison is relevant to the identity of the lower status group. In other words, lower status 

groups often exploit alternative dimensions, irrelevant to the basis for their subordinate 

status, on which they may claim positive distinctiveness over other groups. This pattern of 

emphasizing ingroup superiority on alternative dimensions is characteristics of social 

creativity as an identity maintenance strategy. In this study, I defined the status relevant 

dimension in terms of the evaluation of a group’s success, power, competitiveness, and 



 59

confidence, and labeled this dimension “success bias.” On the other hand, I defined the 

alternative, status irrelevant dimension in terms of the evaluation of a group’s moral 

superiority (e.g., honest, good, sincere, moral), and labeled this dimension “moral bias.” 

Including these two dimensions in the same study allowed for a comparison of how members 

of the middle class develop a positive social class identity along either status relevant 

(success) or irrelevant (moral) dimensions, when compared to either the working class or the 

upper class. Thus, it was predicted that:  

• Hypothesis 5: People in the middle class would exhibit ingroup bias on the moral 

dimension in both experimental conditions, but would exhibit more moral bias when 

making comparisons with the upper class. 

• Hypothesis 6: People in the middle class would exhibit ingroup bias on the success 

dimension when making comparisons with the working class, but would exhibit 

outgroup bias on the success dimension when making comparisons with the working 

class. 

• Hypothesis 7: Regarding ingroup evaluations, people in the middle class would 

evaluate the ingroup more favorably—on both the moral and success dimensions—

when comparing themselves to the working class, than when comparing themselves 

to the upper class. 

In addition to the success and moral dimensions of bias, middle class participants 

were also asked to describe how warm or cold they felt towards ingroup and outgroup 

members. They were also asked to make allocation decisions regarding the dissemination of 

tax rebates and tax increases to ingroup and outgroup members. It was predicted that: 



 60

• Hypothesis 8: People in the middle class would be biased in favor of the ingroup on 

allocation decisions (Tajfel matrices), and in terms of feelings of warmth and 

closeness. 

The Mediating Effect of Class Identification 

 As mentioned before, attempts to validate the relationship between the degree of 

ingroup identification and the amount of ingroup bias have been inconclusive (see Hinkle & 

Brown, 1990). In theory, group identification and the sociostructural characteristics of 

intergroup relations are expected to influence the identity maintenance strategies of group 

members (e.g., ingroup bias). Specifically, the permeability, legitimacy, and stability of 

intergroup relations are expected to influence ingroup bias through their relationship with 

group identification (Mummendey et al., 1999; Terry & O’Brien, 2001). That is, 

identification is expected to mediate the relationships between these sociostructural 

characteristics and ingroup bias. Thus,  

• Hypothesis 9: The relationships between permeability, legitimacy, stability and 

ingroup bias would be mediated by class identification. 

However, to verify this mediating effect, it is necessary to establish relationships 

between the sociostructural characteristics and both class identification and ingroup bias. 

Effects of Sociostructural Characteristics on Class Identification 

 Prior research has found that the permeability, legitimacy, and stability of intergroup 

relations can influence the degree to which people identify with a group (Mummendey et al., 

1999). In this study, I hypothesize that the relationships between these sociostructural 

characteristics of interclass relations and class identification would vary by interclass context. 

Thus, I predicted that: 
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• Hypothesis 10: More permeable interclass relations would be associated with lower 

levels of identification, regardless of experimental condition. 

• Hypothesis 11: More legitimate middle class–working class relations would 

positively relate to identification, while more legitimate middle class–upper class 

relations would be associated with lower levels of identification.  

As mentioned before, one of the ways to conceptualize the stability of interclass 

relations is to examine perceptions of the shape of the class structure over time. Thus, the 

movement of the class structure can be perceived as being upwardly mobile (i.e., the 

proportion of people in lower classes is getting smaller, with the classes above getting 

larger), downwardly mobile (i.e., the proportion of people in higher classes is getting smaller, 

with the classes below getting larger), or stable (i.e., class groupings retain their proportions 

over time). For people in the middle class, perceptions of an upwardly mobile class structure 

could indicate a belief that that the differences between class groups are shrinking. Classes 

would be less distinct from each other, thus making class identities less salient. Therefore, it 

was predicted that: 

• Hypothesis 12. Perceptions of an upwardly mobile class structure would be associated 

with lower levels of identification for participants in both experimental conditions.  

Effects of Sociostructural Characteristics on Ingroup Bias 

The distinctions between groups are reduced when people think that it is easy to move 

across class boundaries. As the distinctions between groups diseappear, the motivation to 

maintain positive ingroup distinctiveness is reduced. Thus, greater perceptions of 

permeability should make people less likely to exhibit ingroup bias. Therefore, in this study it 

was predicted that: 
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• Hypothesis 13: More permeable interclass relations would be associated with lower 

levels of ingroup bias, regardless of interclass context or type of bias. 

In contrast, interclass context was expected to moderate the relationship between the 

legitimacy of group relations and ingroup bias. For example, the belief that a class is lower 

status, and legitimately so, is a negative evaluation of being a member of that group. Thus, 

one possible identity maintenance strategy would be to emphasize alternative aspects (e.g., 

morality) of being middle class that are not necessarily related to status-defining 

characteristics (i.e., success). Thus, it was expected that: 

• Hypothesis 14: More legitimate middle class–upper class relations would be 

associated with more ingroup bias on the morality dimension, but less ingroup bias on 

the success dimension. 

• Hypothesis 15: More legitimate middle class–working class relations would be 

associated with more ingroup bias on both the morality and success dimensions. 

Once again, it was expected that perceptions of an upwardly mobile class structure 

(i.e., as a measure of instability) would result in the perception of less distinctions between 

classes. Therefore, It was predicted that:  

• Hypothesis 16: Perceptions of an upwardly mobile class structure would be related to 

less ingroup bias on both the morality and success dimensions for participants in both 

interclass contexts. 

Finally, following the prediction that class identification would mediate the 

relationships between the sociostructural characteristics and ingroup bias, it was 

hypothesized that class identification would be directly related to ingroup bias. Thus:  
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• Hypothesis 17: Greater class identification would be associated with higher levels of 

ingroup bias.
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODS 

In Chapter Two, I developed the theoretical framework for an analysis of social class 

using social identity theory. In this chapter, I will outline the methods, procedures, and data 

analysis that were used to address the hypotheses proposed in the previous chapter. I will 

begin by describing the participants who were sampled in this study. Next, I will provide a 

detailed description of how I contacted potential participants, obtained their consent, and 

administered my survey instrument. Third, I will outline the particular measures that were 

used and how they relate to the variables specified in the hypotheses. Finally, I will provide a 

description of the experimental and statistical tests that were used to analyze the hypotheses. 

The research design was correlational and experimental. Data analysis involved a cross-

sectional analysis of the correlations between class identification, sociostructural interclass 

characteristics, and ingroup bias. Participants were randomly assigned to one of two 

experimental conditions: Middle class comparing themselves to working class (middle-to-

working) or middle class comparing themselves to upper class (middle-to-upper). 

Participants 

 The sample for this study came from the population of faculty and staff at Iowa State 

University. Specifically, a sample was drawn from a pool of the three largest employee 

classifications at the university: faculty, professional and scientific staff, and merit staff. In 

2006, this university employed 1,709 faculty members, 2,458 professional and scientific 

staff, and 1,784 merit staff. While this sample can best be described as a sample of 

convenience, the three employee groups encompass the stratification of occupations at this 

university. In addition, a brief analysis of General Social Survey (GSS) data from 2000 to 

2006 indicated that 65% of those employed in professional and specialty occupations and 
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53% of those employed as technicians and related support occupations categorized 

themselves as middle class (Davis, Smith, & Marsden, 1972-2006).13 As a result, given the 

focus on the middle class in this study, sampling from this population was justified.14 

Procedures 

 Before participants were contacted, I obtained approval from Iowa State University’s 

Institutional Review Board to conduct research on human subjects. After making contact 

with personnel at Human Resource Services, I had found that I would be able to obtain an 

email list of all of the faculty and staff at Iowa State University once I had IRB approval. I 

contacted all of the employees on this list (N = 5,856). Potential participants received an 

email message inviting them to take-part in a survey on social class (see Appendix A).15 The 

survey was introduced by the following paragraph: 

The purpose of this survey is to learn more about the attitudes people have towards social class in 
the United States. To examine this issue, we will be asking you a few questions about yourself, 
and then some that address various issues involving social class. 
 

The message also contained a link to the location of the survey. After following the link, 

participants were directed to an online survey that was created and hosted on a secure server 

using the SPSS Dimensions program. One of the benefits of this program is that it allows for 

seamless branching in the survey design. Using this branching ability, I was able to tailor 

questions at a later point in the survey to each participant based on answers that were given 

earlier. For example, participants who claimed a middle class category were then asked 

identification items based on this category (e.g., “I have strong ties to others who are middle 

                                                 
13 “Professional and specialty occupations” and “technicians and related support occupations” are broad 
occupational categories used by the U.S. Census Bureau. These specific labels come from the 1980 Census 
occupational codes, which are the most recent used in the GSS. 
14 The merit staff represent a possible exception. Using Census occupational codes and GSS data, merit staff 
employees appear to be just as likely claim a working class category (46%) as a middle class category (46%). 
15 The list of university emails was suppressed during the mailing. 
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class”). As a result, I was able to measure a participant’s specific class identification without 

having to use general categories (e.g., “I have strong ties to others who are the same social 

class as I am”) or rely on the participant’s ability to navigate a complex branching scheme, as 

would have been the case in a paper and pencil questionnaire. 

Before the introduction of the survey, participants were presented with an informed 

consent document that included assurances that participation in the survey was completely 

voluntary, that they did not have to answer any question that they did not wish to answer, and 

that all responses would be kept completely anonymous (see Appendix B). If they consented 

to participate, participants would continue on through the online survey. The survey was 

composed of six parts: (1) Class placement; (2) Experimental manipulation and manipulation 

check; (3) Sociostructural characteristics; (4) Class Identification; (5) Ingroup bias tests; and 

(6) Demographics and family background. From prior experience with the SPSS Dimensions 

program, I was confident that the survey would take less than 20 minutes to complete. Once 

participants completed the survey, their answers were saved by the SPSS Dimensions 

program and were available to be downloaded into SPSS at any time. By using this program I 

was able to save time and avoid the errors that can be associated with data entry. 

A total of 884 people participated in the survey, resulting in a response rate of 

approximately 15%. In addition, 21 of the survey invitations bounced back to my email 

account as undeliverable. An additional 20 invitees informed me through email that they 

were refusing to take part in the survey.  

Measures 

The survey began with a traditional class placement question (i.e., “Most people see 

themselves as belonging to a particular social class. Which social class would you say you 
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belong to?”). I chose to use a four-class structure, with answer choices of upper class, middle 

class, working class, and lower class. After a review of the research on class placement, I 

considered this four-class structure to be the most parsimonious, while also maximizing the 

differences between class groupings. For instance, Schreiber and Nygreen (1970) have 

shown that including too many choices can turn a categorical form into an ordinal scale. 

Since the focus of this study is on how people identify with their social class as a group, an 

ordinal scale would have been both unwanted and detrimental to the results. Answers to this 

question were used to tailor the rest of the survey instrument (see Appendix C for the 

complete questionnaire). In total, 4% of those who participated in the survey categorized 

themselves as upper class, 77% categorized themselves as middle class, 19% categorized 

themselves as working class, and about 1% categorized themselves as lower class. I excluded 

participants who claimed to be upper, working, and lower class from further analysis given 

that the focus of this research was on the middle class. 

Experimental Manipulation and Manipulation Check 

After the class placement question, participants who categorized themselves as 

middle class were randomly assigned to either the middle-to-upper interclass condition or the 

middle-to-working interclass condition using the last digit of their telephone number.16 Using 

a manipulation task adapted from Oldmeadow and Fiske (2007), participants assigned to the 

middle-to-upper condition were shown the picture of a large, very expensive looking home. 

In the middle-to-working condition, participants were shown the picture of a smaller, 

inexpensive looking home. In both conditions, participants were asked to look at this 

                                                 
16 Participants who selected one of the other three class options were assigned to a condition in which they 
compared their own social class to the middle class. These data were not used in this study. 
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house—which was described as either an upper class home or a working class home—and 

guess its worth. Second, they were asked to rate the hypothetical residents of this house in 

terms of the prestige of their jobs, economic success, and the prestige of the cars they drive. 

Response options ranged from Not at all, coded as 1, to Extremely, coded as 5. Answers to 

these questions, along with the question on the worth of the house, were used as a 

manipulation check to see if participants were thinking in the right direction regarding the 

class of the manipulated outgroup. The goal was to invoke a specific set of intergroup 

relations in the minds of participants, thus increasing intergroup salience. As a result, 

subsequent evaluations of identification and bias were dependent on the manipulation of this 

intergroup situation. 

Sociostructural Characteristics of Interclass Relations 

After the experimental manipulation, participants were asked a series of questions 

that measured their perceptions of the sociostructural characteristics of interclass relations 

(permeability, legitimacy, and stability). The permeability and legitimacy measures were 

tailored to the specific interclass condition (middle-to-working or middle-to-upper), while the 

stability measure focused on the class structure as a whole. 

Permeability 

 Permeability was measured using eight items. Four of the items were adapted from 

Major et al.’s (2007) scale of meritocracy ideology and assessed perceptions of class mobility 

(e.g., “In this country, it is easy for someone from the middle class to become upper class”). 

The four remaining items were developed for this study to gauge the distinctiveness of class 

identities (e.g., “Middle class individuals who try to ‘pass’ as members of the upper class are 

only fooling themselves”). Response options ranged from strongly disagree, coded as 1, to 
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strongly agree, coded as 7. There was also a neutral midpoint, coded as 4. Half of the items 

were reverse-scored so that higher values reflected greater perceptions of interclass 

permeability. 

 Table 3.1 shows the results of a principal components analysis of the eight 

permeability items by experimental condition. Using Kaiser’s recommendation of retaining 

factors with eigenvalues greater than 1, two factors were extracted in the middle-to-working 

condition, and three factors were extracted in the middle-to-upper condition. Despite the 

emergence of two factors in the middle-to-working condition, there was a substantial drop-

off in the amount of variance explained from the first factor (35%) to the second (15%). 

Also, all of the items had factor loadings on the first factor greater than .4, with the exception 

of one passing item which loaded at .39. The same pattern was evident in the middle-to-

upper condition, with the first factor accounting for much more of the variance (34%) than 

the second (14%) and third factors (13%). Once again, all of the items had factor loadings on 

the first factor greater than .4. These results indicate that the eight permeability items loaded 

well on one single factor. Additional analyses supported this conclusion as the internal 

consistencies of the eight-item scale were acceptable in both the middle-to-working condition 

(α = .73) and the middle-to-upper condition (α = .70). A single permeability variable was 

constructed by averaging the eight items. As a result, this variable retained the scoring of the 

original items. 

Legitimacy 

 Legitimacy was also measured using eight items. Many of these items were adapted 

from Jost and Thompson’s (2000) social dominance orientation scale. Four of the items 

measured a tendency to support class equality (e.g., “Members of both the middle and  



 

Table 3.1. Item Loadings for Interclass Permeability from a Principal Factor Analysis by Experimental Condition 
 Middle-to-Working  Middle-to-Upper 

Itema 1 2  1 2 3 
 

Middle class individuals have difficulty becoming upper class. 
 

 

.75 
 

-.02   

.72 
 

-.15 
 

.16 

In this country, it is easy for someone from the middle class to become 
upper class. 
 

.72 -.27  .74 -.27 -.30 

In this country, it takes more than hard work to become upper class. 
 

.61 -.38  .49 -.46 .25 

It is easy for middle class individuals to “fit in” socially with members 
of the upper class. 
 

.59 .44  .58 .47 -.01 

With hard work, it is possible for a middle class individual to become 
upper class. 
 

.59 -.46  .69 -.18 -.42 

Middle class individuals who try to “pass” as members of the upper 
class are only fooling themselves. 
 

.39 -.22  .43 -.14 .52 

Middle class individuals feel uncomfortable and inauthentic when they 
mingle with members of the upper class. 
 

.54 .55  .40 .45 .54 

These days you cannot tell the difference between a middle class or 
upper class person based on dress or appearance. 
 

.48 .50  .47 .57 -.33 

Eigenvalues 2.81 1.23  2.68 1.11 1.03 

Variance (%) 35.11 15.32  33.55 13.86 12.86 

Note. Boldface indicates highest factor loadings. a The items are presented as seen in the Middle-to-Upper condition. In the 
Middle-to-Working condition the statements were worded to reflect the permeability of middle and working class relations. 
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working classes should be given an equal chance in life”), while the remaining four assessed 

perceptions about the legitimacy of unequal class relations (e.g., “People in the upper class 

are just more worthy than those in the middle class”). Response options ranged from strongly 

disagree, coded as 1, to strongly agree, coded as 7. There was also a neutral midpoint, coded 

as 4. Once again, half of the items were reverse-scored so that higher values reflected greater 

perceptions of interclass legitimacy. 

Table 3.2 shows the results of a principal components analysis of the eight legitimacy 

items by experimental condition. Two factors were extracted for both conditions. In the 

middle-to-working condition, the first factor accounted for 36% of the total variance, while 

the second factor accounted for 17%. All eight items had higher factor loadings on the first 

factor, with all of the values exceeding .55. The first factor also accounted for much more 

variance in the middle-to-upper condition (34%), in comparison to the second factor (17%). 

In this condition, all of the items loaded highest on the first factor except one, and all of the 

loadings were greater than .41. Thus, based on these results I concluded that the eight items 

loaded well on one single factor of legitimacy. The internal consistencies of this eight-item 

legitimacy scale were acceptable for the middle-to-working condition (α = .74) and for the 

middle-to-upper condition (α = .71). As with the measure of permeability, a single legitimacy 

variable was constructed by averaging the eight items. As a result, this variable retained the 

scoring of the original items. 

Stability 

 Stability was assessed using a pictorial approach to class as developed by Evans et al. 

