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The status-legitimacy hypothesis proposes that those who are most disadvantaged by unequal social systems are

even more likely than members of more advantaged groups to provide ideological support for the very social

system that is responsible for their disadvantages. Li, Yang, Wu, and Kou (2020, Personality and Social
Psychology Bulletin) sought to expand the generalizability of this hypothesis by testing it in China, addressing

inconsistencies surrounding the empirical support for this hypothesis by postulating that the construct of status

should be separated into an objective and subjective status marker. They reported that objective socioeconomic

status (SES; income and education) negatively predicted system justification, while subjective SES positively

predicted system justification. In the present study we attempt to replicate and extend the work of Li et al. in a

cross-cultural comparison of demographic stratified quota online samples in China and the United States. We

test the status-legitimacy hypothesis using objective and subjective SES to predict system justification using

cross-sectional and cross-lagged regression analyses. We received partial support for Li et al.’s findings.

Specifically, subjective SES positively predicted system justification for both societies during cross-sectional and

cross-lagged longitudinal analyses. However, we failed to replicate Li et al.’s findings surrounding objective

SES in China during cross-sectional and cross-lagged analyses.

Keywords: cross-cultural psychology, liberal choice producing dissonance model, self-interest acquiescence

model, social psychology, status-legitimacy hypothesis, system justification.

System justification

System justification theory (SJT) proposes that individ-

uals are motivated to see the systems that they live in as

legitimate, fair, and just (Jost & Banaji, 1994). This is in

part because of their dependence on these systems (Kay

et al., 2009; van der Toorn et al., 2010; Jost, 2020) to

fulfil various needs—from abstract needs such as provid-

ing order and structure in their world, to simple needs

like providing a welfare check to pay one’s rent

(Valdes, 2022). According to SJT, the degree to which a

person is dependent on a given social system inadver-

tently induces system-justifying motives. Both high- and

low-status individuals justify the status quo for systems

they depend on—but for different reasons.

High-status individuals depend on the system and the

status quo to maintain their high-status position; accepting

the social system as legitimate coincides with ego and

group justification motives (Li, Wu, & Kou, 2020). Low-

status individuals rely on the system for specific system-

based survival benefits (like affordable health care or

unemployment insurance). If they regard the social system

as fair, then they should blame themselves and/or their

ingroup for their disadvantaged situation; if they consider

themselves and their ingroup as worthy, then they ought to

believe there is an illegitimate system that causes their dis-

advantageous situation (Jost et al., 2001). Low-status indi-

viduals’ ability to accede to the system goes against

motives for self-enhancement and ingroup favouritism.

Such a dilemma between the self, the ingroup, and system

justification motives induces low-status individuals to expe-

rience psychological conflict.

To resolve these conflicts, low-status individuals may

hold even greater beliefs that the social system is fair when

compared to individuals with high status (Jost et al., 2003).

According to Jost et al. (2003), those who are most disad-

vantaged by unequal social systems are even more likely

than members of higher advantaged groups to provide ideo-

logical support for the same social system that is responsi-

ble for their disadvantages under certain circumstances.

They further postulated that societies that have high levels

of inequality, value meritocracy, and possess a democratic

social and political system with high civil liberties would

make low-status individuals feel more responsible for their

disadvantaged positions (Jost et al., 2003); Brandt (2013)
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termed this the status-legitimacy hypothesis (see also

Jost, 2011, 2019, 2020, for criticisms and exceptions to the

status-legitimacy hypothesis), that low-status individuals

are more likely to system justify when compared to high-

status individuals.

These claims made by the status-legitimacy hypothesis

differentiate SJT from related competing theories like

social dominance theory (SDT; Sidanius & Pratto, 2001)

and social identity theory (SIT; Tajfel & Turner, 1979).

SDT and SIT propose that (low-status) individuals/

groups would not justify a system that places them at a

disadvantage to higher-status individuals/groups

(Brandt, 2013; Jost, 2011). Historically, the status-

legitimacy hypothesis has simply referred to an empirical

correlation between system justification and status; how-

ever, it has proven to be controversial due to mixed

empirical support (see Buchel et al., 2020; Vargas-

Salfate et al., 2018). Several researchers have demon-

strated that low socioeconomic status (SES) individuals

are more likely to justify the status quo as fair and legit-

imate than high SES individuals (Henry & Saul, 2006;

Jost et al., 2003; Kim et al., 2022; Sengupta et al., 2015;

Whyte & Maocan, 2010; Zhang et al., 2022). Other

work has challenged the validity of the status-legitimacy

hypothesis by revealing a positive or no relationship

between SES and system justification (Brandt, 2013;

Brandt et al., 2020; Caricati, 2017; Davidai, 2018).

Similarly to Li, Wu, and Kou (2020) and Li, Yang, et

al. (2020), we believe that the mixed empirical support

vis-�a-vis the status-legitimacy hypothesis is due to a lack

of differentiation between a subjective (perceived social

status) and objective (income and education) SES. By

separating them, we can refine our understanding of how

different types of SES relate to system justification and

the status-legitimacy hypothesis. The most salient finding

contradicting the status-legitimacy hypothesis is that

higher subjective SES is consistently associated with

greater system justification (Brandt, 2013; Brandt et

al., 2020; Davidai, 2018; Vargas-Salfate et al., 2018;

Yang & Guo, 2016; Zimmerman & Reyna, 2013). Such

consistent findings surrounding subjective SES suggest

that its positive relationship to system justification is due

to the psychological processes of self/ingroup interest

and social comparison that can be generalized cross-

culturally (i.e., self-interest hypothesis). Perhaps the

exercise of placing oneself on a subjective status hierar-

chy highlights awareness of social comparisons with

others. This activates an individual’s status-maintenance

motivation, leading to justification of the status quo if it

serves one’s own interests or group interests, which is

exactly what SDT predicts (Sidanius & Pratto, 2001)

and what is found relatively consistently when the rela-

tionship between subjective SES and system justification

is examined (see also Owuamalam et al., 2018).

