Journal of Experimental Social Psychology 68 (2016) 11–20

Contents lists available at ScienceDirect

Journal of Experimental Social Psychology
journal homepage: www.elsevier.com/locate/jesp

Class impressions: Higher social class elicits lower prosociality
Niels J. Van Doesum ⁎, Joshua M. Tybur, Paul A.M. Van Lange
Department of Experimental and Applied Psychology, Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam, The Netherlands

H I G H L I G H T S
•
•
•
•

We investigate how target social class affects prosocial behavior.
We offer three lines of reasoning: Fairness, status and similarity.
Higher class targets consistently elicit less prosociality.
This is most consistent with a fairness perspective.
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a b s t r a c t
Social class predicts numerous important life outcomes and social orientations. To date, literature has mainly examined how an individual's own class shapes interactions with others. But how prosocially do people treat others
they perceive as coming from lower, middle, or higher social classes? Here, in addition to testing effects of self
social class on prosocial behavior, we also investigate how target social class affects prosocial behavior, operationalized using a social mindfulness paradigm that focuses on leaving or limiting choice to others. We offer three
lines of reasoning, predicting that lower class targets either elicit greater prosociality than higher class targets
(fairness), that higher class targets elicit greater prosociality (status), or that people are most prosocial to targets
from their own social class (similarity). Across four studies, we ﬁnd that participants behave less prosocially (i.e.,
are less socially mindful) toward higher class targets relative to lower and/or middle class targets. Perceptions of
similarity, warmth, and competence did not mediate lower prosociality for higher relative to lower class targets.
Together, results are most consistent with a fairness perspective. Across all studies, we also found that self social
class had little to no relationship with prosociality. In total, results suggest that social class is relevant for prosocial
behavior, but that target social class matters more than self social class.
© 2016 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.

The study of social class has traditionally been the domain of economists, political scientists, and sociologists (e.g., Bourdieu, 1979;
Giddens, 2006; Savage et al., 2013). Research in this area has usually focused on perceptions of inequality, oftentimes with the explicit or implicit conclusion that class inequalities lead to undesirable outcomes
at the societal level. Recently, psychologists have begun adding to this
ﬁeld by examining the psychology of social class in day-to-day interactions (e.g., Fiske & Markus, 2012). Within this emerging literature, class
has been found to impact how people balance self- with other-interest
in their social environment. For example, some ﬁndings suggest that
lower class individuals are more prone to exhibit a number of prosocial
behaviors relative to higher class individuals (e.g., Guinote, Cotzia,
Sandhu, & Siwa, 2015; Kraus, Piff, Mendoza-Denton, Rheinschmidt, &
Keltner, 2012; Piff, Kraus, Côté, Cheng, & Keltner, 2010; Stephens,
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Markus, & Phillips, 2014). But how prosocially do people behave toward
others who are perceived as lower, middle or higher class?
Although much previous research has sought to understand how self
social class relates to prosociality, only a few studies provide hints at
how target social class inﬂuences behavior. For example, some evidence
suggests that low income, but not low socio-economic status (SES) targets are more desirable bargaining partners (Holm & Engseld, 2005),
and that powerless targets receive higher offers in an ultimatum game
than targets with some power (Handgraaf, Van Dijk, Vermunt, Wilke,
& De Dreu, 2008). That said, these studies have not examined how target social class per se inﬂuences prosociality. Here we adopt a more holistic approach to understanding the role of the social class of both actors
within an interaction. This approach is inspired by the notion that the
nature of any social interaction is inﬂuenced by characteristics of both
self and other(s). Moreover, perceptions of social class are often activated through social comparisons, when people at least implicitly relate
their own social class to the perceived social class of others. As we will
discuss, different predictions regarding the effect of target social class
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on prosociality can be derived from perspectives of fairness, status, and
self-other similarity. The present research thus seeks to provide tests of
these broad and distinct perspectives on how prosocially individuals
treat others from different social classes.
1. Perceptions of social class
Notoriously difﬁcult to pin down, social class is best approached as a
multifaceted construct (e.g., Crisp & Hewstone, 2007; Savage et al.,
2013). Beyond differences in economic resources, class also reﬂects disparities in cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1979), status, and power. Ultimately, social class is best captured under the umbrella of societal
rank (Kraus, Rheinschmidt, & Piff, 2012). To address this multiplicity, researchers have developed compound measurement strategies that
combine objective (e.g., income and education) with subjective (e.g.,
perceived relative class rank) assessments of class (e.g., Kraus &
Stephens, 2012). Here we follow similar strategies.
Furthermore, interpersonal perceptions of social class are pervasive
and often instantaneous. Class can be read not only from the car someone drives, the watch on the wrist, or the clothes on the body, but also
from short (‘thin sliced’) readings of others' body language (Kraus &
Keltner, 2009) and voice (Ko, Sadler, & Galinsky, 2015). Class perceptions are thus likely to help shape the interactions of everyday social
life, in which people continuously encounter situations in which they
have to decide how prosocially to behave.
2. Social mindfulness and prosociality
Like social class, prosocial behavior can be operationalized in multiple ways. It has been measured using psychological instruments such as
social value orientation (SVO) (e.g., Murphy, Ackermann, & Handgraaf,
2011; Van Lange, 1999) and personality scales such as honesty-humility
and agreeableness (Hilbig, Glöckner, & Zettler, 2014) and behavioral
variables like charitable giving (e.g., Harbaugh, Mayr, & Burghart,
2007), volunteering (e.g., Penner, Dovidio, Piliavin, & Schroeder,
2005), and decisions in economic games and social dilemmas (e.g.,
Van Lange, Balliet, Parks, & Van Vugt, 2014). One recently developed approach to measuring prosociality, which we use here, is known as social
mindfulness, which reﬂects an openness to the needs and wishes of
others in the present moment (Van Lange & Van Doesum, 2015).
Being socially mindful of others is manifest in simple behaviors, like
leaving or limiting choice for others who also have a stake in the outcome of an interdependent situation. For example, consider choosing
between a single piece of chocolate cake versus one of a few slices of
cheesecake that remain on a buffet table. Your choice has implications
for the next person who comes to the table. Taking the chocolate cake
would give this person only one choice (cheesecake), whereas selecting
a slice of cheesecake would allow the other person to choose between
two distinct options (chocolate cake or cheesecake).
The social mindfulness paradigm (henceforth the SoMi paradigm)
used here builds on similar choices. Like the extensively validated
pen-choice task (e.g., Kim & Markus, 1999; Yamagishi, Hashimoto, &
Schug, 2008) that inspired its development (Van Doesum, Van Lange,
& Van Lange, 2013), the SoMi paradigm operationalizes prosocial inclinations in a manner similar to the cake example above: By providing respondents with the opportunity to leave or limit an interaction partner's
options. Research suggests that social mindfulness scores are positively
correlated with honesty-humility, agreeableness, SVO, empathic concern, and perspective taking, and that people construe leaving the
unique item for their partner to choose from as a prosocial behavior
(Van Doesum et al., 2013).
3. Three broad perspectives
Here we examine effects of target and participant class on prosocial
behavior as measured with social mindfulness. Regarding effects of

