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Abstract 

Socioeconomic status (SES) predicts a large number of thoughts, feelings and behaviors; 

here, we build on these findings to try to paint a comprehensive picture of what people who 

occupy different SES ranks are like. Existing findings attribute a mixed set of psychological 

patterns to people who consider themselves near the top of the socioeconomic hierarchy; these 

individuals are variously portrayed as selfish yet generous, entitled yet happy, narcissistic yet 

tolerant. Building on previous efforts to characterize distinct dimensions of SES, we wondered 

whether there might be distinct but overlapping ways of experiencing one’s status in the 

socioeconomic hierarchy, each linked to a different psychological profile, and each potentially 

corresponding to a different theoretical approach to the study of SES. We employed a bottom-up, 

participant-driven approach (total N=3338) to identify the thoughts, feelings and behaviors that 

factor into people’s subjective SES. Exploratory and confirmatory factor analyses showed that 

these experiences are best represented by two distinct dimensions—a sense that one belongs to a 

historical cultural elite (corresponding to SES as early-life cultural context) and a sense that 

one’s life is easy (corresponding, though less conclusively, to SES as current rank). We 

developed scales to measure each dimension, and, using these scales, found that the two 

dimensions help categorize the known correlates of SES into two separate but internally coherent 

sets of psychological patterns—one magnanimous and one self-focused. 
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Picture a person high in socioeconomic status (SES). What are they like? Materially, and 

by definition, they are likely to have a high income, be well-educated, and have the kind of 

occupation that others respect (Adler et al., 1994; Cohen et al., 2017; Manstead, 2018). Setting 

these objective, external descriptors aside, however, we might wonder what this person is like 

psychologically: Are they generous or selfish, outgoing or shy, emotionally stable or neurotic? 

A burgeoning psychological literature on SES (e.g., Belmi & Laurin, 2016; Cundiff & 

Matthews, 2014; Destin et al., 2017; Kraus et al., 2013; Kraus & Park, 2014) answers these 

questions in the affirmative: All of these patterns of thoughts, feelings and behaviors have been 

positively associated with a person’s SES, and particularly their subjective sense of it, even 

though on the surface some of them appear contradictory. In the present research, we propose 

that one way to make sense of these findings is to posit that people’s sense of their SES is 

comprised of more than one dimension, and that each of these dimensions is linked to a unique 

and more internally coherent subset of characteristics. Using a bottom-up, participant-driven 

approach, we therefore sought to: (1) identify the number and nature of dimensions that 

constitute people’s perceptions of their SES, (2) develop scales to measure these dimensions, (3) 

use these scales to test how each dimension is related to various markers of objective SES, and 

(4) test whether these distinct dimensions can account for the complex and seemingly 

contradictory array of psychological patterns previously linked with SES.  

SES predicts two seemingly distinct sets of psychological patterns 

A large body of findings depicts the high SES person as a narcissistic and entitled (Côté 

et al., 2021; Foster et al., 2003; Martin, Côté, & Woodruff, 2016; Piff, 2014) social climber 

(Belmi & Laurin, 2016) who has little sympathy for others (Brown-Iannuzzi et al., 2015; Callan 

et al., 2016; Piff et al., 2010; Stellar et al., 2012; Varnum et al., 2015). In drawing these 
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conclusions, this literature has relied on a variety of measures of SES, most subjective but some 

objective. People who report high subjective SES—as well as those who objectively earn high 

salaries or have highly educated parents—feel entitled to special treatment (Piff, 2014) and are 

willing to manipulate others and embellish their accomplishments to get ahead (Belmi & Laurin, 

2016). Likewise, people who report fewer financial difficulties across the lifespan, or higher 

parental income when they apply for college, are more narcissistic and particularly likely to look 

at themselves in a mirror (Martin, Côté, & Woodruff, 2016; Piff, 2014). Furthermore, 

participants with higher subjective SES—and also those with higher parental education, current 

objective social class and childhood social class—may report that they are more empathic, but 

their brains tell a different story: They show a muted neural empathic response to faces 

expressing pain, compared to individuals lower on these SES metrics (Varnum et al., 2015; see 

also Stellar et al., 2012). Moreover, this muted response carries through to behavior: Individuals 

who report high SES struggle to recognize others’ facial expressions (e.g., Dietze & Knowles, 

2021; Authors, under review). Finally, participants experimentally induced to feel higher, 

compared to lower, SES are less supportive of redistributive policies that give a leg up to those 

most in need (Brown-Iannuzzi et al., 2015). 

A different but equally large body of findings paints a contrasting picture of the high SES 

individual, as tolerant and sensitive to those in need (Fiddick et al., 2013; Korndörfer et al., 

2015; Ma et al., 2011), happy and unflappable (Kraus et al., 2011), and mentally stable (Scott et 

al., 2014). This literature also derives its conclusions from a combination of objective and 

subjective SES measures. Individuals scoring higher (versus lower) on a composite index of 

objective SES expect others to behave more benevolently and are less likely to display hostility 

in response to a friend’s teasing (Kraus et al., 2011). Similarly, participants asked to imagine 
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themselves in a high SES position become more understanding of a colleague who defaults on a 

debt to them, and more willing to continue the relationship (Fiddick et al., 2013). Across several 

large datasets, participants with higher objective SES (on a composite measure of income, 

education, and occupational prestige when available) were more likely to make donations to 

charity (Korndöfer et al., 2015, see also Nettle et al., 2011; Silva & Mace, 2014). Furthermore, 

merely perceiving oneself as high SES, independent of objective markers, is linked with a lower 

incidence of mental illness (Scott et al., 2014). 

According to the accumulated literature, then, people with high SES, especially those 

who self-report this high status, are self-focused (“having excessive concern for the self and its 

needs”; APA, n. d.): They are entitled, dishonest to the point of self-deception, and inattentive to 

others in their pursuit of their own self-interest. But they are also magnanimous (“generous and 

forgiving, especially toward a […] less powerful person”, Oxford Learner’s Dictionary, n. d.): 

tolerant, generous, and mentally and emotionally stable. This juxtaposition warrants further 

exploration, as it is challenging to imagine a single person who, in a stable and consistent way, 

embodies both sets of characteristics.  

Approaches to reconciling self-focused and magnanimous correlates of SES 

There are at least three ways one might make sense of the existing state of the literature. 

A first approach is to note that self-focused and magnanimous psychological patterns are not 

diametrically opposed, so there may be nothing to reconcile. It is not difficult to imagine a 

person who, for example, both feels entitled to special treatment, perhaps expecting or even 

demanding promotions long before they are due, but at the same time regularly makes generous 

donations to charity. A limitation of this approach, however, is that the co-occurrence of traits in 

the self-focused and magnanimous clusters would not explain why different studies have 
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produced completely contradictory results; for example, that the ability to read others’ emotions, 

correlates with SES both positively (Deveney et al., 2018) and negatively (Dietze & Knowles, 

2021; Schmalor & Heine, 2021). In other words, although there could be a single prototype for 

the high SES person who is consistently both entitled and generous, that single prototype cannot 

be both consistently low and high in empathic accuracy.  

A second approach might resolve this issue by dispensing with the idea of consistency. 

That is, people high (and low) in SES might behave differently (and even completely oppositely) 

in different situations. Some research has begun to explore this possibility; for example, 

individuals who scored higher on various composite measures of social class were found to be 

more prosocial in public settings, where they might earn others’ admiration, but less so in private 

settings that offered no social rewards (Kraus & Callaghan, 2016). This approach clearly holds 

promise; however, it may not suffice on its own either: At least from a theoretical standpoint, 

some of the correlates of SES are presumed to be the result of enduring cultural socialization 

beginning in childhood (e.g., Stephens & Townsend, 2013; see also Bourdieu, 1987; Bourdieu & 

Passeron, 1990; Lareau, 2002, 2011), resulting in broad and stable traits that are unlikely to 

change, much less to reverse, from situation to situation (McRae et al., 2005). (It is important, 

however, to bear in mind that, given their origins in cultural socialization processes associated 

with the availability of resources, even such broad and stable patterns are unlikely to be essential 

[i.e., immutable, inherent or hard-wired] characteristics of higher and lower SES individuals 

themselves.) 

We therefore pursue a third, complementary approach, inspired by the observation that 

existing work has used a wide variety of measures to assess SES, and the possibility that 

different measures tap into different forms of the construct. In other words, perhaps there are not 
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one but two (or more) distinct prototypes of the high SES person—one who tends to be 

consistently self-focused and one who tends to be consistently magnanimous—because there are 

two (or more) distinct facets of SES, each correlated with its own set of psychological 

characteristics. Some existing work has pointed to the utility of considering specific facets of 

SES separately; for instance, we now know that a person’s income is a stronger predictor of their 

well-being than their education, and that at least some of the predictive effects of objective SES 

are mediated by people’s subjective perceptions (Tan, Kraus, Carpenter, & Adler, 2020; see also 

Anderson et al., 2012). In short, a person’s socioeconomic status does not exist simply as a single 

position on a single spectrum; rather, it has multiple dimensions. 

Here, we apply this reasoning specifically to subjective SES, or people’s experience of 

where they fall on the social hierarchy. Because subjective SES is often the stronger predictor of 

psychological patterns, compared to objective measures (Kraus et al., 2012), we wondered 

whether there might be two correspondingly distinct forms of high SES experiences: If feeling 

like one is on top of the socioeconomic hierarchy is not a unitary experience, then the two (or 

more) different ways of feeling high status may each predict a distinct set of psychological 

characteristics. We sought to test this possibility and whether it might explain the existing 

literature’s contradictions by addressing four research questions. 

Question 1: What are the dimensions of subjective SES? 

In principle, people's experience of their SES could vary along any number of 

dimensions. If people represent their social standing along more than one dimension, they might, 

for example, differentiate between their financial, educational and occupational statuses. 

Alternatively, people may have a unitary sense of their status, combining rather than 

distinguishing between various possible status markers. Our first research aim was therefore to 
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use a bottom-up, participant-driven approach to identify the number of dimensions present in 

people’s spontaneous descriptions of their subjective SES. 

Some existing work has examined how subjective SES might have different material 

antecedents for different people (Cohen et al., 2017); for instance, White Americans’ sense of 

their social standing is more closely tied to their income and education than is Black Americans’. 

Other research (Yu & Blader, 2020) has examined how subjective SES might be linked with the 

same consequence through multifaceted mechanisms: people with higher subjective SES also 

have higher well-being, and this is mediated independently and to different degrees by their 

sense of general status (e.g., feeling respected by others) and their sense of power (e.g., having 

control over people and resources). Our general approach also anticipates that SES might be 

differentially associated with distinct material assets and psychological states, like power or 

status, but our fundamental aim was to test whether subjective SES itself might exist in (at least) 

two distinct psychological forms. Moreover, our work is more bottom-up than prior efforts in 

psychology to study social class, in that we began not with our own necessarily limited ideas 

about what these states might be, but with participants’ unconstrained and spontaneous reports 

(though scholars in other disciplines have used even more fully exploratory ethnographic 

approaches; e.g., Lareau, 2002, 2011). In short, we sought to understand the specific participant-

generated experiences that constitute people’s sense of their SES. 

Question 2: How can we measure the distinct dimensions of subjective SES? 

If there are two or more distinct dimensions of subjective SES, it would be useful to 

measure them independently—both to understand the psychological characteristics related to 

each dimsension so as to better conceptualize the distinctions between them, and so that future 

researchers can assess, manipulate (where possible), and otherwise understand social status. 
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Existing measures of subjective SES are ill-suited for this purpose, because they most typically 

are comprised of a single item that cannot on its own distinguish multiple facets. The most 

common way of assessing subjective SES is to ask participants to select the rung on which they 

stand on a ladder representing their society’s status hierarchy; another is to have participants self-

select a label from a set of options, such as “working class”, “upper-middle class”, and so on. 

Even objective SES is typically measured with a single item: whether one has a college-educated 

parent, one’s current income, etc. Furthermore, when prior research has used multi-item scales 

(e.g., Yeates & Taylor, 1997), these scales typically have not intended to capture more than a 

single dimension, nor was it systematically tested whether they did so inadvertently (see also 

Griskevicius et al., 2011; Mittal & Griskevicius, 2014).  