When it comes to the presence of status-legitimacy effects

(i.e., the negative relationship between SES and system justi-

fication) in previous research (Brandt, 2013; Henry &

Saul, 2006; Jost et al., 2003; Jost, 2019, 2020; Li, Wu, &

Kou, 2020; Li, Yang, et al., 2020; Sengupta et al., 2015;

Whyte & Maocan, 2010), it has almost exclusively been

observed within democratic societies when an objective

measure of SES was used. This is in part because objective

SES has consistently led to more variability when investigat-

ing status-legitimacy effects, especially during cross-cultural

research. For instance, Brandt (2013) and Vargas-Salfate et

al. (2018), who both conducted large cross-cultural tests of

the status-legitimacy hypothesis, had access to participants’

subjective and objective SES—but it was only objective

SES that provided slight, qualified support for the status-

legitimacy hypothesis. Furthermore, both these research pro-

grams found contextual social factors such as inequality and

civil liberties as explanations for these findings cross-

culturally (Brandt, 2013; Vargas-Salfate et al., 2018).

The status-legitimacy hypothesis, or what we will call

the liberal choice producing dissonance model (LCDM),
theorizes that three specific characteristics of a social sys-

tem predispose a low objective SES individual to system

justify more than a high objective SES individual due to

psychological conflict (Jost et al., 2003). The first charac-

teristic is the presence of civil liberty; nations that provide

their citizens with greater freedom to voice their (dis)

agreement with its current societal structure may inadver-

tently be putting individuals on the lower end of the status

hierarchy in a conundrum (Brandt, 2013). In this case,

low-status individuals face an uncomfortable choice of

whether to protest (or struggle) against the system—or to

accept it and be complicit in their own oppression. The

second characteristic Jost et al. (2003) theorizes as

enhancing a state of conflict between self/group interests

and system justification is the level of inequality in a

given society (Brandt, 2013; Jost et al., 2003). Brandt et

al. (2020) postulated that inequality creates a reality for

low-status individuals that their place in society is not

within their control. In order to combat this reality for

those of low-status, Jost (2020, p. 141) claims that “when

people feel extremely dependent on a given social system

– and therefore experience their world as unpredictable

and uncontrollable – they should be more strongly moti-

vated to defend and justify it.” The third societal charac-

teristic is the belief in meritocracy, a type of culture that

provides an easily accessible system-justifying motive for

why a group is low-status and hope that the individual

may rise through their meritocratic efforts above low

group status (Jost et al., 2003).

Contrary to this model, SDT (Sidanius & Pratto, 2001)

and SIT (Owuamalam et al., 2018) argue that societal char-

acteristics of meritocracy, high civil liberty, and individual-

ism first proposed by Jost et al. (2003) and tested by
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Brandt (2013) are insufficient to provide enough motive to

system justify for objectively low-status Americans,

because this would go against their objective self-interests.

At the root of this counter-claim lies the facade of meritoc-

racy in the USA—a belief that ignores the objective reality

that economic success and future wealth in the USA can be

attributed to familial status (Chetty et al., 2018). In an

unequal society like the USA, which has had relatively lit-

tle economic growth compared to China in recent decades,1

believing in meritocracy shrouds the reality that the top 1%

has accrued far more wealth than the bottom 90% in recent

decades.2 According to Newman et al. (2015), the aware-

ness of such social inequalities in the USA has led low

objective SES individuals to reject the ideology of meritoc-

racy; hence, these low-status Americans see less legitimacy

in the status quo.

Furthermore, while status-legitimacy effects have been

found in China (Li, Wu, & Kou, 2020; Li, Yang, et

al., 2020; Whyte & Maocan, 2010), we do not believe

they result from the macro-level societal characteristics

theorized by the LCDM. China has fewer civil liberties,

does not subscribe to a capitalist discourse on meritoc-

racy, and is authoritarian, socialistic, and collectivistic

(Hofstede Insights, 2021; Li & Hu, 2021; Walder, 1996;

World Bank, 2019; Wu & Li, 2017; Zhou &

Xie, 2016).3 In order to address this shortcoming, we

propose a novel socio-contextual macro-level model that

explains the relationship between objective SES and sys-

tem justification in authoritarian countries, which we will

call the self-interest acquiescence model (SIAM). An

alternative perspective to understanding status-legitimacy

effects, the SIAM postulates that (low objective SES)

individuals will submit to/accept a powerful system that

has a history of benefitting its citizens and has no appar-

ent cognitive alternatives (Tajfel & Turner, 1979).

Zhou and Xie (2016) found that for low-status individ-

uals in China, the two most important factors that affected

citizens’ personal and economic well-being were the cen-

tral and local government—in other words, “the system.”

In a rising economy like China (where there was 10% per

annum growth from 1979 to 20184), there are objectively

more opportunities to improve one’s socioeconomic status,

so there should also be more ego-based reasons for a person

with objectively lower status to system-justify over time

(Liu et al., 2010). China also possesses an authoritarian

government that has tight controls over the state bureau-

cracy, mass media, online speech, businesses, universities,

and civil society associations that attempt to undermine its

authority (Hyun & Kim, 2015). This has led to some dis-

content among Chinese elites within and outside the

Chinese Communist Party (Kennedy, 2009; Li, Wu, &

Kou, 2020; Li, Yang, et al., 2020). Lower status people,

with less access and experiences of conditions outside

China, may see fewer cognitive alternatives to the current

system. For those in China without social and financial cap-

ital, it is within their self-interest to system justify. As an

example, the Chinese government delivered on its promises

to lift people out of poverty (765 million people, or three-

fourths of all human beings lifted out of extreme poverty in

the last 4 decades, see Ana Lugo et al., 2022) and made

further poverty alleviation a centrepiece of their latest 5

year plan. The motivation for low-status Chinese to system

justify could be regarded as an economically rational deci-

sion: to acquiesce and submit to a higher power that aligns

with personal/group interests—what we term the SIAM.

Conversely, in a mature economy like the USA (where 1–
2% growth is typical), there would be fewer ego-based ben-

efits for an objectively low-status person to system justify

(Van Ark et al., 2008), so status-legitimizing for low objec-

tive status persons depends on the societal characteristics

that are most likely to produce dissonance as postulated by

the status-legitimacy hypothesis (Brandt, 2013)—what we

term the LCDM.

