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Background. System justification theory asserts that people’s motivation to de-
fend, justify, and maintain the status quo depends on their socio-economic sta-
tus. At the same time practically nothing is known about the mediators for the 
relationship between a person’s income and his adherence to system justification.

Objective. The aim of this study was to clarify the role of income in motivating 
an individual to justify the system, taking into account as potential mediators of 
this relationship his sense of control over life and level of life satisfaction.

Design. In an online study (N = 410), a double sequential mediation model 
was tested, with an individual’s income as an independent variable, his/her sys-
tem justification as a dependent variable, and his/her perceived control over life 
and level of life satisfaction as mediators. The impact of education was controlled 
by inserting it into the model as a covariate.

Results. The results demonstrated that people with low incomes justify the 
system more than people with high incomes do. At the same time, there was a 
positive indirect effect of income on system justification, indicating that, com-
pared to people with low incomes, those with high incomes had a more pro-
nounced sense of control over their lives, which contributed to an increase in 
their level of life satisfaction, and was positively associated with justification of 
the status quo.

Conclusion. The results are discussed in terms of differences in the palliative 
function of system justification for individuals of different socio-economic status.
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Introduction 
System justification (SJ) is a process of rationalizing the existing social, economic, 
and political relationships between people with different social statuses as essential, 
legitimate, and fair (Jost & Banaji, 1994). One of the basic assumptions of SJ theory is 
that people of low status are more motivated to defend, justify, and maintain the sta-
tus quo than those of higher status (the status-legitimacy hypothesis). This hypoth-
esis describes a paradoxical assumption, according to which inequality in society is 
mainly supported by groups that suffer most from it. This assertion has become one 
of the most discussed theses of SJ theory.

Yet empirical testing of this status-legitimacy hypothesis has not confirmed it as 
far as subjective socio-economic status (SES) (perceived position in society in com-
parison with other social groups [see, for example, Adler et al., 2000]) is concerned. 
In particular, in various cross-cultural studies, subjective SES was positively associ-
ated with different elements of SJ: i.e., trust in government and social institutions 
(Brandt, 2013; Brandt et al., 2020); perception of social justice (Caricati et al., 2012) 
and income distribution (Caricati, 2017); perception of the legitimacy of the status 
quo (Brandt et al., 2020); and the scores on the SJ scales (Vargas-Salfate, Paez, Khan, 
et al., 2018; Vargas-Salfate, Paez, Liu, et al., 2018). 

The positive relationship between subjective SES and SJ can be explained by the 
fact that people often cannot adequately assess their social status; they tend to place 
themselves in the middle of the social hierarchy (see, for example, Evans & Kelley, 
2004). As a result, people with objectively low status often overestimate their social 
position, which allows them to maintain a positive self-representation and self-es-
teem, and leads them to defend their overvalued position, including by justifying the 
existing system (Brandt et al., 2020). 

As for the objective SES (education level and income) (Kraus et al., 2011), there 
are much less data and more ambiguous findings. When objective SES was operation-
alized by education, it was almost always negatively associated with various forms of 
SJ (Brandt, 2013; Li, Yang, et al., 2020). This is because the level of conservatism 
mediates the relationship between education and SJ: less-educated people are more 
conservative (Jost et al., 2017; Li, Yang, et al., 2020), and conservatism predicts SJ 
(Vargas-Salfate, Paez, Liu, et al., 2018).

The situation regarding the effect of income on SJ is more complicated. Li with 
colleagues (2020) showed that income had either a significant negative (Studies 1–3) 
or non-significant correlation with SJ (Studies 4–5). Vargas-Salfate with colleagues 
(2018), using cross-cultural data, found that income was negatively associated with 
willingness to justify the system, while Brandt (2013) demonstrated that for different 
countries, income was not associated with trust in government and public institu-
tions. These conflicting results can reflect a variety of reasons, such as the mixing of 
the effects of education and income on SJ, since education is often a precondition for 
well-paid and high-status jobs, or existing indirect effects that determine the rela-
tionship between income and SJ. The main aim of this study was to clarify the role of 
income in determining SJ.



68    Agadullina, E.R.

Mediators for the relationship between income  
and system justification
According to the basic assumption of SJ theory, people with a low social status are 
more likely to justify the system because they feel cognitive dissonance between the 
need to maintain a positive representation about themselves and their ingroup, and 
the recognition that the status quo assigns them a low social status (Jost & Banaji, 
1994). The need to resolve this dissonance is realized, among other things, through 
SJ. However, while it has been shown that the level of conservatism explains the link 
between education and SJ, there are no data about mediators for the relationship be-
tween income and SJ. At the same time, previous studies on how income is related to 
different psychological outcomes (Manstead, 2018). Pitlik and Rode (2016) showed 
that income is linked with perceived control over life: the lower the income, the fewer 
alternatives individuals have to choose from; therefore, their sense of control over life 
decreases.