(1992). In this pictorial approach, participants were shown a series of images that differed in 

how the class structure is shaped (see Appendix A). Participants  



 

Table 3.2. Item Loadings for Interclass Legitimacy from a Principal Factor Analysis by Experimental Condition 
 Middle-to-Working  Middle-to-Upper 

Itema 1 2  1 2 
 

We should do what we can to equalize the conditions of the upper and 
middle classes. 
 

 

.68 
 

-.52   

.67 
 

-.53 

The upper class should be better off than the middle class. 
 
 

.65 -.05  .51 -.12 

Class equality should be our ideal. 
 

.63 -.61  .64 -.56 

Members of the middle class should have the same chances in life as those in 
the upper class. 
 

.60 -.22  .58 -.15 

Members of the upper class deserve to hold social positions superior to that 
of the middle class.  
 

.59 -.22  .70 .35 

People in the upper class are just more worthy than those in the middle class. 
 

.57 .56  .55 .42 

The middle class should stay in their place. 
 

.56 .37  .41 .57 

Members of the upper class are not better than those in the middle class. 
 

.55 .20  .57 .26 

Eigenvalues 2.91 1.38  2.75 1.32 

Variance (%) 36.38 17.18  34.34 16.52 

Note. Boldface indicates highest factor loadings. a The items are presented as seen in the Middle-to-Upper condition. In the  
Middle-to-Working condition the statements were worded to reflect the legitimacy of middle and working class relations. 
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were asked three questions regarding these images: (1) “What type of society is the United 

States today—which diagram comes closest?” (2) “What do you think the United States was 

like 30 years ago—in the 1970s—just your best guess?” and (3) “What do you think the 

United States will be like 30 years from now, in the future—just your best guess?” Table 3.3 

shows the distribution of responses to questions about the class structure 30 years ago and 

today. Values along the diagonal indicate perceptions of stability. In other words, 11.3% of 

participants indicated that figure C represented the class structure 30 years ago and still 

represents it today. Values above the diagonal indicate perceptions of instability in the 

direction of upward mobility. For instance, nearly 14% of respondents believed that figure C 

represented class structure 30 years ago, but figure D represents class structure today. Values 

below the diagonal indicate perceptions of instability in the direction of downward mobility. 

Nearly 11% thought figure D represented class structure 30 years ago, but that figure C 

represents it today. In total, 30.7% of participants perceived class structure to have been 

stable. Among those who perceived instability, 31.8% indicated a change toward upward 

mobility, and 37.3% indicated a change toward downward mobility. By comparing the 

answers to these two pictorial class questions, I created a new variable that measured 

perceptions of stability from the past to the present. This variable ranged from perceptions of 

a downwardly mobile class structure, coded as -1, to perceptions of an upwardly mobile class 

structure, coded as 1. Participants who perceived no change (i.e., stability) across time were 

coded as 0. 

Table 3.4 shows the distribution of responses to questions about the class structure 

today and 30 year in the future.  In total, 40.1% of participants indicated that class structure 

will be stable.  Among those who expect instability, only 15.2% expect change in the  
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Table 3.3. Distribution of Responses to Questions about Class Structure 30 Years Ago and 
Today (N = 657) 

  Today’s Class Structure   
Class Structure 
30 Years Ago 

 A B C D E  Total 

 
A 

  
1.2 

 
0.6 

 
0.6 

 
0.0 

 
0.0 

  
2.4 

 
B 

  
3.7 

 
8.8 

 
7.3 

 
4.0 

 
0.5 

  
24.2 

 
C 

  
2.3 

 
6.8 

 
11.3 

 
13.9 

 
3.5 

  
37.7 

 
D 

  
1.8 

 
6.2 

 
10.8 

 
8.5 

 
1.4 

  
28.8 

 
E 

  
0.5 

 
0.3 

 
2.1 

 
3.0 

 
0.9 

  
6.8 

 
Total 

 

  
9.4 

 

 
22.8 

 

 
32.1 

 

 
29.4 

 

 
6.2 

 

  
100.0 

 

Note. Numbers represent percentages of the total. “A” is a class structure with a small elite at 
the top, very few people in the middle and a great mass of people at the bottom. “B” is a 
society like a pyramid, with a small elite at the top, more people in the middle, and most at 
the bottom.  “C” is a pyramid except that just a few people are at the very bottom. “D” is a 
society with most people in the middle. “E” is a society with many people near the top and 
only a few near the bottom. 
 
 

direction of upward mobility, and 44.6% expect change in the direction of downward 

mobility.  Figure C was the most frequently chosen class structure for 30 years ago (37.7%) 

and for today (32.1%), but figure A was the most frequently chosen class structure (35.0%) 

to represent society 30 years from now. As in the comparison of the class structure in the past 

to the class structure in the present, I created a variable that measured participants’ 

perceptions of the mobility of the class structure from the present into the future. Once again, 

this variable ranged from -1 (downwardly mobile) to 1 (upwardly mobile), with 0 

representing perceptions of stability. 
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Table 3.4. Distribution of Responses to Questions about Class Structure Today and 30 Years 
in the Future (N = 648) 

  Class Structure 30 Years From Now   
Today’s Class 

Structure 
 A B C D E  Total 

 
A 

  
8.0 

 
0.5 

 
0.5 

 
0.3 

 
0.2 

  
9.4 

 
B 

  
10.0 

 
9.9 

 
1.5 

 
1.4 

 
0.2 

  
23.0 

 
C 

  
10.0 

 
6.5 

 
8.3 

 
5.6 

 
1.5 

  
31.9 

 
D 

  
6.3 

 
4.5 

 
3.5 

 
11.4 

 
3.5 

  
29.3 

 
E 

  
0.6 

 
0.8 

 
1.2 

 
1.2 

 
2.5 

  
6.3 

 
Total 

 

 
35.0 

 
22.1 

 
15.1 

 
19.9 

 
7.9 

 

  
100.0 

Note. Numbers represent percentages of the total. “A” is a class structure with a small elite at 
the top, very few people in the middle and a great mass of people at the bottom. “B” is a 
society like a pyramid, with a small elite at the top, more people in the middle, and most at 
the bottom.  “C” is a pyramid except that just a few people are at the very bottom. “D” is a 
society with most people in the middle. “E” is a society with many people near the top and 
only a few near the bottom. 
 
 

For use in the subsequent analyses, I added together the two measures of class 

structure mobility to create a single variable. This variable ranged from -2 to 2, with negative 

values representing perceptions of downward class mobility over time. As in the previous 

measures, perceptions of stability were coded as 0. Based on this measure, roughly 42% of 

the participants in this study perceived a downward moving class structure, 38% perceived 

stability across time, and 20% perceived an upwardly mobile class structure. 

Class Identification 

Participants were asked a number of questions that measured their class identification. 

Based on responses to the earlier class placement question, participants completed 12 items 
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that make up Cameron’s (2004) three-factor model of social identity. The three factors refer 

to centrality (e.g., “I often think about the fact that I am middle class”), ingroup ties (e.g., “I 

have a lot in common with others who are middle class”), and ingroup affect (e.g., “In 

general, I'm glad to be middle class”). One of the original scale items was replaced and a 

second modified in order to improve model fit as suggested by prior research (Cameron, 

2004; Obst & White, 2005). Response options ranged from strongly disagree, coded as 1, to 

strongly agree, coded as 7. There was also a neutral midpoint, coded as 4. Half of the items 

were reverse-scored. Higher values represent greater identification.  

Past research has tested the dimensionality and validity of this model (see Cameron, 

2004; Obst & White, 2005), but it has yet to be fully applied to an analysis of intergroup 

relations and intergroup bias. Therefore, prior to the main analysis, I confirmed the 

dimensionality of Cameron’s model for class as a social identity using exploratory factor 

analysis. Cameron’s model of identification consists of 12 items that make up three distinct 

factors: ingroup affect, centrality, and ingroup ties. Table 3.5 shows the results of a principal 

components analysis of the 12 items with an oblimin rotation.17 The analysis was done 

separately for each experimental condition (middle-to-working, middle-to-upper). As 

expected, three factors were extracted, accounting for 57% the common variance in the 

middle-to-working condition and 58% in the middle-to-upper condition. All 12 items loaded 

on the expected factors, and the cross-loadings on the other factors were relatively low or 

negative.  

                                                 
17 Direct oblimin, a method of oblique rotation, was used due to the hypothesized correlations among the three 
factors. 



 

Table 3.5. Item Loadings for Class Identification from Principal Factor Analysis with Oblimin Rotation by Experimental 
Condition 

 Middle-to-Working  Middle-to-Upper 

Item Ingroup 
Affect Centrality Ingroup 

Ties 
 Ingroup 

Affect Centrality Ingroup 
Ties 

 

In general, I’m glad to be middle class. 
 

 

.88 
 

.03 
 

.09   

.85 
 

.06 
 

-.03 

Generally, I am proud to be middle class. 
 

.70 .16 -.04  .76 .14 .12 

I don’t feel good about being middle class. 
 

.66 -.23 -.16  .52 -.34 .15 

I often regret being middle class. 
 

.53 -.49 -.03  .50 -.52 -.10 

The fact that I’m middle class rarely enters my mind. 
 

-.05 .84 .05  -.06 .78 -.12 

I often think about the fact that I am middle class. 
 

-.03 .75 .06  .03 .80 -.04 

Being middle class has very little to do with how I feel about myself. 
 

-.08 .69 -.05  -.10 .67 -.04 

In general, being middle class is an important part of my self-image. 
 

.26 .66 -.13  .23 .57 .16 

I find it difficult to form a bond with others who are middle class. 
 

-.08 -.23 -.83  -.04 -.26 .75 

I don’t feel a sense of being “connected” with others who are middle class. 
 

.02 .03 -.75  .02 .14 .80 

I have a lot in common with others who are middle class. 
 

.05 .09 -.65  .02 .07 .71 

I have strong ties to others who are middle class. 
 

-.02 .09 -.64  .01 .00 .74 

Eigenvalues 3.16 2.37 1.31  1.07 2.38 3.48 

Variance (%) 26.36 19.79 10.91  8.93 19.80 29.03 

Note. Boldface indicates highest factor loadings
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The internal consistencies of the three subscales were satisfactory and consistent 

across conditions. For the middle-to-working condition, the coefficient α’s were .70 for 

ingroup affect, .74 for centrality, and .69 for ingroup ties. Correspondingly, the coefficient 

α’s for the middle-to-upper condition were .70 for ingroup affect, .69 for centrality, and .75 

for ingroup ties. Therefore, consistent with past research, these results support the three-

dimensional conceptualization of identification in the context of social class. Each of the 

three identification variables was constructed by averaging responses across the items. 

Ingroup Bias 

In this study, I assessed class bias using three different sets of concepts. First, 

participants were asked to give moral and success evaluations of ingroup and outgroup class 

members. Second, participants were asked to indicate how warm or close they felt towards 

ingroup and outgroup class members. Finally, participants were asked to allocate tax rebates 

and tax increases to ingroup and outgroup class members using pairs of Tajfel matrices. 

Moral and Success Bias 

Participants were asked to evaluate ingroup and outgroup class members on a list of 

18 adjectives that were designed to indicate group morality, success, competence, and 

sociability.18 Of particular interest to this study were the evaluations of morality and success. 

The items that made up the success dimension tapped subjective notions of socioeconomic 

success (competitiveness, confidence, success, power) rather than materialistic value (e.g., 

income). The morality dimension was composed of evaluations of honesty, morality, 

                                                 
18 An exploration of the distribution of moral and success evaluations indicated that seven cases—four in the 
middle-to-working condition and three in the middle-to-upper condition—displayed the properties of a response 
set (i.e., answers contained all 1’s or all 5’s). These cases were flagged as outliers and were removed prior to 
analysis. 
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goodness, and sincerity. Each dimension contained four items with response options ranging 

from Not at all, coded as 1, to Extremely, coded as 5.  

To test the dimensionality of the moral and success evaluations, these eight items 

were submitted to a principal components analysis with an oblimin rotation.19 Table 3.6 

shows the factor loadings for the eight items, grouped by experimental condition (middle-to-

working, middle-to-upper) and target group (ingroup, outgroup). The factor loadings for 

participants in the middle-to-working condition are shown in the left-hand side of this table. 

As expected, two factors were extracted, accounting for a majority of the common variance 

for both the ingroup (72%) and outgroup (71%) evaluations. All eight items loaded on the 

expected factors, with relatively low (< .25) cross-loadings on the other factor; this supports 

the conceptualization of morality and success as distinct characteristics. However, it should 

be noted that the two dimensions were moderately correlated for both ingroup (r = .55) and 

outgroup evaluations (r = .45). Single item scales were created for each dimension, as a 

function of target group, by averaging across the items. For participants in the middle-to-

working condition, the items held together well for both moral (ingroup: α = .91; outgroup: α  

= .90) and success (ingroup: α = .81; outgroup: α  = .79) evaluations. 

The right-hand side of Table 3.6 contains the factor loadings for participants in the 

middle-to-upper condition. As in the middle-to-working condition, only two factors were 

extracted, accounting for a majority of the common variance for both the ingroup (66%) and 

outgroup (70%) evaluations. All eight items loaded on the expected factors and the cross-  

                                                 
19 A method of oblique rotation was used to account for the possibility that these dimensions were correlated. 
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Table 3.6. Item Loadings for Morality and Success Evaluations from a Principal Factor 
Analysis with Oblimin Rotation by Experimental Condition 

 Middle-to-Working  Middle-to-Upper 

Group/trait Morality Success  Morality Success 
Ingroup 
 

     

     Sincere 
 

.92 -.04  .86 .02 

     Honest 
 

.90 -.01  .84 .03 

     Moral 
 

.88 .02  .86 -.04 

     Good 
 

.81 .11  .84 .02 

     Confident 
 

-.16 .86  .05 .82 

     Competitive 
 

.06 .77  .00 .74 

     Successful 
 

.13 .72  .13 .74 

     Powerful 
 

.23 .69  -.09 .74 

Eigenvalues 4.68 1.10  4.10 1.20 
Variance (%) 58.51 13.81  51.27 15.06 
 
Outgroup 
 

     

     Sincere 
 

.91 -.10  .87 -.06 

     Honest 
 

.87 .07  .89 -.02 

     Moral 
 

.83 .10  .88 .00 

     Good 
 

.88 .04  .84 .08 

     Confident 
 

.07 .77  .07 .81 

     Competitive 
 

.14 .66  -.03 .80 

     Successful 
 

.23 .68  .14 .78 

     Powerful 
 

-.19 .90  -.18 .76 

Eigenvalues 4.34 1.33  3.09 2.49 
Variance (%) 54.19 16.64  38.57 31.01 

Note. Boldface indicates highest factor loadings 
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loadings on the other factor were relatively low (< .20). The two dimensions were moderately 

correlated for ingroup evaluations (r = .51), but not correlated at all for outgroup evaluations 

(r = .00). The items held together well for both moral (ingroup: α = .88; outgroup: α  = .89) 

and success (ingroup: α = .76; outgroup: α  = .79) evaluations. 

Measures of moral and success bias were created by subtracting each of the outgroup 

evaluations from the corresponding ingroup evaluation. For example, evaluation of ingroup 

minus outgroup honesty became a measure of honesty bias. This resulted in four measures 

each for moral bias and success bias. The mean of these four items was used to create a 

single measure for moral and success bias. The morality bias items held together well, with a 

coefficient α of .71 for participants in the middle-to-working condition and a coefficient α of 

.85 for participants in the middle-to-upper condition. The success bias items, while slightly 

less reliable than the morality items, displayed adequate reliability with a coefficient α of .63 

for participants in the middle-to-working condition, and .65 for participants in the middle-to-

upper condition. 

Warmth and Closeness Thermometers 

As alternative measures of ingroup bias, participants were asked about the feelings 

they have towards their own social class and the outgroup class, depending on experimental 

condition. Following the example of Jackman and Jackman (1983), participants were asked: 

(1) “In general, how warm or cold do you feel toward people who are in the [middle, 

working, or upper] class?” and (2) “In general, how close do you feel toward people who are 

in the [middle, working, or upper] class?” For both warmth and closeness, participants were 

asked to select responses from a nine-point scale with the left-hand pole labeled very cold/not 

at all close and the right-hand pole labeled very warm/very close. The midpoint (5) was 



82 

labeled neither cold nor warm/neither one feeling nor the other. Similar to the measures of 

moral and success bias, warmth and closeness were measured in terms of ingroup and 

outgroup evaluations, with bias measures representing the difference between group 

evaluations. 

Tajfel Matrices 

 Tajfel matrices are the primary dependent measures of ingroup bias associated with 

social identity theory. They are the foundation on which the minimal group paradigm is 

based (Bourhis, Sachdev, & Gagnon, 1994); however, they have also proven to be valuable 

in research conducted outside of the laboratory (Bourhis & Sachdev, 1986). In this study, all 

participants were asked to make allocations based on two hypothetical scenarios using pairs 

of these matrices. Figure 3.1 contains an example of one of the scenarios followed by the 

sample matrices to be completed by each participant. Each participant was asked to allocate 

tax rebates (Scenario 1) and tax increases (Scenario 2) to members of the middle class and 

members of the upper or working class. The two matrices used in each scenario are identical. 

There are three general types of Tajfel matrices and the choice of what type to use depends 

on the comparisons to be made. The matrices used in this study compare a strategy to 

maximize the difference in favor of the ingroup against a strategy to maximize ingroup profit 

or joint profit (Bourhis et al., 1994). For instance, in Figure 3.1 Matrix A, option G represents 

the choice to maximize the difference in favor of the ingroup, and option A represents a 

strategy to maximize ingroup profit or joint profit. In Figure 3.1 Matrix B, all strategies (i.e., 

maximum difference, maximum ingroup profit, and maximum joint profit) are represented by 

option G. 
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Scenario 1 
 
Due to an unexpected abundance of funds, the Governor has decided to award a tax 
rebate to all of the residents of Iowa. The amount to be distributed is unknown, but a 
decision needs to be made on how to allocate the funds. On each matrix you are to  
award a dollar amount ($) to each of these two groups. This amount represents the  
funds to be allocated to the members of each group. 
 