Empirical study to be replicated

Since empirical evidence on the status-legitimacy

hypothesis has been inconsistent, an important recent

study from a group led by Li (reported in Li, Wu, &

Kou, 2020, and Li, Yang, et al., 2020) theorized that a

reason for the inconsistencies surrounding the relation-

ship between SES and system justification is that the

construct of SES has been simplified in many of the pre-

vious studies. Li and colleagues postulated that

researchers should separate an individual’s status into an

objective and subjective experience. They theorized that

objective and subjective SES may relate to system justi-

fication differently; they highlighted that educational

level, income, and vocational stature are all potential

measures of objective SES (Kraus et al., 2009) and also

that subjective SES is measured by an individual’s self-

perceived status when compared to others (Anderson et

al., 2012). For example, a person who makes the equiva-

lent of $25,000 US annually and has only completed a

few college courses may be on the lower end of the

objective SES spectrum in the USA; however, they may

perceive their subjective SES to be higher if their social

circle is filled with people who have lesser prospects

than themselves. Li’s group performed a total of five

studies using both adult and adolescent Chinese samples

to explore how objective and subjective SES relate to

system justification differently. Our focus here is on

Studies 1a and 1b that used correlational and regression

analysis to test the divergent effects of objective and

subjective SES on system justification.

Li, Wu, and Kou (2020), and Li, Yang, et al. (2020)

used nationally representative data from the 2012 and

2013 Chinese General Social Survey5 of 10,585
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participants in Study 1a and 10,189 participants in Study

1b. They examined how objective and subjective SES

are separately related to system justification in China.

Objective SES was operationalized as the responses to

questions surrounding ones’ educational level (1 = lower
than elementary school to 7 = master’s degree or
higher) and total income in the previous year (in

Chinese Yuan, CN¥1 = US$0.15 when the survey was

conducted). Subjective SES was measured using the

MacArthur Scale of subjective SES (Adler et al., 2000).

Participants were shown a visual of a 10-rung ladder

representing social status and were asked to indicate

their position on the ladder (1 = the lowest, 10 = the
highest). Lastly, system justification was assessed using

one item (“Generally speaking, do you think Chinese

society is fair?”) on a 5-point scale (1 = completely
unfair to 5 = completely fair).

Li, Wu, and Kou (2020) and Li, Yang, et al. (2020)

found in correlational analyses for both studies (1a and

1b) that system justification was negatively correlated

with participants’ education level and income, while

being positively correlated with subjective SES. They

then ran multiple linear regressions on system justifica-

tion with participants’ educational attainment, income,

and subjective SES as predictors, while controlling for

gender and age. They found during these analyses that

educational attainment and income negatively predicted

system justification, while subjective SES positively pre-

dicted system justification (Study 1a: R2 = .06, p < .001,

and Study 1b: R2 = .05, p < .001).

While they did not explicitly refer to it as such, these

results are in accord with our proposed SIAM.

Furthermore, their study has provided a novel approach

to testing the status-legitimacy hypothesis; many

researchers (Brandt et al., 2020; Jost, 2020) have sought

to explore the complexities of system justification—but

not using these different SES markers in China or the

USA. Though the authors’ findings surrounding subjec-

tive SES are consistent with many previous studies, it is

the relationship between objective SES and system justi-

fication that needs further verification. Because of the

empirical inconsistencies associated with the status-

legitimacy hypothesis, we look to replicate and extend

the results of Li’s group by retesting their hypotheses

using longitudinal data from both China and the USA.

We can further test different macro-level explanations

for why the status-legitimacy hypothesis does or does

not occur for objective SES in the USA (using the

LCDM) and China (using the SIAM).

Present study

In this study, we aimed to conceptually replicate the

cross-sectional findings of Studies 1 and 2 reported by

Li’s group in Li, Wu, and Kou (2020) and Li, Yang, et

al. (2020). We further aimed to extended their work by

conducting a longitudinal analysis of the divergent

effects of objective and subjective SES on system justifi-

cation over time. Data were similarly collected online,

but we had access to two longitudinal samples from

China and the USA. Our reasoning behind analysing

data from China was to replicate the findings of Li’s

group surrounding objective and subjective SES in rela-

tion to system justification with a demographically repre-

sentative stratified quota sample. Analysing data

collected from the USA allowed us to test whether their

finding that the positive relationship between subjective

SES and system justification is generalizable cross-

culturally, while simultaneously testing whether objec-

tive SES holds a different relationship with system justi-

fication in these countries.

In contrast to the cross-sectional approach used by

Li’s group, we decided to use longitudinal data to estab-

lish a richer perspective on how objective and subjective

SES relate to system justification and the status-

legitimacy hypothesis over time. The literature on sys-

tem justification and the divergent effects of subjective

and objective SES have implied the effect of SES on

system justification is causal, but this perspective lacks

longitudinal exploration and therefore has relied heavily

on cross-sectional correlational studies. Blasi and

Jost (2006) theorize that system justification motives are

constantly competing against other self/group motives

that can take precedence—indicating possible changes

over time—making cross-sectional studies insufficient.

They should be augmented by longitudinal analysis.

The status-legitimacy hypothesis (Brandt, 2013)

claims that there is a causal effect of SES on system jus-

tification. However, correlational studies provide only

tentative evidence of such causal effects (Maxwell, et

al., 2011). Longitudinal studies on the other hand can

provide more reliable evidence of causal effects between

objective and subjective status and system justification

by allowing us to measure system justification at two

distinct points in time. We can observe whether objec-

tive or subjective SES predict system justification cross-

sectionally during Wave 1.

During Wave 2 analyses, we can control for Wave 1

system justification scores, allowing us to invoke a chro-

nological precedence between our status variables and

Wave 2 system justification scores. This process would

also help rule out other stable individual difference vari-

ables as confounds since their effects would be absorbed

during Wave 1 and eliminated when controlling for sys-

tem justification at Wave 1 during longitudinal analysis.

We opted for the use of a 6-month time interval between

Waves 1 and 2, because research on memory for life

events (see Jenkins et al., 1979; Monroe, 1982) reports
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that a 4 to 6 month interval is the longest time period

over which individuals can accurately recall life events.

The literature on system justifying effects has yet to

uncover over what time period an individual may shift

ideological allegiances, but logically, it would be safe to

assume that a 2-wave study should encompass the lon-

gest time period over which individuals can accurately

remember life events that might be responsible for their

allegiance shifts. Secondly, longitudinal designs implic-

itly rely on the presence of variance over time for effects

to be detectable, and using a relatively long time period

increases the chances of such variance being observed.