The idea that new instruments—ones that account for multidimensionality—are needed 

to assess subjective SES broadly resonates with recent calls to better measure and define 

subjective perceptions of status-linked constructs like inequality (e.g., Jachimowicz et al., 2022; 

Phillips et al., 2022). It also echoes a point made in a recent review paper about the measurement 

of SES writ large—subjective and objective (Antonopolis, 2022). That paper advocates retaining 

existing measures, but proposes a multistep decision tree whereby researchers first develop 

theoretical predictions that include detailed mechanisms, then specify exactly which aspects of 

SES (income, social capital, parental education, subjective SES, etc.) should produce those 

mechanisms, and ultimately either measure and aggregate those specific aspects of SES, or skip 

SES and measure mechanisms directly. Such an approach clearly has value, but in our view also 

suffers from at least two drawbacks. First, it requires that researchers reason in a top-down 

manner about which aspects of SES are likely to produce which psychological effects. It may be 

premature to assume that our field has already identified all aspects of the SES experience, and 
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understands them sufficiently to allow for detailed mechanistic predictions. Second, this 

approach is likely to yield findings that are difficult to compare across papers, as different 

researchers report aggregates of different existing measures. Our bottom-up approach instead 

starts from participants’ own reports and uses them to develop brief and convenient scales to 

assess the dimensions present in the naturally occuring experience of SES, for use in the current 

research as well as future work on distinct forms of subjective SES. 

Question 3: How do distinct dimensions of subjective SES correlate with different measures 

of objective SES? 

Our third research aim was to clarify how each dimension of subjective SES relates to the 

material markers of objective SES. During the course of our research, we became interested in a 

distinction present in the extant literature regarding the core psychological ingredient of SES. 

On the one hand, some scholarship claims (or at least implies) that the critical aspect of 

SES, and one that accounts for many of its psychological effects, is current rank. Perhaps best 

operationalized as relative income or wealth, this variable is tied to a person’s perception of 

where they currently stand in the social hierarchy, relative to others (Kraus et al., 2013). People 

who hold this form of SES feel they can control and influence others (Keltner et al., 2003), and 

react less strongly to threats (Kraus et al., 2011). The rank perspective is inherently relative, as it 

has to do with how people feel their current assets stack up against those of some chronically or 

temporarily salient reference group (Kraus et al., 2013).  

On the other hand, there is work arguing that broad norms and socialization processes 

unfolding over longer time periods create SES differences in value orientations (Markus & 

Conner, 2013; Stephens & Townsend, 2013). This work implies that the critical aspect of SES, 

and the one that accounts for many of its psychological effects, is cultural privilege. This cultural 
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privilege might provide people with particular norms (e.g., Bourdieu, 1979) or informal 

knowledge (e.g., Lareau, 2002, 2011) that make it easier for them to conform to the expectations 

of important institutions like schools and business. This type of cultural privilege might be 

operationalized with long-term socioeconomic variables that instill enduring sets of values, such 

as experience in elite educational institutions, or parents’ income during childhood. The cultural 

norms and values associated with different levels of SES have to do with the (absolute) level of 

resources different communities have access to: Whether people have the money, the 

opportunities, and the freedom to operate self-sufficiently (Stephens, Townsend, & Dittman, 

2019). 

If subjective SES has more than one dimension, it may be fruitful to explore these 

dimensions’ connections with these two existing theoretical conceptualizations of what should 

define SES. That is, we planned to explore how the dimensions of subjective SES relate to 

objective markers more in line with current rank on the one hand, and those more in line with 

cultural privilege on the other. Of course, these conceptualizations are overlapping, and no 

objective measure is indicative of one completely independently of the other. Nonetheless, we 

considered that measures of current wealth and income were most closely tied to the current rank 

conceptualization: How much you have now can be directly compared to how much others (at 

least others around you) have, and provide a sense of how you measure up. Likewise, we 

considered that measures of education and parental SES were most closely tied to the cultural 

privilege conceptualization: These variables contribute to one’s childhood socialization and help 

determine values as well as access to informal knowledge useful for navigating important social 

institutions.  
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Question 4: How do distinct dimensions of subjective SES correlate with psychological 

patterns? 

Our final research aim was to clarify how each dimension of subjective SES relates to the 

characteristic psychology of high subjective SES in general. In particular, we were interested in 

exploring whether separate dimensions of subjective SES might be differentially linked to the 

subset of either self-focused or the magnanimous patterns. 

To the extent there is a dimension that reflects a feeling of currently high relative rank, 

we suspected that it might relate to patterns of magnanimous thoughts, feelings and behaviors. It 

stands to reason a person who feels well-off and comfortable would also feel able to weather 

inconveniences posed by others and willing to help those who need it. If so, research findings 

showing that general measures of SES are positively linked to tolerance, generosity, and stability 

might be based on the extent to which these general measures capture feelings of current rank. 

Notably, this reasoning highlights how, if (one dimension of) higher subjective SES is linked 

with magnanimous psychological patterns, this is not a reflection of some unchangeable essence 

of people with higher subjective SES; rather, they may simply feel more able to extend 

magnanimity due to a sense of being free and unburdened. 

In contrast, to the extent there is a dimension that reflects a feeling of having inherited 

cultural privilege, that dimension might relate to patterns of self-focused thoughts, feelings and 

behaviors. It stands to reason that such a person would feel special and self-centered; at the same 

time, recognizing that their inherited status may not be (perceived as) deserved might cause 

anxiety about their position relative to others, and make them preoccupied with reaffirming it. 

Research finding a positive association between general measures of SES and entitlement, 

inattention to others, and self-interest may therefore be based on the extent to which these 
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general measures capture feelings of cultural privilege. As above, this reasoning in no way 

suggests self-interest would be a reflection of an unchangeable essence; rather it would be a 

reaction to a certain set of experiences and circumstances. 

Research overview 

Prior to conducting this research, we wondered whether SES might have multiple 

dimensions, but had specified no explicit hypotheses about what they might look like, how many 

there might be, or whether there even were more than one. As we collected empirical evidence, 

however, a pattern emerged, and we realized that the dimensions we consistently identified in 

people’s self-reports mapped reasonably well onto top-down cultural conceptualizations of SES 

as culture and (to a lesser degree) current rank. Our approach thus embodies the iterative 

relationship between theory development and data collection. 

Studies 1, 2a and 2b tackled our first research question: identifying potential dimensions 

of SES through a bottom-up approach, starting from people’s open-ended accounts of their sense 

of social standing. Factor analyses determined that these experiences reflected two distinct 

dimensions that traditional measures of subjective SES (e.g., the ladder measure) risk conflating. 

Studies 2a, 2b, and Study 3 tackled our second research question: developing scales to measure 

each dimension. Studies 2a through 5 (along with an additional pre-registered study, drawn from 

a different participant population and reported in the SOM because it replicates other studies’ 

findings with no major additions) tackled our third and fourth research questions: identifying the 

objective SES correlates and basic psychological patterns characteristic of each dimension’s high 

and low end. Together, these studies tested the utility of our dimensional account in organizing 

the diverse psychological patterns past work has linked with SES, and began to bridge distinct 

conceptualizations of SES as culture versus rank. 
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Transparency and Openness 

Materials, data, analysis scripts, and pre-registrations (where applicable) are available 

here: https://osf.io/hcgz5/. Data were analyzed using a combination of SPSS and R (see analysis 

scripts at OSF link). For each study, we report how we determined our sample size, all data 

exclusions, all manipulations and all measures. All studies received ethical clearance from the 

authors’ institution. 

Study 1 

Study 1 pre-selected American participants who indicated having either high or low SES, 

because groups at the extremes of the spectrum are particularly distinct (Côté et al., 2017) and 

we aimed to develop a pool of items that could be used to assess the experience of subjective 

SES on its continuous linear dimension(s) going from low to high. To do so, we needed to 

identify experiences that characterize the high and low end of the SES pole in a way that 

distinguishes them, in order to then develop items based on those experiences that participants 

might endorse as more or less strongly self-descriptive. In other words, our goal with this first 

study was not to capture people at all levels of SES, but rather to come up with a set of items that 

best define the two poles. Researchers aiming to assess the dimension of agreeableness might 

follow an analogous process, beginning by soliciting the thoughts, feelings and behaviors of the 

distinctly agreeable and the distinctly disagreeable. We therefore did not collect data from 

participants in the middle of the SES spectrum, though their experiences could be of interest to 

researchers aiming to study discrete non-linear categories such as social class groups (e.g., 

Fendinger et al., 2023). 

These pre-selected individuals provided open-ended reports of the thoughts, feelings and 

behaviors that had led them to claim their status level. We identified frequently recurring themes 
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in these open-ended reports, with particular attention to those that distinguished higher from 

lower SES participants. This exercise provided raw, bottom-up materials for subsequent studies 

to identify characteristics that reliably differentiate the experience of high versus low SES. 

Method 

Participants 

In pre-selecting participants, we operationalized SES broadly, using a modified version 

of the 10-rung MacArthur Ladder (Adler et al., 2000). The traditional version asks participants to 

compare themselves to others on objective markers like income, education and occupational 

prestige. Our version retained the comparative element while replacing the objective markers 

with the more culture-oriented element of social class labels, asking people to select their rung 

by “think[ing] about your social class, or where you stand relative to others in society”. This 

hybrid measure provided participants with greater freedom in defining their social status 

according to whatever criteria—those related to rank, culture, both or neither—spontaneously 

came to mind. By not defining the term social class for participants, but rather allowing them to 

interpret it as they saw fit, we followed precedent from other bottom-up work seeking to develop 

a construct’s nomological net and to build scales that capture lay-person conceptualizations of 

the construct (e.g., Tracy & Robins, 2007; Weidman et al., 2018). 

To provide sufficient diversity in this initial exploratory study, we recruited participants 

based in the United States from Amazon’s Mechanical Turk in an ongoing manner until we 

reached a minimum of 75 higher SES participants (those who placed themselves one of the top 

three rungs of the 10-rung ladder) and 75 lower SES participants (those who placed themselves 

on one of the bottom three rungs). Participants who selected rungs 4 through 7 were filtered into 

a different study. This procedure resulted in 83 high SES participants (50 men and 33 women; 
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mean age = 36.3 years old) and 112 low SES participants (64 men and 48 women; mean age = 

33.2 years old). Both groups were predominantly White (87% of the high SES group and 90% of 

the low SES group). 

Procedure 

Participants generated “a list of words or phrases that reflect the things that you think, 

feel, and do that made you place yourself where you did on the SES ladder on the previous 

page.” We told them these words or phrases could characterize “the thoughts in your head, the 

behaviors you have shown, or the way you feel emotionally and physically that make you feel 

like you have relatively HIGH [LOW] social class”. After reading these instructions, participants 

filled as many of 20 free-entry textboxes as they wished; each was preceded by the stem “I feel 

relatively high [low] social class because…”. High SES participants reported an average of 7.09 

entries for a total of 794; low SES participants reported an average of 8.22 entries for a total of 

921. 

Results 

Figure 1 displays descriptive word clouds for all participant entries, separately for the two 

subsamples; the relative sizes of the words in each image are proportional to the frequency with 

which they appeared. Higher and lower SES participants used similar words to describe their 

experiences, but subsequent coding (described below) suggested they were using these words to 

reference opposite states.  
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Figure 1: Word clouds of low SES (left-hand side) and high SES (right-hand side) entries 

Our first analytic step was to identify distinct themes among participants’ entries. The 

first and third author categorized each entry into a theme, generating new themes as needed to 

capture all responses. They resolved disagreements through discussion. This resulted in 255 

themes: 140 capturing the high SES terms and 115 capturing the low SES terms. We retained 

these large numbers of themes at this initial stage, aiming to preserve subtle differences that 

might or might not be psychologically meaningful. For example, we retained separate themes for 

having low earnings and having no savings or investments, and for being connected with wealthy 

others and being connected with powerful others. 