target class, we offer three broad perspectives to guide our investigations. These yield different predictions that can be directly or indirectly
tested. The three perspectives are:
(1) Fairness perspective: Lower class targets should elicit greater social mindfulness as an implicit compensation for their purportedly limited access to economic and other resources. This
perspective also predicts that higher social class targets should
elicit limited generosity – or spite – as they can be perceived as
being self-sufﬁcient or having overbeneﬁted from pooled resources (e.g., Adams, 1963; Tyler, 2012).
(2) Status perspective: Higher class targets should be treated more respectfully, and thus more socially mindfully, perhaps because
people tend to be more other-regarding to others associated
with desirable qualities, even if these qualities are not linked to
trust (e.g., Van Lange & Kuhlman, 1994).
(3) Similarity perspective: People should be more socially mindful of
others from their own ranks; that is, participant class should interact with target class. Past research has revealed that even subtle cues of similarity can trigger helping and prosociality. For
example, waitresses who mimic customers' gestures tend to receive greater tips than those who do not (Van Baaren, Holland,
Steenaert, & van Knippenberg, 2003). Also, similarity has been
identiﬁed as a powerful mechanism in accounting for the evolution of cooperation (Fischer et al., 2013). Additionally, withinclass interactions could have greater reputational consequences
and greater consequences for direct reciprocity in future interactions, even when only activated as a general principle.

In addition to testing effects of target class on prosocial behavior, we
also test for effects of participant class on multiple measures of prosocial
behavior. Whereas recent research within the ﬁeld of psychology has
reported that higher class individuals tend to be less prosocial (e.g.,
Piff et al., 2010), research from other ﬁelds (e.g., sociology) has mainly
found the opposite effect – that higher class individuals are, if anything,
more prosocial (Korndörfer, Egloff, & Schmukle, 2015). Contrasting results could stem from differences in how social class and prosociality
are operationalized across disciplines, and how representative samples
used in different research areas are of population social class. Here, we
bridge some aspects of these two approaches by measuring social
class and prosociality in multiple ways, and we collect data on samples
that are large by psychological standards (Ns ranging from 226 to 450
across four studies, Ntotal = 1418) and are varied in age and social class.
4. Guiding impressions: four studies
Like other recent studies that have tested hypotheses regarding social class (e.g., Kraus, 2015; Kraus & Tan, 2015; Piff, Stancato, Côté,
Mendoza-Denton, & Keltner, 2012), we sampled U.S. residents using
Amazon's Mechanical Turk service (MTurk). In many ways, participants
from MTurk are more representative of the general U.S. population (e.g.,
in terms of age, location, education, and income) than are the student
samples used in many of the key psychology studies on social class
and prosociality (e.g., Guinote et al., 2015; Piff et al., 2010; see Paolacci
& Chandler, 2014, and Paolacci, Chandler, & Ipeirotis, 2010, for information on MTurk participants). Further, MTurk participants appear to attend to instructions as well as student participants (Hauser &
Schwarz, 2015), and to respond to experimental stimuli in ways similar
to participants in research labs (Berinsky, Huber, & Lenz, 2012). Finally
and, critically for the current investigation, MTurk participants are
more socio-economically diverse than undergraduate samples (Casler,
Bickel, & Hackett, 2013).
Literature examining effects of target characteristics on prosociality
(Handgraaf et al., 2008) and effects of self social class on prosociality
(e.g., Piff et al., 2010) have reported effect sizes in the medium to high
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range (generally ds N 0.50). Based on these papers, we aimed for high
(95%) statistical power to detect medium sized effects (e.g., d = 0.50).
Accordingly, for Study 1, we terminated data collection after having collected responses from 228 participants. For Study 2, we intended to collect a larger sample both because we added one between-subjects
condition, and because we wished to increase the precision of our estimate of the population effect size. We planned to enroll 300 participants
in the study, and we terminated data collection after enrolling this number of participants. We further increased our target enrollment to 450 in
Study 3 and 500 in Study 4, again to increase the precision of our estimate of the population effect size, and allow for mediation analyses
(Study 4).
4.1. Study 1: higher versus lower class targets
Our design allowed for tests of two types of relationships between
class and prosociality. The ﬁrst examined general prosocial tendencies
by looking at personality factors and social decision making regarding
general others; the second focused on an assessment of prosocial tendencies toward a speciﬁc target. In Study 1, this target was described
as someone from either lower or higher social class.
4.1.1. Participants
Two participants provided incomplete responses and were excluded
from analyses. Hence, the sample for Study 1 consisted of 226 participants (126 females) between 18 and 78 years old, Mage = 37.44
(SD = 13.63). Fourteen percent held a master's degree or higher
(PhD), 35% a bachelor's degree, 11% reported a technical degree, 24%
had followed at least some post-secondary school, and 16% had a high
school education or less.
4.1.2. Social class
Following recommended procedures in this ﬁeld (Kraus & Stephens,
2012), we evaluated participants' social class using both objective and
subjective measures. Objective social class was assessed by annual
household income, reported in $5000 increments ranging from
$20,000 or below to $150,000 or more (Mincome = $45,000–49,999, median = $35,000–39,999). Subjective social class was established by asking participants to complete the MacArthur Scale of subjective SES
(Adler, Epel, Castellazzo, & Ickovics, 2000). For this measure, participants see a picture of a ladder and are presented with the following:
“For this question we would like you to think of the ladder below as
representing where people stand in the United States in terms of education, income, and job status, where the people who are the worst off are
on the bottom, and the people who are the best off are on the top.
Where would you place yourself relative to the people who are the
best off and the people who are the worst off in terms of education, income, and job status?” (9-point scale1). Although the mean was below
the scale midpoint (Mladder = 4.42, SD = 1.73, t(225) = − 5.05,
p b 0.001), 45% of the participants placed themselves on the middle
rung or above. This suggests that our sample was not, as a whole, unusually high or low in social class, and that we sampled from a range of social class that was broad enough to test our hypotheses.2
4.1.3. General prosociality
We assessed general prosocial tendencies in three ways: SVO (cf. Piff
et al., 2010), frequency of volunteering (e.g., Penner et al., 2005), and
the personality dimensions honesty-humility and agreeableness
(Hilbig et al., 2014). SVO was measured using the SvoSlider (Murphy
1
For practical (software related) reasons, we used a 9-point scale instead of the more
commonly used 10-point scale.
2
Additional class evaluations like education level (participant and parent) and childhood SES were highly correlated with the main variables of social ladder and income,
and showed virtually identical relationships with the prosociality variables. To avoid redundancy, these results were not reported.
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et al., 2011), which measures degree of proself versus prosocial orientation across six items in which participants select their preference between various payoffs for self and an unspeciﬁed other.3 Next, using
the 36 applicable items from the HEXACO-PI-R-100 (Ashton & Lee,
2008; Ashton, Lee, & de Vries, 2014), the personality dimensions honesty-humility (16 items; α = 0.88) and agreeableness (16 items; α =
0.91) were assessed, together with an interstitial altruism facet (four
items; α = 0.70). Frequency of volunteering was measured by summing participants' engagement in 11 different activities over the past
year (1 = did, 0 = did not; α = 0.76), for example donating blood,
coaching a sports team, or serving food.