Aims and hypotheses

In this study, we aim to conceptually replicate the findings

by Li’s group (Li, Wu, & Kou, 2020, and Li, Yang, et

al., 2020) for Studies 1a and 1b cross-sectionally and

extend their work by using longitudinal data to compare

how objective and subjective SES predict levels of system

justification differently among American citizens versus

Chinese citizens. Comparing two nations that are funda-

mentally different socially, economically, and politically is

a critical extension of both the system justification literature

and the status-legitimacy hypothesis. Given the presented

theoretical and empirical antecedents in this paper, and in

accord with the SIAM, we hypothesize that in the sample

from China, greater levels of education and income (higher

objective SES) will negatively predict system justification.

Within the sample of participants from the USA, we test

the status-legitimacy hypothesis and its LCDM, noting a

high degree of controversy around its predictions and

hypothesize that greater levels of education and income

(higher objective SES) will positively predict system justifi-

cation. However, we anticipate that a positive relationship

between subjective SES and system justification will be

generalizable across the two cultures, because we believe

the psychological process of attending to self-interests

through social comparisons will generalize cross-culturally

(see Brandt et al., 2020; Davidai, 2018; Li, Wu, &

Kou, 2020; Li, Yang, et al., 2020; Vargas-Salfate et

al., 2018), These hypotheses are tested cross-sectionally

and longitudinally.

Method

Participants and procedures

An a priori power analysis was conducted using the pwr

package in r statistical software which revealed a

required sample of 640 participants from both countries

to have adequate power (1 – b = .80) to detect a small

effect of f2 = .02 for our regression analyses during both

waves (Champely et al., 2018). Participants were

recruited through online samples curated by Nielsen, an

international polling firm tasked with stratifying samples

according to age, gender, and region, from September

2015 to March 2016. Wave 1 was a stratified quota sam-

ple in both the USA and China that was designed to be

demographically representative in regards to age, gender,

and region and was collected in September 2015 as part

of a large 19 nation international project (for details, Gil

de Z�u~niga & Liu, 2017).6 The same participants were

invited to Wave 2 6 months later. We reanalysed

Chinese and American participant data presented by

Vargas-Salfate et al. (2018), albeit with missing data

multiply imputed. In contrast to Vargas-Salfate et al.’s

analysis of China and the USA as part of a larger multi-

country study, in the present study these two nations

were selected for theoretical purposes following Li, Wu,

and Kou (2020) and Li, Yang, et al. (2020).

Furthermore, whereas Vargas-Salfate et al. (2018) con-

trolled for objective SES (income) and explored the role

subjective SES played in relation to social dominance

and system justification, we directly test status-

legitimacy effects using both objective (education and

income) and subjective SES. The final samples for

China and the USA were 1,004 (Mage = 38.7 years,

SD = 12; 55.2% female, Mregion = 0.91, SD = 0.29) and

1,161 participants (Mage = 49.7 years, SD = 16.4; 58.9%

male, Mregion = 0.37, SD = 0.48), respectively, during

Waves 1 and 2. We compared our samples to available

census data in each country, regarding profiles for the

average age, gender, and living region (urban vs. rural)

for the adult population in China (38.4 years, 51% male,

64% urban) and in the USA (38.5 years, 52% female,

80% urban). Our sample in China falls within this aver-

age range for age and region but has slightly more

female representation. Our sample from the USA’s living

region falls within the average range, however our sam-

ple’s average age is 11 years above the national average,

with slightly more male representation.

Missing data analysis

The combined percentages of missing values across the

ten variables of interest within the analyses for both

Waves 1 and 2 varied from 0 to 59%. During Waves 1

and 2 a total of 999 and 1,290 out of 2,165 total cases

were considered incomplete, respectively. Education

(46%), Wave 2 system justification scores (59%), and

income (8%) were the only variables with data missing

at greater than .8 percent. The percentage of total miss-

ing data for all variables during both waves was 11%,

which is quite normal for longitudinal designs (Wang et

al., 2017). Since many participants during data collection

failed to report their education level or failed to re-enter

the study during the second wave of data collection (i.e.,

© 2022 The Authors. Asian Journal of Social Psychology published by Asian Association of Social Psychology and John Wiley &
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attrition rate = 59%), we used multiple imputation to

create and analyse 40 multiple imputed datasets.

Methodologists currently regard multiple imputation as a

state-of-the-art technique because it improves accuracy

and statistical power relative to other missing data tech-

niques (Manly & Wells, 2015). Incomplete variables

were multiply imputed under fully conditional specifica-

tion, using the linear regression with bootstrap method

of the mice 3.13 package (van Buuren & Groothuis-

Oudshoorn, 2011). Results for both cross-sectional and

longitudinal analyses were then pooled across the multi-

ply imputed datasets. The same design and materials

were used for measuring objective and subjective SES.

However, the entire brief version of the system justifica-

tion scale was administered as opposed to the decision

by Li’s group to only use the first item.

Ethics consent

The present study was approved by the Human Ethics

Committee at Massey University (Protocol MUHECN

15/053) and was conducted with informed consent from

all participants.

Instruments

System justification scale. A brief version of the

System Justification Scale (Kay & Jost, 2003) was used.

This included the four items of “In general, I find soci-

ety to be fair,” “In general, (my country’s) political sys-

tem operates as it should,” “Everyone in my country has

a fair shot at wealth and happiness,” and “(My coun-

try’s) society is set up so that people usually get what

they deserve,” where each country name was inserted

into the parentheses. Responses were given on a range

of 1 (Disagree completely) to 7 (Agree completely). A
mean system justification score was calculated for each

participant by collapsing across the four items, which

formed a highly reliable scale (a = .85) that ranged from

1 (low system justification) to 7 (high system justifica-
tion). We chose this over the single item measure used

by Li’s group, because we believed these four items

more holistically captured system justifying beliefs.