The top row of numbers within the boxes represents the amount to be awarded to the 
middle class, and the bottom row represents the amount to be awarded to the upper  
class. After looking at each box of the matrix, you must choose only one that represents 
your choice of how you wish to allocate the funds. 
 

Matrix A 
If these were your options, how would you distribute the money to members of the 
middle and upper classes? 

 
Option A B C D E F G 

 
Middle Class 

 
$1,900 $1,700 $1,500 $1,300 $1,100 $900 $700 

 
Upper Class 

 
$2,500 $2,100 $1,700 $1,300 $900 $500 $100 

 
Matrix B 

If instead these were your options, how would you distribute the money to members of 
the middle and upper classes? 

 
Option A B C D E F G 

 
Middle Class 

 
$100 $500 $900 $1,300 $1,700 $2,100 $2,500 

 
Upper Class 

 
$700 $900 $1,100 $1,300 $1,500 $1,700 $1,900 

 
 Figure 3.1. Example of Allocation Task and Tajfel Matrices 
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Pull scores are calculated by comparing responses to Matrix A relative to Matrix B. 

Pull scores allow for the comparison of allocation strategies, and higher scores reflect more 

ingroup bias. I calculated one pull score for each pair of matrices: the pull of maximum 

difference on maximum ingroup profit and maximum joint profit. The values of these pull 

scores show the degree to which a participant maximized the difference between his or her 

social class from another social class. For example, the selection of option G on Matrix A 

would be assigned a score of 6. This is because option G is 6 places away from the option 

which represents a strategy to maximize ingroup or joint profit, option A. The selection of 

option E on Matrix B would be assigned a score of 2. This is because option E is 2 places 

away from the option which represents a strategy to maximize ingroup or joint profit, option 

G. To get the pull of maximum difference on maximum ingroup profit and maximum joint 

profit, the score from Matrix B is subtracted from the score obtained in Matrix A (6-2= 4). A 

pull score of zero would indicate that a participant is not biased in favor of the ingroup, at 

least in the direction of maximum difference. Thus, mean scores for a group can be compared 

to zero to determine the existence of bias; they can also be compared between groups to 

compare levels of bias. In addition, correlation results have shown that the two types of 

matrices used to calculate pull scores are independent of one another (Bourhis et al., 1994). 

Thus, the measurement of pull scores between the two matrices is justified. 

 A note on Scenario 2: the allocation of a tax increase—as opposed to a tax break—

may result in a positive-negative asymmetry effect. It is a well-supported finding that the 

hypotheses of social identity theory fail to explain the lack of ingroup bias and outgroup 

discrimination when allocation tasks involve something negative (Mummendey & Otten, 

1998; Otten & Mummendey, 2000). For instance, people do not as willingly seek to 
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maximize the difference between groups when the allocation involves the doling out of 

punishments instead of rewards. The conclusion to be made is that positive and negative 

discrimination are fundamentally different actions. The purpose of including a negative 

allocation task in this study twofold: (1) to see if this positive-negative effect appears with 

class identification; and (2) to counterbalance the effects of the positive allocation task. The 

distribution of a tax break may occasionally occur, but tax increases are a constant in 

people’s lives. 

Demographics and Family Background 

 In addition to the primary identification and bias variables, I also collected 

demographic (sex, race and ethnicity, age, and education) and family background 

information. I was particularly interested in people’s perceptions of their class background 

when they were growing up and how it compares to their standard of living today. Also, all 

participants with children under the age of 18 were asked to anticipate the eventual class 

location and standard of living of their children. 

Methods of Analysis 

 In order to test the hypotheses presented in the previous chapter, I employed a variety 

of techniques in analyzing the data. First, to test for the effects of experimental condition on 

class identification, perceptions of interclass relations, and ingroup bias I used a combination 

of one-sample t tests, independent-samples t tests, and mixed-model ANOVAs. Second, the 

relationships between experimental condition, class identification, the sociostructural 

characteristics of interclass relations, and ingroup bias were explored through a series of 

hierarchical linear regressions. These regressions were structured to test for the possible 

mediation of class identification on the relationships between the sociostructural 
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characteristics of interclass relations and ingroup bias. Finally, I used a series of structural 

equation models to replicate the tests done in the regression analysis with a more 

comprehensive measurement model.  
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CHAPTER FOUR: RESULTS 

 The results are presented in five subsections, beginning with a brief overview of the 

sample. Next, I performed a manipulation check on the instructions given to middle class 

participants to compare themselves with either the working or upper class. Third, I examined 

the effects of this experimental condition on class identification, the sociostructural 

characteristics of interclass relations (permeability, legitimacy, and stability), and ingroup 

bias. Fourth, I estimated a series of regression models to test whether class identification 

mediated the relationships between the sociostructural characteristics and ingroup bias. 

Within these models I also examined the relationships between permeability, legitimacy, 

stability, class identification, and ingroup bias. Finally, I double-checked for the mediation of 

class identification using structural equation modeling. 

A Brief Overview of the Sample 

 Table 4.1 shows that the overall sample (N = 676) was 95% white and 62% female. 

Ages ranged from 23 to 72, with an average age of about 47 years old. Total family incomes 

ranged from less than $20,000 to over $250,000, with an average family income of 

approximately $80,000. As expected with the university setting from which the sample was 

drawn, approximately 87% of the participants held at least a Bachelor’s degree, with 27% 

having completed a professional degree of some kind (e.g., PhD, JD, MD, etc.). In terms of 

university position, 23% of the middle class participants were employed as faculty members, 

60% were employed as professional and scientific staff, and 17% were employed as merit 

staff. Table 4.1 also includes the demographic characteristics for each experimental 

condition. Participants in the middle-to-working condition (N = 328) did not differ 

significantly from participants in the middle-to-upper condition (N = 348) on any of the 
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Table 4.1. Demographic Characteristics of Participants (N = 676) 

 Overall Sample  
(N = 676)  Middle-to-Working 

(N = 328)  Middle-to-Upper 
(N = 348) 

Characteristic n %  n %  n % 
Age at time of survey (years)a 
 

        

          20-29 
 

52 7.7  27 8.2  25 7.2 

          30-39 
 

131 19.4  62 18.9  69 19.8 

          40-49 
 

161 23.8  64 19.5  97 27.9 

          50-59 
 

234 34.6  127 38.7  107 30.7 

          60-70 
 

78 11.5  39 11.9  39 11.2 

          70-80 
 

3 .4  0 0.0  3 .9 

Sex a 
 

        

          Female  
 

420 62.1  207 63.1  213 61.2 

          Male 
 

251 37.1  118 36.0  133 38.2 

Race a 
 

        

          Black 
 

7 1.0  3 .9  4 1.1 

          White 
 

640 94.7  310 94.5  330 94.8 

          Asian 
 

14 2.1  6 1.8  8 2.3 

          Other 
 

9 1.3  5 1.2  4 1.2 

Annual Family Income ($) 
 

        

          Less than 20,000 
 

38 5.6  22 6.7  16 4.6 

          20,000–39,999 
 

30 4.4  19 5.8  11 3.2 

          40,000–59,999 
 

107 15.8  52 15.8  55 15.8 

          60,000–79,999 
 

114 16.9  57 17.4  57 16.4 

          80,000–99,999 
 

129 19.1  57 17.4  72 20.7 

          100,000–139,999 
 

164 24.3  77 23.5  87 25.0 

          140,000–199,999 75 11.1  36 10.9  39 12.2 

Note. a Total number and percentage values do not equal 676 and 100, respectively, due to 
non-responses. 



89 

Table 4.1. (continued) 

 Overall Sample  
(N = 676)  Middle-to-Working 

(N = 328)  Middle-to-Upper 
(N = 348) 

Characteristic n %  n %  n % 
          200,000 or more 
 

19 2.8    8 2.4  11 3.2 

Highest education level completed a 
 

        

          Less than college 
 

88 13.0  47 14.3  41 11.8 

          Bachelor’s degree 
 

189 28.0  95 29.0  94 27.0 

          Master’s degree 
 

212 31.4  98 29.9  114 32.8 

          Professional degree 
 

183 27.1  86 26.2  97 27.9 

University Occupation a 
 

        

          Faculty 
 

153 22.6  74 22.6  79 22.7 

          Professional and Scientific   
          staff  
 

401 59.8  193 58.8  208 59.8 

          Merit staff 
 

113 16.8  57 17.4  56 16.1 

Note. a Total number and percentage values do not equal 676 and 100, respectively, due to 
non-responses. 
 
 

demographic indicators, reflecting random assignment to conditions. 

Experimental Manipulation Check 

To assess whether the experimental manipulation succeeded in making participants 

think about the specified outgroup (working or upper class), participants were asked—after 

being shown the picture of an upper class house or a working class house—to assess how 

much the house was worth. Participants were also asked to form an impression of the type of 

people most likely to live in such a house and attest to the hypothetical inhabitants’ economic 

success, car, and job. On average, participants attributed greater house worth to the picture of 

the upper class house (M = $4 million), than to the picture of the working class house (M = 
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$62,500).20 This difference was significant, t(507.72) = 110.65, p = .001, r = .98.21 Also 

consistent with expectations, participants rated the hypothetical residents of the upper class 

home as being significantly more economically successful (M = 4.55) than the residents of 

the working class home (M = 2.26), t(661) = 47.22, p = .001, r = .88. They also rated the 

upper class residents as holding significantly more prestigious jobs (M = 4.02) than residents 

of the working class home (M = 1.98), t(646.96) = 31.77, p = .001, r = .78, and owning more 

prestigious cars (M = 4.47) than residents of the working class home (M = 2.00), t(658) = 

45.11, p = .001, r = .87. These results show that the experimental manipulation successfully 

caused participants to think in the right direction in terms of the specified outgroup class. 

The Impact of Interclass Context on Class Identification  

Regarding the impact of interclass context on the three factors of identification, I 

hypothesized that members of the middle class would have higher levels of class 

identification when comparing themselves to the working class, than when comparing 

themselves to the upper class (Hypothesis 1). This hypothesis was tested using a series of 

independent-samples t tests, with the three class identification variables as the dependent 

variable and experimental condition as a grouping factor. Table 4.2 shows the means and 

standard deviations for the three factors of identification by condition. Contrary to 

Hypothesis 1, participants in the middle-to-upper condition reported higher levels of ingroup  

 
 

                                                 
20 Exploration of the distribution of house worth indicated that four cases—one from the middle-to-working 
condition and three from the middle-to-upper—were more than two standard deviations removed from the 
means for house worth by condition. These four cases were flagged as outliers and removed prior to further 
analysis. 
21 The Pearson’s correlation coefficient r presented here and in further analyses represents a measure of effect 
size (see Field, 2001). This value represents a standardized measure of the magnitude of an effect and can be 
compared across analyses and studies. 
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Table 4.2. Class Identification by Experimental Condition 
 Middle-to-Working  Middle-to-Upper   

Measure M SD  M SD df t 
 

Ingroup affect 
 

 

5.29 
 

  .85   

5.47 
 

  .82 
 

625 
 

  2.74* 

Centrality 
 

2.75 1.09  2.65 1.05 650  -1.23 

Ingroup ties 
 

4.73   .95  5.02 1.00 641  3.76** 

Note. Class identification scores range from 1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree. 
*p < .01. **p < .001. 
 
 

affect (M = 5.47), when compared to participants in the middle-to-working condition (M = 

5.29), t(625) = 2.74, p = .006, r = .11, and higher levels of ingroup ties (M = 5.02), when 

compared to those in the middle-to-working condition (M = 4.73), t(641) = 3.76, p = .001, r = 

.15. This pattern was reversed for centrality, with middle-to-working participants (M = 2.75) 

identifying more than those in the middle-to-upper condition (M = 2.65). However, this latter 

result was not significant. Therefore, the experimental manipulation led to differences in 

class identification, albeit not as hypothesized. I should also note that the mean values for the 

centrality factor were much lower than the other two factors in both conditions. This is 

further evidence that this factor does not fit in well with measures of ingroup affect and 

ingroup ties. 

The Impact of Interclass Context on Perceptions of Interclass Relations 

 Regarding the impact of experimental condition on perceptions of interclass relations, 

I predicted that middle class–working class relations would be seen as more permeable 

(Hypothesis 2) and legitimate (Hypothesis 3) than middle class–upper class relations. It was 

also predicted that perceptions of class stability would not differ, regardless of interclass 

context (Hypothesis 4). In order to test these hypotheses, measures of interclass permeability, 
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legitimacy, and stability were compared across conditions using a series of independent-

samples t tests. The means and standard deviations of these variables are shown in Table 4.3. 

As predicted, participants found the relations between the working class and the middle class 

to be more permeable (M = 4.29) than the relations between the middle class and the upper 

class (M = 3.64), t(627) = -9.89, p =.001, r = .37. On the other hand, contrary to Hypothesis 

4, participants found middle class–upper class relations to be more legitimate (M = 2.65) than 

middle class–working class relations (M = 2.42), t(619) = 3.71, p =.001, r = .15. However, it 

should be noted that the values for legitimacy are below the midpoint in both conditions, 

suggesting that neither set of interclass relations were seen as very legitimate. Finally, as 

predicted, there were no differences in perceptions of class stability between participants in 

the middle-to-working condition (M = -0.36) and participants in the middle-to-upper 

condition (M = -0.36). The negative values for the stability variable suggest that participants 

in both conditions perceived a trend of downward mobility over time. 

 

Table 4.3. Permeability, Legitimacy, and Stability Measures by Experimental Condition 
 Middle-to-Working  Middle-to-Upper   

Measure M SD  M SD df t 
 
Permeability 

 
 4.29 

 
 0.83 

  
 3.64 

 
0.83 

 
627   -9.89***

      
Legitimacy 
 

 
 2.42 

 
 0.78 

  
 2.65 

 
0.81 

 
619 3.71***

Stability 
 

-0.36   1.13  -0.36 1.09 645  -0.03 

Note. Permeability and legitimacy scores ranged from 1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly 
agree. Stability scores ranged from -2 to 2. ***p < .001 
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The Impact of Interclass Context on Ingroup Bias 

Table 4.4 shows the descriptive statistics for the bias variables used in this study. 

Under Hypothesis 5, it was predicted that participants would show ingroup bias on the 

morality dimension across conditions, but the amount of bias would be higher in the middle-

to-upper than the middle-to-working condition. It was also predicted that participants would 

show ingroup bias on the success dimension in the middle-to-working condition, but 

outgroup bias in the middle-to-upper condition (Hypothesis 6). To test these hypotheses, I 

first conducted a 2 (experimental condition) x 2 (type of dimension) mixed-model ANOVA 

with bias scores entered as a dependent variable.22 This analysis revealed a significant 

Experimental Condition x Dimension interaction effect F (1, 576) = 847.51, p = .001. This 

interaction effect is displayed in Figure 4.1. As confirmed by a comparison of the means, 

participants in the middle-to-upper condition expressed more bias on the moral dimension (M 

= .59) than participants in the middle-to-working condition (M = -.16), t(592) = 16.70, p = 

.001, r = .57. However, contrary to Hypothesis 5, participants in the middle-to-working 

condition actually exhibited bias in favor of the outgroup on the morality dimension, t(292) = 

-6.96, p = .001, r = .38. As predicted in Hypothesis 6, further analysis of the means also 

revealed that participants in the middle-to-working condition exhibited more bias on the 

success dimension (M = .54) than participants in the middle-to-upper condition (M = -.83), 

t(593) = -28.94, p = .001, r = .77. Also in support of Hypothesis 6, middle-to-upper 

participants were biased in favor of the outgroup on the success dimension, t(306) = -23.39, p 

=.001, r = .80. 

                                                 
22 A mixed design was used in this case, and in future analyses, in order to incorporate a mixture of between-
group and repeated measure variables in the same analysis. 
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Table 4.4. Means and Standard Deviations of Ingroup/Outgroup Evaluations and Bias by 
Condition 

 Ingroup  Outgroup  Bias 
Measure M SD  M SD  M SD 

 

Middle-to-Working Conditiona 
 

        

          Moral 
 

3.44 .52  3.60 .52  -.16 .39 

          Success 
 

3.50 .48  2.95 .61  .54 .52 

          Warmth 
 

6.26 1.28  6.24 1.37  .02 1.11 

          Closeness 
 

6.29 1.24  5.88 1.46  .41 1.33 
 

Middle-to-Upper Conditionb 
 

        

          Moral 
 

3.34 .49  2.77 .63  .58 .64 

          Success 
 

3.23 .47  4.04 .59  -.81 .62 

          Warmth 
 

6.16 1.21  4.83 1.30  1.34 1.58 

          Closeness 
 

6.22 1.29  4.17 1.70  2.06 2.13 

Note. Moral/Success Ingroup and outgroup scores range from 1 = not at all to 5 = extremely. 
Warmth and closeness scores range from 1 = very cold/not at all close to 9 = very warm/very 
close, with 5 = neutral midpoint. a N = 271. b N = 275. 
 
 
 

Bias scores show to what extent a person favors the ingroup in relation to an 

outgroup. However, these scores do not provide any information regarding the actual values 

of ingroup and outgroup evaluations. For example, it is impossible to tell if a bias score is the 

result of ingroup favoritism (positively evaluating the ingroup), outgroup derogation 

(negatively evaluating the outgroup), or both. As a result, the impact of class comparison on 

evaluations of ingroup and outgroup members was further analyzed using a 2 (experimental 

condition) x 2 (type of dimension) x 2 (target: ingroup, outgroup) mixed-model ANOVA. 

The significance of the three-way interaction of Experimental Condition x Dimension x 

Target, F (1, 576) = 847.51, p = .001, indicated that the combined effect of the dimension 
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Figure 4.1. The Interaction of Experimental Condition (Middle-to-Working, Middle-to-
Upper) and Evaluative Dimension (Moral, Success) on Ingroup Bias 
 
 
 
of evaluation and the target of comparison was different for participants in the two 

experimental conditions. The character of this interaction is revealed in Figure 4.2. Ingroup 

and outgroup evaluations were scored from one to five. Therefore, a value of three represents 

a middle value. The left-hand side of the figure shows that participants in the middle-to-

working condition favored the ingroup (M = 3.49) over the working class (M = 2.96) on the 

success dimension, but favored the working class (M = 3.60) over the ingroup (M = 3.44) on 

the moral dimension. Given that these means exceeded or came close to the midpoint value 

of 3.00, I concluded that there was no evidence of ingroup or outgroup derogation for this 
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Figure 4.2. Three-Way Interaction of Experimental Condition (Middle-to-Working, Middle-to-Upper), Dimension (Moral, 
Success), and Target (Ingroup, Outgroup) on Evaluation  
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condition. In contrast, the right-hand side of Figure 4.2 reveals that the moral evaluations of 

the middle-to-upper participants exhibited some evidence of ingroup favoritism (M = 3.32) 

and outgroup derogation (M = 2.75). The success evaluations for middle-to-upper 

participants, on the other hand, showed no evidence of ingroup or outgroup derogation. 