Simply perusing this list offered several preliminary insights. For instance, the three 

themes listed most often by participants with high subjective SES were being educated (7% of 

entries; e.g., “I am an educated person”, “Masters Degree”), having no financial worries (6% of 

entries; e.g., “don’t have to worry too much about paying bills”, “I have not needed social 

assistance”), and earning money (5% of entries; e.g., “income”, “my salary”). The three themes 

listed most often by participants with low subjective SES were having no money (11% of entries; 

e.g., “don’t have much money”, “no money”), not having a car (11% of entries; e.g., “I ride the 

bus”, “I no longer have a car”), and having financial worries (10% of entries; e.g., “I worry 

about how much I can spend”, “I live paycheck to paycheck”). Beyond these top themes, most of 
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which related to current material ease or difficulty, we noted other prominent themes that 

appeared to relate to cultural privilege; for example, 4% of high SES entries specifically 

referenced elite education (highly selective or expensive education) or family wealth, and 4% of 

low SES entries referenced a lack of education or a poor family background. 

Returning to the entire list, our goal was to capture experiences that clearly distinguish 

people with high versus low SES (we leave for future research the possibility that some 

experiences might be common at both high and low extremes of the spectrum). To do so, we 

identified matching pairs of themes that were present as mirror images in each group. For 

instance, several high SES participants indicated they did not worry about money, and several 

low SES participants indicated they worried a great deal about money; these formed a matching 

pair. Likewise, several high SES participants indicated that they felt lucky, and several low SES 

participants indicated that they felt unlucky; these formed another matching pair. We identified 

79 such matching pairs, and reasoned that we should retain these, as they had a high chance of 

distinguishing people with high versus low SES. 

Thirty-five themes remained as singletons themes that were mentioned by only one SES 

group (e.g., feeling that one’s status could not change [low SES only], feeling annoyed with 

one’s status [low SES only], showing wealth through spending [high SES only], or feeling 

pressure [high SES only]). We reasoned that many of these would be unlikely to effectively 

distinguish between high and low SES individuals. For example, no one in our low SES sample 

reported that they felt no or little pressure, so an item asking people how much pressure they feel 

in their daily lives would be unlikely to correlate strongly with their SES. At the same time, there 

could be key experiences at both ends of the spectrum that are invisible to outsiders. Indeed, this 

is one particularly insidious aspect of cultural privilege: People at the lower end of the spectrum 
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may not always know what they are denied, and those at the higher end may not know what they 

take for granted (e.g., Bourdieu, 1987). Thus, we perused the list of 35 singletons, and identified 

11 worth retaining for theoretical reasons; we generated a mirror image counterpart for each of 

these. As one example, several high SES participants indicated feeling that they had control over 

their lives, so we generated a mirror image item about a lack of control, even though no low SES 

participant mentioned this, because past research has found that feelings of control are reliably 

positively associated with SES (Kraus et al., 2013). In combination with the 79 pairs we 

identified in the data, this resulted in 90 pairs of items, which for subsequent studies were 

transformed into 90 potential scale items (see SOM for the complete list).  

Studies 2a-2b 

In Studies 2a and 2b participants rated themselves on the 90 items we created from Study 

1’s participant-generated data. These and all subsequent studies recruited participants across the 

entire SES spectrum (as opposed to Study 1’s targeting of high and low SES groups): Soliciting 

our pool of items from the extremes allowed us to identify promising candidate items, with the 

ultimate goal of identifying dimensions of experience most likely to covary with SES as an entire 

spectrum. Studies 2a and 2b touched on all four of our research questions. First, we identified the 

naturally emerging factor structure of the 90 items, using exploratory factor analyses. Second, we 

used factor loadings to select candidate items to include on scales measuring the dimensions of 

SES. Third, we examined zero-order and partial correlations between each dimension and 

various other measures of SES. 

Fourth, we began to map out the typical psychological profile of people scoring low and 

high on each dimension of SES. We did so by assessing the Big Five personality traits along with 

narcissism. Personality is often stable across the lifespan (Bleidorn et al., 2022; Damian et al., 



DIMENSIONS OF SUBJECTIVE SES 20 

2019), whereas SES can change (e.g., Martin & Côté, 2019), sometimes even moment to 

moment (e.g., Kraus et al., 2010), so some readers might find this decision surprising. That is, 

they might wonder whether stable personality dispositions and fluctuating levels of current SES 

could be meaningfully related. We note, however, that SES mobility is not especially common in 

most developed countries (e.g., Chetty, Grusky, et al., 2017; Corak, 2006), and that major life 

events (including, perhaps, a big shift in one’s social standing) can alter basic personality traits 

(Bleidorn et al., 2018; Jackson et al., 2012). Given that the Big Five traits are thought to cover 

the most fundamental dimensions of individual differences in personality, and that personality 

and SES are both relatively stable but changeable nonetheless, it seemed reasonable to measure 

the associations between them as a starting point.  

Method 

Participants 

Demographic characteristics of our quantitatively analyzed samples (all US-based) are 

available in Table 1, alongside comparison figures from the 2020 US Census. On the whole, our 

studies underrepresented non-White people, men, and the wealthiest people; most of our studies 

also overrepresented older people (perhaps because our studies were restricted to adults). Studies 

2a and 2b specifically overrepresented the more educated. We return to these issues in the 

General Discussion. 

For Studies 2a and 2b, as well as all subsequent studies, we determined sample sizes by 

aiming for a minimum of 250 usable participants (see Schönbrodt & Perugini, 2013), and 

increasing that number where lab resources permitted. For Study 2a, we recruited 425 

participants based in the United States from Amazon’s Mechanical Turk. The study included no 

attention checks so no participants were excluded. For Study 2b, we recruited 400 participants 
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based in the United States from Amazon’s Mechanical Turk, and excluded 55 who failed either 

of two attention checks, described below. The final sample size for Study 2b was therefore 345 

participants. Both final samples covered the entire range of the ladder measure from 1 to 10 (M2a 

= 5.25, median2a = 5, SD2a = 1.71; M2b = 4.96, median2b = 5, SD2b = 1.69).1 

Table 1: Demographic characteristics of all quantitatively analyzed samples 
Variable Category 2a 2b 3 4 5 SOM Census 
Age Median N/A 32 49 49.5 41 50 38.8 
Gender women 59 54 56 55 58 52 50.5 
 men 40 45 43 45 41 48 49.5 

Ethnicity 
White 80 69 83 76 79 73 61.2 
Black 10 9 6 11 8 13 12.3 
Asian 3 10 3 5 5 5 5.9 

Household 
income 

<$50k 36 47 45 46 47 48 36.5 
$50k-$100k 43 37 33 29 34 31 29.6 
$100k-$150k 13 9 17 14 10 12 16.3 
>$150k 4 6 6 6 5 9 17.7 

Education 

no college 
degree 41 46 61 61 52 60 65.0 

4 year degree 39 42 23 24 33 28 21.2 
post-grad 
degree 17 11 15 12 12 11 13.8 

Notes: SOM refers to an additional pre-registered study reported in the SOM. Age is reported as 
a median, everything else as %s. The (wo)men categories include trans (wo)men; in all studies 
besides Study 4 and the SOM study, non-binary participants constituted 1% of the sample. 
Income and education were assessed with finer-grained categories, collapsed here for brevity. %s 
within variables may not sum to 100 because we included only the most frequent categories, and 
because of missing data. Census education figures are for adults aged 25 and over. 
 
Procedure: 2a 

 
1 During the editorial process, a reviewer asked if we had screened our data for duplicate IP addresses. We had not, 
as these do not necessarily indicate duplicate participants and they could just as easily result from participants using 
a VPN. Nevertheless, we have now re-examined our data and found that in most studies only a small fraction (on 
average 2%) of participants matched IP addresses with another participant. Moreover, in all studies, new analyses 
excluding participants with matching IP addresses produced very similar results. Some very small differences in 
factor loadings would have led us to retain a slightly different pool of items after Studies 2a and 2b, which we do not 
view as a major problem: The point of scale development is to identify a set of items that does a reasonably good 
job at assessing a construct of interest, not to identify the definitive set of items that must be used as the only way of 
assessing it. 



DIMENSIONS OF SUBJECTIVE SES 22 

Participants first completed a demographics form that included the same ladder measure 

of SES as in Study 1. They then read the following instructions: 

Below are 90 pairs of statements. If you completely agree with either statement, 
please select the box on the corresponding end. If you feel that you fall 
somewhere in between, select a box in between the two options that most 
appropriately reflects how closely you agree with either end of the spectrum. 
 
The 90 pairs of statements that followed were the 90 matched themes from Study 1, with 

one mirror-image theme anchoring each end of a 7-point Likert scale (i.e., 1 = I am lucky, 7 = I 

am unlucky). We randomized across items whether the high anchor corresponded to the high or 

low SES statement. Participants rated all 90 items in three blocks; to prevent fatigue, they 

completed a filler task between each block that involved looking at pleasant images for about 10 

seconds. We presented the statements paired in bipolar scales, rather than individually in twice as 

many unipolar scales, to minimize participant fatigue and because we had explicitly identified 

the themes as pairs of statements that represented responses given by high versus low SES 

participants. 

After completing all three blocks, participants completed two brief personality measures: 

the Ten Item Personality Inventory (TIPI; Gosling, Rentfrow, & Swann, 2003) to assess the Big 

Five personality dimensions, and the 16-item Narcissistic Personality Inventory-16 (NPI-16; 

Ames, Rose, & Anderson, 2006). We chose these measures because together they cover a broad 

spectrum of individual differences, including some more magnanimous (e.g., agreeableness) and 

others more self-focused (e.g., narcissism). NPI-16 showed strong reliability (a2a = .83, a2b = 

.84), but TIPI reliabilities were low (with correlations between items as follows: extraversion, 2a: 

.66, 2b: .61; agreeableness, 2a: .40, 2b: .26; conscientiousness, 2a: .47, 2b: .56; neuroticism, 2a: 

.68, 2b: = .64; openness, 2a:  = .33, 2b: = .27); Study 3 addressed this limitation by including a 

different and more comprehensive measure of personality.  
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At the end of the survey, participants completed additional measures of SES: total 

household income (using a scale ranging from of below $25,000 to above $200,000, in 

increments of $25,000), level of education (1 = some high school, 2 = graduated from high 

school / GED, 3 = some college / university, 4 = graduated with a bachelor’s degree, 5 = some 

graduate / professional school, 6 = graduated from graduate / professional school), and the 

highest level of education attained by either of their parents (same scale as own education). 

Procedure: 2b 

Study 2b followed the same procedure as Study 2a, with two exceptions. First, we 

eliminated the 36 items from the initial pool of 90 that, in Study 2a, correlated less than +/- .30 

with the ladder measure of SES. We reasoned that with such low correlations these items were 

unlikely to represent an important dimension of SES. Second, we presented the remaining 54 

items in two blocks, rather than three, and included an attention check in each block. For each 

attention check, participants saw a seven-point Likert scale anchored at either end with a 

statement, similar to the other 54 items within which they were embedded. In one case, one of 

the anchors read “I am currently filling a survey (please click this box)”; in the other, one of the 

anchors read “If you are reading this question and have read all the other questions, please select 

this box”; we retained participants who selected the requested point on the Likert scale in both 

cases. 

Results 

 We report results organized according to our four research questions, with results from 

both Studies 2a and 2b presented together for each question. 

What are the dimensions of subjective SES: Exploratory factor analyses? 
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We conducted two exploratory factor analyses using maximum likelihood estimation on 

participants’ ratings of the 90 items included in Study 2a. One EFA used oblimin and the other 

used varimax rotation; substantive results from both were very similar. The two SES-linked 

factors identified in the oblimin rotation were moderately intercorrelated (r = .37); for this 

reason, we focus here on the results from the oblimin analysis, but report results with varimax 

rotation, which artificially forces the factors to be orthogonal, in the SOM. 