Objective and subjective SES. Similarly to Li, Wu,

and Kou (2020) and Li, Yang, et al. (2020), subjective

SES was assessed with the following: “On a scale of 1 to

10, with 10 being people who are the most well off in soci-

ety, and 1 being the people who are the least well off,

where would you describe your position?” Objective SES

was assessed with the following two questions: “What is

the highest level of education you have completed?” where

responses ranged from 1 (Elementary school) to 6

(Graduate school or higher), and “Last year, what was your

family’s total household income, before taxes?” We then

transformed household income into percentile ranks from 0

to 100% to address severe univariate outliers (e.g., incomes

over a million, Skewness = �.01, kurtosis = �.1.2).

Control variables. Similarly to Li, Wu, and

Kou (2020) and Li, Yang, et al. (2020), we controlled

for the effects of age and gender (1 = male, 0 = female)
in order to isolate the associations between objective and

subjective SES and system justification.

Results

Measurement invariance

For this study, a series of multigroup imputed confirmatory

factor analyses were used to detect measurement invariance

across 40 multiply imputed datasets for three factors that

make up the measurement model: system justification,

objective, and subjective SES. The first was the configural

model, where we simply fit a three-factor model in both

groups, without constraining parameters to equality across

countries. This model displayed equivocal fit, with a com-

parative fit index (CFI) of .96 (above the .95 cut-off for

good-fit in Hu & Bentler, 1999), a standardized root mean

residual (SRMR) of .03 (well below Hu and Bentler’s .08

cut-off), a root mean square error of approximation

(RMSEA) of .07 (just above Hu and Bentler’s cut-off of

.06), and a significant chi-square, v2(24) = 162.87,

p < .001. This indicated that a three-factor model fit reason-

ably well (but not perfectly) across both groups. We then

tested a metric invariance model where factor loadings were

constrained to equality. This resulted in a small but signifi-

cant deterioration in absolute fit, v2diff(4) = 65.91, p < .001,

albeit without deterioration to the approximate fit statistics

(CFI = .96; SRMR = .04; RMSEA = .07).

For exploratory purposes, we also tested a strong

invariance model where intercepts and measurement

error terms were also held to equality across groups.

This model displayed a large reduction in fit relative to

the metric invariance model, v2diff(4) = 1,121.48,

p < .001. However, strong (or scalar) invariance was not

crucial for the current study, given that our substantive

analyses do not focus on comparing mean levels of sys-

tem justification across countries but rather on relation-

ships between system justification and other variables.

Overall, these tests of measurement invariance provide

some evidence against metric invariance, and therefore

raise the possibility that differences in estimated parame-

ters between groups in our substantive analyses might be

biased due to this lack of invariance. However, the rela-

tively small difference in fit between the configural

invariance and metric invariance models suggests that if

such bias exists, it is unlikely to be large.
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Descriptive analysis

Descriptive statistics and bivariate correlations are pro-

vided in Tables 1 and 2. Correlational analysis for China

and the USA revealed that system justification was posi-

tively correlated in consistent and significant fashion

with participants’ subjective SES for both countries

across Waves 1 and 2. This coincides with the correla-

tional findings of Li’s group for subjective SES in

China. However, our findings with respect to objective

SES (income and education) contradicted Li’s group’s

correlational findings in China. Education was signifi-

cantly positively correlated with system justification dur-

ing both waves, while income was only significantly

positively correlated during Wave 2. In the USA, system

justification was significantly positively correlated with

objective SES (income and education) across Waves 1

and 2, therefore providing no support for the status-

legitimacy hypothesis (i.e., LCDM).

Cross-sectional analysis

We then moved to regression analysis, similarly to Li,

Wu, and Kou (2020) and Li, Yang, et al. (2020), and

opted to first conduct a cross-sectional regression to

attempt to more closely replicate their cross-sectional

findings before subjecting them to a more severe longitu-

dinal test. Our cross-sectional and cross-lagged multiple

regression models do not assume that the independent or

dependent variables are normally distributed, just the

errors (Williams et al., 2013). We centred our continu-

ous interaction terms (system justification, age, educa-

tion, and subjective SES during Waves 1 and 2) to make

the main effects for these coefficients more interpretable

in the presence of interaction terms. In addition, we

chose to plot our interactions in accordance with

Rosnow and Rosenthal (1989) to observe the marginal

(simple) effects of objective and subjective SES by

country on system justification (see Figures 1 and 2).

While there is no real evidence for many of the interac-

tions across countries in either of our cross-sectional or

longitudinal models, these figures provide a tentative and

exploratory approach to visualize differences between

the countries that should not go unreported.

A cross-sectional multiple linear regression was run to

predict system justification using participants’ objective

and subjective SES, age, and gender as predictors in

Wave 1. Interaction terms were included within this

model to test the invariance of the scales across cultural

contexts. A significant regression equation was seen

within this model (see Table 3). In line with our hypoth-

esis and Li’s group’s findings, this analysis indicated that

for both the USA and China, the main effect of subjec-

tive SES positively and significantly predicted system T
a
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le
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justification while not being moderated by country.

Further support was seen when we plotted the marginal

effects of subjective SES by country on system justifica-

tion (see Figure 1). For China, income negatively and

significantly predicted system justification, while educa-

tion was seen to have a nonsignificant positive relation-

ship with system justification (see Table 3 and

Figure 1). On the other hand, in the USA, both educa-

tion and income (objective SES) were found to have

inconsistent nonsignificant relationships with system jus-

tification (see Table 3 and Figure 1). While we found

partial support for both the findings of Li’s group and

our SIAM hypotheses surrounding objective SES

(income only) in China, the findings for objective SES

in the USA do not support the status-legitimacy hypo-

thesis (i.e., LCDM).

Longitudinal analysis

For the Wave 2 analyses, we opted for a cross-lagged

multiple regression analysis to predict system justifica-

tion (Wave 2) using participants’ objective and subjec-

tive SES, age, and gender as predictors in Wave 2. Each

of the predictors during these analyses were from Wave

1 to help establish temporal precedence of cause before

effect. We further controlled for participants’ system jus-

tification scores during Wave 1. Once again, interaction

terms were included within the model to test for equiva-

lence of the scales across cultural contexts. A significant

regression equation was seen within this model (see

Table 3). This cross-lagged analysis supported both Li’s

group’s and our previous cross-sectional findings for

China and the USA: Subjective SES was a positively

significant predictor of system justification over time

(see Figure 2 for marginal effects).