In addition to the predictions regarding interclass context and ingroup bias, it was also 

hypothesized that participants in the middle-to-working condition would evaluate the ingroup 

more favorably, on both dimensions, than participants in the middle-to-upper condition 

(Hypothesis 7). As predicted, participants in the middle-to-working condition rated 

themselves higher on the moral dimension (M = 3.45), than did participants in the middle-to-

upper condition (M = 3.33), t(599.01) = -2.87, p = .004, r = .12. They also rated themselves 

higher on the success dimension (M = 3.50) than did middle-to-upper participants (M = 3.20), 

t(605) = -7.61, p = .001, r = .30. 

To examine the effect of interclass context on warmth and closeness bias towards the 

ingroup, a series of one-sample t tests were conducted comparing the bias scores to zero (i.e., 

no bias). It was predicted that all middle class participants, regardless of condition, would be 

biased in favor of the ingroup in terms of feelings of warmth and closeness (Hypothesis 8). 

As predicted, participants in the middle-to-working condition felt closer to fellow members 

of the middle class, than to the working class (M = .41), t(270) = 5.12, p = .001, r = .30). In 

contrast, they did not differ in their feelings of warmth towards members of the middle and 

working classes (M = .02), t(270) = 0.33, p = .74, r = .02. Participants in the middle-to-upper 

condition felt significantly (p’s = .001) warmer (M = 1.34) and closer (M = 2.06) to members 

of the middle class, when compared to members of the upper class. 
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As a final test of the impact of interclass context on ingroup bias, another series of 

one-sample t tests were performed comparing the pull scores from the tax rebate and tax 

increase allocation scenarios. As a reminder it should be noted that these matrices contrasted 

allocation strategies. The strategy of importance in this study was a strategy of maximum 

differentiation. That is, higher positive scores indicate a tendency to have maximized the 

difference between ingroup and outgroup members, when compared to other optional 

strategies (e.g., maximum ingroup profit, maximum joint profit). I hypothesized that 

participants would express bias (in the form of maximum differentiation) in favor of the 

ingroup, regardless of experimental condition, in both the tax rebate and tax increase 

scenarios (Hypothesis 8). Table 4.5 shows the distribution of pull scores by experimental 

condition. For participants in the middle-to-upper condition, this hypothesis was supported as 

they sought to maximize the difference between the middle class and the upper class in 

allocations of tax rebates (M = 2.00), t(325) = 12.74, p = .001, r = .58, and tax increases (M = 

2.96), t(324) = 20.54, p =.001, r = .75. However, contrary to expectations, participants in the 

middle-to-working condition maximized the difference in favor of the working class for both 

tax rebates (M = -1.01), t(313) = -8.06, p = .001, r = .42, and tax increases (M = -1.83), t(309) 

= -15.74, p = .001, r = .67. Thus, the results only partially supported Hypothesis 8. 

The Mediating Effect of Class Identification 

 Hypothesis 9 predicted that the relationships between permeability, legitimacy, 

stability and ingroup bias would be mediated by class identification. According to Baron and 

Kenny (1986), one way to test for a mediation effect is through a series of regression models. 

In this analysis, permeability, legitimacy, and stability represent predictor variables, the three 

factors of class identification represent the mediators, with moral and success bias  
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Table 4.5. Frequency Distribution of Tajfel Pull Score Values for the Allocation of Tax 
Rebates and Tax Increases by Experimental Condition 

 Middle-to-Working  Middle-to-Upper 
Pull Score 

Value 
Tax Rebate 
(N = 314) 

Tax Increase 
(N = 310) 

 Tax Rebate 
(N = 326) 

Tax Increase 
(N = 325) 

 
6 

 
0.0 

 

 
0.3 

  
13.8 

 
19.4 

5 0.6 
 

0.3  9.2 11.1 

4 2.5 
 

1.3  12.9 19.1 

3 2.5 
 

0.0  12.3 15.4 

2 2.5 
 

0.6  6.7 8.9 

1 1.9 
 

1.9  2.8 2.8 

0 49.7 
 

32.3  31.6 18.2 

-1 5.7 
 

4.5  0.9 1.2 

-2 8.0 
 

20.3  2.8 0.3 

-3 9.6 
 

17.4  3.4 0.9 

-4 9.6 
 

11.0  1.8 0.9 

-5 3.8 
 

6.5  1.2 0.3 

-6 3.5 
 

3.5  0.6 1.5 

Note. Values represent percent of column total. 
 
 

representing the dependent variables. Using Baron and Kenny’s recommendation, three 

regression equations were created to test this meditational model: (1) the regression of class 

identification on permeability, legitimacy, and stability; (2) the regression of ingroup bias on 

permeability, legitimacy, and stability; and (3) the regression of ingroup bias on  
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Table 4.6. Intercorrelations of Bias, Sociostructural Characteristics, and Class Identification 
by Experimental Condition 
Measure 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 
 
1.Moral Bias 
 

 
-- 

 
-.03 

 
.12 

 
.14* 

 
.07 

 
-.07 

 
.10 

 
.11 

2. Success Bias 
 

-.26* -- -.16* .03 .00 -.01 -.06 -.02 

3. Permeability 
 

-.18* .14* -- .14* .24* -.35* .16* .02 

4. Legitimacy 
 

-.11 .07 .08 -- .13* -.05 -.09 -.06 

5. Stability 
 

-.02* .13* .06 .18* -- -.19* .10 .02 

6. Centrality 
 

.06 .02 -.19* -.10 .03 -- -.24* .01 

7. Ingroup Affect 
 

.13* .16* .12 .03 .02 -.32* -- .39* 

8. Ingroup Ties 
 

.11 .17* .09 .00 .12 .01 .41* -- 

Note. Intercorrelations for middle-to-upper participants (N = 248) are presented below the 
diagonal, and intercorrelations for middle-to-working participants (N = 234) are presented 
above the diagonal. *p < .05.  
 
 

permeability, legitimacy, stability, and class identification. The bivariate correlations among 

the variables included in the regression analyses are shown in Table 4.6. 

Effects of Sociostructural Characteristics on Class Identification 

To confirm mediation, first, it is necessary to find a relationship between the 

predictors and the mediator (Baron & Kenny, 1986). In this case, I examined the influence of 

permeability, legitimacy, and stability on each factor of class identification. Hypotheses 10, 

11, and 12 predicted that perceptions of interclass permeability, legitimacy, and stability 

would be related to the degree of class identification. Hypothesis 11, in particular, also 

predicted that the relationship between perceptions of legitimacy and class identification 

would vary by interclass context. To test these hypotheses, three hierarchical regression 
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analyses were performed. Each factor of identification (ingroup affect, centrality, ingroup 

ties) was included as the dependent variable in separate regression analyses. Each of the three 

analyses included two steps. Experimental condition (1 = middle-to-working condition; 0 = 

middle-to-upper condition) and the permeability, legitimacy, and stability variables were 

entered in the first step.23 The multiplicative terms between experimental condition and the 

permeability, legitimacy, and stability variables were entered in the second step. All of the 

predictor variables were centered, with each score deviated from its mean (Aiken & West, 

1991).24 Each interaction term was created by multiplying the experimental condition 

variable by the centered predictor variable. 

The Effects of Interclass Relations on Centrality 

 The results of the regression analysis predicting the centrality of class identification 

are shown in Table 4.7. As predicted (Hypothesis 10), permeability was negatively related to 

centrality (b = -0.34, p = .001, r = .26). The interaction effect of Experimental Condition x 

Permeability was not significant, thus supporting the prediction that permeability would be 

related to less identification, regardless of experimental condition. However, despite 

expectations to the contrary, there was no relationship between legitimacy and centrality. In 

addition, while there was not a main relationship between stability and centrality, there was a 

small Experimental Condition x Stability interaction effect (b = -0.17, p = .065, r = .09). Post 

hoc probing revealed a significant slope for participants in the middle-to-working  

 

                                                 
23 A number of control variables were also entered in the first step, including: sex, age, income, education, and 
university occupation. Race was omitted due to the fact that the sample was predominately white (95%). 
24 Experimental condition was not centered as it was operationalized as a dichotomous variable. Being that I 
was interested in the differences between distinct groups, the value of the centered mean for this variable would 
not have been useful. 
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Table 4.7. Summary of Hierarchical Regression Analysis Using Experimental Condition, 
Permeability, Legitimacy, and Stability as Predictors of Centrality (N = 476) 

 Step 1  Step 2 
Predictor Variables B (SE) β  B (SE) β 
 
Constant 
 

 
2.43 

 
(0.31) 

 

  
2.51 

 
(0.31) 

 
Experimental Condition 
 

0.31 (0.11) 
 

.14***  0.31 (0.11) 
 

.14***

Sociostructural Characteristics 
 

     

        Permeability 
 

-0.34 (0.06) -.28***  -0.24 (0.08) -.20***

        Legitimacy 
 

-0.06 (0.07) -.04  -0.14 (0.09) -.10 

        Stability 
 

-0.04 (0.05) -.04  0.06 (0.06) .06 

Experimental x Permeability 
 

    -0.19 (0.12) -.11 

Experimental x Legitimacy 
 

    0.16 (0.13) .08 

Experimental x Stability 
 

    -0.17 (0.09) -.12† 

 
R2

Cumulative 
 

 
.09 

  
.10 

FChange 
 

3.78***  2.51† 

Note. B = unstandardized regression coefficient; SE  = standard error of B; β = standardized 
regression coefficient. Experimental condition was coded 1 = Middle-to-Working and 0 = 
Middle-to-Upper. †p < .10; *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001 
 
 

condition (b = -0.11, t = -1.72, p = .085, r = .08), but not for participants in the middle-to-

upper condition.25 Thus, in partial support of Hypothesis 12, greater perceptions of an 

upwardly mobile class structure were related to less central class identities for participants in 

the middle-to-working condition. 

                                                 
25 As suggested by Aiken and West (1991), following a significant interaction effect I examined the significance 
of the simple slopes of this relationship for participants in each condition separately (i.e., post hoc probing). 
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The Effects of Interclass Relations on Ingroup Affect 

The results of the regression analysis predicting the ingroup affect factor of class 

identification are shown in Table 4.8. Contrary to Hypothesis 10, greater perceptions of 

interclass permeability were associated with more ingroup affect (b = 0.13, p = .002, r = .13).  

Even though the Experimental Condition x Permeability interaction effect was not 

significant, closer analysis of the simple slopes indicated that permeability was only related 

to more ingroup affect for participants in the middle-to-working condition (b = 0.16, t = 2.33, 

p = .020, r = .11). There were no main or interaction effects of perceptions of legitimacy or 

stability on ingroup affect.26 

The Effects of Interclass Relations on Ingroup Ties 

The results of the regression analysis predicting the ingroup ties factor of class 

identification are shown in Table 4.9. There were no main or interaction effects of 

permeability or legitimacy on ingroup ties. However, greater perceptions of an upwardly 

mobile class structure were related to higher levels of ingroup ties (b = 0.07, p = .103, r = 

.08). This effect was small and a post hoc probing of the simple slopes revealed that it was 

only significant for participants in the middle-to-upper condition (b = 0.10, t = 1.68, p = .093, 

r = .08).27 

For a variable to mediate the relationship between a predictor and a dependent 

variable, it is necessary that the predictor first be related to the proposed mediator. The 

results of the preceding analyses revealed that four relationships fulfilled this criterion: (1)  

                                                 
26 In addition, women had higher levels of ingroup affect in comparison to men (b = 0.16, p = .054, r = .09). 
Higher income levels were also associated with more ingroup affect (b = 0.03, p = .022, r = .11). 
27 Age was positively related to the level of ingroup ties (b = 0.01, p = .004, r = .13). Also, participants with 
master’s degrees had lower levels of ingroup ties than participants with bachelor’s degrees (b = -0.25, p = .039, 
r = .09). 
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Table 4.8. Summary of Hierarchical Regression Analysis Using Experimental Condition, 
Permeability, Legitimacy, and Stability as Predictors of Ingroup Affect (N = 476) 

 Step 1  Step 2 
Predictor Variables B (SE) β  B (SE) β 
 
Constant 
 

 
5.05 

 
(0.25) 

 

  
5.04 

 
(0.25) 

 
Experimental Condition 
 

-0.26 (0.08) 
 

-.15***  -0.26 (0.08) 
 

-.15***

Sociostructural Characteristics 
 

     

        Permeability 
 

0.13 (0.05) .14**  0.10 (0.07) .11 

        Legitimacy 
 

-0.04 (0.05) -.04  0.03 (0.07) .03 

        Stability 
 

0.04 (0.04) .05  0.00 (0.05) .00 

Experimental x Permeability 
 

    0.06 (0.10) .04 

Experimental x Legitimacy 
 

    -0.14 (0.10) -.09 

Experimental x Stability 
 

    0.07 (0.07) .06 

 
R2

Cumulative 
 

 
.06 

  
.07 

FChange 
 

2.44***  0.96 

Note. B = unstandardized regression coefficient; SE  = standard error of B; β = standardized 
regression coefficient. Experimental condition was coded 1 = Middle-to-Working and 0 = 
Middle-to-Upper. †p < .10; *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001 
 
 
 
permeability was related to the centrality of class identification; (2) stability was related to 

the centrality of class identification for participants in the middle-to-working condition; (3) 

permeability was related to ingroup affect for participants in the middle-to-working 

condition; and (4) stability was related to ingroup ties for participants in the middle-to-upper 

condition. The lack of a relationship between legitimacy and all three factors of identification 

suggests that class identification does not mediate the relationship between legitimacy and  
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Table 4.9. Summary of Hierarchical Regression Analysis Using Experimental Condition, 
Permeability, Legitimacy, and Stability as Predictors of Ingroup Ties (N = 476) 

 Step 1  Step 2 
Predictor Variables B (SE) β  B (SE) β 
 
Constant 
 

 
4.21 

 
(0.28) 

 

 
 

  
4.24 

 
(0.29) 

 

 
 

Experimental Condition 
 

-0.26 (0.10) 
 

-.13**  -0.26 (0.10) 
 

-.14** 

Sociostructural Characteristics 
 

     

        Permeability 
 

0.05 (0.05) .05  0.07 (0.08) .06 

        Legitimacy 
 

-0.05 (0.06) -.04  -0.04 (0.08) -.03 

        Stability 
 

0.07 (0.04) .08†  0.10 (0.06) .11† 

Experimental x Permeability 
 

    -0.03 (0.11) -.02 

Experimental x Legitimacy 
 

    -0.03 (0.11) -.02 

Experimental x Stability 
 

    -0.06 (0.08) -.05 

 
R2

Cumulative 
 

 
.07 

  
.08 

FChange 
 

3.09***  0.29 

Note. B = unstandardized regression coefficient; SE  = standard error of B; β = standardized 
regression coefficient. Experimental condition was coded 1 = Middle-to-Working and 0 = 
Middle-to-Upper. †p < .10; *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001 
 
 

ingroup bias. The next step in testing mediation is to find a significant relationship between 

the predictors and the dependent variable, which was ingroup bias in this study. 

Effects of Sociostructural Characteristics on Ingroup Bias 

 A second set of hierarchical regression analyses examined the relationships between 

the sociostructural characteristics of interclass relations, experimental condition, and ingroup 

bias. Each analysis contained two steps, with the interactions of each sociostructural variable 
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and experimental condition entered at the second step. Once again, the permeability, 

legitimacy, and stability variables were centered, with each score deviated from its mean. 

Each analysis was run two times, with moral and success bias as dependent variables. 