4.1.4. Social mindfulness
Social mindfulness was assessed using the dyadic SoMi paradigm
(Van Doesum et al., 2013). In each of 24 trials (12 experimental and
12 control), participants were instructed to select one of three or four
items that were shown onscreen, and they were instructed to do so as
if they were the ﬁrst of two people choosing items without replacement.
Some experimental trials included one unique item and two identical
items (e.g., one gold colored gift box and two red colored gift boxes),
and others included one unique item and three other identical items
(e.g., one green apple and three red apples). Control trials involved
two versus two (when there were four items in a trial) or three identical
items (when there were three items). All trials were offered in fully randomized order, with the products randomly placed on a horizontal line
onscreen. Social mindfulness was calculated as the proportion of socially mindful (i.e., non-unique) choices in the experimental trials.
Whereas the identity of the other was unspeciﬁed in the preceding
SVO task, participants were asked to picture making decisions with a
very speciﬁc person when completing SoMi. Participants were randomly assigned to read one of two descriptions of this target. In the higher
class condition, the target was described as “a man in his mid-40's. He
graduated from a prestigious, highly ranked university. He has a desirable job, and he currently earns approximately $150,000 every year.
He lives in a very nice neighborhood and he drives a very nice car.” In
the lower class condition, the target was described as “a man in his
mid-40's. He graduated from high school, but he never attended college
or university. He has a job that is not very desirable, and he currently
earns approximately $40,000 every year. He lives in a neighborhood
that is not very nice and he drives an old, beat up car.”

4.1.5. Results and discussion
Participants who imagined interacting with a lower class target
scored higher on social mindfulness than those who imagined
interacting with a higher class target, t(224) = 5.23, p b 0.001, d =
0.73, Mlower = 0.75 (SD = 0.21), Mhigher = 0.59 (SD = 0.23); see Fig.
1. This provides initial support for a fairness perspective, and it provides
evidence against the status perspective; if anything, higher status led to
lower social mindfulness. The tests of the interaction between target
and participant class were non-signiﬁcant, both when we operationalized participant class with annual income and with the social ladder
variable (p = 0.27 and p = 0.93, respectively).4 This is inconsistent
with the similarity perspective. The target effect remained after controlling for honesty-humility, agreeableness, participant social class (income and ladder), SVO, age, and sex, F(1, 217) = 28.72, p b 0.001,
η2 = 0.10.
3
Due to a programming error, one of the ‘other receives’ numbers in item 4 of the SVO
measure in Study 1 was displayed incorrectly. Three of the 226 participants selected this
option. However, we chose to compute SVO for all participants using the correct number.
Adopting a substitution strategy or omitting the three participants from analyses did not
inﬂuence or alter the conclusions. The error was amended in Studies 2–4.
4
To check if the distribution of the sample would affect tests of the similarity perspective, we subsequently added the quadratic terms of participant class to the respective
models. Neither main nor interaction effects proved signiﬁcant. The same was the case
for Studies 2–4, and we will not further report on these analyses.
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Fig. 1. Mean scores on social mindfulness per condition in Study 1–4. Error bars represent standard error.

Regarding participant social class, none of the relationships between
reports of annual income or the SES-ladder and our ﬁve prosociality
variables were statistically signiﬁcant – only the (positive) relationship
between the SES-ladder and volunteering frequency approached significance. Hence, participant social class was unrelated to prosociality
across all of our measures in Study 1; see Table 1 for the bivariate correlations between participant class and prosociality.

Table 1
Bivariate correlations and 95% conﬁdence intervals between participant class and
prosociality, per study and overall (meta-analysis).

Volunteering
Study1
Study 2
Overall
Honesty-humility
Study 1
Study 2
Overall
Agreeableness
Study 1
Study 2
Overall
Social value orientation
Study 1
Study 2
Study 3
Study 4
Overall
Social mindfulness
Study 1
Study 2
Study 3
Study 4
Overall

Annual income

SES-ladder

r

r

95% CI

95% CI

0.11
0.10
0.10

[−0.02, 0.24]
[−0.01, 0.21]
[0.02, 0.19]

0.13
0.13
0.13

[−0.00, 0.26]
[0.02, 0.24]
[0.04, 0.21]

−0.06
−0.01
−0.03

[−0.19, 0.07]
[−0.12, 0.10]
[−0.12, 0.05]

−0.05
−0.09
−0.07

[−0.18, 0.08]
[−0.20, 0.02]
[−0.16, 0.01]

−0.03
−0.05
−0.04

[−0.16, 0.10]
[−0.16, 0.06]
[−0.13, 0.04]

0.08
0.04
0.06

[−0.05, 0.21]
[−0.07, 0.15]
[−0.03, 0.14]

−0.04
−0.09
−0.08
0.08
−0.03

[−0.17, 0.09]
[−0.20, 0.02]
[−0.17, 0.01]
[−0.01, 0.17]
[−0.11, 0.05]

0.03
−0.07
−0.05
0.03
−0.02

[−0.10, 0.16]
[−0.18, 0.04]
[−0.14, 0.04]
[−0.06, 0.12]
[−0.07, 0.04]

0.07
−0.01
−0.02
0.07
0.01

[−0.06, 0.20]
[−0.12, 0.10]
[−0.11, 0.07]
[−0.02, 0.16]
[−0.05, 0.08]

0.10
−0.08
−0.01
0.03
−0.01

[−0.03, 0.23]
[−0.19, 0.03]
[−0.10, 0.08]
[−0.06, 0.12]
[−0.06, 0.07]

Note. Participant class as measured via annual income and social class ladder, and
prosociality as measured by volunteering, honesty-humility, agreeableness, social value
orientation, and social mindfulness.