The scree plot indicated a three-factor solution; eigenvalues for the first five factors were 

26.6, 7.3, 4.0, 2.5, and 2.3, and the first three factors accounted for 42.3% of total variance. To 

understand these factors, we examined the items that loaded most strongly onto each (see SOM 

for full list of factor loadings). One of these factors reflected items that described having an elite 

versus ordinary life; high-loading items (identified by their high SES pole) included “I am a 

member of the elite” and “The people I have connections with are generally wealthy”. Many of 

the items on this factor appear to point to long-term and entrenched cultural factors that can 

bestow privilege (i.e., education, familial wealth, connections to the elite), suggesting that this 

first subjective dimension may correspond to the cultural conceptualization of SES. A second 

factor reflected items that described having an easy versus difficult life; high-loading items 

(identified by their high SES pole) included “I am able to buy basically anything I want” and “I 

have an easy life”. These items point to current wealth and material ease, and as such reflect 

factors that could in principle contribute to people’s sense that right now, they stand at a high 

rank. However, these items are not clearly comparative, so this second dimension seems to 

represent the sense that life is easy versus difficult, but not necessarily that one’s current rank is 

higher than others’. The third factor reflected items that seemed to describe positive self-views; 
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high-loading items included, “I am nice to others” and “I am well-mannered”. These items do 

not tend to correspond to either the cultural or current rank conceptualizations of SES. 

These results suggest that people’s spontaneous explanations for why they felt 

themselves to be high or low in SES can be organized into three distinct factors. However, this 

does this not necessarily mean that all three are dimensions of SES. Although we had eliminated 

themes mentioned by only one participant, we retained many others mentioned by only a handful 

of participants or fewer; some of these could be idiosyncratic responses that do not track SES in 

most people. We therefore saved factor scores and examined their correlations with the ladder 

measure. Factor 1 (henceforth, “elite life”) and Factor 2 (henceforth, “easy life”) correlated 

positively and strongly with the ladder measure; relite =.55, reasy =.56; both ps < .001. In contrast, 

Factor 3 (the general positivity factor) did not correlate significantly with the ladder measure, r = 

-.09, p = .079, suggesting that this factor does not capture what it means to experience high or 

low SES. 

Next, we tested whether these results were robust by repeating the same analyses on 

Study 2b participants’ ratings of the 54 items they viewed, but specifying a three-factor solution 

for consistency with Study 2a (the initial scree plot indicated either two or four factors, with the 

first five eigenvalues being 20.8, 3.4, 2.4, 2.2, 1.7; as in Study 2b the oblimin and varimax results 

were highly similar so we report the latter only in the SOM). Examining the factors’ contents 

revealed the same three dimensions: An elite life factor, an easy life factor, and a general 

positivity factor. Moreover, the pattern of correlations with the ladder measure was similar to 

that observed in Study 2a, relite =.61; reasy = .58, both ps < .001, although this time the positivity 

factor showed a positive correlation, r = .33, p < .001. This correlation, though substantially 

weaker than the other two, was higher than in it had been in Study 2a, presumably because Study 
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2b retained only those positivity items that had been moderately correlated (above .30) with the 

ladder measure. In fact, given this methodological difference between studies, the observed 

correlation with the positivity factor is near the minimum we might have expected. 

 The results of these two studies together suggest that people may indeed experience their 

high or low SES in two different ways. Broad measures of SES may therefore be capturing some 

combination of the extent to which people believe they do versus do not belong to the 

sociocultural elite, and how easy versus difficult people experience their lives to be. 

How can we measure the distinct dimensions of subjective SES: Selecting candidate items? 

We examined the factor loadings across all four factor analyses (oblimin and varimax 

rotations in each of Study 2a and 2b). We searched for items that, in at least three of the four 

analyses, loaded at or above .50 on their primary factor and had cross-loadings no greater than 

.40 (see Tracy & Robins, 2007; Weidman et al., 2018). This initial process resulted in 6 items for 

the elite life factor and 10 items for the easy life factor. For each factor we added one further 

item that did not quite meet our selection criteria but that seemed to capture the essence of the 

dimension in question. Table 2 presents the 18 items and their loadings on all three factors.  

Table 2: Retained items’ factor loadings; Studies 2a (90 initial items) and 2b (54 initial items) 
Factor Elite life Easy life Positivity 
Study 2a 2b 2a 2b 2a 2b 

The people I have connections with are generally wealthy / 
the people I have connections with are generally not very 
wealthy 

.736 .529 .139 .222 .150 -.019 

I am a member of the elite / I am definitely not a member of 
the elite .702 .561 .098 .227 .138 -.078 

I am well connected with powerful others / I am not very 
well-connected with powerful others .702 .447 .101 .188 .113 .161 

I have a fancy lifestyle / I live a modest lifea .585 .495 .164 .453 .240 -.262 
I have special advantages / I have no special advantages .581 .628 .100 .137 .010 -.040 
I received / am receiving an elite education / I never have 

and never will receive an elite education .570 .739 .033 -.169 .033 .103 

My parents are wealthy / my parents are not very well-off .451 .622 .215 -.009 .166 -.078 
I have an easy life / I have a difficult lifea -.026 .149 .799 .420 .009 .292 
I have few struggles in life / I have many struggles in life .052 .026 .735 .522 .014 .315 
My life is generally free from worry / my life is filled with 

worry .094 -.123 .711 .546 .005 .393 
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Note. Bold text denotes primary loadings above .500; italicized text denotes cross-loadings 
above .400 
aItem retained for conceptual reasons 
 
How do the distinct dimensions of subjective SES correlate with different measures of 

objective SES? 

We computed subscale scores for the easy life and elite life dimensions (the means of 

their respective candidate items, listed in Table 2), and examined their correlations with 

objective indicators of SES (see Table 3). We computed zero-order correlations and partial 

correlations that controlled for the other subscale, separately within each dataset. This yielded 

four estimates for each relationship, allowing us to look for patterns that held across all four. 

Table 3: Zero-order (and partial) correlations of elite (7 items) and easy (11 items) subscales 
with other SES variables 
 

Dimension Elite Easy 
Study 2a 2b 2a 2b 

Ladder measure .55 (.32) .61 (.40) .59 (.41) .58 (.36) 
Household income .43 (.23) .34 (.11) .45 (.28) .45 (.33) 
Education .42 (.35) .28 (.20) .24 (.01) .21 (.06) 
Parental education .34 (.34) .23 (.28) .11 (-.10) .02 (-.14) 

 
Note. For zero-order correlations, Ns = 425 (2a) and 345 (2b); for partial correlations controlling 
for shared variance between easy and elite life (shown in parentheses) we entered all variables at 
once so Ns = 406 (2a) and 331 (2b), with no missing data across any of these variables. 
Correlations significant at p < .05 are bolded.  
 

These analyses yielded two observations: First, the partial correlations show that both the 

elite and easy life dimensions are independently associated with our class-label version of the 

I generally have enough money / I don’t have enough money .222 .062 .693 .809 .062 .004 
I can comfortably buy necessities / I cannot buy necessities .115 .065 .646 .639 .096 .120 
I am happy with what I have in life / I want more than what I 

have in life -.077 -.171 .646 .629 .033 .118 

I can buy basically anything I want / I am not able to buy 
whatever I want .358 .101 .594 .832 .134 -.067 

I don’t think much about money / I have financial worries .205 -.111 .588 .736 .077 .068 
I can go on vacations / I cannot go on vacations .320 .144 .536 .634 .001 .145 
I have savings or investments / I have no savings or 

investments .314 .033 .535 .653 .074 .035 

I can go out / I cannot go out much .262 .176 .511 .589 -.028 .098 
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SES ladder measure, consistent with the suggestion that each dimension represents a distinct 

facet of the broad construct of subjective SES. Second, both dimensions are consistently 

positively linked with household income, but elite life is more strongly linked with education and 

parental education. This latter observation further suggests that the elite life dimension may 

correspond to the cultural conceptualization of SES: People who have personal and familial 

experience with historical institutions of privilege and wealth seem especially likely to feel that 

their lives are special and that they belong to an elite cultural group. These distinct associations 

with objective measures consistently replicated across studies; a summary table following our 

last study illustrates this point. 

The SOM reports analyses testing whether interactions between the two dimensions 

predict any other SES measures, in these and all subsequent studies. These interactions were 

generally non-significant. 

How do distinct dimensions of subjective SES correlate with psychological patterns? 

We employed the same zero-order and partial correlation strategy to determine the 

psychological profiles linked with each dimension’s higher and lower ends (see Table 4). 

Individuals scoring high on either dimension tended to be extraverted, but the two dimensions 

were associated with otherwise distinct psychological profiles. Those who scored high on the 

elite life dimension tended to be narcissistic, and, at least when considering the partial 

correlations, disagreeable and low in conscientiousness. Together, these results paint a picture of 

elite life individuals as self-important (Foster et al., 2003), unkind (Brown Iannuzzi et al., 2015), 

and somewhat disorganized or irresponsible, suggesting they may embody the self-focused 

psychological profile that prior literature has linked with high SES. 
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Table 4: Zero-order (and partial) correlations of elite (7 items) and easy (11 items) subscales 
with other SES variables 
 

Dimension Elite Easy 
Study 2a 2b 2a 2b 

Extraversion .26 (.16) .27 (.15) .23 (.11) .27 (.15) 
Agreeableness -.05 (-.16) -.06 (-.13) .14 (.20) .07 (.13) 
Conscientiousness .09 (-.14) .03 (-.12) .36 (.38) .22 (.25) 
Neuroticism -.23 (.09) -.13 (-.05) -.52 (-.48) -.29 (-.26) 
Openness .09 (.06) .01 (-.002) .08 (.03) .02 (.02) 
Narcissism .41 (.39) .40 (.34) .16 (-.09) .23 (-.002) 

Note. For zero-order correlations, Ns = 425 (2a) and 345 (2b); for partial correlations (shown in 
parentheses) we entered all variables at once so Ns = 413 (2a) and 342 (2b) participants with no 
missing data across these variables. Correlations significant at p < .05 are bolded.  
 

By contrast, those who scored high on the easy life dimension tended to be conscientious, 

agreeable, and emotionally stable. These results suggest that individuals high on the easy life 

dimension may be generous (Korndörfer et al., 2015) and even-keeled (Kraus et al., 2011) 

suggesting they may embody the magnanimous psychological profile that prior literature has 

linked with high SES; they may also be especially careful and meticulous. These exploratory and 

preliminary findings thus hint at the utility of considering the broad construct of SES as housing 

two overlapping but distinct dimensions: Each may predict a different set of thematically related 

psychological patterns.  

As we did with objective measures of SES, we also considered whether psychological 

patterns could be predicted from the interaction between easy and elite life. These analyses, for 

this and all subsequent studies and including simple effects, are reported in the SOM; the easy ´ 

elite interactions were generally not consistent. However, examining as a whole the self-focused 

variables we assessed, a general tendency appeared (seven significant and two marginal 

interactions, all in the same conceptual direction, out of 16 tests): People who feel they have elite 

lives may be especially self-focused if they also feel they have easy---as opposed to difficult—
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lives. Stated differently, people who feel they have easy lives are especially unlikely to be self-

focused if they feel they have modest, ordinary—as opposed to elite—lives.  

Discussion 

Studies 2a and 2b revealed two dimensions of the subjective experience of SES, and 

began to test these dimensions’ associated psychological profiles. These dimensions were 

moderately intercorrelated and both independently correlated fairly strongly with a broad 

measure of subjective SES, as one might expect of two facets of this construct. Yet they were 

linked with distinct combinations of objective SES markers and psychological patterns: The easy 

life dimension was associated with current income and with magnanimous and friendly 

characteristics like agreeableness, emotional stability, and conscientiousness. The elite life 

dimension was also associated with current income but also with personal and parental 

education, perhaps suggesting it corresponds to the conceptualization of SES as cultural 

privilege, as well as with self-focused characteristics like narcissism and disagreeableness. 