The Effects of Interclass Relations on Moral Bias 

The results of the regression analysis predicting moral ingroup bias are shown in 

Table 4.10. Hypothesis 13 predicted that more permeable interclass relations would be 

associated with lower levels of moral bias, regardless of experimental condition. As 

expected, there was a significant main effect of permeability on moral bias (b = -0.06, p = 

.056, r = .09). There was also a significant Experimental Condition x Permeability interaction 

effect (b = 0.19, p = .002, r = .15). Post hoc analyses of this interaction revealed a significant 

slope for participants in the middle-to-upper condition (b = -0.15, t = -3.70, p = .001, r = .17), 

but not for participants in the middle-to-working condition. It was also predicted that more 

legitimate class relations would be positively associated with ingroup bias on the morality 

dimension for participants in both conditions (Hypotheses 14 & 15). There was not a 

significant main effect of legitimacy on moral bias, but the Experimental Condition x 

Legitimacy interaction was significant (b = 0.16, p = .011, r = .12). Consistent with 

expectations, greater legitimacy was associated with more moral bias for participants in the 

middle-to-working condition (b = 0.08, t = 1.72, p = .086, r = .08). However, for participants 

in the middle-to-upper condition legitimacy was related to lower levels of moral bias (b = -

0.08, t = -1.81, p = .070, r = .08). Finally, there were no significant stability effects on moral 

bias for participants in this study.28 

                                                 
28 Women had higher levels of moral bias in comparison to men (b = 0.10, p = .055, r = .09), and participants 
with master’s degrees had lower levels of moral bias than participants with bachelor’s degrees (b = -0.12, p = 
.069, r = .09). 
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Table 4.10. Summary of Hierarchical Regression Analysis Using Experimental Condition, 
Permeability, Legitimacy, and Stability as Predictors of Moral Bias (N = 476) 

 Step 1  Step 2 
Predictor Variables B (SE) β  B (SE) β 
 
Constant 
 

 
0.54 

 
(0.16) 

  
0.48 

 
(0.16) 

Experimental Condition 
 

-0.68 (0.05) -.53***  -0.68 (0.05) -.52***

Sociostructural Characteristics 
 

     

        Permeability 
 

-0.06 (0.03) -.08†  -0.15 (0.04) -.21***

        Legitimacy 
 

0.00 (0.03) -.01  -0.08 (0.04) -.10† 

        Stability 
 

0.02 (0.02) .03  0.01 (0.03) .02 

Experimental x Permeability 
 

    0.19 (0.06) .18***

Experimental x Legitimacy 
 

    0.16 (0.06) .14** 

Experimental x Stability 
 

    0.00 (0.05) .01 

 
R2

Cumulative 
 

 
.33 

  
.36 

FChange 
 

19.17***  6.36*** 

Note. B = unstandardized regression coefficient; SE  = standard error of B; β = standardized 
regression coefficient. Experimental condition was coded 1 = Middle-to-Working and 0 = 
Middle-to-Upper. †p < .10; *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001 
 
 

The Effects of Interclass Relations on Success Bias 

The results of the regression analysis predicting success ingroup bias are shown in 

Table 4.11. It was predicted that more permeable class relations would be associated with 

less success bias for participants in both conditions (Hypothesis 13). There was no significant 

main effect of permeability on success bias, but the Experimental Condition x Permeability 

interaction was significant (b = -0.20, p = .002, r = .14). A post hoc analysis of  
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Table 4.11. Summary of Hierarchical Regression Analysis Using Experimental Condition, 
Permeability, Legitimacy, and Stability as Predictors of Success Bias (N = 476) 

 Step 1  Step 2 
Predictor Variables B (SE) β  B (SE) β 
 
Constant 
 

 
-0.55 

 
(0.17) 

  
-0.49 

 
(0.17) 

Experimental Condition 
 

1.35  (0.06) .76***  1.35 (0.06) .76***

Sociostructural Characteristics 
 

     

        Permeability 
 

0.00 (0.03) .00  0.10 (0.05) .10** 

        Legitimacy 
 

0.05 (0.04) .04  0.04 (0.05) .04 

        Stability 
 

0.03 (0.02) .03  0.07 (0.04) .08† 

Experimental x Permeability 
 

    -0.20 (0.07) -.14***

Experimental x Legitimacy 
 

    0.00 (0.07) .00 

Experimental x Stability 
 

    -0.05 (0.05) -.05 

 
R2

Cumulative 
 

 
.59 

  
.60 

FChange 
 

56.32***  4.03** 

Note. B = unstandardized regression coefficient; SE  = standard error of B; β = standardized 
regression coefficient. Experimental condition was coded 1 = Middle-to-Working and 0 = 
Middle-to-Upper. †p < .10; *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001 
 
 

the simple slopes revealed that permeability was related to less success bias for participants 

in the middle-to- working condition (b = -0.10, t = -2.08, p = .038, r = .10), but was related to 

more success bias for participants in the middle-to-upper condition (b = 0.10, t = 2.31, p = 

.038, r = .11). There were no legitimacy effects on success bias in either experimental 

condition. Finally, under Hypothesis 16, it was predicted that greater perceptions of an 

upwardly mobile class structure would be related to less bias on the success dimension for 
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participants in both conditions. There were no significant main or interaction effects for the 

effect of these perceptions on success bias, but a closer analysis of this relationship by 

experimental condition revealed that greater perceptions of an upwardly mobile class 

structure were related to more success bias for participants in the middle-to-upper condition 

(b = 0.07, t = 1.92, p = .056, r = .09).29 

 The second step in confirming a mediation effect is to find a relationship between 

predictors and the dependent variables. The results of the preceding analyses revealed that 

four relationships fulfilled this criterion: (1) permeability was related to lower levels of moral 

bias for participants in the middle-to-upper condition; (2) legitimacy was associated with 

more moral bias for participants in the middle-to-working condition, and less moral bias for 

participants in the middle-to-upper condition; (3) permeability was related to less success 

bias for participants in the middle-to-working condition, but more success bias for 

participants in the middle-to-upper condition; and (4) the stability measure was related to 

more success bias for participants in the middle-to-upper condition. In the final stage of 

establishing mediation, it is necessary to find that these relationships become weakened when 

the class identification variables are entered into the equation. 

Class Identification as a Mediator 

In the preceding sections, I conducted the first two steps in confirming the possible 

mediating effect of class identification on the relationships between the sociostructural 

characteristics of interclass relations and moral and success bias. As I have mentioned, the 

lack of a relationship between legitimacy and the class identification variables discounts any 

                                                 
29 Participants with master’s degrees had lower levels of success bias than participants with bachelor’s degrees 
(b = -0.12, p = .099, r = .07). Participants who were employed as Professional and Scientific Staff had lower 
levels of success bias than participants employed as faculty (b = -0.16, p = .086, r = .08). 
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possible mediating effect on the relationship of legitimacy and bias. On the other hand, there 

was evidence that  both the permeability and stability of interclass relations were related to 

class identification and ingroup bias. As a final test of the mediating effect of class 

identification, two more hierarchical regression analyses were performed. Moral and success 

bias were included as the dependent variable in separate regression analyses. Once again, 

each of the analyses included two steps. In the first step, the three class identification 

variables were included with the sociostructural variables and experimental condition to 

predict bias. The interactions of experimental condition and each sociostructural 

characteristic were added in the second step. In addition to the hypothesized meditation, it 

was also predicted that greater class identification would be associated with higher levels of 

ingroup bias (Hypothesis 17). Thus, moral and success bias were examined in turn, paying 

specific attention to the direct and mediating effects of class identification. 

Mediation of Class Identification on Moral Bias 

 The results of the regression analysis examining the influence of class identification, 

along with experimental condition and the sociostructural variables, on moral ingroup bias 

are shown in Table 4.12. As expected, greater ingroup affect was associated with higher 

levels of moral bias (b = 0.06, p = .098, r = .07). However, there was no relationship between 

centrality and moral bias, or between ingroup ties and moral bias. Only one sociostructural 

variable—perceptions of permeability for participants in the middle-to-upper condition—

satisfied the first two requirements of mediation mentioned before. To test the mediating 

effect of identification I examined the Experimental Condition x Permeability interaction that 

was entered in Step 2. This interaction was still significant (b = 0.19, p = .002, r = .15) and 

the simple slope for middle-to-upper participants revealed that perceptions of passing were  
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Table 4.12. Summary of Hierarchical Regression Analysis Using Experimental Condition, 
Permeability, Legitimacy, Stability, and Class Identification as Predictors of Moral Bias (N = 
476) 

 Step 1  Step 2 
Predictor Variables B (SE) β  B (SE) β 
 
Constant 
 

 
0.59 

 
(0.16) 

  
0.53 

 
(0.16) 

Experimental Condition 
 

-0.66 (0.06) -.51***  -0.66 (0.05) -.51***

Sociostructural Characteristics 
 

     

        Permeability 
 

-0.07 (0.03) -.09*  -0.16 (0.04) -.22***

        Legitimacy 
 

0.00 (0.03) .00  -0.08 (0.04) -.10† 

        Stability 
 

0.12 (0.02) .02  0.00 (0.03) .01 

Class Identification 
 

      

        Centrality 
 

0.01 (0.03) .01  0.01 (0.02) .02 

        Ingroup Affect 
 

0.06 (0.03) .07†  0.06 (0.03) .08† 

        Ingroup Ties 
 

0.04 (0.03) .06  0.04 (0.03) .07 

Experimental x Permeability 
 

    0.19 (0.06) .18***

Experimental x Legitimacy 
 

    0.17 (0.06) .14** 

Experimental x Stability 
 

    0.00 (0.05) .01 

 
R2

Cumulative 
 

 
.34 

  
.37 

FChange 
 

16.05***  6.68*** 

Note. B = unstandardized regression coefficient; SE  = standard error of B; β = standardized 
regression coefficient. Experimental condition was coded 1 = Middle-to-Working and 0 = 
Middle-to-Upper. †p < .10; *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001 
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associated with less moral bias (b = -0.16, t = -3.83, p = .001, r = .16), even when controlling 

for class identification. Therefore, there was no evidence that class identification mediated 

the relationships between the sociostructural characteristics of interclass relations and moral 

bias. 

Mediation of Class Identification on Success Bias 

 The results of the regression analysis examining the influence of class identification, 

along with experimental condition and the sociostructural variables, on success ingroup bias 

are shown in Table 4.13. Contrary to Hypothesis 17, none of the three class identification 

variables were related to success bias. Given that it is necessary that the mediator be related 

to the dependent variable for mediation to be present, I concluded from this lack of a 

relationship that class identification did not mediate the relationships between the 

sociostructural characteristics of interclass relations and success bias. 

A Structural Equation Modeling Approach to Mediation 

One of the limitations of testing mediation using regression analysis is that the 

presence of measurement error in the mediator variable can lead to an underestimation of the 

mediator effect and an overestimation of the predictor effect. One solution to this possible 

problem of measurement error—suggested by Baron and Kenny (1986)—is to use multiple 

indicators to measure each variable. With the exception of the stability variable, the 

permeability, legitimacy, class identification, and bias variables used in the previous 

regression analyses were measured using the average score of a number of items. The items 

included in these averaged scales were shown to be reliable. However, a substantial amount 

of information is lost when a single averaged variable is used in the place of multiple 
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Table 4.13. Summary of Hierarchical Regression Analysis Using Experimental Condition, 
Permeability, Legitimacy, Stability, and Class Identification as Predictors of Success Bias (N 
= 476) 

 Step 1  Step 2 
Predictor Variables B (SE) β  B (SE) β 
 
Constant 
 

 
-0.50 

 
(0.17) 

  
-0.45 

 
(0.17) 

Experimental Condition 
 

1.37 (0.06) .77***  1.37 (0.06) .77***

Sociostructural Characteristics 
 

     

        Permeability 
 

0.00 (0.03) .00  0.10 (0.05) .10* 

        Legitimacy 
 

0.05 (0.04) .05  0.05 (0.05) .04 

        Stability 
 

0.03 (0.02) .04  0.06 (0.04) .08† 

Class Identification 
 

      

        Centrality 
 

0.01 (0.03) .02  0.01 (0.03) .01 

        Ingroup Affect 
 

0.03 (0.04) .02  0.03 (0.04) .03 

        Ingroup Ties 
 

0.04 (0.03) .05  0.04 (0.03) .04 

Experimental x Permeability 
 

    -0.20 (0.07) -.14***

Experimental x Legitimacy 
 

    0.01 (0.07) .01 

Experimental x Stability 
 

    -0.05 (0.05) -.05 

 
R2

Cumulative 
 

 
.60 

  
.61 

FChange 
 

45.44***  3.93** 

Note. B = unstandardized regression coefficient; SE  = standard error of B; β = standardized 
regression coefficient. Experimental condition was coded 1 = Middle-to-Working and 0 = 
Middle-to-Upper. †p < .10; *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001 



114 

indicators. Therefore, as an additional test of the mediation of class identification—as well as 

the other hypothesized relationships among the sociostructural characteristics of interclass 

relations, class identification, and ingroup bias—I constructed a series of causal models with 

permeability, legitimacy, class identification, and bias as latent variables with multiple 

indicators. In contrast to the regression models presented in the previous section, each class 

identification variable was examined separately from the others. Before the structural 

relations of these models could be tested, it was necessary that I examine the measurement 

model for each of the latent variables. 

Measurement Model 

Each model was tested using the maximum-likelihood estimation and the Amos 16.0 

statistical program (Arbuckle, 2007). I treated permeability and legitimacy as latent variables 

with eight observed indicators each. All eight loadings for the permeability indicator were 

statistically significant, ranging from .25 to .72, with a mean loading of .46. As mentioned in 

Chapter 3, the eight permeability items were developed to tap into two theoretically related 

sub-factors of permeability: social mobility and passing.  Given the low values of some of the 

factor loadings, I allowed for three correlations among the measurement residuals within 

each of these sub-factors. In addition, after examining the modification indices for this latent 

variable, I allowed for one correlation across sub-factors. I found this correlation to be 

defensible based on the conceptual similarities between the two items: (1) Middle class 

individuals have difficulty becoming upper class; and (2) Middle class individuals feel 

uncomfortable and inauthentic when they mingle with members of the upper class. Fit 

indices revealed that the model fit the data well both when the coefficients were constrained 
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across experimental conditions and when they were allowed to vary (χ2 = 33.78, d.f. = 26, p 

= .141, CFI = .99, RMR = .07, RMSEA = .03). 

The eight legitimacy items were all significant, but were less variable than the 

permeability items with factor loadings ranging from .36 to .57, with a mean loading of .48. 

The legitimacy items were also created from two related subscales: support for class 

inequality and support for equality. Once I allowed for four correlations among the class 

inequality items and two correlations among the class equality items, the model fit the data 

reasonably well when coefficients were allowed to vary across experimental conditions (χ2 = 

55.95, d.f. = 28, p = .001, CFI = .97, RMR = .08, RMSEA = .05). However, the model did 

not fit the data well when the coefficients were constrained across conditions, suggesting that 

this measure of legitimacy differed by condition. 

I treated class identification as three separate latent variables with four observed 

indicators each. For centrality, all four factor loadings were statistically significant and 

ranged from .30 to .96 (M = .63). After allowing for one correlation among measurement 

residuals the model fit the data well in both constrained and unconstrained conditions (χ2 = 

4.40, d.f. = 2, p = .111, CFI = .99, RMR = .04, RMSEA = .05). The loadings were significant 

for the ingroup affect variable, ranging from .42 to .85 (M = .60). I allowed for one 

correlation between the two negatively phrased items. The model fit the data reasonably well 

both when the coefficients were constrained across experimental conditions and when they 

were allowed to vary (χ2 = 8.68, d.f. = 2, p = .013, CFI = .98, RMR = .03, RMSEA = .08). 

Finally, all four factor loadings were statistically significant for the ingroup ties factor and 

ranged from .54 to .72 (M = .63). The model fit the data well under all conditions (χ2 = 2.31, 

d.f. = 4, p = .679, CFI = 1.00, RMR = .03, RMSEA = .00). 
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I treated moral bias and success bias as latent variables with four observed indicators 

each. For moral bias, all four factor loadings were statistically significant and ranged from 

.65 to .80 (M = .74). The model fit the data very well when coefficients were allowed to vary 

across experimental conditions (χ2 = 6.97, d.f. = 4, p = .138, CFI = .99, RMR = .01, RMSEA 

= .04), but not well when the coefficients were constrained across conditions. This suggests 

that this measure of moral bias differed by condition. All four loadings for the success bias 

measure were statistically significant, ranging from .53 to .61, with a mean loading of .56. 

This model fit the data reasonably well when coefficients were constrained and very well 

when they were allowed to vary (χ2 = 3.25, d.f. = 4, p = .518, CFI = 1.00, RMR = .01, 

RMSEA = .00). 

Structural Model 

Three structural models were tested. In each model, permeability, stability, and 

legitimacy were entered as predictor variables; centrality, ingroup affect, and ingroup ties 

were each entered as a mediator variable in separate models; moral and success bias were 

entered as dependent variables. To test the mediation of these class identification variables, 

the direct and indirect effects (through class identification) of the sociostructural 

characteristics on moral and success bias were examined. Given that this meditation was 

predicted to occur, regardless of experimental condition, I examined the effects for the fully 

constrained model.  

Centrality as a Mediator 

 Figure 4.3 shows the results of the structural model with centrality entered as a  



 

 
Figure 4.3. Standardized Coefficients from the Structural Equation Model Showing the Effects of Permeability, Stability, and 
Legitimacy on Moral and Success Bias, Showing Mediation through Centrality, and Moderation by Experimental Condition. N = 
482. †p < .10; *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001 
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mediator. The same guidelines apply for testing mediation in a structural equation model as 

in a regression model. For instance, in a mediated model it is necessary that the mediator be 

related to the dependent variable. As is shown in Figure 4.3, there was no relationship 

between centrality and either moral or success bias. In addition, there were also no significant 

indirect effects of any of the sociostructural variables on either form of bias. These results 

indicate that centrality did not mediate the relationships between the sociostructural 

characteristics of interclass relations and ingroup bias. It should be noted that this model did 

not provide a good fit for the data when coefficients between the groups were constrained (χ2 

= 1476.33, d.f. = 785, p = .001, CFI = .79, RMR = .15, RMSEA = .04) or when they were 

allowed to vary (χ2 = 1166.47, d.f. = 700, p = .001, CFI = .86, RMR = .12, RMSEA = .04). In 

addition, the fully constrained model only accounted for 1% of the variance in moral bias and 

2% of the variance in success bias when the effects of experimental condition were equalized 

across groups. 

 In addition to the hypothesized mediating effect of centrality, I also hypothesized that 

the relationships between the sociostructural characteristics, class identification, and ingroup 

bias would differ by experimental condition. The moderating effects of experimental 

condition were tested in two steps. First, multi-group models were tested with the structural 

coefficients for middle-to-upper and middle-to-working participants allowed to vary (i.e., the 

model was unconstrained). Second, separate models were created for each hypothesized 

moderating effect, with the paths between the variables equalized across conditions. A 

significant change in the chi-square between the unconstrained model and a model with a 

constrained path would indicate a significant moderating effect. The moderating influence of 

centrality (a factor of class identification) was hypothesized for two relationships: (1) The 
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relationship between legitimacy and centrality; and (2) the relationship between legitimacy 

and success bias.  

First, it was hypothesized that legitimacy would be positively related to centrality for 

participants in the middle-to-working condition, but negatively related to class identification 

for participants in the middle-to-upper condition (Hypothesis 11). When the equivalence of 

the path between legitimacy and centrality was imposed across the two conditions, the 

change in chi-square was not significant, Δ χ2 (1) = 0.05, p = .831. Therefore, this 

relationship was not moderated by experimental condition as hypothesized. It was also 

hypothesized that legitimacy would be positively related to success bias for participants in 

the middle-to-working condition, but negatively related to success bias for participants in the 

middle-to-upper condition (Hypotheses 14 and 15). This was also not supported as the 

change in chi-square was not significant, Δ χ2 (1) = 0.24, p = .877, when the path between 

legitimacy and centrality was equalized.  