4.2. Study 2: reward or reprove?
Study 1 involved lower versus higher social class targets, and participants were less socially mindful of a higher class target than of a lower
class target. Although it provided initial evidence for the inﬂuence of
target social class on prosociality, this design did not allow us to test
whether participants were more prosocial toward the lower class target,
or rather less prosocial toward the higher class target relative to a class
unspeciﬁed target. To address this shortcoming, we added a control
condition in which we did not specify the target's social class to the
Study 2 design. Further, we added questions that could inform why participants might treat the low class target more prosocially than the high
class target. To do so, we included several questions regarding judgments of the interaction partner. Critically for the similarity perspective,
one of these judgments directly concerned similarity.
4.2.1. Participants
For Study 2, we collected a sample of 300 participants (162 women)
between the ages of 19 and 73, Mage = 36.72 (SD = 12.64). The distribution in educational background was similar to Study 1.
4.2.2. Social class and general prosociality
Measures of social class and general prosociality were identical to
Study 1. For objective social class, participants reported their annual
household income using the same scale as in Study 1. The mean for
this sample was between $45,000–49,999, with a median of $40,000–
44,999. Subjective social class was again measured using the 9-point
SES-ladder (Adler et al., 2000), with a distribution similar to that in
Study 1 (Mladder = 4.58, SD = 1.67, 50% of participants at the middle
rung or above. We again included SVO, personality (honesty-humility,
α = 0.87, and agreeableness, α = 0.89), and volunteering (α = 0.79)
as measures of general prosociality.
4.2.3. Social mindfulness
Across three conditions, participants were randomly assigned to
imagine a SoMi partner whose class was either not described (control)
or was described as lower class or higher class. The control condition
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introduced this target as “a man in his mid-40's. His name is John. He is
about 5′9″, weighs about 195 lb, and he has dark hair and brown eyes.”
No further information was provided in the control condition. The lower
and higher class conditions included the same information as described
in Study 1.
As a manipulation check, we asked participants to place John on the
same 9-point social class ladder they had previously used to report their
own class. Additionally, we asked participants to provide a set of social
judgments regarding the target. Speciﬁcally, we assessed similarity to
the target using two items: “How similar to John (or someone like him)
do you think you are?” and “How dissimilar to John (or someone like
him) do you think you are?” (r = 0.62), which we combined into a single
scale for perceived similarity. Other items assessed liking (“How much do
you like John [or someone like him]?”), compassion (“How much compassion do you feel for John [or someone like him]?”), wish to afﬁliate
(“How much would you like to spend time with John [or someone like
him]?”), willingness to provide resources (“How willing do you think
John is [or someone like him] to provide resources to others?”), ability
to provide resources (“How able do you think John is [or someone like
him] to provide resources to others?”), and deservedness (“How much
do you think that John deserves [or people like him deserve] some good
things in life?”), all on a 7-point scale from not at all – very much.
4.2.4. Results
The manipulation check conﬁrmed that, relative to the control condition (Mcontrol = 4.96, SD = 1.31), participants estimated John's position as higher in the higher class condition (Mhigher = 6.91, SD =
1.32), t(297) = 10.89, p b 0.001, d = 1.49, and lower in the lower
class condition (Mlower = 3.80, SD = 1.21), t(297) = 6.33, p b 0.001,
d = 0.92. Note that the target in the control condition was perceived
as middle class. There were clear differences in target perception;
means, standard deviations, and differences in social judgment per condition are summarized in Table 2. In line with previous research on social mindfulness showing that people are more socially mindful of
friends, teammates (Van Doesum, Van Prooijen, Verburgh, & Van
Lange, 2016), or people they think are trustworthy (Van Doesum et
al., 2013), we observed small correlations between social mindfulness
and liking (r = 0.12, p = 0.044,), compassion (r = 0.12, p = 0.037),
and willingness (r = 0.13, p = 0.031) and ability to provide resources
(r = −0.13, p = 0.026). Correlations between social mindfulness and
similarity (r = 0.10, p = 0.099), wish to afﬁliate (r = 0.05, p =
0.426), and deservedness (r = 0.09, p = 0.120) were non-signiﬁcant,
though similar in magnitude.
Like in Study 1, social mindfulness varied across target descriptions,
F(2, 297) = 3.75, p = 0.025, η2 = 0.03. Participants behaved less socially mindfully when imagining a higher versus a lower social class target,
Mhigher = 0.60 (SD = 0.22), Mlower = 0.70 (SD = 0.25), t(297) = 2.66,
p = 0.008, d = 0.43. The lower class condition did not differ signiﬁcantly
from control, Mcontrol = 0.67 (SD = 0.27), t(297) = 0.81, p = 0.416, d =
0.12; the higher class condition did so marginally, t(297) = 1.86, p =
0.064, d = 0.29. See Fig. 1 for a visualization. Tests of the interaction between participant and target social class on social mindfulness were
non-signiﬁcant regardless of whether participant income or social ladder were used to operationalize participant class (p = 0.47 and p =
0.80, respectively). Like before, the effect of target social class remained
after controlling for honesty-humility, agreeableness, participant social
class (income and SES-ladder), SVO, age, and sex, F(2, 290) = 4.12,
p = 0.017, η2 = 0.03.
Consistent with results from Study 1, participant social class was
largely independent of their prosociality across our measures. None of
the relationships between reports of annual income and our ﬁve
prosociality variables were statistically signiﬁcant. Only one bivariate
relationship between the SES-ladder and prosociality (volunteer frequency) was statistically signiﬁcant. Similar to Study 1, this was in the
opposite direction of that suggested by previous psychological research
(Piff et al., 2010) but consistent with sociology research (e.g., Ramirez-
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Table 2
Means and standard deviations of social judgments, manipulation checks and mediators
per condition in Studies 2–4.
Study 2
Lower

Control

Higher

Social judgments

M

SD

M

SD

M

SD

Similarity
Liking
Wish to afﬁliate
Compassion
Willing to provide
Able to provide
Deservedness