For objective SES, education and income as predictors

were seen to have nonsignificant cross-lagged relation-

ships with system justification in both societies (see

Table 3). We plotted the interaction (marginal) effects of

objective SES (education and income) between the two

societies on system justification. For China, we found

that education but not income positively predicted sys-

tem justification (see Figure 2). These results go against

the findings of Li’s group and what we hypothesized

about the SIAM for objective SES in China. For the

USA, we found that income but not education positively

predicted system justification. That said, the interactions

between country and objective SES (education and

income) were not significant. This means that there is no

strong evidence of differences in the effects of education

and income across the two countries.

To check whether our nonsignificant results were due

to a lack of statistical power after multiple imputation,

we conducted a sensitivity power analyses using the pwrT
a
b
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package in r statistical software (Champely et al., 2018)

on participants who completed all measures of interest.

Power (1 – b) set at 0.8 and a = .05 showed us that our

samples in China (Waves 1 and 2, n = 336) prior to

imputation were adequate to have 80% power to detect

true effect sizes of f2 = .023. In the USA, our samples

(Wave 1, n = 830, and Wave 2, n = 489) prior to impu-

tation were adequate to have 80% power to detect true

effect sizes of f2 = .009 and f2 = .016, respectively.

Many participants (n = 999) failed to report one of our

objective SES indicators (education), leading to an over-

all smaller sample size prior to imputation. This could

have contributed to biased estimates during imputation

and overall null findings surrounding education for both

countries.

General Discussion

The purpose of this study was to provide a replication of

Studies 1a and 1b of Li, Wu, and Kou (2020) and Li,

Figure 1 Estimated effect of subjective and objective SES on system justification by country (cross-sectionally).
Whiskers on either side of points capture the 95% confidence intervals of effect. The dotted line at 0 indicates the
null hypothesis. Whiskers crossing 0 indicate p > .05. Conditional coefficients are unstandardized.
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Yang, et al. (2020), and an extension via longitudinal

data to test how status-legitimacy effects vary over time.

SJT and its status-legitimacy hypothesis propose that

under certain circumstances, lower-status individuals are

more likely to justify the social system than high status

persons (Brandt, 2013; Jost et al., 2012). We failed to

replicate the correlational finding of Li’s group of a neg-

ative relationship between objective SES (income and

education) and system justification; these instead showed

significant small positive correlations with system

justification during Waves 1 and 2 in China. Similarly in

the USA, objective SES (income and education) was

seen to have small positive significant correlations with

system justification during Waves 1 and 2 but no support

for the status-legitimacy hypothesis.

The most robust relationship we found across cross-

sectional and cross-lagged multiple regression and

correlational analyses was that higher subjective SES was

associated with greater system justification in China and

the USA (see Table 3 and Figures 1 and 2), which

Figure 2 Estimated effect of subjective and objective SES on system justification by country (longitudinally).
Whiskers on either side of points capture the 95% confidence intervals of effect. The dotted line at 0 indicates the
null hypothesis. Whiskers crossing 0 indicate p > .05. Conditional coefficients are unstandardized.
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coincides with the results seen by Li’s group in China and

supports what we had hypothesized for the USA. The psy-

chological process of attending to self-interests via social

comparisons necessary for judging subjective status gener-

alizes cross-culturally in both societies when it comes to

system justification. In accord with Owuamalam et

al. (2018) and Sidanius and Pratto (2001), an individual’s

subjective advantaged experience compared to their social

circle provides them with a greater tendency to defend and

legitimize the system. Evidence for this can be seen in

both the present study and worldwide research that found

a consistent positive relationship between subjective SES

and system justification (Brandt, 2013; Brandt et

al., 2020, Davidai, 2018; Vargas-Salfate et al., 2018;

Yang et al., 2016; Zimmerman & Reyna, 2013). We did

not find empirical support for the status-legitimacy

hypothesis (LCDM) where subjective SES was concerned.

However, this does not imply that individuals with low

subjective SES do not system justify; according to Brandt

et al. (2020), group identification, self-esteem, and per-

ceived social mobility are associated with a system-

justifying motive for those with low subjective SES—all

potential underlying mechanisms that future researchers

could use to better understand the relationship between

subjective SES and system justification.

The results are more complicated for objective SES.

Cross-sectional regression analyses revealed objective

SES (education and income) was found to have a non-

significant relationship with system justification in the

USA. This finding provides no support for the postulates

of the LCDM nor what we had hypothesized in the USA

cross-sectionally. In China, though, we found a negative

significant relationship for income but not for education

on system justification, which provides partial support

for Li’s group’s cross-sectional findings of a negative

relationship between objective SES and system justifica-

tion and what we had hypothesized in China (the

SIAM). This unexpected divergent cross-sectional find-

ing for objective (income) and subjective SES is theoret-

ically intriguing for researchers interested in further

testing status-legitimacy effects. It provides evidence that

measuring a construct like status in either objective or

subjective terms can convolute the interpretation of the

validity of status-legitimacy effects. Researchers who

Table 3
Multiple Regression Analysis with Interaction Effects of System Justification

Dependent variable

System justification System Justification

Wave 1 Wave 2

(Cross-Sectional) (Longitudinal)

Age 0.001 (�0.01, 0.01) 0.001 (�0.01, 0.01)

Gender 0.22 (0.05, 0.36)*** 0.14 (�0.004, 0.20)

Country �0.69 (�1.28, �0.71)*** 0.35 (�0.02, 0.54)

Education �0.004 (�0.003, 0.09) 0.11 (�0.03, 0.16)

Household income �0.004 (�0.005, �0.001)** 0.002 (�0.0002, 0.004)

Subjective SES 0.24 (0.19, 0.28)*** 0.09 (0.05, 0.13)***
System justification (Wave 1) 0.68 (0.64, 0.73)***
Country 9 Age 0.004 (�0.003, 0.01) 0.003 (�0.002, 0.01)

Country 9 Gender �0.44 (�0.63, �0.20)*** �0.001 (�0.002, 0.06)

Country 9 Education �0.04 (�0.24, 0.08) �0.06 (�0.17, 0.05)

Country 9 Household income 0.003 (�0.001, 0.01) �0.0002 (�0.003, 0.003)