The subjective SES dimensions that have begun to emerge are correlated, in some cases 

strongly, with objective metrics of SES. On the one hand, these correlations allow for confidence 

that both dimensions capture SES, and their magnitude helped guide our interpretations of each 

dimension, as described above. On the other hand, these correlations raise an important question: 

Notwithstanding the strong precedent for considering subjective SES as important in its own 

right (e.g., Adler et al., 1994; Kraus et al., 2012), do the elite and easy life dimensions buy any 

predictive power beyond more objective measures? The SOM presents additional analyses of all 

of our data, suggesting that objective measures of SES are generally less strongly associated than 

our subjective scales with the psychological characteristics we assessed, and that these 
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comparatively weak associations between objective SES and psychological characteristics are 

mediated in predictable ways by our scales (Tan et al., 2020). 

Study 3 

Study 3 was a pre-registered (https://osf.io/scd7a/) replication, using quota sampling to 

recruit a more representative sample in terms of SES, of Studies 2a and 2b. Like those studies, it 

touched on each of our four research questions, aiming to replicate the dimensional structure of 

SES, further trim the list of items to finalize two practical subscales that could be used to reliably 

measure these dimensions, replicate the associations between the dimensions and other measures 

of SES, and replicate the associations between the dimensions and distinctive psychological 

patterns. 

Participants 

Using the Prime Panels service (now Cloud Research), we recruited 316 American 

participants; as pre-registered, this excludes an additional 39 participants who failed more than 

one of four attention checks. In recruiting the initial sample (i.e., prior to exclusions) we used 

quotas to match the US census in terms of gender, income and education. This quota matching 

requirement, which we also used in subsequent studies, made our sample more representative in 

terms of education, but the very wealthy (and presumably the very poor who may lack regular 

access to computers) are still underrepresented. The final sample spanned the entire range of the 

ladder measure from 1 to 10 (M = 5.27, median = 5, SD = 1.99). 

Procedure 

The procedure followed that of Studies 2a and 2b, with four modifications: 
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1) We included only the 18 candidate items we identified in those studies as capturing the 

two dimensions of SES, and among these items we included the first attention check described in 

Study 2b. 

2) We used the 44-item Big Five Inventory (BFI-44, John, & Srivastava, 1999) instead of 

the TIPI to assess the big five factors of personality. We embedded therein a second attention 

check that asked participants to rate the item “I am definitely a human being”; participants 

passed this check if they strongly agreed. 

3) The narcissism measure included a third attention check: Participants selected between 

“Please select this item” and “Please do not select this item”, and passed if they selected the 

former. 

4) We included the Rosenberg Self-Esteem scale (RSE; Rosenberg, 1965) to assess self-

esteem. Past research has found that SES predicts self-esteem, as well as narcissism (Twenge & 

Campbell, 2002); including this measure allowed us to test whether that positive relation is 

specific to one SES dimension or shared by both. We embedded a fourth attention check among 

RSE items; this item read “Select 5 for this question” and participants passed if they indeed 

selected 5 on the seven-point response scale. 

As pre-registered, in addition to computing scales for self-esteem and narcissism, we 

created variables reflecting genuine self-esteem (self-esteem with its shared variance with 

narcissism partialled out) and self-aggrandizing narcissism (narcissism with its shared variance 

with self-esteem partialled out; see Paulhus, Robins, Trzesniewski, & Tracy, 2004). 

Results 

Replicating the dimensions of subjective SES 
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As pre-registered, we conducted an exploratory factor analysis of the 18 items assessing 

subjective SES using oblimin rotation and extracting two factors (the scree plot confirmed that 

this was appropriate, with the first five eigenvalues being 8.7, 2.0, 0.9, 0.8 and 0.7). The two 

factors together accounted for 59.2% of total variance, and all items loaded as expected (see 

Table 5). Thus, even in a more representative sample that varied substantially in SES, people’s 

experience of their status was best characterized as falling into two distinct dimensions.  

Table 5: Item loadings and reliabilities of subscales comprised of 4 to 7 items each, Study 3 
 

Item Elite 
life 

Easy 
life 

a of scale comprised 
of this and higher-

loading items 

I am a member of the elite / I am definitely not a member of the elitea .791 .040  
I am well connected with powerful others / I am not very well-connected 

with powerful othersa .759 .064  

The people I have connections with are generally wealthy / the people I 
have connections with are generally not very wealthya .748 -.017  

I received / am receiving an elite education / I never have and never will 
receive an elite educationa .738 -.089 .805 

I have a fancy lifestyle / I live a modest lifea .668 .157 .831 
My parents are wealthy / my parents are not very well-off .619 -.041 .834 
I have special advantages / I have no special advantages .566 .165 .845 
I can comfortably buy necessities / I cannot buy necessitiesa -.165 .811  
I generally have enough money / I don’t have enough moneya .091 .801  
I have an easy life / I have a difficult lifea -.094 .799  
I don’t think much about money / I have financial worriesa .066 .788 .836 
My life is generally free from worry / my life is filled with worrya -.056 .768 .861 
I can go on vacations / I cannot go on vacations .163 .717 .883 
I have few struggles in life / I have many struggles in life .125 .712 .900 
I can go out / I cannot go out much .150 .692  
I am happy with what I have in life / I want more than what I have in life -.079 .666  
I have savings or investments / I have no savings or investments .129 .654  
I can buy basically anything I want / I am not able to buy whatever I want .282 .627  

aItem retained for final subscales 
 
Trimming the pool of candidate items for final scales 

In a first pre-registered pass at trimming items, we planned to reject any that did not load 

most strongly on its intended factor, or whose cross-loading was either above .40 or within .20 of 

its primary loading. No items met either criterion for rejection (see Table 5). Our second pre-

registered step was to sort items according to their primary loadings, then examine reliabilities 
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for scales comprised of the top loading four, five, six, and seven items. Our pre-registration 

specified our plan to retain the smallest number of items that when scaled together yielded a 

Cronbach’s alpha above .80, to ensure reliability while limiting burden on future participants. 

This plan prescribed two four-item subscales (see Table 5, right-most column). However, closer 

inspection led us to make an ad hoc decision to favor the five-item subscales. Pragmatism not 

theory drove this decision: In both cases the fifth item provided a greater gain in reliability than 

any subsequent item; one additional item per subscale does not greatly add to the burden on 

participants; and the pattern of results described below was virtually identical using either four or 

five item subscales. Because their performance is similar, researchers with a strong need to 

minimize survey length might opt to use four-item subscales, but on balance, the gain in 

reliability leads us to recommend all five items. 

Associations with objective measures of SES  

We computed the five-item subscale scores for easy life and elite life and, as pre-

registered, examined their respective zero-order and partial correlations with other indicators of 

SES. We statistically compared the magnitude of these correlations using Steiger’s (1980) test2, 

and the partial correlations using Fisher’s z test (see Table 6). 

Table 6: Zero-order (and partial) correlations of elite versus easy life with other SES variables 
 
 Correlations Tests of difference  
SES measure Elite Easy Between rs Between rpartials 
Ladder measure (N=316) .51 (.39) .39 (.20) t=2.40, p=.017 z=2.61, p=.009 
Household income (N=315) .33 (.19) .35 (.24) t=-0.48, p=.632 z=-0.69, p=.490 
Education (N=312) .34 (.29) .18 (.03) t=2.78, p=.006 z=3.32, p<.001 
Parental education (N=307) .37 (.36) .13 (-.06) t=4.41, p<.001 z=5.32, p<.001 

Note. N for all partial correlations (shown in parentheses) is the 305 participants with no missing 
data on these variables. Correlations, ts and zs significant at p < .05 are bolded. 
 

 
2 Our pre-registrations, for this and Study 2, prescribed Fisher’s test in both cases, but because it cannot account for 
the overlapping variables drawn from the same sample, Steiger’s t was more appropriate for comparing the zero-
order correlations. We retained Fisher’s test for the partial correlations as there was no clear alternative. 
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As in Studies 2a and 2b, both dimensions were similarly related to household income, but 

elite life was related more strongly than easy life to education and parental education. 

Unexpectedly, elite life was also more strongly related to the ladder measure; this difference did 

not emerge in any past or subsequent studies. 

Associations with psychological patterns 

We followed the same pre-registered analysis plan to examine the trait measures (Table 

7). As predicted, the elite life dimension was the stronger predictor of narcissism and self-

aggrandizing narcissism. Also as predicted, the easy life dimension was the stronger predictor of 

agreeableness and emotional stability. These findings further confirm the results of both Studies 

2a and 2b; we therefore take them to be relatively reliable.  

Table 7: Zero-order (and partial) correlations of elite vs. easy life with psychological measures 
 
 Correlations Tests of difference  
Measure Elite Easy Between rs Between rpartials 
Extraversion .43 (.36) .26 (.07) t=3.22, p=.001 z=3.92, p<.001 
Agreeableness -.05 (-.13) .14 (.19) t=-3.33, p<.001 z=-4.03, p<.001 
Conscientiousness .05 (-.06) .21 (.22) t=-2.99, p=.003 z=3.55, p<.001 
Neuroticism -.15 (.02) -.35 (-.32) t=3.66, p<.001 z=4.39, p<.001 
Openness .28 (.25) .14 (.01) t=2.50, p=.013 z=3.03, p=.002 
Narcissism  .40 (.36) .20 (.01) t=2.85, p=.005 z=4.69, p<.001 
Self-aggrandizing Narcissism  .36 (.35) .11 (-.08) t=3.38, p<.001 z=5.53, p<.001 
Self-esteem .23 (.03) .44 (.39) t=-2.96, p=.003 z=-4.69, p<.001 
Genuine Self-esteem .15 (-.05) .41 (.39) t=-3.50, p<.001 z=-5.72, p<.001 

Note. N for all analyses is 316 (there was no missing data for any variables); partial correlations 
are presented in parentheses. Correlations, ts and zs significant at p < .05 are bolded. 
 

Several unpredicted findings also emerged: Elite life more strongly predicted 

extraversion and openness, whereas easy life more strongly predicted self-esteem, genuine self-

esteem, and conscientiousness. The extraversion and openness findings diverge from those in 

Studies 2a and 2b, so at this point we hesitate to interpret them. Studies 2a and 2b did not assess 

self-esteem; we probe that finding further in Study 4. The conscientiousness finding replicates 
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Studies 2a and 2b, so we take it to be reliable, but have no strong theoretical interpretation for it. 

One possibility is that individuals who fit the easy life characterization tend to attain (or to think 

they have attained) their status through hard work, rather than through the inheritance of cultural 

privilege; in contrast, those who belong to the cultural elite may have had less need to work 

conscientiously in order to climb the ranks of SES. Study 4 will shed more light on this issue by 

assessing belief in a just world, which is also relevant to individuals’ feelings about the 

deservingness of their status. 

Discussion 

A pre-registered study using a nationally representative U.S. sample replicated the 

findings of Studies 2a and 2b, further supporting the conclusion that there are two distinct ways 

of experiencing high SES. First, a person can feel higher SES based on their sense of belonging 

to an elite segment of society. People scoring high on this dimension tend to be well-educated 

high earners with well-educated parents, suggesting that this dimension may align with 

conceptualizations of SES as culture. Moreover, these individuals tend to be narcissistic, 

consistent with past research findings that people high in SES tend to be self-focused. Note that, 

whereas the items we used to capture subjective SES are bipolar, the measure of narcissism (like 

most of the measures of psychological characteristics we use in this paper) is not. Thus, it is 

accurate to say that people who feel they lead ordinary, modest lives are low in narcissism, but 

not necessarily high in whatever its opposite might be (selfless, self-sacrificing). 

Second, a person can feel higher SES based on their sense that they have an easy and 

carefree life. People scoring high on this dimension tend to have high incomes but do not 

necessarily come from higher class backgrounds. Moreover, their agreeableness, emotional 

stability, and high self-esteem may underlie the kind of magnanimous behaviors prior research 
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has linked with SES. Note that the Big Five measures we used are also bipolar, so it is accurate 

to say that people who feel they lead difficult lives also report being disagreeable (the opposite of 

agreeable) and neurotic (the opposite of emotionally stable). 