4.16a
4.55a
3.99a,b
4.83a
4.25a
3.63a
5.43a

1.34
1.11
1.34
1.39
1.18
1.20
1.25

4.08a
4.47a
4.08a
4.54a
4.61b
4.74b
5.36a

1.34
1.10
1.42
1.37
1.15
1.10
1.35

3.26b
4.06b
3.63b
3.70b
3.98a
5.78c
4.64b

1.39
1.18
1.40
1.58
1.31
1.10
1.25

Study 3
Lower

Middle

Higher

Manipulation checks

M

SD

M

SD

M

SD

Neighborhood
Car
Education
University
Job desirability
Employed1
Income2

1.93a
1.79a
1.95a
2.94a
1.80a
88.70a
20–25a

0.66
0.75
0.55
0.24
0.72

3.28b
3.26b
2.91b
3.10a
3.08b
99.30b
50–55b

0.50
0.60
0.41
0.52
0.55

4.62c
4.52c
3.68c
4.25b
4.05c
98.70b
130–135c

0.64
0.66
0.51
0.67
0.91

Study 4
Lower

Mediators
Warmth
Competence
Similarity

Middle

Higher

M

SD

M

SD

M

SD

4.56a
3.68a
2.24a

1.03
1.12
1.45

4.99b
4.98b
3.18b

1.09
1.03
1.47

4.46a
5.73c
2.30a

1.09
0.92
1.63

0.63
0.68
0.51
0.70
0.70

3.18b
3.18b
2.92b
3.00a
2.93b
99.24b
50–55b

0.49
0.59
0.44
0.53
0.59

4.66c
4.66c
3.71c
4.25b
4.10c
99.32b
135–140c

0.54
0.52
0.47
0.58
0.86

Manipulation checks
Neighborhood
2.00a
Car
1.72a
Education
1.92a
University
2.91a
Job desirability
1.77a
75.15a
Employed1
Income2
20–25a

Note. Means with different superscripts per row are statistically different.
1
Percentage of participants who estimated John to be employed.
2
Income = × $1000.

Valles, 2006); that is, higher social class was associated with higher frequencies of volunteering; see Table 1.
4.2.4.1. Mediating effects of target perceptions. Our measure of perceived
similarity allowed for a direct test of the similarity perspective. Additionally, the assessment of the target deserving “some good things in
life” is conceptually related to the fairness perspective – although not
entirely overlapping. Accordingly, we tested whether differences in perceived target similarity and deservedness mediated effects of target
class on prosociality. Following Hayes and Preacher (2014), we computed two dummy coded variables, with high class as the reference group.
This allowed us to test mediating effects of perceived similarity and deservedness on the difference between high and low class targets, and
between high class and control (i.e., middle class) targets.
Using the SPSS PROCESS Macro (Hayes, 2013), we ﬁrst tested
whether perceived similarity and deservedness mediated the observed
lower prosociality toward high class relative to low class targets. The
95% conﬁdence interval for the total indirect effect overlapped with
zero [−0.008, 0.040], as did the 95% conﬁdence intervals for similarity
and deservedness. Thus, neither perceived similarity nor deservedness
mediated the difference between high and low class targets. Next, we
tested whether the same variables mediated the observed lower
prosociality toward high class relative to middle class (control) targets.
Again, the 95% conﬁdence interval for the total indirect effect
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overlapped with zero [−0.007, 0.039], as did the 95% conﬁdence intervals for similarity and deservedness. Hence, results were not consistent
with similarity or fairness perspectives.
4.2.5. Discussion
With the control condition seen as baseline, the pattern of results
suggests that possible fairness motives did not lead to more prosociality
regarding the lower class target, but rather to less prosociality vis-à-vis
the higher class target. Related to fairness, however, our ﬁndings on
prosociality could not be explained by a general sense of a target who
is more deserving of the good things in life. From a status perspective,
the same pattern suggests that higher status targets actually elicited
lower prosociality, identical to what was found in Study 1. Because perceived similarity did not mediate the effects of target social class on
prosociality, the similarity perspective was not supported.
4.3. Study 3: adding middle class
In Study 3, we addressed two limitations of Studies 1 and 2. First,
neither Study 1 nor Study 2 tested directly how prosociality toward
lower and higher class targets differs from prosociality toward middle
class targets. In Study 3, then, we replaced the class unspeciﬁed condition from Study 2 with middle class as comparison. Second, in Studies
1 and 2, social class was communicated with information regarding income possessions, and prestige in job and education. Although our manipulation check suggested that our global descriptions indeed
communicated class in the intended manner, facets of the descriptions
(e.g., income) might have inﬂuenced prosociality in manners independent from social class. To address this limitation, we manipulated target
social class by providing participants with only their target's position on
the social class ladder (i.e., lower, middle, or higher).
4.3.1. Participants
Our sample for Study 3 consisted of 450 (238 male) participants between the ages of 18 and 77, Mage = 34.54 (SD = 11.49).
4.3.2. Social class and prosociality
In this sample, the mean reported annual household income as reported in $5000 increments, here starting from below $10,000 and ending at $200,000 and above, was between $45,000–49,999, with the
median between $35,000–39,999. Similar to Studies 1 and 2, the self-reported mean position on the SES-ladder was 4.53 (SD = 1.63), with approximately half of the participants (49%) on the middle rung or above.
We limited our measures of prosociality to SVO (target-unspeciﬁed)
and social mindfulness (target-speciﬁc).
4.3.3. Social mindfulness
Next to his age, weight, height, and eye and hair color (see Study 2),
the target in the SoMi paradigm (“John”) was only described based on
his position on the SES-ladder. Participants were randomly assigned to
one of three conditions. In the lower class condition, John was “at the
second lowest position on the ladder when it comes to education, income, and job status relative to people in the United States.” John was
described as being in “the middle position” or in the “second highest position” in the middle and higher class conditions, respectively. These descriptions were complemented by a picture of the ladder indicating the
corresponding position. Participants then estimated the target's household income, employment (yes/no, and if yes, desirability of the job),
education level (college degree yes/no, and if yes, prestige of the university), the car he drives (old and beat up – new and fancy), and the neighborhood he lives in (not so nice – very nice). These items were included
as manipulation checks.5
5
To check for salience effects, manipulation checks were administered either immediately before or immediately after completing the SoMi task. This procedure did not moderate the effect of target social class.