Kraus and his colleagues (2012) summarized the existing findings on the dif-
ferences between people with various income levels and found that low-income in-
dividuals were more motivated to cope with current threats and make situational 
attributions, while individuals with a high income were more focused on achieving 
their goals and favored dispositional attributions. For its part, a sense of control over 
life also increases a person’s willingness to achieve goals, which, in turn, contributes 
to maintaining high social status and material well-being (Johnson & Krueger, 2006). 
Moreover, a sense of control over life allows individuals to maintain subjective well-
being and significantly enhances their levels of happiness and life satisfaction (Ingle-
hart et al., 2008; Klonowicz, 2001; Myers & Diener, 1995).

Income also makes a significant contribution to life satisfaction (Boyce et al., 
2010; Graafland & Lous, 2018; Salinas-Jiménez et al., 2010). Howell and Howell 
(2008) showed in their meta-analysis that life satisfaction increases with income, 
as higher income creates more opportunities to meet basic physiological and psy-
chological needs (e.g., good nutrition, safety, and so on), while low income is often 
accompanied by stress due to the difficulty or inability to meet daily needs. Thus, 
income, both directly and indirectly via perceived control over life, impacts life sat-
isfaction. 

For its part, life satisfaction is associated with SJ. According to SJ theory, jus-
tification of the status quo fulfills a palliative function as it enhances positive, and 
reduces negative, experiences (Jost & Hunyady, 2005). A comparative study con-
ducted in 18 countries confirmed that SJ was positively associated with life satisfac-
tion and negatively with anxiety and depression, regardless of the person’s social 
status and the level of inequality in society (Vargas-Salfate, Paez, Khan, et al., 2018). 
Li with colleagues (2020), based on data from China, also confirmed that SJ was 
positively associated with life satisfaction, regardless of the social class to which the 
individuals belong. 

Taken altogether, these results enable us to conclude that the relationship be-
tween income and SJ can be mediated by psychological attitudes that are associated 
with high or low income. Thus, the main research question of this study: How do 
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different psychological variables mediate the relationship between income and SJ? 
The answer to this question was sought through testing the hypothesis: High income 
increases an individual’s sense of control, which increases his or her life satisfaction, 
which, in turn, increases SJ. 

Methods
Participants 
T﻿he sample consisted of 410 Russians (66.3 % women, Mage = 38.02, SD = 10.53) who 
were recruited for an online study and received a participation fee. Most of the re-
spondents were native Russians (92.9%); 48.8% were non-believers and 37.1% were 
Orthodox; 50.5% had completed  higher education; and 37.6% lived in cities with a 
population of more than a million, including Moscow and St. Petersburg. 

Procedure and Measures
The respondents filled out an informed consent form, after which they were intro-
duced to the purpose of the study and provided with instructions. They next com-
pleted the questionnaires about life satisfaction, perceived control over life, and SJ, 
and then answered the social-demographic questions. 

Life satisfaction was measured using ratings from the World Values Survey 
(WVS): “How satisfied are you with your life in general?” The respondents had to 
rate their degree of satisfaction on a scale from 0 (completely dissatisfied) to 10 (com-
pletely satisfied).

Control over life was also measured using WVS ratings: “Some people feel they 
have completely free choice and control over their lives, while other people feel that 
what they do has no real effect on what happens to them. To what extent do you 
control the course of your life?” Respondents had to rate how much, in their opinion, 
they had freedom of choice and control over their lives, on a scale from 1 (I have ab-
solutely no control over my life and what happens in it) to 7 (I am completely in control 
of my life and what happens in it).

System justification was measured by the Russian version of the system justifica-
tion scale (Agadullina et al., 2021), which included five statements (e.g., “In Russia 
today, life does not need any significant changes”) (a = 0.91). The level of agreement 
with the statement was assessed on a scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 9 (strongly 
agree). 

Income was measured by the statement: “Please, indicate your income per 
month.” Respondents had to choose one of 14 options: 1 = less than 15,000 rubles per 
month; 2 = from 15,000 to 20,000 rubles per month; 3 = from 20,000 to 30,000 rubles 
per month; and so on up to 14 (more than 200,000 rubles per month).

Education was measured by asking the respondents to state their highest level of 
education from the options: 1) primary, 2) secondary (school), 3) secondary special 
(college), 4) incomplete higher education, 5) completed higher education, and 6) two 
or more higher education degrees.
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Data analysis
A double sequential mediation model was used for data analyses in the PROCESS v 
3.3 (model 6) for SPSS (Hayes & Preacher, 2014). An individual’s income level was 
used as an independent variable, SJ as a dependent variable, and perceived control 
over life and the level of life satisfaction as the mediators. The effect of education was 
controlled by inserting it into the model as a covariate. The indirect effect was tested 
using a bootstrapping procedure (10,000 random samples). If the 95% bootstrapping 
confidence interval did not include zero, then the effect was considered significant 
(MacKinnon et al., 2004).