It is tempting to think that, if elite life corresponds to the cultural conceptualization of 

SES, easy life must correspond to the current rank conceptualization. Our findings until now 

provide limited support for this notion: The easy life dimension is not more strongly related to 

people’s household incomes—presumably a reasonable indicator of current rank—than is the 

elite life dimension. However, the rank perspective is inherently comparative in nature but we 

measured household income in absolute terms (i.e., asking for specific amounts earned); 

moreover, the highest point on the scale combines all participants with household incomes above 

a certain threshold, obscuring potential differences between the highest earners. We return to this 

issue in Study 5. 

This uncertainty over easy life notwithstanding, the two dimensions that emerged from 

our bottom-up approach make sense from a theoretical standpoint. At the same time, it may be 

somewhat surprising that they emerged from explicit self-reports: Some work suggests people 

are often motivated to downplay the kinds of privileges the elite life items describe possessing 

(e.g., Phillips & Lowery, 2020). Moreover, this work suggests that when confronted with 

evidence of these privileges, people emphasize the kinds of hardships that the easy life items 

indicate a lack of. These authors’ conclusions hint that responses on our scales (and other similar 

ones) may be biased toward the lower SES pole. They may even indicate that the correlation 

between elite and easy life is systematically suppressed, if people who cannot avoid reporting an 

elite life may want to compensate by understating how easy their life is. Intriguingly, but 

extremely speculatively, the trending pattern of easy ´ elite interactions on self-focused 
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measures may explain why that correlation is still robust: The generally strong self-focus among 

individuals scoring high in elite life may prevent them from feeling the social / reputational 

pressure to play up their hardships. In any case, Study 4 may partially address the question of 

whether responses on our scales are connected to people’s desire to feel their status is deserved.   

Study 4 

Study 4 (pre-registered at https://osf.io/za587/) aimed to more comprehensively examine 

the elite life dimension we reasoned might be linked with self-focused psychological patterns. To 

test this account, we measured feelings of entitlement, accuracy of social perception, and 

communal orientation. We predicted that the elite life dimension would more strongly predict 

high entitlement, low social accuracy, and low communal orientation. A small (N = 103) pilot 

study, as well as a larger (N = 1139) pre-registered additional study from a different participant 

pool, both provided additional support for each of these predictions; we report the first of these 

in the SOM because of its small sample size, and the second because it attempted to replicate 

(and did so successfully) only a subset of findings from Studies 4 and 5 with no major additions, 

and therefore did not warrant lengthening the main text of this paper. 

Study 4 also measured five additional variables not related to the central theme of self-

focus. The first of these was self-esteem, to test whether we would replicate the pattern observed 

in Study 3. The next two were sense of power and belief in a just world; for these we predicted 

equally strong associations with both dimensions of SES, given our expectation that a sense of 

both ease and privilege could make people feel powerful and motivate them to see their status as 

deserved. The final two were subjective health and life satisfaction; prior research has linked 

these with SES (e.g., Adler et al., 1994; Hoebel & Lampert, 2020) but we made no predictions 
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for whether their links with our respective dimensions would be similar or different. Like Study 

3, Study 4 used quota sampling to achieve a representative distribution of SES. 

Method 

Participants 

We used Prime Panels to recruit 373 American participants; as pre-registered, this 

excludes an additional 69 participants who failed more than one of four attention checks. The 

initial sample (i.e., prior to exclusions) used quotas to match to the US census in terms of gender, 

income and education. The final sample covered the entire range of the ladder measure from 1 to 

10 (M = 5.31, median = 5, SD = 1.99). 

Procedure 

Participants first reported demographics, including their position on the SES ladder. Next, 

they completed the final 10-item measure of the easy and elite dimensions of SES. We included 

three additional items for exploratory purposes (we do not analyze them here; including them 

along with the primary 10 yields very similar results). Embedded within that measure was the 

attention check from prior studies that asked participants to indicate whether they were currently 

completing a survey. Next, participants completed eight different measures of psychological 

characteristics (see Table 8), separated into two blocks of four; the measures assigned to each 

block were randomly determined for each participant, and presented in a random order within 

block. To prevent fatigue, between each block participants completed a filler task which 

involved looking at pleasant images for about ten seconds. We included three additional attention 

checks within these eight measures (one asking participants whether they are human, one asking 

them to select the scale option in the middle, and one asking them to select the scale option on 

the far left). At the end of the survey, participants completed the objective measures of SES. 
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Table 8: Measures included in Study 4 

Measure Additional details a Pre-registered 
predictions 

Entitlement 
(Campbell et al., 2004) e.g., “Things should go my way” .90 More positive 

with elite life 
Communal orientation 
(Clark et al., 1987) 

Overall score and two subscores 
(see below for sample items) .78 More negative 

with elite life 
Social perception 
(Baron-Cohen et al., 2001) Mean accuracy: 67% N/A More negative 

with elite life 
Self-esteem 
(Robins et al., 2001) 

Single item (“I have high self-
esteem”) N/A More positive 

with easy life 
Generalized Sense of Power 
(Anderson et al., 2012) 

e.g., “I can get other people to do 
what I want” .82 Equally positive 

for both  
Belief in a Just World 
(Lipkus, 1991) 

e.g., “I feel that people get what 
they are entitled to have” .87 Equally positive 

for both  
Satisfaction with Life 
(Diener et al., 1985) 

e.g., “In most ways my life is close 
to ideal” .90 No prediction 

Subjective health Single item (“Overall, how would 
you rate your health?”) N/A No prediction 

Note. All items used 1-7 scales, except the subjective health measure which used a 0-10 scale, 
and the social perception task (described in the text). 
 
Measures 

Details on all eight measures, including their original source, are presented in Table 8. 

Three measures in particular assessed self-focus (entitlement, [low] communal orientation and 

[in]accurate social perception); these we expected to relate more strongly to the elite life 

dimension than to the easy life dimension. Previously developed self-report scales assessed 

entitlement and communal orientation. For the latter, in addition to the overall scale score we 

pre-registered that we would consider two subsets of items: Those assessing people’s desire to 

help others (e.g., “I often go out of my way to help another person”; a = .82), and those 

assessing people’s desire for others to help them (e.g., “It bothers me when other people neglect 

my needs” on the same 7-point scale; a = .67). We expected that elite life individuals would 

score especially low on the desire to help others. An empathic accuracy task, “Reading the Mind 

in the Eyes”, assessed the accuracy of social perception. In this task, participants complete 36 
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trials in which they see a photograph of another person’s eyes and choose from among four 

options which best describes that person’s emotional state; each participant’s score is the total 

number of trials on which they selected the correct answer. After collecting data, we realized that 

eight participants skipped trials on this task (one skipped 34 trials, three skipped 31, three 

skipped 19, and one skipped eight). For these participants, the total number of correct answers 

would not be a fair representation of their ability, but neither would be the proportion correct 

since it is, for instance, much easier to score a perfect 1.00 on only two trials than on the full 36. 

We thus made the post hoc decision to exclude these eight participants from analyses on the 

social perception variable; the SOM reports virtually indistinguishable results including them. 

(One additional participant skipped the entire task and thus could not be included in either 

analysis.) 

Results 

Confirming the two-dimensional structure of subjective SES 

Our first set of analyses examined for one final time the dimensional structure of 

subjective SES. A pre-registered exploratory factor analysis on the ten subjective SES items used 

the same specifications as in Study 3. The scree plot indicated a two-factor solution (with the 

first five eigenvalues being 4.8, 1.7, 0.6, 0.6, and 0.5). The items loaded as expected onto their 

respective factors (see Table 9). 

Next, pre-registered confirmatory factor analyses using the lavaan package in R tested 

both a two-factor structure and a one-factor structure (Table 10, top two rows). Comparing the 

relative chi square, CFI and RMSEA values confirmed that a two-factor solution was a better fit 

than a one-factor solution. The absolute values of the two-factor solution’s RMSEA and CFI did 

not quite meet our pre-registered criteria for good model fit (RMSEA below .05 and CFI above 
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.95). However, we had anticipated this possibility; model fit can suffer if some but not all items 

within a given subscale share a similarity not based entirely on substantive content. For example, 

two of the elite life items use the word “elite”; this could increase their correlation, making them 

appear like a distinct sub-facet of the elite life dimension. Our pre-registration therefore included 

the option to allow a maximum of four correlations between the residuals of items within the 

same subscale. When we allowed three such supplementary covariations (or four, but we limited 

ourselves to three given that fewer is considered better), model fit met our criteria (Table 10, 

bottom row). 

Table 9: Item loadings, Study 4 
 

Dimension Elite Easy 
I am a member of the elite / I am definitely not a member of the elite .833 -.027 
I am well connected with powerful others / I am not very well-connected 
with powerful others .769 .055 

The people I have connections with are generally wealthy / The people I 
have connections with are generally not very wealthy .779 .014 

I received / am receiving an elite education / I never have and never will 
receive an elite education .759 -.096 

I have a fancy lifestyle / I live a modest life .666 .176 
I can comfortably buy necessities / I cannot buy necessities -.123 .847 
I generally have enough money / I don’t have enough money .078 .838 
I have an easy life / I have a difficult life .011 .827 
I don’t think much about money / I have financial worries .105 .823 
My life is generally free from worry / my life is filled with worry .023 .794 

 
Table 10: Confirmatory factor analysis model fit statistics; Study 4 
 

Model Chi square 
(lower is better) 

CFI 
(higher is better) 

RMSEA 
(lower is better) 

One-factor 509*** .745 .190 
Two-factor 131*** .948 .087 
Two-factor, correlated residuals 57** .986 .048 

**: p < .01; ***: p < .001 
 
 

Thus, both exploratory and confirmatory analyses indicated that the 10-item measure of 

SES we developed is comprised of two distinct dimensions, one representing the experience of 
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an elite life, and the other the experience of an easy life. The pilot study as well as the pre-

registered additional study reported in the SOM both replicated findings from these analyses. 

Associations with objective SES measures 

As in Study 3 and as pre-registered, we computed five-item subscale scores for easy life 

and elite life. We then examined these scales’ respective correlations with other indicators of 

SES (see Table 11), computing and comparing the zero-order and partial correlations 

(controlling for the other subscale) to each other. 

Table 11: Zero-order (and partial) correlations of elite versus easy life and other SES variables 
 Correlations Tests of difference  
SES variable Elite Easy Between rs Between rpartials 
Ladder measure (N=373) .51 (.36) .53 (.38) t=-0.53, p=.596 z=-0.28, p=.780 
Household income (N=351) .38 (.25) .39 (.26) t=-0.04, p=.968 z=-0.08, p=.936 
Education (N=361) .26 (.19) .23 (.10) t=0.70, p=.484 z=1.15, p=.250 
Parental education (N=356) .30 (.32) .04 (-.12) t=4.94, p<.001 z=6.09, p<.001 

Note. N for all partial correlations (shown in parentheses) is the 347 participants with no missing 
data on these variables. Correlations, ts and zs significant at p < .05 are bolded. 
 

Results supported our predictions that both dimensions would equally strongly predict 

subjective SES and household income, but elite life dimension would more strongly predict 

parental education. Unexpectedly, the two dimensions had similar relationships with 

participants’ own education, but given that the predicted difference emerged in all prior and 

subsequent studies, we do not discuss this exception further. 

Is the elite life dimension especially linked with self-focus? 

The key analyses for Study 4 tested the association between the elite and easy life 

dimensions and self-focused characteristics. Table 12 reports results using the same zero-order / 

partial correlation analysis strategy described previously. Results supported two of our three 

predictions: The elite life dimension predicted entitlement and inaccurate social perception more 

strongly than did the easy life dimension. For communal orientation, results were less 
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straightforward: People who scored high in elite life tended to score higher on the measure of 

communal orientation, but closer scrutiny revealed that this was due to a stronger desire for 

others to help them, not a stronger desire to help others. That finding aligns with the pattern for 

self-focus, though it does not provide support for a difference in communal orientation per se. 

Interestingly, recent research has similarly failed to find expected connections between SES and 

self-reported communal orientation (Weick et al., 2022). The findings from Study 4, along with 

results from the pilot study and from the additional pre-registered study reported in the SOM, 

provide additional support for separately considering the desire for others to relate communally 

to the self and the desire for the self to relate communally to others. 