4.3.4. Results and discussion
Estimates of income, employment, education, and car and neighborhood quality suggested that our manipulation indeed conveyed the
target's social class in the intended manner (Table 2). Consistent with
Studies 1 and 2, participants behaved less prosocially when imagining
a higher class target relative to middle or lower class targets, and they
behaved more prosocially when imagining a lower class target than
when imagining a middle or higher class target, Mlower = 0.74 (SD =
0.24), Mmiddle = 0.66 (SD = 0.25), Mhigher = 0.52 (SD = 0.27); F(2,
447) = 28.11, p b 0.001, η2 = 0.11. All differences were signiﬁcant:
t(447) = 2.95, p = 0.003, d = 0.33, for lower versus middle class targets; t(447) = 7.45, p b 0.001, d = 0.86, for lower versus higher class
targets; and t(447) = 4.51, p b 0.001, d = 0.54, for middle versus higher
class targets (see Fig. 1).
These results support a fairness perspective in the sense that lower
class targets were treated more prosocially than both other classes,
and higher class targets were treated less prosocially than both other
classes. A status perspective was not supported, as higher status once
more elicited lower prosociality. Results were also again inconsistent
with a similarity hypothesis: We found no signiﬁcant interaction between participant (income or ladder) and target class on social mindfulness (p = 0.34 and p = 0.54, respectively). Effects of target class held
when controlling for participant social class (income and ladder), SVO,
age, and sex, F(2, 441) = 10.46, p b 0.001, η2 = 0.04. Finally, for a
third consecutive study, we observed no relationship between participant social class and prosociality as measured in SVO and social mindfulness (Table 1).
4.4. Study 4: mediation by stereotype content?
Given the limited descriptions of the targets provided to participants, any effects of our manipulations presumably operated
through stereotypes of high versus low class individuals. After all,
social stereotypes are prone to guide interpersonal behavior, especially under low information conditions (cf. Snyder, Tanke, &
Berscheid, 1977). Study 2 provided an initial attempt at elucidating
the stereotypes that might underlie effects of target class on
prosociality. However, the target assessments did not directly address the two fundamental dimensions presumed to underlie stereotype content: Warmth and competence (e.g., Cuddy, Fiske, &
Glick, 2007, 2008; Fiske, 2015). In Study 4, we tested whether perceptions of warmth and competence mediate effects of target class
on prosociality. We also further tested a similarity perspective by
examining whether perceptions of similarity to the target mediated
any effect of target social class. Finally, perceptions of social class can
be linked to other categories that may guide prosociality. In particular, class is often confounded with race in the U.S.; perhaps this
made higher class targets more likely to be construed as White
than lower class targets. Given that the lower class target thus
could have been perceived as different from the higher class target
in both race and class, we additionally speciﬁed the target as
White across conditions.
4.4.1. Participants
Five hundred and six participants completed the questionnaire for
Study 4. Whereas Study 3 included estimated income as a manipulation
check, Study 4 added a manipulation check that could be used as an attentional screen. That is, at the end of the study we asked participants to
conﬁrm their target's position on the SES-ladder. For participants who
passed the manipulation check (N = 442), the target class manipulation
was associated with large differences in estimated target income, F(2,
439) = 481.25, p b 0.001, η2 = 0.69. There was no effect of target manipulation for participants who failed this manipulation check (N =
64), F(2, 61) = 1.46, p = 0.239, η2 = 0.05. We report results using
only those participants who passed the manipulation check. Our sample
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for Study 4 thus consisted of 442 (212 female) participants between the
ages of 19 and 74, Mage = 35.43 (SD = 11.50).6
4.4.2. Social class and prosociality
Mean reported participant annual household income was between
$50,000–54,999, with the median between $45,000–49,999. The self-reported mean position on the SES-ladder was 4.45 (SD = 1.53), with 47%
of the participants on the middle rung or above. As in Study 3, we limited our measures of prosociality to SVO (target-unspeciﬁed) and social
mindfulness (target-speciﬁc).
4.4.3. Study protocol
The study protocol for Study 4 was identical to that from Study 3,
with two important exceptions. First, John (the target) was described
as being White. Second, between the class manipulation and the SoMi
task, participants rated John on six warmth related traits (friendly,
well-intentioned, trustworthy, warm, good-natured, and sincere; α =
0.95) and six competence related traits (competent, conﬁdent, capable,
efﬁcient, intelligent, and skillful; α = 0.96) (Fiske, Cuddy, Glick, & Xu,
2002). As in Study 2, participants also rated their similarity to John
(“How similar to John do you picture yourself to be?”). All items were
answered on a 7-point scale ranging from 0 = not at all to 6 = extremely. After completing the SoMi task, participants estimated John's household income, employment, education level, car quality, and
neighborhood, using the same items as in Study 3.
4.4.4. Results
Estimates of John's income, employment, education, and car and
neighborhood quality suggested that our procedure conveyed the
target's social class in the intended manner (Table 2). Consistent with
the previous three studies, participants behaved less prosocially when
picturing a high class target (Mhigh = 0.59, SD = 0.27) relative to middle
(Mmiddle = 0.66, SD = 0.26) or low class targets (Mlow = 0.68, SD =
0.25), F(2, 439) = 5.11, p = 0.006, η2 = 0.02. Whereas prosociality
was lower for higher class targets relative to lower class targets,
t(439) = 3.05, p = 0.002, d = 0.35, and middle class targets,
t(439) = 2.35, p = 0.019, d = 0.27, prosociality toward lower and middle class targets did not differ, t(439) = 0.55, p = 0.583, d = 0.08; see
Fig. 1. As in the previous three studies, effects of target class held
when controlling for participant class (income and ladder), SVO, age,
and sex, F(2, 432) = 4.12, p = 0.017, η2 = 0.02. Further, we again observed no relationship between participant class and prosociality, as
measured by SVO and social mindfulness (Table 1) and we again failed
to detect an interaction between participant class (income or ladder)
and target class on social mindfulness (p = 0.84 and p = 0.98,
respectively).
4.4.4.1. Mediating effects of target perceptions. Overall, warmth and similarity ratings were positively related to social mindfulness (r = 0.17,
p b 0.001, and r = 0.14, p = 0.004, respectively), while competence
showed no relationship to social mindfulness (r = −0.04, p = 0.469).
Perceptions of target warmth, competence, and similarity varied across
conditions (all p's b 0.001). In line with the fact that participants, on average, reported themselves around the mean of the status ladder, perceptions of similarity were highest for middle class targets, with no
difference between low and high class targets. Similarly, perceptions
of warmth were higher for middle class targets than for high or low
class targets. In contrast, perceived competence was highest for high
class targets and lowest for low class targets (Table 2). We proceeded
to test whether these differences in target perception mediated target
class effects on prosociality. Identical to Study 2, we computed two
dummy coded variables, with high class as the reference group. This
allowed us to test mediating effects of perceived similarity, warmth,
6