Results
Descriptive statistics
Table 1 shows the descriptive statistics and correlations between the variables. In full 
accordance with previous findings, income positively correlated with perceived con-
trol over life and life satisfaction; at the same time, these variables correlated with 
each other and with SJ. 

Education was not correlated with life satisfaction and a sense of control over 
life (the higher the level of education, the less perceived control over life respon-
dents felt). Despite the significant positive correlation between income and educa-
tion, these variables showed different patterns in relation to SJ. So, SJ was positively 
associated with income and negatively associated with education. 

Table 1
Descriptive statistics and intercorrelations for variables.

M SD Min Max Skewness Kurtosis 1 2 3 4

1.	 Life  
satisfaction 5.51 2.19 1 10 –.135 –.782 –

2.	 System  
justification 3.88 1.87 1 9 .233 –.671 .494** –

3.	 Income 3.33 2.10 1 14 1.397 2.993 .256** .120* –
4.	 Control  

over life 4.76 1.33 1 7 –.147 –.347 .561** .382** .153** –

5.	 Education 4.25 1.24 2 6 –.050 –.439 .090 –.023* .201** –.018

Note. ** p < .01, * p < .05 

Double sequential mediation model
The results presented in Table 2 demonstrate that income had a positive effect on 
control over life [B = .10, t (409) = 3.26, p = .001] and life satisfaction [B = .17, 
t (409) = 3.88, p < .001]. At the same time, income had a negative effect on system 
justification [B = –.01, t (409) = –.06, p = .042], demonstrating that people with low 
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income justify the system more than those with high income, which can be consid-
ered as a confirmation of the status legitimation hypothesis. The indirect effect of 
income on SJ via life satisfaction [B = .06, 95% CI (.03, .10)], as well as via control 
over life [B = .02, 95% CI (.01, .04)], was significant, indicating that people with a 
high income were more satisfied with life and felt more control over life than those 
with low income. The results of double sequential mediation via control over life and 
life satisfaction were also significant [B = .03, 95% CI (.01, .06)].

In general, these results confirmed that people with high incomes felt more con-
trol over life compared to those with low incomes. This increased their life satisfac-
tion, which, in turn, increased their willingness to justify the status quo. Thus, the di-
rect and indirect effects of income on system justification showed opposite outcomes. 
Moreover, psychological variables associated with income completely mediated its 
relationship with SJ; the total effect was significant [B =.11, t (409) = 2.59, p = .01]. 

The level of education had the expected negative significant direct effect on SJ 
[B = –.09, t (409) = –1.34, p = .034], but the total effect of education on SJ was non-
significant [B = –.07, t (409) = –.98, p = .328]. 

Table 2
The results of the double sequential mediation model.

Control over life Life satisfaction System justification

Beta (SE) 95 % CI Beta (SE) 95 % CI Beta (SE) 95 % CI

Income .10** (.03) .04, .17 .17*** (.04) .08,.25 –.01* (.01) –.08, –.01
Control over 
life .89*** (.07) .75, 1.02 .21** (.07) .06, .35

Life satisfaction .35*** (.05) .27, .44
Education –.05 (.05) –.15, .05 .12 (.07) –.02, .26 –.09* (.07) –.21, –.04
Constant 4.64*** (.24) 4.17, 5.11 0.23 (.45) –.65, 1.11 1. 31** (.41) .51, 2.11

R2 = .03 R2 = .35 R2 = .26

Total effect income on system justification .11** (.04) .03, .20
Indirect effect
Income — control over life — system justification .02 (.01) .01, .04
Income — life satisfaction — system justification .06 (.02) .03, .10
Income — control over life — life satisfaction — system justification .03 (.01) .01, .06

Note. * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001

Discussion
The aim of this study was to clarify the role of income in SJ and to investigate the 
relationship between income and SJ, taking into account as potential mediators per-
ceived control over life and the level of life satisfaction. 
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The results confirmed that the status legitimacy hypothesis is supported when 
the relationship between objective income and SJ is studied, regardless of the psycho-
logical variables associated with high or low income. Following the assumption of SJ 
theory (Jost & Banaji, 1994), and previously obtained cross-cultural results (Vargas-
Salfate et al., 2018), it was found that low-income individuals justified the status quo 
more than high-income individuals. The main hypothesis of this study, that the rela-
tionship between income and SJ can be mediated by psychological variables associ-
ated with high and low income, has also been confirmed.