Table 12: Zero-order (and partial) correlations of elite vs. easy life with psychological measures 
 Correlations Tests of difference  
Measure Elite Easy Between rs Between rpartials 
Self-focus related     

Entitlement (N = 372) .31 (.35) -.001 (-.17) t=6.19, p<.001 z=7.23, p<.001 
Social perception (N = 365) -.20 (-.22) -.01 (.09) t=-3.55, p<.001 z=-4.16, p<.001 
Communal (N = 370) .05 (.08) -.06 (-.08) t=1.98, p=.048 z=2.17, p=.030 

I should help others (N = 370) .01 (.03) -.04 (-.05) t=0.95, p=.342 z=1.04, p=.298 
Others should help me (N = 370) .10 (.13) -.04 (-.08) t=2.58, p=.010 z=2.85, p=.004 

Not self-focus related     
Self-esteem (N = 370) .41 (.26) .44 (.31) t=-0.61, p=.542 z=0.76, p=.447 
Power (N = 370) .42 (.28) .43 (.29) t=-0.32, p=.749 z=-0.19, p=.849 
Belief in a just world (N = 371) .31 (.17) .35 (.26) t=-0.88, p=.379 z=-1.16, p=.246 
Life satisfaction (N = 371) .51 (.29) .72 (.65) t=-5.81, p<.001 z=-6.25, p<.001 
Subjective health (N = 369) .28 (.15) .34 (.25) t=-1.08, p=.281 z=-1.36, p=.174 

Note. N for all partial correlations is the 359 participants with no missing data on these variables; 
partial correlations are in parentheses. Correlations, ts and zs significant at p < .05 are bolded. 
 

Turning to variables not related to self-focus and the more exploratory predictions we 

made for them, results again supported two out of three. First, both dimensions similarly 

predicted feeling that the world is just, speaking against the idea that either dimension is more 

strongly linked with a feeling (or with a desire to feel) that one’s status is deserved. Second, both 

similarly predicted feeling powerful, suggesting the distinct experiences of subjective SES we 
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identify here are different from prior work on the distinct consequences of SES having to do with 

power and status (Yu & Blader, 2017). Third, we did not replicate the self-esteem finding from 

Study 3 and the pilot study; instead, both dimensions showed similarly strong positive 

correlations with self-esteem. 

Regarding the variables for which we had made no predictions, scoring high on both 

dimensions of SES was similarly and positively related to subjective health, and the easy life 

dimension was especially strongly related to life satisfaction. 

Discussion 

Our two newly developed subscales appear to tap into two distinct dimensions of SES—

one that reflects a person’s sense of leading an elite and special life, and one that reflects a 

person’s sense of leading an easy and stress-free life. People who score high (versus low) on the 

elite dimension come from families and institutions of privilege; they also feel entitled to special 

treatment, believe others should go out of their way to help them, and underperform when 

reading emotions from others’ facial expressions. These patterns, also present in two additional 

studies described in the SOM, bolster the idea that the elite life is linked with both historical 

cultural privilege and a cluster of self-focused patterns. 

By contrast, people who score high (versus low) on the easy life dimension feel satisfied 

with their lives. We had not pre-registered this as a prediction, but it aligns with our prior 

findings showing that the easy life dimension is positively related to emotional stability. Thus 

far, however, it is not clear whether the easy life dimension cleanly corresponds with any pre-

existing theoretical conceptualization of SES, nor have we tested its associations with actual 

magnanimous behavior. 
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Study 5 

Study 5 included additional measures of SES to more comprehensively assess both 

current rank (current wealth and available assets) and historical cultural privilege (participants’ 

parents’ and grandparents’ economic standing), and more conclusively test the ways in which 

these two conceptualizations of SES are associated with easy and elite life; the additional study 

reported in the SOM measured and analyzed these same variables and observed the same results. 

Study 5 also sought to address previous mixed findings regarding SES and prosocial behavior 

(e.g., Piff et al., 2010, Korndörfer et al, 2015; Stamos et al., 2020). If the easy life dimension is 

linked with magnanimity, those high in this dimension should demonstrate greater prosociality; 

if the elite life dimension is linked with self-focus, those high in this dimension should 

demonstrate lower prosociality.  

Moreover, the existing literature on SES and prosociality hints at a potential nuance to 

this pattern. Recall that high SES participants in one study reported stronger feelings of empathy 

while their brains revealed muted empathic responses (Varnum et al., 2015), and that high SES 

participants in another study they were more likely to act prosocially in public than in private, 

presumably because they were motivated by the reputational rewards and not by a genuine desire 

to help (Kraus & Callaghan, 2016). These findings of discrepancies between self-reported 

feelings and revealed brain activity, and between public and private behavior, paint a broader 

picture of high SES, in at least one of its forms, as linked with declaring prosociality but not 

actually enacting it. That is, perhaps (at least some subset of) individuals with high SES want to 

portray themselves as generous and prosocial without having to actually bear the cost of acting 

that way. This preference for declaring prosociality and reaping its benefits, compared to 
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enacting it and bearing its costs, would fit particularly well with the self-focus characteristic of 

those high on the elite life dimension. 

We did not pre-register Study 5, instead replicating methods and analyses across two 

relatively large samples (referred to as Samples A and B, with Sample B using quotas as in 

Studies 3 and 4). We obtained very consistent results across the samples, so we here analyze 

them collapsed into one, while noting the few differences that emerged between the individual 

samples. 

Method 

Participants 

For Sample A, we recruited 422 participants based in the United States from Amazon 

Mechanical Turk. For Sample B, we used Prime Panels to recruit 403 American participants. 

Sample B used quotas to match to the US census in terms of income and education. Due to an 

oversight, we included no attention checks. Both final samples covered the entire range of the 

ladder measure from 1 to 10 (MSample A = 5.02, medianSample A = 5, SDSample A = 1.79; MSample B = 

5.27, medianSample B = 5, SDSample B = 2.07). 

Procedure 

Participants first reported demographics, including their position on the SES ladder, and 

then completed our 10-item measure of subjective SES (aelite = .84, aeasy = .89). Next, they 

completed two pairs of measures of prosocial behavior. The first pair were global self-report 

measures—an estimate of how many hours per month they had volunteered over the past year 

(rated on a 5-point scale ranging from 0 hours per month to 7+ hours per month), and the 

percentage of their household income they would hypothetically be willing to give up so it could 

be redistributed to households with income lower than theirs. In both cases, participants were 
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free to declare prosociality without having to prove it in any concrete way: Few people keep 

records of the time they spend volunteering, and no one would hold them to giving up the 

reported percentage of income. 

The second pair of measures more closely assessed actually enacted prosocial behavior. 

One asked participants to report the amount and recipient organization for each individual 

charitable donation they had made over the past year. This required people to access specific 

records or at least memories, as opposed to providing global impressions of their own generosity. 

We summed the amounts to arrive at high fidelity estimates of each participant’s total charitable 

donations. The data were highly skewed, so we analyzed this variable in both raw and log 

transformed form (we increased everyone’s prior donation amounts by $0.01 prior to log 

transforming, given that one can only compute log of numbers greater than 0). Many participants 

wrote in names of one or more recipient organizations without providing amounts; we coded 

these participants as having donated $0. The SOM reports virtually indistinguishable results 

treating these data as missing instead. 

As another measure of actually enacted prosocial behavior, we gave participants the 

opportunity to make a real charitable donation at a personal cost. At the end of the study, we told 

them that, as researchers interested in studying prosocial behavior, we wanted to join them in 

effecting real change. We told them they could donate any amount up to $0.75, which would be 

deducted from their study compensation of $1.25, and that we would match that donation out of 

our own funds. Participants who chose to donate selected a charity from among the following 

before entering the amount of their donation: Cancer Research Institute, World Resources 

Institute, American Red Cross, National Alliance to End Homelessness, Doctors Without 

Borders USA, Big Brothers and Big Sisters of America, and Against Malaria Foundation. We 
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provided participants a summary of the mission statement for each organization. We reduced 

participants’ compensation according to their decisions, and made their donations along with our 

matching donations when data collection ended. 

Near the end of the study, but before the last donation behavior measure, participants 

completed measures of familial SES and wealth. For familial SES, participants reported their 

parental SES using a version of the ladder measure that asked about their parents’ social class 

when they (the participants) were children. They also reported grandparental SES by indicating 

their grandparents’ financial position (we did not specify the timepoint as we expected that from 

the time people became aware of their grandparents’ financial status, that status was not likely to 

have changed very much). We asked participants to consider their most well-off grandparent, 

specifying that this grandparent should be one who played a role in raising one of their parents. 

For this grandparent, they selected their position on the following scale: “below the poverty 

line”, “struggling to get by”, “managing but not easily”, “average”, “comfortably well-off”, 

“wealthy”, “extremely wealthy”. 

For wealth, participants used free-entry textboxes to report their net worth, as well as the 

total amount of cash they could come up with by liquidating or selling their assets in a financial 

disaster. Many chose not to enter a response; we treated those cases as missing data. Because 

responses on these two measures were highly skewed, as with self-reported charitable donations, 

we analyzed the data both in raw and log transformed form. Prior to log transforming the net 

worth variable, we artificially increased everyone’s net worth by $200,000.01 (several 

participants reported negative net worth, with the lowest being -$200,000). Prior to log 

transforming the liquidity variable we increased everyone’s liquidity by $0.01. 

 



DIMENSIONS OF SUBJECTIVE SES 50 

Results 

Results were very similar across Sample A and Sample B, so we present the results 

collapsed across samples, but we note here (in the main text) all instances where individual 

sample results (presented in full in the SOM) diverged. 

Associations with objective measures of SES 

As in past studies, we computed and compared zero-order and partial correlations 

(controlling for the other subscale) (see Table 13). 

Table 13: Zero-order (and partial) correlations of elite versus easy life with other SES variables 
 Correlations Tests of difference  
SES variable Elite Easy Between rs Between rpartials 
Ladder measure (N = 825) .55 (.38) .58 (.42) t=-1.23, p=.219 z=-0.87, p=.385 
Current rank markers     

Household income (N = 786) .34 (.18) .37 (.24) t=-0.92, p=.358 z=-1.15, p=.250 
Net worth (N = 481) .18 (.03) .32 (.28) t=-3.27, p=.001 z=-4.63, p<.001 
Log net worth (N = 481) .16 (.02) .29 (.25) t=-2.94, p=.003 z=-4.17, p<.001 
Liquidity (N = 487) .16 (.03) .27 (.22) t=-2.50, p=.013 z=-3.52, p<.001 
Log liquidity (N = 487) .27 (.08) .42 (.35) t=-3.70, p<.001 z=-5.16, p<.001 

Cultural privilege markers     
Education (N = 799) .32 (.29) .15 (-.01) t=4.96, p<.001 z=6.00, p<.001 
Parental education (N = 772) .30 (.31) .07 (-.10) t=6.52, p<.001 z=7.99, p<.001 
Parental SES (N = 806) .36 (.31) .18 (-.01) t=5.75, p<.001 z=6.48, p<.001 
Grandparental SES (N = 804) .25 (.21) .12 (-.01) t=3.88, p<.001 z=4.25, p<.001 

Note. As noted above, many participants did not report their net worth or liquidity; because of 
these missing data, we analyzed partial correlations (shown in parentheses) separately for these 
variables. For all other partial correlations N is the 749 participants with no missing data on all 
other variables. Correlations, ts and zs significant at p < .05 are bolded. 
 

Consistent with our prior findings, the two dimensions were equally strongly related to 

SES and income. Further cementing its connection to the cultural conceptualization of SES, the 

elite life dimension was more strongly related to education, parental education and all measures 

of familial SES. The easy life dimension was more strongly related to all measures of wealth, 

providing the first piece of evidence that this dimension may in fact reflect the current rank 

conceptualization of SES. All of these patterns emerged in both samples examined separately 
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(with one exception: the effect on liquidity did not emerge in Sample B’s untransformed wealth 

scores, though it did on all other comparisons: log transformed scores in Sample B, and both 

versions in Sample A; see SOM). Moreover, these same patterns emerged in the additional study 

reported in the SOM (with the exception of, again, the effect on un-transformed liquidity). 