The remaining structural paths not mentioned above were hypothesized to be similar 

across experimental conditions. To test these hypotheses I ran a series of comparisons for 

each path across conditions. Two significant differences emerged. First, contrary to 

Hypothesis 13, experimental condition moderated the relationship between permeability and 

moral bias, Δ χ2 (1) = 7.73, p = .005. A closer look at the two groups separately revealed a 

significant relationship between permeability and moral bias for participants in the middle-

to-upper condition (b = -0.19, p = .010), but not for participants in the middle-to-working 

condition. Second, experimental condition also moderated the relationship between 

permeability and success bias, Δ χ2 (1) = 9.38, p = .002. As a result of this moderation, it was 

revealed that permeability was related to less success bias for participants in the middle-to-
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working condition (b = -0.21, p = .043), but this relationship was not significant for 

participants in the middle-to-upper condition. 

Ingroup Affect as a Mediator 

Figure 4.4 shows the results of the structural model with ingroup affect entered as a 

mediator. Looking for mediation, there was a significant relationship between permeability 

and ingroup affect (b = 0.13, p = .018), and between ingroup affect and moral bias (b = 0.19, 

p = .001). However, the direct effect of permeability on moral bias was significant (b = 0.09, 

p = .001), and the indirect effect through ingroup affect was not. This finding indicates that 

ingroup affect did not mediate the relationship between permeability and moral bias. Also, 

the absence of relationship between legitimacy and ingroup affect, between stability and 

ingroup affect, and between ingroup affect and success bias suggests that there was no 

mediating effect for these relationships either. This model also did not provide a good fit for 

the data when coefficients between the groups were constrained (χ2 = 1457.58, d.f. = 785, p = 

.001, CFI = .79, RMR = .13, RMSEA = .04) or when they were allowed to vary (χ2 = 

1145.99, d.f. = 700, p = .001, CFI = .86, RMR = .11, RMSEA = .04).  

An examination of hypothesized moderating effects revealed that experimental 

condition did not moderate the relationships between legitimacy and ingroup affect or 

between legitimacy and success bias. However, as in the previous model, experimental 

condition moderated the relationship between permeability and moral bias, Δ χ2 (1) = 8.34, p 

= .004, as well as the relationship between permeability and success bias, Δ χ2 (1) = 5.95, p = 

.015. A closer look at these moderating effects revealed that greater perceptions of 

permeability were associated with less moral bias for participants in the middle-to-upper 

condition (b = -0.19, p = .003). However, despite the significant difference between the
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conditions on the relationship between permeability and success bias, there was no 

significant direct relationship for either group when examined separately. A comparison 

across conditions for all of the other paths also revealed a moderating effect of experimental 

condition on the relationship between permeability and ingroup affect, Δ χ2 (1) = 2.84, p = 

.092. Looking at the groups separately, greater perceptions of permeability was associated 

with more ingroup affect for participants in the middle-to-working condition (b = 0.30, p = 

.031). There was no significant effect for participants in the middle-to-upper condition. 

Finally, there was an additional moderating effect of experimental condition on the 

relationship between ingroup affect and moral bias, Δ χ2 (1) = 6.51, p = .011. Higher levels of 

ingroup affect were related to more moral bias for participants in the middle-to-upper 

condition (b = 0.33, p = .002), but not for participants in the middle-to-working condition. 

Exploration of direct and indirect effects revealed that these moderating effects did not 

significantly change the conclusion that ingroup affect did not mediate the relationship 

between permeability and ingroup bias. 

Ingroup Ties as a Mediator 

 Figure 4.5 shows the results of the structural model with ingroup ties entered as a 

mediator. Only one set of relationships fit two of the requirements for a mediation effect: the 

relationship between permeability and moral bias. First, there was a statistically significant 

direct effect of permeability on ingroup ties (b = 0.10, p = .096). Second, there was also a 

significant direct effect of ingroup ties on moral bias (b = 0.10, p = .018). However, the 

indirect effects of permeability on moral bias were not significant, thus indicating that 

ingroup ties was not a mediator of this relationship. As a whole, the model did not fit the data 



 

 
Figure 4.5. Standardized Coefficients from the Structural Equation Model Showing the Effects of Permeability, Stability, and 
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well when either constrained (χ2 = 1395.81, d.f. = 786, p = .001, CFI = .80, RMR = .11,  

RMSEA = .04) or unconstrained across conditions (χ2 = 1087.81, d.f. = 702, p = .001, CFI = 

.88, RMR = .11, RMSEA = .03). 

  Once again, the hypothesized moderation effects of experimental condition on the 

relationships between legitimacy and ingroup ties, and between legitimacy and success bias 

were not significant. However, as in the first two models, experimental condition did 

moderate the relationship between permeability and moral bias, Δ χ2 (1) = 8.92, p = .003, as 

well as the relationship between permeability and success bias, Δ χ2 (1) = 6.12, p = .013. 

Thus, in all three models, more permeable middle class–upper class relations were associated 

with less moral bias (b = -0.19, p = .005), while more permeable middle class–working class 

relations were associated with less success bias (b = -0.16, p = .083).30 In addition, the 

relationship between ingroup ties and success bias was moderated by experimental condition, 

Δ χ2 (1) = 2.65, p = .103. Examination of this relationship across the two conditions revealed 

that higher levels of ingroup ties were associated with more success bias for participants in 

the middle-to-upper condition (b = 0.14, p = .060). However, the existence of this moderation 

effect did not change the conclusion that ingroup ties did not mediate the relationship 

between permeability and ingroup bias. 

The Influence of Experimental Condition 

 Figure 4.6 shows a final model in which experimental condition is included as a 

predictor of all of the structural variables included in the previous models. To make the 

interpretation of this model easier, class identification was measured as a single latent 

                                                 
30 However, as noted before, this relationship was not significant in the model containing ingroup affect as a 
mediator. 
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variable with twelve indicators.31 The point of this model is to show that the greatest 

differences in the relationships between these variables exist across interclass relations, not 

within them. 

A Comparison of the Two Approaches to Mediation: Regression and SEM 

 The multiple regression analyses and structural equation models presented in the last 

two sections represent two alternative approaches to testing the mediating relationships 

among the sociostructural characteristics of intergroup relations, class identification, and 

ingroup bias, and the moderating effects of experimental condition.  Despite taking different 

approaches to analyzing the relationships, the results were very similar. For instance, both the 

regression and SEM analyses showed no evidence that class identification mediated the 

relationships between the sociostructural characteristics of interclass relations and ingroup 

bias. In addition, there were few differences in the relationships found amongst variables 

between the two approaches. Most notably, there was no association between legitimacy and 

class identification or ingroup bias in the SEM analyses, while legitimacy related to moral 

bias in the regression analysis. The overwhelmingly similar results of the two approaches, 

despite the differences in variable measurement, serve as a simple validation of the 

examination of class identification.  

                                                 
31 The permeability, stability, and legitimacy variables were allowed to correlate with one another. This is not 
depicted in the diagram. 



 

 
Figure 4.6. Standardized Coefficients from the Structural Equation Model Showing the Influence of Experimental Condition on 
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CHAPTER FIVE: DISCUSSION 

 Social identity theory suggests that group members are motivated to maintain a 

positive sense of self, and that the strategies utilized to achieve this goal are dependent to a 

large extent on the relative status of the group (Tajfel, 1978). In the present study, I 

manipulated the relative interclass relations of middle class participants to examine the 

processes of social identification within two specific interclass contexts: the middle class 

when compared to the upper class, and the middle class when compared to the working class. 

Included in comparative context were measures of class identification, the sociostructural 

characteristics of interclass relations (i.e., permeability, legitimacy, and stability), and 

evidence of ingroup bias. Before the results of the present analysis are discussed in detail, it 

should be emphasized that participants were considered to be middle class based on their 

own self-categorizations and not based on any objective criteria (e.g., income, education). 

Therefore, the focus of this analysis was on how middle class-identified participants 

evaluated their own position in the class structure, and the relations between their own class 

and the class above or the class below. 

The Implications of Interclass Context for Class Identification 

The first objective of this study was to examine the class identification of members of 

the middle class in relation to “people above” (i.e., the upper class) or “people below” (i.e., 

the working class). Previous social identity research has found that members of high status 

groups identify with the ingroup more than members of lower status groups (Bettencourt et 

al., 2001). This was not the case in this study, as participants identified more with their social 

class—by way of stronger ingroup ties and greater ingroup affect— when they were asked to 

compare the middle class to the upper class, but were less identified when comparing the 
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middle class to the working class. First, that there was even a difference between the two 

conditions gives support to the effectiveness of the experimental manipulation. Second, while 

this finding was unexpected and contradicts previous social identity research, it is not 

necessarily inconsistent when compared to the historical trends of class categorization. For 

instance, it has been a consistent finding in the research on class categorization that the vast 

majority of Americans categorize themselves as either middle class or working class 

(Centers, 1949; Jackman & Jackman, 1983). Indeed, most of the movement in class 

categorizations has taken place between the working class and the middle class, and most of 

the disagreement amongst researchers has involved the distribution of these two classes (see 

Hamilton, 1966a, 1966b; Tucker, 1966). The overlap between the working class and the 

middle class is particularly evident in this study as 41% of the middle class participants 

stated that they came from a working class background, while only 2.1% admitted an upper 

class upbringing. Thus, it is possible that the distinctions between the middle class and the 

working class are much more difficult to demarcate, and much more fluid, than those 

between the middle class and the upper class.  

Drawing on one of the basic hypotheses of social identity theory, it is expected that 

people are motivated to maintain positively distinct group identities in relation to relevant 

outgroups (Turner et al., 1987). Consequently, the motivation for positive distinctiveness is 

tied to the relevancy of the outgroup. However, research into social identification processes 

has yet to compare the relevancy of more than one outgroup. One of the benefits of this study 

was the inclusion of two outgroups: the upper class and the working class. One interpretation 

of the finding that participants exhibited higher levels of identification when comparing 

themselves to the upper class is that the upper class represents a more relevant outgroup than 
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the working class. That is, the distinctiveness of the middle class from the upper class serves 

to increase the salience of class identification, which is suppressed by the similarity of the 

middle class and the working class. Therefore, identification was higher amongst participants 

in the middle-to-upper condition because of the distinctiveness of the two groups. 

Sociostructural Characteristics and Interclass Context 

 In a critique of social identity research, Turner (1999) questioned the absence of 

sociostructural characteristics (i.e., permeability, legitimacy, and stability) in analyses of 

intergroup attitudes and social identification. Despite this critique, there have been relatively 

few attempts to include all three sociostructural characteristics in the analysis of intergroup 

relations (for exceptions see Ellemers et al., 1993; Mummendey et al., 1999a, 199b). In 

addition, while some efforts have been made to examine the influence of these 

sociostructural characteristics on social identification and the identity maintenance strategies 

of low status groups, little is known of how these sociostructural characteristics apply to 

intergroup contexts with more than one relevant outgroup. As a step towards addressing these 

issues, I examined middle class participants’ perceptions of the permeability, legitimacy, and 

stability relative to their relations with the working class or the upper class.  

Permeability and Interclass Context 

 As expected, middle class–working class relations were seen as more permeable than 

middle class–upper class relations. In this study, permeability was measured by a 

combination of items that assessed the ability of people to “move up” in social class or 

“pass” as members of another class. Thus, results suggest that middle class participants 

perceived it to be easier for someone from the working class to become (or pass as) middle 

class, than for someone from the middle class to become (or pass as) upper class. 
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Permeability, more than legitimacy or stability, is a gauge of the distinctiveness of group 

relations. Perceptions of an easy transition across class boundaries indicate greater similarity 

and less distinction between groups. Therefore, perceptions of more permeable boundaries 

between the middle and working classes helps explain why participants had less class 

identification in the middle-to-working condition, and supports the conclusion that these 

groups are less distinct than the middle and upper classes. 

Legitimacy and Interclass Context 

 Contrary to expectations, participants rated the superiority of the upper class over the 

middle class as more legitimate than the superiority of the middle class over the working 

class. It should be noted, however, that both sets of interclass relations were seen as 

illegitimate, in that mean ratings for legitimacy in both conditions were below the midpoint 

of the scale. Thus, it is more accurate to say that middle-to-working class relations were seen 

as more illegitimate than middle-to-upper class relations. Participants in the middle-to-

working condition disagreed that their class advantage is the result of inherent worthiness or 

deservedness, and agreed that there should be more equality between the classes. In contrast, 

participants in the middle-to-upper condition expressed less vehement disagreement to the 

idea that the advantage of the upper class is the result of inherent worthiness or deservedness, 

and expressed less agreement with the idea that there should be more equality between the 

classes. These findings make sense if the middle class participants see themselves and 

members of the working class as relatively interchangeable, but view members of the upper 

class as very distinct and far above them in social standing. In other words, inequality 

amongst the similarly positioned middle and working classes could be seen as more 

illegitimate than inequality between the vastly different middle and upper classes. 
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Stability and Interclass Context 

No differences were found between the two conditions in regards to perceptions of 

the stability of the American class structure. Given that the measure for this sociostructural 

characteristic was more of an assessment of the stability of the American class structure, 

rather than the stability of specific interclass relations, the lack of a difference across 

conditions was expected. While there were no differences by condition in perceptions of the 

stability of the American class structure, the middle class participants in this study were 

generally pessimistic about the trajectory of the class structure. This pessimistic trend is 

particularly evident in projections for the future as only 15% of the participants predicted an 

upwardly mobile class structure, with 44% seeing things as getting worse. What this means 

for stability as a characteristic of interclass relations is hard to say, but these perceptions of a 

shift downward in the class structure might indicate that the middle class participants in this 

study were seeing a growing distinction between those at the top of the class structure and 

everyone else.  

The Implications of Interclass Context for Ingroup Bias 

 A great deal of research has examined the effects of group status on ingroup bias. A 

consistent finding in this research is that higher status groups tend to favor the ingroup over a 

lower status outgroup, whereas lower status groups either favor the higher status outgroup, or 

exhibit no preference at all between the groups (e.g., Brown, 1978; Turner & Brown, 1978). 

In addition, more recent meta-analytic research has found that the relevancy of the 

dimensions of comparison can moderate the effects of group status on ingroup bias 

(Bettencourt et al., 2001; Mullen et al., 1992). As I have mentioned, in this study I 

manipulated the relative status of middle class participants by asking them to think about 
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interclass relations with either the upper class or the working class. I examined the effects of 

this experimental condition on multiple measures of bias. In particular, moral and success 

evaluations were used to examine how the relevance of the dimensions of comparison 

moderated the effects of experimental condition on ingroup bias. 

Moral and Success Bias 

 As expected, participants in the middle-to-upper condition were significantly biased 

in favor of the ingroup when evaluating members of the middle and upper classes on traits of 

morality. A closer look at these biased evaluations revealed a combination of positive moral 

evaluations of the middle class and negative moral evaluations of the upper class. 

Participants in this condition were also significantly biased in favor of the outgroup on traits 

assessing success. As in the work of Lamont (1992, 2000), these findings suggest that 

impressions of morality can be a useful alternative to traditional socioeconomic indicators of 

self-worth. Whereas Lamont (2000) focused on the moral impressions of working class men 

as compared to upper middle class men, the findings of the present study extend this use of 

morality to members of the middle class. Thus, while the middle-to-upper participants in this 

study acknowledged the superiority of the upper class on the traits evaluating success, they 

maintained a positive middle class identity by claiming moral superiority. Indeed, that these 

participants evaluating the upper class negatively on the moral dimension indicates a 

perceived cost of being in the upper class. Therefore, in the terminology of social identity 

theory, participants in the middle-to-upper condition employed a strategy of social creativity 

to maintain a positive class identity when compared to a higher status social class.  

 It was predicted that participants in the middle-to-working condition would be biased 

in favor of the ingroup on both evaluations of success and morality. Participants in this 
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condition did acknowledge the superiority of the middle class over the working class 

regarding success, but they were significantly biased in favor of the working class in their 

evaluations of morality. The rationale for this partially refuted hypothesis came from 

Lamont’s (2000) research in which the working class men in her interviews revealed a 

tendency to draw moral distinctions between themselves and others described as lower class 

or poor. However, findings in the present research have pointed towards the perceived 

similarity, not the distinctiveness, between the middle class and the working class. Thus, 

finding that middle class participants did not evaluate themselves as morally superior to the 

working class is not surprising. However, the exhibition of moral bias in favor of the working 

class deserves attention. One interpretation of this finding is that the middle class participants 

in this study tried to equalize their ratings of the classes by making up for the success 

difference between the working and middle class with morality. A second explanation is that 

morality is perceived to have an inverse relationship with success. That is, morality decreases 

as class increases. However, as in Lamont’s research, this pattern most likely does not hold 

for evaluations of people at the lowest end of the class structure (i.e., the lower class or the 

poor). Overall, the favorable moral evaluations of the working class and the negative moral 

evaluations of the upper class once again suggest that participants were distinguishing the 

middle class from the upper class, while emphasizing the similarity of the middle class and 

the working class.   

 Apart from the differences in moral and success ingroup bias across conditions, it 

should be noted that participants in the middle-to-upper condition evaluated the ingroup 

higher in terms of both morality and success than participants in the middle-to-working 

condition. This finding is further evidence supporting the effectiveness of the experimental 
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manipulation. The implications of this finding for social identity theory are twofold. First, it 

supports the pattern in social identity research for higher status groups to be more favorable 

toward the ingroup than lower status groups. Second, by manipulating two separate sets of 

intergroup relations with the same ingroup, this finding attests to the necessity of taking 

intergroup contexts seriously.  

Warmth and Closeness Bias 

 I predicted that participants in both conditions would feel warmer and closer to 

members of the middle class than towards members of the upper or working classes. This 

prediction was supported in the middle-to-upper condition as participants reported that they 

felt significantly warmer and closer to the middle class than they did towards members of the 

upper class. Participants in the middle-to-working condition felt significantly closer towards 

members of the middle class than they did towards the working class, but not significantly 

warmer. These findings add more evidence to the conclusion that there is a greater perceived 

distinction between the middle class and the upper class, than between the the middle class 

and the working class in participants’ minds. Support is qualified to some extent by the 

finding that the middle class participants felt closer to members of the middle class than to 

members of the working class.  