In previous studies, it has been shown that higher income increased feelings of 
control over life (Kraus, Piff, Mendoza-Denton, et al., 2012; Pitlik & Rode, 2016) and 
life satisfaction (Boyce et al., 2010; Graafland & Lous, 2018; Salinas-Jiménez et al., 
2010). For their part, both the degree of control over life and life satisfaction con-
tribute to strengthening SJ (Jost & Hunyady, 2005; Vargas-Salfate, Paez, Khan, et al., 
2018). Thus, this study reproduced the main results obtained in previous studies. The 
main new contribution of our results was that they demonstrated that including the 
psychological mediators in the analysis of the relationship between income and SJ 
completely changes the results, since they contribute to the fact that people with high 
incomes begin to justify the system more than those with low incomes. 

These results highlight the differences that the palliative function of SJ can have 
for groups of different status. The direct negative effect of income on SJ indicates 
that system-justifying ideology may help people with low status cope with nega-
tive emotions related to their low social position and their inability to fulfill the 
important physiological and psychological needs (Vargas-Salfate, Paez, Khan, et al., 
2018). However, for low-status groups this palliative effect on subjective well-being 
is short-term; in the long term, low social status leads to a significant decrease in an 
individual’s subjective well-being, and SJ is not able to neutralize its negative conse-
quences (Jost & Hunyady, 2003). By contrast, for high-status groups, SJ is positively 
and strongly associated with well-being in both the short and long term. In other 
words, the rich become richer, since subjective well-being is added to high material 
well-being, while poor people can increase their well-being in the short term by 
justifying the system, but in the long term, they suffer from the system and increas-
ingly justify it less.

In a broader context, the results obtained raise several questions, especially relat-
ing to the debate about subjective and objective measures in psychology. Obviously, 
one should separate subjective and objective status when it comes to testing the status 
legitimacy hypothesis, since when social status is operationalized through income or 
education, this hypothesis is more likely to be confirmed. Li with colleagues (2020) 
suggested that many of the conflicting results related to the reasons for justifying 
the status quo may be precisely associated with differences in the operationalization 
of perceived status. Undoubtedly, further reflection on these differences is required 
within the framework of SJ theory. 

Moreover, even when it comes to objective status, the effects of income and edu-
cation must be considered separately. In the present study, education had a negative 
effect on SJ, which confirms previous findings (Jost et al., 2017; Li, Yang, et al., 2020). 
Previous studies have also found that both income and education can be negatively 
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associated with different system-justifying ideologies  such as right-wing authoritari-
anism (RWA) and social dominance orientation (SDO) and prejudice, but the effect 
of education is stronger than the effect of income (Carvacho et al., 2013; Schiefer, 
2013). This trend is explained by the fact that education is inextricably linked to the 
inculcation of democratic and egalitarian values (Hainmueller & Hiscox, 2007), the 
maintenance of which is less dependent on situational circumstances, while income 
can be highly dependent on different socio-economic conditions (for example, an 
economic crisis, high unemployment, low demand for certain professions, etc.). 

Limitations
The presented research has several limitations. First of all, the measurements used for 
control over life and life satisfaction are more typical of sociological research (only 
one item for each construct). This could have somewhat oversimplified the researched 
reality. Second, the study did not take into account other potential mediators (e.g., 
conservatism). For example, Johnson and Krueger (2006) demonstrated that income 
satisfaction fully mediated the relationship between real income and life satisfaction. 
At the same time, the broader socio-cultural and socio-economical contexts are no 
less important. In countries with low economic development, an increase in income 
makes a large contribution to life satisfaction, primarily by increasing the ability to 
fulfill physiological needs. But in economically developed countries, this connec-
tion is less pronounced, since the needs for self-realization and various psychological 
needs begin to play a larger role than physiological ones (Oishi et al., 1999).

Russia, where this study was conducted, belongs to the group of countries with 
dominant survival values ​(in contrast to self-expression values) (World Values Sur-
vey, 2020) and is not a typical WEIRD (Western, Educated, Industrialized, Rich, and 
Democratic) country (Henrich et al., 2010). As a result, for Russians there may be a 
stronger relationship between income and life satisfaction, and hence a more pro-
nounced indirect effect of income on SJ via life satisfaction than in other developed 
countries with other core values. In future studies, it would be productive to expand 
the variables included in the analysis. For the correct interpretation of this study’s 
results, it is necessary to take into account the described limitations.

Conclusion
The results confirmed that the relationship between income and SJ is mediated by 
psychological variables associated with high and low income (perceived control over 
life and the level of life satisfaction). Undoubtedly, both the direct and indirect rela-
tionships between income, education, and SJ need to be studied further in different 
socio-economic and cultural contexts to draw deeper conclusions.
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