However, analyses using the full sample did not alter the conclusions.
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and competence on the difference between high and low class targets,
and between high and middle class targets.
Using the SPSS PROCESS Macro (Hayes, 2013), we ﬁrst tested
whether perceived warmth, competence, and similarity mediated the
observed lower prosociality toward high class relative to low class targets. The 95% conﬁdence interval for the total indirect effect overlapped
with zero [−0.021, 0.114]. Hence, we found no evidence that the target
perceptions measured in this study mediated the difference between
high and low class targets. Next, we tested whether the same variables
mediated the observed lower prosociality toward high class relative to
middle class targets. Here, we found that the 95% conﬁdence interval
for the total indirect effect did not overlap with zero [0.011, 0.093].
Only the 95% conﬁdence interval for the indirect effect via warmth failed
to overlap with zero [0.006, 0.049]. Together, results only suggest mediation via perceived warmth when differentiating between high and
middle class targets; see Table 3.
4.4.5. Discussion
We observed the same general pattern as in Studies 1–3, with participants behaving the least prosocially when picturing a higher class target. Further, methods from Study 4 allowed us to rule out potentially
confounding effects of perceived target race, since we speciﬁed the target as a white male across conditions. Study 4 also allowed us to reject
and retain some hypotheses regarding why higher class targets elicited
lower prosociality. Non-signiﬁcant interactions between participant
class and target class observed in Studies 1–3 (replicated in Study 4)
and no mediating effects in Study 2 already spoke against the possibility
that perceived similarity drove the effects of target class; the failure to
ﬁnd any indirect effect of rated similarity in the comparison of Study 4
strongly suggests that these effects indeed cannot be attributed to perceived similarity. We further found that decreased prosociality toward
higher class targets was not driven by differences in perceived competence between the class groups. Results regarding perceptions of
warmth were mixed: Warmth mediated lower prosociality toward
higher class relative to middle class targets, but failed to mediate a similar effect for higher class relative to lower class targets. Hence, results
speak against the idea that the observed effects of target class on
prosociality are entirely driven by perceptions of warmth.
4.5. Meta-analysis
To estimate the overall effect sizes of participant and target class on
prosociality, we used Comprehensive Meta-Analysis software to metaanalyze results from Studies 1–4. We report results of random effects
models. First, we estimated the overall effect size of prosociality toward
high versus low class targets, high versus middle class targets, and low
Table 3
Total, direct, and indirect effects of dummy variables per indicator in Study 4.
Effect

SE

LLCI

ULCI

Lower-Higher
Total
Direct
Total indirect
Similarity
Warmth
Competence

0.090
0.045
0.045
−0.001
0.004
0.042

0.030
0.045
0.035
0.003
0.006
0.033

0.032
−0.044
−0.021
−0.011
−0.005
−0.021

0.148
0.133
0.114
0.003
0.018
0.108

Middle-Higher
Total
Direct
Total indirect
Similarity
Warmth
Competence

0.073
0.024
0.049
0.011
0.023
0.015

0.031
0.037
0.021
0.010
0.011
0.012

0.012
−0.048
0.011
−0.006
0.006
−0.008

0.135
0.096
0.093
0.032
0.049
0.042

Note. Lower-Higher indicates the contrast between lower class targets and higher class
targets. Middle-Higher indicates the contrast between middle class targets and higher
class targets.
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versus middle class targets. The comparison between high and low class
targets was performed across all four studies, while comparisons that
included middle class were based on Studies 2–4 (in the control condition of Study 2, participants generally estimated this target to be middle
class). We found an effect size of d = 0.57, CI95% [0.30, 0.85] when comparing prosociality toward high versus low class targets, d = 0.37, CI95%
[0.19, 0.55] when comparing high versus middle class targets, and d =
0.17, CI95% [0.01, 0.34] when comparing prosociality toward low versus
middle class targets. Hence, the strongest effect on prosocial tendencies
was found between high and low class targets.
Next, we examined the bivariate correlations between participant
class (two measures) and prosociality (ﬁve measures). In line with
Korndörfer et al. (2015), we found little evidence for a relationship between participant class and prosociality. The only correlation that
proved signiﬁcant suggested more volunteering activities for higher
class individuals; see Table 1.
5. General discussion
Across four experiments, participants behaved less prosocially toward higher social class targets than toward lower, middle, or classwise
unspeciﬁed targets. This effect occurred regardless of participant social
class. Perceived warmth, competence, or similarity did not mediate differences in prosociality toward higher and lower class targets; warmth
only played a role between middle and higher class targets. Also, in contrast with some ﬁndings (Piff et al., 2010), but consistent with others
(Korndörfer et al., 2015), participant class showed no negative relationship with other measures of prosociality. Together, these results suggest
that social class is indeed relevant to prosociality, but that target social
class inﬂuences prosociality more than self social class.
From the outset, we advanced three broad perspectives as a guide to
explain how target social class might inﬂuence prosocial behavior: Fairness, status, and similarity. We did not ﬁnd conclusive evidence, however, with most – but mixed – conﬁrmation of the fairness perspective:
Participants behaved less prosocially toward higher class targets relative to lower or middle class targets across four studies, and more
prosocially toward lower class targets relative to middle class targets
in Study 3. We observed no evidence in support of the status perspective; indeed, results were in the opposite direction of what this perspective implied. Results of Study 2 (including a class unspeciﬁed target who
was perceived as middle class) and Study 4 (including a middle class
target) suggest that class perceptions indeed led to decreased social
mindfulness toward higher class targets rather than increased social
mindfulness to lower class targets. Finally, we consistently found no evidence for a similarity perspective explaining target class effects on
prosociality. Further, participants rated themselves as more similar to
a middle class target than to a low class target in Study 4, yet behaved
no more prosocially to a middle class target than to a low class target.
And although participants behaved more prosocially toward a middle
class target than toward a high class target, perceived similarity did
not mediate this difference.
We can offer a few initial thoughts on why the higher class target
was treated less prosocially across all four studies. People may perceive
higher social class individuals as having unfair advantages in life or
being snobbish and narcissistic (cf. Piff, 2014). Furthermore, the expected socially independent (e.g., Kraus, Piff et al., 2012; Stephens et al.,
2014) or even unethical attitudes of higher social class individuals
(e.g., Dubois, Rucker, & Galinsky, 2015; Piff et al., 2012) could have
repercussions for how prosocially they are treated. Even if such expectations would not be entirely accurate, or derived from (fallible) stereotypes (e.g., Fiske, 2015; Fiske et al., 2002; Wigboldus, Dijksterhuis, &
Van Knippenberg, 2003), lack of expected reciprocity (even when hypothetical) still may have led people to take a less prosocial stance toward
individuals of higher social class in general. The decreased liking, wish to
afﬁliate, compassion, and deservedness we found in Study 2 concerning
the high class target certainly point in that direction, although the latter