Country 9 Subjective SES �0.04 (�0.10, 0.02) �0.01 (�0.06, 0.03)

Country 9 System justification

(Wave 1)

�0.02 (�0.08, 0.04)

Constant 0.69 (0.45, 0.92)*** 0.07 (0.02, 0.27)***
Observations 2,165 2,165

R2 0.19 0.58

Adjusted R2 0.18 0.56

Residual Std. Error 1.22 (df = 2,153) 0.81 (df = 2,151)

F Statistic 44.68 (df = 11; 2,153)*** 273.18 (df = 13; 2,151)***

Note. Wave 1: R2 = .19; F(11, 2,153) = 44.98, p < .001; Wave 2: R2 = .58; F(15, 2,149) = 210.83, p < .001. Country is coded as

China = 0 and USA = 1. Main unstandardized effects within the table estimated effects for participants, while interactions represent

the difference between the estimated effects for Chinese participants and those for US participants. Regression coefficients can be

seen in the table. Values for 95% confidence intervals are in parentheses. SES = socioeconomic status.
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have defined status in subjective terms rarely find sup-

port for status-legitimacy effects, while others who have

used objective SES have found support (Brandt, 2013;

Brandt et al., 2020, Davidai, 2018; Henry & Saul, 2006;

Jost et al., 2003; Jost & Hunyady, 2005; Li, Wu, &

Kou, 2020; Li, Yang, et al., 2020; Sengupta et al., 2015;

Vargas-Salfate et al., 2018; Whyte & Maocan, 2010;

Yang et al., 2016; Zimmerman & Reyna, 2013). Three

recent studies found evidence of status-legitimacy effects

when differentiating objective and subjective SES in

both large cross-cultural and single country tests (Kim et

al. 2022; Owuamalam et al., in press; Zhang et

al., 2022). Consistent with our SIAM postulates,

Owuamalam et al. (in press) argue that cultural group

norms surrounding social identity, such as the harmony

creed, help to explain the relationship between objective

SES and system justification. In China, cultural norms

create a sense of obligation (for low objective status

individuals) to accept the hierarchical authority and the

system—it is prudent to accept their disadvantaged posi-

tion and acquiesce to the status quo.

In longitudinal cross-lagged analyses, objective SES

(education and income) at Wave 1 had no significant rela-

tionship with system justification at Wave 2 after we con-

trolled for Wave 1 social justification in China and the

USA. These cross-lagged findings largely go against what

Li’s group had found in their study and contradicts our

SIAM hypothesis about objective SES (income and educa-

tion) and its relationship to system justification in China.

Once again, this finding provides no support for LCDM

postulates in the USA for education during cross-lagged

analyses, as no longitudinal relationship with system justi-

fication was revealed. It is possible the null findings during

our longitudinal cross-lagged analysis may be attributed to

the 6 month time lag between waves, but as 6 months is

the longest period over which most participants have accu-

rate memory for life events (Jenkins et al., 1979), it was a

good starting point for a longitudinal test. Future research

could use multiple waves or other time intervals to extend

the initial findings reported here (see Orth et al., 2021).

Social, economic, and political differences

Interestingly, when comparing the level of system justifi-

cation between the USA and China cross-sectionally, we

found that system justifying beliefs were much greater in

the Chinese sample than in the USA sample (see

Table 3).7 This coincides with our theorizing about the

SIAM: In a rising economy such as China, Chinese citi-

zens may be more likely to perceive that there are more

opportunities to improve one’s socioeconomic status;

therefore, there should also be more ego-based reasons

for an individual to system-justify over time regardless

of the socioeconomic status position. It also aligns with

Brandt’s findings (2013) that individuals from countries

with low levels of civil liberties system-justified to a

greater extent than those with more civil liberties.

Another possible explanation is many Chinese citizens

feel a sense of dependence on the Chinese Communist

Party to continue improving societal circumstances,

hence allowing them to translate their dependence into a

justified legitimacy of the status quo in China.

The USA, a nominally meritocratic culture with a

great deal of civility liberties yet high inequality and

low or no economic growth for the middle and lower

classes, is the ideal society according to Jost et

al. (2003) and the LCDM to test for status-legitimacy

effects. A country with all of these qualities should pos-

sess a stronger system-justifying motive; however, the

present research shows otherwise for both subjective and

objective measures of status. Deciding to system justify

as an American is a complex decision, because, unlike

in China, the USA is a democratic society where the

idea of individual, pluralistic beliefs are encouraged—
debate and disagreement is looked upon more favourably

over justifying the status quo. We found no support for

the status-legitimacy hypothesis (i.e., LCDM). Perhaps

the fact that the data used here were collected during

and after the 2016 USA presidential election, a time

when trust in the American political system hit a low

(Dyck et al., 2018), contributed to the null findings.

Longitudinal failure to replicate cross-
sectional results

There are several potential explanations for why we failed

to find support for our hypotheses surrounding objective

SES in the USA, as well as for the findings in Li, Wu, and

Kou (2020) and Li, Yang, et al. (2020) of a negative rela-

tionship between objective SES and system justification in

China. We used a cross-lagged panel model (CLPM) dur-

ing our longitudinal analysis, which has been shown to

have some limitations on temporal indications surrounding

within-person and between-person variance and stability

(Hamaker et al., 2015). Additionally, we used a time lag

of 6 months between waves, which was a consequence of

using secondary data. When using a CLPM, time lags can

have severe implications for hypothesis testing of longitu-

dinal data (Orth et al., 2021).

We see the fluidity of status-legitimacy effects over

time as a theoretical explanation for why we failed to

find support for our hypotheses and replicate the findings

of Li’s group longitudinally. This fluidity may be an

implicit contributing factor to the long-standing debate

about the validity of the status-legitimacy hypothesis

(Brandt, 2013). Blasi and Jost (2006) postulate that an

individual’s want or need to system justify continuously

competes with other individual/group motivations that

© 2022 The Authors. Asian Journal of Social Psychology published by Asian Association of Social Psychology and John Wiley &
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may take precedence over system justification. Because

these motivations are constantly competing, a person

may legitimize or justify a system at one point in time

but be less inclined to do so at a different point in time;

this was supported in our findings of variation between

the cross-sectional and longitudinal analyses in both the

USA and China (see Figures 1 and 2) regarding the rela-

tionship between objective SES (income) and system

justification. Longitudinal designs provide a more critical

test of the underlying mechanisms of status on system

justification. They also directly test the fluidity in system

justifying motives postulated by Blasi and Jost (2006),

which benefits the system justification literature by

incorporating how status-legitimacy effects vary over

time—how people change over time.