Bias in Allocations of Tax Rebates and Tax Increases 

 I predicted that all of the participants in this study, regardless of experimental 

condition, would seek to maximize the difference between the middle class and the outgroup 

in the allocation of both tax rebates and tax increases. As expected, participants in the 

middle-to-upper condition were significantly biased in favor of the middle class in both 

allocation scenarios. This pattern was reversed for participants in the middle-to-working 
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condition, however, as they were significantly biased in favor of the working class when 

allocating both tax rebates and tax increases. One interpretation of these findings is that in 

both conditions the allocation patterns represent support for more class equality. Participants 

rated class relations as illegitimate in both conditions, and advantaging the subordinate group 

in allocations would be a way to ameliorate class differences. Another interpretation is that 

participants strongly believed in a progressive tax and rebate structure, meaning that the 

middle class should be advantaged over the upper class and the working class should be 

advantaged over the middle class regardless of how legitimate or illegitimate class rankings 

may be. 

Sociostructural Characteristics and Class Identification 

Perceptions of the sociostructural characteristics of intergroup relations have been 

found to influence group identification, albeit differently for relatively low and high status 

groups (see Ellemers, 1993; Mummendey et al., 1999a, 1999b). I examined the relationships 

between each of these characteristics and the three factors of identification as developed by 

Cameron (2004): centrality, ingroup affect, and ingroup ties. 

Effects of Permeability on Class Identification 

 Regarding the effects of permeability, Tajfel and Turner (1979) argued that when 

group boundaries are perceived to be permeable, members of low status groups might seek to 

disidentify with the ingroup, if possible, as an identity maintenance strategy. Consistent with 

this argument, perceptions of permeability were negatively related to the centrality of class 

identification for participants in the middle-to-upper condition. In addition, perceptions of 

permeability were also negatively related to the centrality of class identification for 

participants in the middle-to-working condition. Therefore, in both experimental conditions, 
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the effect of less distinct (i.e., more permeable) group boundaries was associated with less 

central middle class identities. 

Contrary to expectations, permeability was positively related to ingroup affect for 

middle-to-working participants and positively related to ingroup ties for middle-to-upper 

participants.32 Why would more permeable middle class–working class relations be 

associated with more positive feelings towards the ingroup, and why would more permeable 

middle class–upper class relations lead to stronger ingroup ties? One reason for these 

unexpected permeability effects may be the direction of the permeability measure. In both 

conditions, permeability was measured in terms of upward mobility. For instance, middle-to-

working participants were asked about the upward mobility of the working class to the 

middle class, while middle-to-upper participants were asked about the upward mobility of the 

middle class to the upper class. Thus, greater perceptions of permeability for middle-to-

working participants meant that it was possible for others (i.e., members of the working 

class) to become part of the ingroup. Given the moral evaluations of the middle class in 

regards to the working class, it is reasonable that permeability was then associated with 

greater ingroup affect. For participants in the middle-to-upper condition, on the other hand, 

permeability meant the ability for movement into another group. Based on the distinctions 

drawn between the middle class and the upper class, perhaps the finding of stronger group 

ties is a way to maintain a middle class identity in the face of upward mobility. Alternatively, 

perhaps the more permeable the boundary into the upper class, the more ties middle class 

participants felt with others like themselves who remain in the middle class.  

                                                 
32 It should be noted that this latter finding was not significant in the regression analysis, and only slightly 
significant (p < .10) in the SEM. 
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The inconsistent effect of permeability on the different factors of identification 

suggests that these factors measure substantially different aspects of identification. For 

instance, a closer look at the intercorrelation of the identification variables revealed that 

centrality was negatively correlated with ingroup affect and not correlated at all with ingroup 

ties. Thus, the negative effect of permeability on centrality, and the positive effect of 

permeability on ingroup affect and ingroup ties, is consistent with the relationships among 

the three identification variables.  

Effects of Legitimacy on Class Identification 

 Contrary to expectations, there were no significant legitimacy effects on any of the 

three factors of class identification, regardless of experimental condition. This finding, while 

unexpected, is consistent which prior research that has found legitimacy effects to be 

relatively weak in comparison to permeability and stability effects (Mummendey et al., 

1999a). In the context of the present study, the nonexistent effect of legitimacy on class 

identification may be a reflection that class legitimacy is not tied to classes as groups, but is a 

characteristic of the class structure as a whole or of the position of specific individuals. For 

instance, most conceptions of class are inherently hierarchical. The acceptance of a 

hierarchical class structure, whether it is perceived to operate in a meritocratic or caste-like 

manner, necessitates the superiority of some classes over others. In the United States, where 

meritocratic beliefs are more of a norm, statements that one class deserves, or is more 

worthy, of a superior position are met with disagreement. However, this disagreement does 

not mean that the position of classes in relation to one another is illegitimate. The acceptance 

of different classes essentially legitimizes their relationship to each other. Therefore, 
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legitimacy in regards to class might be more applicable in the evaluation of specific 

individuals within a class structure, and whether their superior positions are warranted. 

Effects of Stability on Class Identification 

 Perceptions of an upwardly mobile class structure were negatively related to the 

centrality of class identification for middle-to-working participants, and positively related to 

the ingroup ties of middle-to-upper participants. However, both effects were relatively weak 

(p < .10). The weak effects of the stability measure on class identification may be due to the 

measurement of the variable. For instance, instead of purely measuring the stability of 

specific interclass relations, the variable used in this study assessed perceptions of the 

stability of the entire class structure. The difficulty of measuring the stability of class 

relations is due to the static position of classes in relation to each other. For instance, because 

of the inherent hierarchy of the class structure it is not possible for the middle class as a 

group to become superior to the upper class. People in the middle class might be able to 

become a part of the upper class, and vice versa, but the relation of the classes as groups are 

stable.  

Because of this inherent stability, the goal in measuring stability in this study was to 

capture two of the aspects in which classes do differ—proportion and the degree of 

difference. Thus, higher values on this measure indicated perceptions that the entire class 

structure was moving upward, with decreasing differences between those at the top and those 

in the middle. Lower values indicated perceptions of downward mobility, with increasing 

differences between those at the top and those in the middle. As a result, the negative effect 

of this stability measure on the centrality of middle-to-working participants could be a 

consequence of the perception that the differences between class groups were shrinking. 
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Also, as with the effects of permeability, the positive effect of the stability measure on the 

ingroup ties of middle-to-upper participants might be a result of the need to maintain ties to 

fellow class members in the face of upward mobility. 

Sociostructural Characteristics and Moral and Success Bias 

 Ingroup bias, in one form or another, is the primary dependent variable in the 

majority of social identity research. Bias is a measure of distinction, and the main assumption 

guiding social identity theory is that people are motivated to maintain positively distinct 

social identities. In this study, I focused on how ingroup bias, measured in terms of moral 

and success evaluations, was influenced by the permeability, legitimacy, and stability of 

interclass relations. 

Effects of Permeability on Moral and Success Bias 

 For the most part, perceptions of permeability were negatively related to ingroup bias. 

For instance, greater perceptions of permeability were associated with: (1) less moral bias for 

participants in the middle-to-upper condition; and (2) less success bias for participants in the 

middle-to-working condition. As an exception, however, permeability had a positive effect 

on the success bias of middle-to-upper participants.33 One of the most important hypotheses 

in this study was the prediction that middle class participants would emphasize self-worth on 

the morality dimension to make up for inferior evaluations of success when compared to the 

upper class. Thus, it is interesting that when middle class–upper class relations are perceived 

to be permeable, this moral distinction decreases. The positive effect of permeability on the 

success bias of middle-to-upper participants is also a result of the reduced distinctiveness 

between the two classes. Overall, the middle class exhibited outgroup favoritism towards the 

                                                 
33 It should be noted that this effect disappeared in the SEM. 
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upper class on the success dimension. Thus, greater perceptions of permeability reduced this 

favoritism. This pattern is reversed in the middle-to-working condition as greater perceptions 

of permeability were associated with less ingroup bias on the success dimension. Therefore, 

as expected, permeability significantly reduced the distinctiveness of interclass relations. 

Effects of Legitimacy on Moral and Success Bias 

 Like the pattern observed in the effect of legitimacy on class identification, the effects 

of legitimacy on ingroup bias were weak. Legitimacy was associated with less moral bias for 

middle-to-upper participants, and more moral bias for middle-to-working participants. 

However, both of these relationships were not significant when examined through structural 

equation modeling. Middle class participants were expected to be more morally biased when 

interclass relations were perceived to be legitimate. This was supported in the middle-to-

working condition as greater perceptions of legitimacy were associated with less outgroup 

favoritism on the moral dimension. That is, the superior morality of the working class was 

reduced when the status differences between the working class and middle class were seen as 

legitimate. However, the legitimacy effect was reversed in the middle-to-upper condition. 

Taken together, these findings suggest that legitimacy might serve to diminish the perceived 

moral differences between classes. 

Effects of Stability on Moral and Success Bias 

 There was only one significant effect of stability on ingroup bias. For participants in 

the middle-to-upper condition, perceptions that the class structure is upwardly mobile over 

time were associated with more success bias. Actually, given the evidence that these middle 

class participants favored the upper class on success bias (M = -.81), it might be more 

accurate to say that perceptions of an upwardly mobile class structure were associated with 
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less outgroup favoritism. Thus, the success advantage of the upper class is reduced when the 

class structure, including the middle class, is shifting proportionately upward. 

On the Absence of a Mediating Effect of Class Identification 

 One of the goals of this study was to test the hypothesis, drawn from social identity 

theory, that the permeability, legitimacy, and stability of intergroup relations influence 

ingroup bias through ingroup identification. I tested this hypothesis using two statistical 

approaches. First, the mediation of class identification was tested using a series of regression 

equations. Second, I constructed structural equation models that included class identification 

as a mediator. The benefit of the regression approach was in the testing and evaluation of the 

moderating effects of experimental condition. Structural equation modeling, on the other 

hand, allowed for a more comprehensive test of the mediation of class identification. 

Nevertheless, in both sets of analyses, there was no evidence that class identification 

mediated this relationship. 

 It is possible that simply classifying themselves as middle class and then thinking 

about how they differ from those above or below may have been sufficient to elicit 

stereotypes of the upper and working class in the minds of participants. In other words, 

strength of social class identification did not mediate the effects of the sociostructural 

variables on moral and success bias because none of these variables had much influence on 

the stereotyped images of class already elicited by the experimental manipulation itself. 

Participants were already engaged in a social identity process when they categorized 

themselves as being in the middle class. They were already thinking about what members of 

their class have in common and how they differ from members of other classes. Using a 

similar experimental manipulation, Oldmeadow and Fiske (2007) found that white, middle 
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class participants stereotyped the rich as competent but not warm, and the less fortunate as 

warm but not competent. Thus, if the experimental manipulation used in this study itself 

elicited stereotypes regarding the morality and success of the working and upper class, then 

variation in the other variables may have been left with little explanatory power. 

 The lack of a mediating effect of class identification, and the relatively weak 

predictive power of the sociostructural characteristics, suggests that differences in the social 

identity processes were more evident across interclass conditions than within them. For 

instance, participants perceived middle-to-working class relations to be more permeable than 

middle-to-upper class relations, but permeability had very weak effects on class identification 

and ingroup bias. Taken as a whole, participants identified differently with the middle class 

depending on whether they were comparing themselves to the working class or the upper 

class. However, within these interclass relations, perceptions of permeability, legitimacy, 

stability, and class identification had very little influence on moral and success ingroup bias. 

Implications for Social Identity Theory 

 The results of this study add to the social identity literature in four ways. First, by 

focusing on social class, I have fulfilled the call made by Tajfel et al. (1984) to apply social 

identity theory to “large-scale social processes.” Social class may be one of the most 

important and consequential, but least examined “large-scale social processes” in social 

psychology. It has never before been addressed by social identity theory. The majority of 

social identity research continues to be conducted in laboratory settings. While such research 

is necessary, relatively little is known about how social identity processes operate outside the 

lab. Thus, my research is one attempt to test social identity theory outside the lab with 

naturally occurring groups. Arguments can be made as to the salience of class as a group 
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identity, but until the conclusions made in experimentally controlled settings with ad hoc 

groups are applied in more natural contexts, with more and less salient natural groups, the 

generalizability of social identity findings will always be questioned. 

Second, this study also added to the social identity research in that class identification 

was measured directly. As I have argued, there has been a general reluctance to measure 

identification directly in social identity research, although a growing amount of research has 

been dedicated to this endeavor (Brown et al., 1986; Cameron, 2004; Ellemer et al., 1999; 

Hinkle et al., 1989; Jackson, 2002; Karasawa, 1991; Kelly, 1988). The use of Cameron’s 

(2004) three-factor model of class identification in this study, however, was associated with 

inconclusive results. Class identification did not mediate the relationship between the 

sociostructural characteristics and ingroup bias, and did not have a direct effect on ingroup 

bias. Because of these results, I have argued that class identification may be more evident in 

the choice of a class category than in the identification measures used in this analysis. 

Therefore, while this research added to the literature by using direct measures of 

identification, the results indicate that identification may indeed be present in simple self-

categorizations. 

Ever since Turner’s (1999) criticism of the field, a great deal of research has been 

dedicated towards examining the influence of sociostructural characteristics on identification 

and bias. However, rarely are the permeability, legitimacy, and stability of intergroup 

relations included in the same analysis. Thus, as a third addition to the social identity 

literature, I incorporated perceptions of permeability, legitimacy, and stability into the study 

of class relations. While I found the overall performance of these variables in a model of 

identity and ingroup bias disappointing, there were some significant differences across 
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conditions. Furthermore, my research went beyond previous tests by exploring the 

moderating effects of the relative group comparison (i.e., working or upper class) on the 

social identity model. 

While a great deal of research has focused on the social identification of higher and 

lower status groups, very few studies have compared both higher and lower status groups 

simultaneously. Thus, I also added to the social identity literature by examining class 

identification in two interclass contexts. I was able to compare the perceived interclass 

relations of the middle class–identified with both the working and upper classes. Results 

showed that class identification, ingroup bias, and perceptions of permeability and legitimacy 

differed across the two interclass contexts. This indicates that changes in the comparison 

outgroup can significantly alter social identification, and that much more research is needed 

to test social identity theory outside the framework of groups as pairs. 

Implications for Class Analysis 

 I have argued that class analysis has favored objective indicators of social class and 

that this has led to an incomplete understanding of how people subjectively relate to social 

class structures. Therefore, in this study, I focused on how people identified themselves as 

members of the middle class. To do this, the categorization as middle class was left up to the 

participants. That is, they chose this class category; it was not dictated by income, 

occupation, education, or any other objective indicator. One criticism of allowing people to 

choose their own class is that these categorizations rarely match up with objectively 

determined class typographies (see Kingston, 2000). However, I would argue that while 

objective class indicators may more accurately differentiate people in regards to 

socioeconomic resources, objective classifications have little meaning for people in their 
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daily lives. A second criticism of subjective classifications is the perception that everyone 

thinks they are middle class, particularly in the United States. That the majority of Americans 

claim to be middle class is not as important as what being middle class means to these 

people. Therefore, despite the criticisms, I focused on how participants identified with the 

middle class. I examined their perceptions of the permeability, legitimacy, and stability of 

class relations. Finally, I explored how these participants managed to maintain a positive 

class identity even when compared to people who were superior to themselves in terms of 

success. In doing so, I hoped to add a subjective analysis that would lend some balance to 

what has become an overwhelmingly objective class literature. 

 In addition, through the application of social identity theory, I framed the analysis of 

subjective class identification in regards to specific interclass relations. That is, I did not 

examine middle class identification in isolation. Following the example of Lamont (1992, 

2000), I studied the middle class when relating to two other classes: the working class and 

the upper class. Thus, how participants identified with the middle class was dependent on 

whether they were comparing themselves to people in the working or upper class. There were 

two benefits to such an approach. First, it grounded perceptions of class in a specific context. 

Without this context, it would have been impossible to examine how the middle class–

identified perceived their position in a class structure. Evaluations of moral and success traits 

would have had no comparative basis.  Without this context, the salience of class 

identification would have been severely undermined. Second, not only were the middle class 

grounded in a specific interclass context, but the experimental manipulation of two such 

conditions made it possible to compare across interclass settings. Using this approach, I was 

able to move away from the more traditional treatment of class as a category that is occupied 
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by individuals with defined socioeconomic characteristics. In this study, I was able to 

conceptualize class as dynamic intergroup relations. Such a conceptualization allows for 

more individual agency as people can manage their own class identities, or cease to identify 

with class at all. 

Limitations of the Study 

 One limitation of this study is the ability to generalize the results to other populations. 

The data were drawn from what was essentially a convenience sample of the faculty and staff 

at Iowa State University. Therefore, the ability to generalize the findings outside of this 

context is limited. For instance, the source of this sample might be considered unique in that 

all of the participants were employed in an academic setting. It is possible that the middle–

class identified in this academic context might differ from the middle–class identified in the 

United States as a whole. The evidence of progressive allocations for tax rebates and tax 

increases attests to this possibility. Another limitation of this specific sample was that the 

vast majority of participants were white. Therefore, generalizations cannot be extended to 

include the middle class–identified from other racial groups. However, the assignment of 

participants into experimental conditions was randomized. Consequently, the comparison of 

class identification across these conditions was justified. 

 A second limitation of this study concerns the causal relations among the social 

identification variables. In theory, sociostructural characteristics influence identification, and 

identification then influences ingroup bias. However, no cross-sectional design can ever 

definitively test causal ordering. For instance, it is possible that higher levels of ingroup bias 

produce higher levels of identification. That is, maybe the act of being biased in favor of the 
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ingroup actually increases identification with the group. Future research is needed to further 

test the possible reverse causation of ingroup bias on class identification. 