variable failed to show a mediating effect. In addition, less perceived
warmth did lead to lower prosociality when comparing middle and
high class targets in Study 4. In brief, spite or even social hostility (Van
Doesum et al., 2016; Van Lange & Van Doesum, 2015) regarding higher
classes may be part of the underlying motivational complex.
However, fairness motivations that favor lower class targets did receive some support as well, even though higher prosociality to lower
class targets relative to middle class targets was only observed in
Study 3, accompanied by a similar but non-signiﬁcant trend in Study
4. The low-cost prosociality that is offered in social mindfulness can easily be employed as compensation for the purportedly limited access to
economic and other resources that lower class others have; or conversely can be withheld from higher class others because they may not need
it. It is also possible that perceived fairness takes the form of coming to
view the higher social classes as less warm than middle social classes, a
mediating process (Study 4) that helps explain low levels of social
mindfulness for the high class targets. Future research could look
more closely at what is ultimately underlying such tendencies, especially the decreased social mindfulness when others are from high social
class.
5.1. Self social class and prosociality
In none of our studies did we observe the negative relationships between social class and prosociality that have been reported in previous
psychological research (e.g., Guinote et al., 2015; Piff et al., 2010). Instead, correlations between participant class and prosociality were
close to zero within individual studies. A meta-analysis on the four studies (see Table 1) provided no evidence in support of a negative effect of
class on prosociality; in contrast with ﬁndings reported in previous research (e.g., Piff et al., 2010), people from lower social classes did not appear to be more prosocial than people from higher social classes. Across
the two measures of social class and ﬁve measures of prosociality, there
was one signiﬁcant effect that showed the reverse: Higher social class
individuals reported volunteering more than lower social class individuals, which is consistent with recent sociological ﬁndings (Korndörfer et
al., 2015). Indeed, Korndörfer et al. critique psychological research on
class, partially based on the relatively small sample sizes of the studies
in which a negativity effect of class was found; our use of substantially
larger samples may answer to this issue. And where Korndörfer et al.
(2015) mainly drew on publicly available large databases that were
set up for general (sociological and/or demographical) purposes, our experiments might furthermore help draw the discussion back to experimental psychology by employing widely used psychological measures
like social value orientation (e.g., Murphy & Ackermann, 2014; Van
Lange, 1999) and prosocial personality scales (cf. Hilbig et al., 2014),
combined with the recently introduced and validated measure of social
mindfulness (e.g., Van Doesum et al., 2013). Naturally, further research
is necessary to hone in on which aspects of social behavior do (or do
not) relate to self social class, including prosociality, narcissism, unethical behavior, compassion, and compliance (e.g., Dubois et al., 2015; Piff,
2014; Piff et al., 2012; Stellar, Manzo, Kraus, & Keltner, 2012).
5.2. Limitations
Undeniably, limitations apply. Participants in our studies were
interacting with hypothetical targets, without expecting to make acquaintance or have further interactions. Although this is standard procedure in many studies on prosociality and cooperation (see, for
example, Van Lange et al., 2014), and, indeed, on several studies on social class or social identiﬁcation and prosociality (e.g., Fowler & Kam,
2007; Hoffman, McCabe, & Smith, 1996; Piff et al., 2010), inferences
using such a method might not always apply to real behavioral interactions. That said, substantial overlap in neural activity has been found between making hypothetical and real choices (Kang, Rangel, Camus, &
Camerer, 2011), and methods rooted in game theory predict real-life

N.J. Van Doesum et al. / Journal of Experimental Social Psychology 68 (2016) 11–20

prosocial behavior (e.g., Van Lange, Bekkers, Schuyt, & Van Vugt, 2007).
Regardless, future research could use behavioral measures and/or settings in which participants are truly interdependent. The latter might
invoke status or reciprocity considerations to a larger extent than the
current approach and, hence, could yield different results (e.g., greater
prosociality toward higher class targets).
Furthermore, the target was described as a man in his mid-40s
across all four studies, in Study 4 further speciﬁed as being White. Future research may inform whether variations in sex, age, or speciﬁc ethnicity would produce different results (cf. Crisp & Hewstone, 2007).
With regards to our use of MTurk samples, task habituation among participants is a realistic risk when using this platform (Rand et al., 2014).
However, because of the recent introduction of our dependent variable,
social mindfulness, habituation is unlikely to have impacted our ﬁndings. A word of caution applies to the variance in social class within
our samples. Although we sampled from a wide range of social classes
(again, likely wider than what is sampled from in studies using undergraduate students), we did not sample from the super-rich (who are unlikely to participate in MTurk studies) or the super-poor (who might not
have access to computers). Future research could examine how social
class relates to prosociality among these more extreme income strata.
And ﬁnally, our samples are limited to the United States, and our
data do not speak to the cross-cultural generalizability of our ﬁndings.
Certain aspects of North American culture could have inﬂuenced reactions toward high class targets. For example, the U.S. is currently one
of the most divided nations in the world when it comes to income and
wealth (Piketty & Saez, 2014). At the same time, U.S. citizens often desire a more equal distribution of wealth across political orientations
(Norton & Ariely, 2011), preferably achieved by leveling at the top of
the income distribution (Osberg & Smeeding, 2006). It is possible that
felt discrepancies between ideal and observed reality make social class
disparities more salient within the U.S. than within nations where
wealth is more equally distributed.
6. Concluding remarks
Class impressions matter. People seem far less interested in minding
the interests of higher social class individuals than in minding the interests of individuals from other classes or a control condition. Impressions
of social class are quickly formed, and, as we have shown, targeting individuals from higher social class can drive people to be less socially
mindful of their target's needs and wishes, maybe even going so far as
to portray social hostility. These effects could be partly accounted for
by fairness translated as the wish to equalize those from higher social
class to the average, and not directly by status motivations or perceived
similarity. Although we most often meet those who are like us, we are
bound to interact with a broad spectrum of classes. Hence, this
understudied domain of impressions must serve as an important
guide to human thought and action – perhaps even more than people
would like to believe.
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