Li, Wu, and Kou (2020) and Li, Yang, et al. (2020)

chose to use a single item (“Generally speaking, do you

think Chinese society is fair?”) to measure system justifi-

cation, which may have oversimplified system-justifying

motivations within their sample. We tested this hypothe-

sis cross-sectionally using the same single item to mea-

sure system justification for both societies.8 Similarly to

our cross-sectional and cross-lagged longitudinal ana-

lyses, this single-item system justification analysis failed

to replicate Li’s group’s findings.

With respect to one of our indicators of objective

SES, a large number of participants failed to report their

education level (46%) during data collection, which

could have caused inaccurate approximations of this

parameter during multiple imputation. It might have

introduced error into the measurements of education,

leading to biased estimates of its effect (Westfall &

Yarkoni, 2016).

Strengths, limitations, and directions for
future research

We extended previous research on system justification

by exploring this phenomenon with Chinese participants

—who are an understudied population in psychological

research on status-related issues—compared to a

Western society that differs economically, socially, and

politically (Li, Wu, & Kou, 2020; Li, Yang, et

al., 2020). As a replication and extension, our study had

some small differences from the original. We used par-

ticipants from an additional country (the USA) rather

than just China, and our sample sizes for each country

were small in comparison to those in the studies by Li’s

group. However, our study was able to secure sufficient

statistical power to detect small effects by using a rela-

tively large multiply imputed adult demographic strati-

fied quota sample for both countries during cross-

sectional and cross-lagged analyses (f2 = .02). Regarding

the relation between objective SES and system

justification, Studies 3–5 in Li, Wu, and Kou (2020) and

Li, Yang, et al. (2020) revealed that the indirect effect

of objective SES and system justification through the

mediating role of conservatism was more robust. As the

present study did not measure political ideology, the

hypothesis of whether the indirect effect holds could not

be tested. Our study was not preregistered and hypothe-

ses were formed during the process of data analysis.

However, our hypotheses were not designed to accom-

modate the final results (see Rubin, 2017), and indeed

were contradicted by several aspects of our findings.

Nevertheless, future preregistered tests of the SIAM and

status-legitimacy hypotheses would be useful.

This research attempted to highlight the divergent

roles of objective and subjective SES in predicting sys-

tem justification cross-culturally. Previous research has

implied system justification motives are produced by

objective and subjective SES (Jost et al., 2003); how-

ever, the fact that we get consistent findings in relation

to subjective SES and system legitimacy and completely

inconsistent findings between objective SES and system

justification suggests that these relationships could easily

be bidirectional instead of unidirectional. Therefore, we

believe the palliative effects of system justification

(Blasi and Jost, 2006) could feed into an individual’s

social comparison process to compute subjective status.

We argue that perceiving oneself (subjective SES) as

higher (than others) on a social hierarchy could act as a

rationalization for why an individual views a system as

legitimate, fair, and just. It is important to note that

cross-lagged panel designs that are based on only two

time points, such as the present study, do not establish

causality unequivocally (Hamaker et al., 2015). We sug-

gest more extensive use of longitudinal data to test this

theoretical reconceptualization of the directionality of

the relationship between SES and system justification,

with multiple observation points.

The brief system justification scale in the current

research has been used in a variety of studies to capture

general perceptions of social fairness and justice

(Jost, 2019). It is possible, though, that this measure

may not always capture the psychological motivation to

legitimize the status quo. Future research may wish to

use experimental and implicit methods to more fully

detail the extent to which the measure predicts support

for the status quo, rather than just being an index by

which society is perceived as fair (Jost, 2020).

Contextual factors should also be addressed in future

research to help explain the impact of group identifica-

tion (Brandt et al., 2020) and political orientation as it

relates to status and system justification. Cross-cultural

research exploring the association between status and

system justification could investigate how a country’s

level of (in)equality or freedom moderates the
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relationship between objective and subjective SES and

system justification.
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End notes

1 https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.MKTP.KD.ZG?

locations=US

2 https://www.federalreserve.gov/releases/z1/dataviz/dfa/distribute/

table/
3 According to Hofstede’s cultural dimension indices (2021), which

show the effects of a society’s culture on the values of its citizens,

and how these values contribute to behaviour, using factor analysis.

China’s individualism score was 20 during time of data collection,

implying that it is considered to still be a highly collectivist culture.

On the other hand, the US individualism score was 91 during the

time of data collection, indicating that the US is one of the most

individualist societies. Furthermore, according to The World

Bank’s (2019) meritocracy index where higher rankings indicate less

meritocracy in a given society, we find that China (ranked 76th out

of 141 countries) which places them above the country wide median

for meritocratic opportunities and beliefs. Just for comparison, the

US (ranked 1st) during the time of data collection exemplifies this

cultural difference in meritocracy.
4 See https://www.everycrsreport.com/reports/RL33534.html
5 http://cgss.ruc.edu.cn/
6 For a list of publications from this dataset, see https://www.dropbox.

com/s/oko40j9uzzh1i8j/Digital%20Influence%20World%20Project%

20Research%20Output.docx?dl=0
7 It should be noted that in the absence of scalar invariance, differ-

ences in measurement properties of the scales across the two sam-

ples could partially or fully explain the mean difference between

samples.
8 Subjective SES significantly positively predicted the single item of

system justification for both countries. Further support was seen

when we plotted the marginal effects of subjective SES between the

two countries on the single item of system justification. Objective

SES was found to have no relationship with system justification as a

single item in the USA, while in China, income but not education

had a slight negative relationship with the single item of system jus-

tification. When we plotted the marginal effects of objective SES

(income and education) on the single item of system justification

between the two countries, education had a slight positive interac-

tion, while income had a slight negative interaction with system jus-

tification as a single item in China only.9

9 For a list of publications from this dataset, see https://www.dropbox.

com/s/oko40j9uzzh1i8j/Digital%20Influence%20World%20Project%

20Research%20Output.docx?dl=0
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