Suggestions for Future Research 

 One of the most under-examined aspects of social identity theory is the matching of 

ingroups to relevant outgroups. In some cases, the match can be straightforward. For 

instance, Mummendey et al. (1999a, 1999b) focused on the social identity processes of 

former East Germans in relation to former West Germans (Mummendey et al., 1999a, 

1999b). Von Hippel (2006) contrasted the intergroup attitudes of temporary and permanent 

employees. Terry and O’brien (2001) examined the responses to an organizational merger of 

employees from each premerger organization. However, these examples also reflect the 

tendency of social identity research to focus on groups in pairs, and in many cases only one 

half of a pair. As a result, the predictions of social identity theory have rarely been tested in 

more complex, multi-group contexts. As discussed earlier, Brown’s (1978) analysis of the 

social identity processes of three separate employee groups of an aircraft engine factory 

represents an exception. In this three-group context, Brown’s results showed that a common 

goal in social identity research—predicting the identity maintenance strategies of low status 

groups—becomes even more complex when more than two groups are involved, with some 

groups holding both relatively low and high status positions simultaneously. One of the 

strengths of the current study was the focus on a group—the middle class—that occupies a 

social position below some groups and above others. Besides class groupings, there are many 

possible contexts in which more than two groups interact with one another. Some 

possibilities include: political parties, sports teams, universities, nationalities, and racial 

groups, just to name a few. Indeed, there has long been a call in the analysis of racial and 
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ethnic relations to move beyond the emphasis on black–white relations to include the 

experiences and histories of other racial groups (e.g., Lee & Bean, 2004). Therefore, more 

research of this kind is needed. 

 In addition, while this research examined how participants identified themselves with 

the middle class, little is known as to how the upper class, working class, and lower class 

identify with their class. Two questions regarding further subjective class analysis come to 

mind. First, do the names of these classes, including that of the middle class, best represent 

how people think about class in this country? For instance, if upper–middle and lower–

middle were included as optional class categories, would the upper–middle class–identified 

differ from the lower–middle class–identified in their evaluations of interclass relations? 

Would the poor differ from the lower class, or the upper class from the rich? Answers to 

these questions would go a long way towards understanding how people think about class 

and status in this country. Second, do objective class indicators influence how people identify 

with their social class? Cashell (2007) found that those who identified themselves as middle 

class had household incomes ranging from approximately $38,000 to $250,000. How do the 

people at the top of this range identify as middle class, and is this identification similar to 

those at the bottom? Answers to these questions require the combination of subjective and 

objective class concepts. Research of this kind is necessary to further understandings of how 

people relate to class structure. 

Conclusion 

By and large, the purpose of this study was to examine how people identify 

themselves as middle class. By integrating social identity theory with the study of social 

class, I have shown that people identify differently with the middle class depending on the 
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context of interclass relations. When compared to the working class, participants identified 

less with the middle class and found class relations to be more permeable and less legitimate. 

When compared to the upper class, however, participants identified more with the middle 

class and found class relations to be less permeable and more legitimate. Through these 

patterns of class identification, it became apparent that middle class participants found 

themselves to be similar to the working class and more distinct from the upper class. By 

showing that class identification differs by intergroup context, the present research advances 

both class analysis and the applicability of social identity theory.
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APPENDIX A: SURVEY REQUEST EMAIL 

 

Dear Iowa Stater, 
 
My name is Patrick Archer and I am a PhD student in the Department of Sociology where 
my research focuses on the issue of social class in the United States. 
 
I would like to invite you to participate in a survey.  The purpose of this survey is to learn 
more about the attitudes people have towards social class in the United States.  To examine 
this issue, I will be asking you a few questions about yourself, and then some that address 
various issues involving social class. 
 
This survey is anonymous and confidential.  Participation in this survey is purely voluntary.  
If you choose to participate you may, of course, discontinue at any time. 
 
Please click on the following link to begin the survey: 
 
<SURVEY LINK> 
 
If you have any questions or concerns regarding your participation in this study, please don't 
hesitate to contact me at parcher@iastate.edu or 294-0920.  My major professor is Wendy J. 
Harrod, Associate Professor of Sociology.  She may also be contacted at 
wharrod@iastate.edu or 294-9898. 
 
Sincerely,  
 
Patrick Archer 
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APPENDIX B: INFORMED CONSENT DOCUMENT 
 

“Social Class Identification: A Social Identity Perspective” 
Patrick C. Archer 
IRB ID: 08-020 

Informed Consent Document 
 
You are invited to participate in a voluntary research study conducted by Patrick Archer, a 
doctoral student in the Department of Sociology at Iowa State University.  The purpose of 
this survey is to learn more about the attitudes people have towards social class in the United 
States.  To examine this issue, you will be asked a few questions about yourself, and then 
some that address various issues involving social class.  If you agree to participate in this 
study, you may skip any question you do not wish to answer.  Your participation will last for 
approximately 20 minutes.  There are no foreseeable risks or costs from participating in this 
study, although some participants may consider the questions about social class to be a 
sensitive topic.  You should not expect any direct benefits. 
 
Participant Rights: 
Your participation in this study is completely voluntary and you may refuse to participate or 
leave the study at any time.  If you decide not to participate or leave the study early, it will 
not result in any penalty or loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled.  
 
Confidentiality: 
Records identifying participants will be kept confidential to the extent permitted by law. The 
following measures will be taken.  All data will be stored in password protected computer 
files.  The data will be downloaded to an SPSS data set without personal identifiers.  Your 
name will not appear in any publication of results.  Your answers will be pooled with those 
of many others, and no one will use the information in any way that would identity you.  The 
data will be saved for five years.  If the results are published, your identity will remain 
confidential. 
 
Questions or Problems: 
You are encouraged to ask questions at any time during this study. 
For further information about the study, contact Patrick Archer, 294-0920. 
If you have any questions about the rights of research subjects or research-related injury, 
please contact IRB Administrator, (515) 294-4566, IRB@iastate.edu, or Director, Office of 
Research Assurances, (515) 294-3115, 1138 Pearson Hall, Ames, IA 50011.   
 
By clicking the Next Button below, I signify that I agree to participate in the study.  I 
understand that I am free to withdraw at any time without incurring penalty. (Remember to 
print a copy of the informed consent document if you would like a copy for your files.) 
 
Begin survey! 



 152

APPENDIX C: SURVEY INSTRUMENT 
 

 
 

Class Placement 
 
Listed below are questions we will use only for classification purposes. Please provide a 
response for each question. 

 
 
 
 
1. Most people see themselves as belonging to a particular social class. Which social 

class would you say you belong to? 
a. Upper class 
b. Middle class 
c. Working class 
d. Lower class 

 
 
 

2. What is the last digit of your telephone number? 
a. 0 
b. 1 
c. 2 
d. 3 
e. 4 
f. 5 
g. 7 
h. 8 
i. 9 
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Experimental Manipulation 
 

Middle-to-Upper Condition 
 
You have identified yourself as middle class. In this survey, we would like you to form an 
impression of the type of people who occupy a class above the middle class. We call this the 
upper class. Below is a picture of a typical upper class home. Look at this picture and try to 
form an impression of the type of people most likely to live in such a house. 
 

 
 
 
1. How much do you think this house is worth? 

________________________ 
2. How prestigious are the jobs held by those in this house likely to be? 

 
Not at all Slightly Moderately Very Extremely 

1 2 3 4 5 
 

3. How economically successful do you think these people would be? 
 

Not at all Slightly Moderately Very Extremely 
1 2 3 4 5 

 
4. How prestigious a car do you think these people would drive? 

 
Not at all Slightly Moderately Very Extremely 

1 2 3 4 5 
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Middle-to-Working Condition
 
You have identified yourself as middle class. In this survey, we would like you to form an 
impression of the type of people who occupy a class below the middle class. We call this the 
working class. 
 
Below is a picture of a typical working class home. Look at this picture and try to form an 
impression of the type of people most likely to live in such a house. 
 

 
 

 
1. How much do you think this house is worth? 

 
2. How prestigious are the jobs held by the type of people who live in this house? 

 
Not at all Slightly Moderately Very Extremely 

1 2 3 4 5 
 

3. How economically successful are the type of people who live in this house? 
 

Not at all Slightly Moderately Very Extremely 
1 2 3 4 5 

 
4. How prestigious a car is driven by the type of people who live in this house? 

 
Not at all Slightly Moderately Very Extremely 

1 2 3 4 5 
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Permeability Questions 

 
Next, you will be shown a series of statements about the relations between the middle and 
upper class in this country. Please indicate how much you agree or disagree with each 
statement. 
 

Strongly 
Disagree Disagree 

Disagree 
Somewhat Neutral 

Agree 
Somewhat Agree 

Strongly 
Agree 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
 

Middle-to-Upper Condition 
 
1. In this country, it is easy for someone from the middle class to become upper class. 
2. Middle class individuals have difficulty becoming upper class. (R) 
3. Middle class individuals who try to “pass” as members of the upper class are only fooling 

themselves. (R) 
4. These days you cannot tell the difference between a middle class or upper class person 

based on dress or appearance. 
5. Middle class individuals feel uncomfortable and inauthentic when they mingle with 

members of the upper class. (R) 
6. It is easy for middle class individuals to “fit in” socially with members of the upper class. 
7. With hard work, it is possible for a middle class individual to become upper class. 
8. In this country, it takes more than hard work to become upper class. (R) 

 
 
 

Middle-to-Working Condition 
 
1. In this country, it is easy for someone from the working class to become middle class. 
2. Working class individuals have difficulty becoming middle class. (R) 
3. Working class individuals who try to “pass” as members of the middle class are only 

fooling themselves. (R) 
4. These days you cannot tell the difference between a working class or middle class person 

based on dress or appearance. 
5. Working class individuals feel uncomfortable and inauthentic when they mingle with 

members of the middle class. (R) 
6. It is easy for working class individuals to “fit in” socially with members of the middle 

class. 
7. With hard work, it is possible for a working class individual to become middle class. 
8. In this country, it takes more than hard work to become middle class. (R) 
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Legitimacy Questions 
 

Strongly 
Disagree Disagree 

Disagree 
Somewhat Neutral 

Agree 
Somewhat Agree 

Strongly 
Agree 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
 

Middle-to-Upper Condition 
 
1. Members of the upper class deserve to hold social positions superior to that of the middle 

class. 
2. Members of the middle class should have the same chances in life as those in the upper 

class. (R) 
3. People in the upper class are just more worthy than those in the middle class. 
4. We should do what we can to equalize the conditions of the upper and middle classes. (R) 
5. The upper class should be better off than the middle class. 
6. Class equality should be our ideal. (R) 
7. The middle class should stay in their place. 
8. Members of the upper class are not better than those in the middle class. (R) 
 
 
 

Middle-to-Working Condition 
 
1. Members of the middle class deserve to hold social positions superior to that of the 

working class. 
2. Members of the working class should have the same chances in life as those in the middle 

class. (R) 
3. People in the middle class are just more worthy than those in the working class. 
4. We should do what we can to equalize the conditions of the middle and working classes. 

(R) 
5. The middle class should be better off than the working class. 
6. Class equality should be our ideal. (R) 
7. The working class should stay in their place. 
8. Members of the middle class are not better than those in the working class. (R)
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Stability Questions 
 

These five diagrams show different kinds of society. Please read the descriptions and look at 
the diagrams and decide which you think best describes the United States today. 

 
 
1. What type of society is the United States today—which diagram comes the closest? 
 
2. What do you think the United States was like 30 years ago—in the 1970s—just your best 

guess? 
 
3. What do you think the United States will be like 30 years from now, in the future—just 

your best guess? 

…………….…. Upper 

……………….….  Middle 

…………………..  Working 

…………. Lower 

……………….….  Upper 

…………….…. Middle 

………...……. Working 

……………. Lower 

………...……. Middle 

……………….….  Upper 

……………….…..  Lower 

…………….…. Lower 

…………….…. Upper 

…………….…...  Lower 

…………….…. Upper 

………..... Working 

……………. Middle 

……………. Working 

………...……. Working 

………..... Middle 

TYPE A 

 

A small elite at the top, very few 

TYPE B 

 

A society like a pyramid, with a 

TYPE C 

 

A pyramid except that just a few 

TYPE D 

 

A society with most people in the 

TYPE E 

 

Many people near the top and only a 
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Class Identification 
 
You will now be shown a series of statements about your social class. Please indicate how 
much you agree or disagree with each statement. 
 

Strongly 
Disagree Disagree 

Disagree 
Somewhat Neutral 

Agree 
Somewhat Agree 

Strongly 
Agree 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
 
1. I often think about the fact that I am middle class. 
2. I often regret being middle class. (R) 
3. I have a lot in common with others who are middle class. 
4. Overall, being middle class has very little to do with how I feel about myself. (R) 
5. In general, I'm glad to be middle class. 
6. I don’t feel a sense of being “connected” with others who are middle class. (R) 
7. The fact that I am middle class rarely enters my mind. (R) 
8. Generally, I am proud to be middle class. 
9. I find it difficult to form a bond with others who are middle class. (R) 
10. In general, being middle class is an important part of my self image. 
11. I don’t feel good about being middle class. (R) 
12. I have strong ties to others who are middle class. 
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Ingroup Bias Questions 
 

Evaluation Traits 
 
Participants were asked to rate the middle class and either the upper class or the working 
class on each of these traits. 
 
 

Not at all  Slightly  Moderately Very  Extremely  
1 2 3 4 5 

 
 
1. Honest 
2. Good 
3. Moral 
4. Hardworking 
5. Responsible 
6. Tolerant 
7. Warm 
8. Good-natured 
9. Sincere 
10. Intelligent 
11. Powerful 
12. Successful 
13. Important 
14. Strong 
15. Competitive 
16. Independent 
17. Confident 
18. Competent 
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Tajfel Allocation Tasks34 
 

Tax Rebate Scenario 
 
The Governor has decided to award a tax rebate to all of the residents of Iowa. 
 
1.  How would you distribute the money to members of the middle and upper classes? 
 

Option A C E G I K M 
Middle Class $1,900 $1,700 $1,500 $1,300 $1,100 $900 $700 
Upper Class $2,500 $2,100 $1,700 $1,300 $900 $500 $100 

 
2. If instead these were your options, how would you distribute the money to members of the 
middle and upper classes? 
 

Option A C E G I K M 
Middle Class $100 $500 $900 $1,300 $1,700 $2,100 $2,500 
Upper Class $700 $900 $1,100 $1,300 $1,500 $1,700 $1,900 

 
 
 
Tax Increase Scenario 
 
The Governor has decided to increase taxes for all of the residents of Iowa. Each person will 
be taxed an additional sum of money per year. 
 
1.  How would you distribute the tax increases to members of the middle and upper classes? 
 

Option A C E G I K M 
Middle Class $1,900 $1,700 $1,500 $1,300 $1,100 $900 $700 
Upper Class $2,500 $2,100 $1,700 $1,300 $900 $500 $100 

 
2. If instead these were your options, how would you distribute the tax increases to members 
of the middle and upper classes? 
 

Option A C E G I K M 
Middle Class $100 $500 $900 $1,300 $1,700 $2,100 $2,500 
Upper Class $700 $900 $1,100 $1,300 $1,500 $1,700 $1,900 

 

                                                 
34 The wording for these items are shown as presented to participants in the middle-to-upper condition. 
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Warmth and Closeness 
 

Very 
Cold 

   Neither 
Cold 
Nor 

Warm 

   Very 
Warm 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 
 
Middle-to-Upper Condition 
 
How warm or cold do you fell towards the UPPER CLASS? 
How warm or cold do you fell towards the MIDDLE CLASS? 
 
Middle-to-Working Condition 
 
How warm or cold do you fell towards the WORKING CLASS? 
How warm or cold do you fell towards the MIDDLE CLASS? 

 
 
 
 
 

Not at 
all close 

   Neither one 
feeling nor 
the other 

   Very 
Close 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 
 
 

Middle-to-Upper Condition 
 

In general, how close do you feel towards people who are in the UPPER CLASS? 
In general, how close do you feel towards people who are in the MIDDLE CLASS? 
 
Middle-to-Working Condition 
 
In general, how close do you feel towards people who are in the WORKING CLASS? 
In general, how close do you feel towards people who are in the MIDDLE CLASS? 
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Demographic Questions 
 

Now, we would like to know some basic information about yourself. 
 

1. What is your sex? 
a. Female 
b. Male 
 

2. What is your age in years as of today? 
a. __________ 
 

3. Are you Spanish/Hispanic/Latino? 
a. No, not Spanish/Hispanic/Latino 
b. Yes, Mexican, Mexican Amer., Chicano 
c. Yes, Puerto Rican 
d. Yes, Cuban 
e. Yes, other Spanish/Hispanic/Latino 
 

4. What is your race? 
a. Black/African American 
b. White/European American 
c. American Indian or Alaska Native 
d. Asian/Asian American or Pacific Islander 
e. Other 
 

5. What is the highest grade of school or year of college you have completed? 
a. Grade school or less 
b. High school 
c. Some college 
d. Bachelor’s degree 
e. Master’s degree 
f. Professional degree (e.g., PhD, JD, MD, etc.) 
 

6. Which social class would you say your family was in when you were growing up? 
a. Upper class 
b. Middle class 
c. Working class 
d. Lower class 

 
7. Which of the following best describes your occupational position at Iowa State 

University? 
a. Faculty 
b. Professional and scientific staff 
c. Merit staff 
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8. In which of these groups did your total family income fall last year, before taxes? 
a. Less than $20,000 
b. $20,000 to $29,999 
c. $30,000 to $39,999 
d. $40,000 to $49,999 
e. $50,000 to $59,999 
f. $60,000 to $69,999 
g. $70,000 to $79,999 
h. $80,000 to $89,999 
i. $90,000 to $99,999 
j. $100,000 to $119,999 
k. $120,000 to $139,000 
l. $140,000 to $159,999 
m. $160,000 to $179,000 
n. $180,000 to $199,000 
o. $200,000 to $249,000 
p. $250,000 or more 

 
9. Generally speaking, do you usually think of yourself as a REPUBLICAN, a 

DEMOCRAT, an INDEPENDENT, or what? 
a. Republican 
b. Democrat 
c. Independent 
d. Other party 
e. No preference 

 
10. Do you have any children? 

a. Yes 
b. No 
 

11. When your children are the age you are now, what do you think their social class will 
be? 

a. Upper class 
b. Middle class 
c. Working class 
d. Lower class 
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