Associations with prosocial behavior 

Next, we tested whether individuals who score high on either dimension differ in terms of 

their prosocial behavior, attending to differences in how well our measures captured participants’ 

unverifiable declarative self-reports compared to their actually enacted behaviors (see Table 14). 

Table 14: Zero-order (and partial) correlations of elite versus easy life with prosociality variables 
 
 Correlations Tests of difference  
Prosociality variable Elite Easy Between rs Between rpartials 
Declared prosociality     

Volunteering (N = 808) .15 (.16) .06 (-.03) t=2.27, p=.006 z=5.44, p<.001 
Percent redistributed (N = 784) .34 (.35) .15 (-.05) t=6.80, p<.001 z=12.35, p<.001 

Demonstrated prosociality     
Past donations (N = 820) .05 (-.04) .15 (.16) t=-2.79, p=.005 z=-3.96, p<.001 
Log past donations (N = 820) .06 (-.03) .15 (.14) t=-2.79, p=.005 z=-3.36, p<.001 
Donation behavior (N = 803) -.02 (-.09) .11 (.14) t=-3.78, p<.001 z=-6.39, p<.001 

Note. For all partial correlations N is the 776 participants with no missing data on these variables. 
Correlations, ts and zs significant at p < .05 are bolded. 
 

These analyses revealed a divide between the two types of measures, and this distinction 

replicated across each of the samples analyzed separately. The elite life dimension was more 

strongly related to declaring greater prosociality on global self-report measures for which there 

was no accountability. That is, scoring high on elite life was an especially strong predictor of 

self-reporting weekly volunteer hours, and of hypothetically donating a percentage of one’s 

income toward redistribution. On the surface, this would seem to suggest that elite life 

individuals hold more prosocial attitudes than easy life individuals.  
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In contrast, the easy life dimension was more strongly related to enacting greater 

prosociality on specific measures grounded in concrete behavior. That is, scoring high on easy 

life was an especially strong predictor of our high-fidelity measure of past charitable donations, 

and of actual in-study donations. (The only exception to this pattern, when we examined the two 

samples separately, was that the effect on past donations did not emerge in Sample B’s zero-

order correlations, though it did on partial correlations and actual in-study donations, as well as 

everywhere in Sample A; see SOM). 

There are multiple possible interpretations for these divergent patterns, but they are 

clearly consistent with the emerging picture of the two dimensions. Elite life individuals (who 

are relatively disagreeable and yet feel entitled to others’ respect) may wish to appear prosocial, 

as this would benefit them individually, and so they may proclaim prosocial attitudes when doing 

so comes at little or no cost. Easy life individuals (who are agreeable and emotionally stable) 

may be driven by their magnanimity to be prosocial, and engage in such behaviors at least under 

some conditions, though they may feel no special need to shout it from the rooftops. 

Discussion 

Two independent samples expanded our understanding of material and psychological 

differences between the two dimensions: Elite life individuals, in line with the conceptualization 

of SES as culture, come from wealthy upper-class backgrounds stretching back at least two 

generations, and their self-interest may motivate them to declare unverifiable prosocial attitudes 

when doing so comes at no cost. Easy life individuals, perhaps in line with the conceptualization 

of SES as current rank, have more current wealth (a pattern we confirmed in a third independent 

sample in the additional study), and their agreeableness and emotional stability may motivate 

them to take more verifiable prosocial actions. 
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The wealth finding observed here was robust across three separate samples, but stands in 

contrast to results in the prior studies for income, which, we consistently found, does not 

differentiate between elite and easy life. One possible explanation for this discrepancy is that 

income’s similar relationship with both dimensions might be due to the fact that one’s absolute 

income is not comparative, whereas the idea of SES as rank is explicitly so. However, our wealth 

measures were not comparative either, making this an unlikely explanation for the absence of 

strong positive correlations between income and the easy life dimension. An alternative 

possibility is that our measure of household income, which was capped at “$200,000 or more”, 

was not well-suited to capture the distinction; had we included more fine-grained income 

categories at the higher echelons, perhaps we would have found differential correlations, as we 

did with the open-ended wealth and liquidity measures included in this study. Yet another 

possibility is that a high income may be a poor marker of rank if a large portion of that high 

income goes to repaying debts, which a measure like net worth would take into account. These 

are open questions for future research. At this point, we interpret the wealth findings as 

consistent with the suggestion that the easy life dimension reflects SES as current rank, though 

we acknowledge that the income findings are difficult to understand in that light.  

General Discussion 

We began this line of work wondering whether our field’s operationalization of 

subjective SES might mask the construct’s multiple dimensions. Driving this question was the 

observation that existing literature has linked social standing with two distinct sets of 

psychological characteristics. These sets are not mutually exclusive, and to some extent certain 

patterns of thoughts, feelings and behaviors might be linked with SES only under specific 

conditions. However, a second observation—that there are two different theoretical 
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conceptualizations of what SES is fundamentally about—helped bring into focus another 

interpretation: Perhaps subjective SES exists along more than one dimension, and each 

dimension predicts a distinct set of psychological characteristics that existing unidimensional 

measures fail to appreciate. 

The raw materials for our investigation were participants’ own self-reports of what 

factors led them to select either relatively high or relatively low rungs on a ladder intended to 

measure subjective SES. Coding these responses, converting them to assessment items, and then 

asking new samples of participants to rate the resulting items, consistently revealed that there are 

two distinct dimensions of subjective SES. Moreover, each of these dimensions predicts an 

overlapping but distinct set of objective SES markers and psychological characteristics. If 

existing measures of SES conflate these two dimensions, that could be the reason for unreliable 

associations that have at times emerged in the prior literature. Table 15 summarizes our findings 

across studies. 

Before continuing, we should acknowledge that our studies took place in a specific 

cultural context: All participants were American residents sampled between 2016-2019. Our 

studies also underrepresented the wealthiest Americans (though we managed to proportionally 

sample this group in our additional SOM study), as well as White respondents and women. For 

these reasons, we cannot claim that these two dimensions of SES are necessarily universal. 

Nonetheless, the SOM reports detailed analyses suggesting that results are consistent across 

gender and racial categories, implying there may be few differences in how the two dimensions 

of subjective SES function within American culture. Regarding between-culture differences, 

while we do not think it implausible that many of the findings uncovered apply cross-culturally, 

but more research is needed to thoroughly examine this question. Ultimately, our intention with 
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this research was to seek some clarity in the existing (and primarily recent, primarily US-based) 

literature, and our findings indeed suggest that this literature may be conflating distinct 

dimensions of SES and its subjective experience, at least within this particular cultural context.  

Table 15: Summary of key findings across studies 

Variable Predicted pattern 2a 2b 3 4 5 SOM pilot main 
Ladder measure Same + association 

w/ both dimensions Yes Yes No Yes Yes Yes Noa 

Current rank markers 
More + correlation 

with easy life 

       
Income No No No No No No Yes 
Net worth      Yes Yes 
Liquidity      Yes Yes 

Cultural markers 

More + correlation 
with elite life 

       
Education Yes Yes Yes Yes No Yes Yes 
Parents’ education Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 
Parents’ SES      Yes Yes 
Grandparents’ SES      Yes Yes 

Magnanimous patterns 

More + correlation 
with easy life 

       
Agreeableness Yes Yes Yes     
(low) Neuroticism Yes Yes Yes     
Self-esteem   Yes Yes No   
Demonstrated prosociality      Yes  

Self-focused patterns 

More + correlation 
with elite life 

       
Narcissism Yes Yes Yes Yes    
Entitlement    Yes Yes  Yes 
(low) Social perception    Yes Yes  Yes 
(low) Communal     Yes Yesb  Yes 

Declared prosociality      Yes Yes 
 
Note: SOM (top of rightmost column) refers to the additional pre-registered study in the SOM 
a The ladder measure in this additional study was more strongly linked to the easy than to the 
elite life measure. However, the ladder measure in this additional study was also different than 
the one in other studies: Rather than our hybrid version that asked participants to rank their 
social class, it was the traditional version that asks participants to compare themselves to others 
on objective markers like income, education and occupational prestige, and is more linked with 
current rank 
b The expected pattern did not emerge on the overall scale in this studies; however pre-registered 
subscale analyses indicated that elite life was more positively correlated with wanting others to 
care for one’s needs, compared to easy life. This is broadly consistent with the self-focus 
prediction. 
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How many dimensions of subjective SES are there, and what are they? 

Taken together, our first three studies identified two dimensions of subjective SES. These 

dimensions emerged from a bottom-up process that began with participants’ own introspective 

reports. 

Assessing our method 

The strength of this approach is that does not rely on top-down assumptions about how 

participants experience their SES; instead, it elicits those experiences directly from them. In 

other words, our empirical approach did not pre-suppose that there would be any particular 

number of dimensions, and it easily could have determined that there was only one, or that there 

were more than two. The present findings are therefore likely to reflect genuine distinct 

dimensions that emerge in people’s minds when they consider their SES. 

By the same token, one drawback of this approach lies in the limitations of human 

introspection: It is a truism in psychology that people are not always aware of why they do what 

they do (Nisbett & Wilson, 1977). Given that we relied on people verbalizing why they chose a 

particular rung, we may have missed aspects of their subjective experience that shaped their rung 

choice but did so outside of their awareness. Moreover, our measure of subjective SES 

necessarily relies on self-report, which makes its associations with other self-report variables 

vulnerable to common method bias (Podsakoff et al., 2003). With that in mind, we were 

especially encouraged by our measures’ associations with participants’ behavior (e.g., their 

performance on the social perception task) and with their reports about relatively objective 

indices (e.g., their parents’ education levels). Nonetheless, it is clear that the door is open for 

future scholars to theorize about additional dimensions, which they could test using top-down 

approaches. 
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Something else worth emphasizing is that, on the whole, our approach follows the field’s 

general understanding of SES as a spectrum. In Study 1 we sampled two groups of people—

those at the higher and lower ends of this spectrum—but we did so following the spectrum-based 

assumption that people with midrange SES would look more or less like the midpoint between 

the two groups we sampled. Analyses in our subsequent studies put that assumption to the test, 

treating SES as a linear predictor. One approach to describing the results of these analyses could 

have more explicitly acknowledged this linearity. For example, we could have described (a 

subset of) our findings thus: We found one dimension that characterizes the degree to which 

people find that their lives are ordinary and modest versus elite and special, and to the degree 

people score lower versus higher on this dimension, they tend to have less versus more access to 

cultural privilege, and to be less versus more focused on themselves. Discussing our results in 

this manner, explicitly highlighting the entire SES spectrum, produces accurate but bulkier, 

clunkier text; for ease of expression, we therefore discussed our findings in terms of how they 

portray people with higher SES, but with the implicit understanding that this is by comparison 

with people who score relatively lower on our dimensions.  

Elite life, easy life, culture and rank 

We would suggest that scholars use and build off of the two dimensions we identified 

here: One of these corresponds to people’s sense that their current life is materially easy and 

carefree, and the other corresponds to their sense that they belong to an elite and special segment 

of society. Just as our bottom-up methodological approach did not pre-suppose the number of 

dimensions, it also did not pre-suppose these dimensions’ contents. In fact, we did not come 

armed with a priori hypotheses, and instead followed the lead of participants’ responses. It 

therefore strikes us as particularly meaningful that, even in the absence of researcher intentions 
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or expectations, the two dimensions we uncovered mapped reasonably well onto a theoretical 

division that permeates the literature on SES and social class.  

As is evident in Table 15, in nearly every test we ran, the elite life dimension correlated 

especially strongly with indices more associated with the view that SES is a cultural variable. 

People who scored high on this dimension consistently reported being educated and having 

educated parents; moreover, in Study 5 we extended further back into participants’ family trees 

and found additional evidence that their sense of their SES may reflect longstanding inherited 

privilege. This is particularly notable given that most scholars conceptualize the ladder as a 

measure of current (subjective) privilege. Our findings suggest that, when placing themselves on 

the ladder, people may also consider more historical forms of privilege. 

The evidence linking the easy life dimension with the view of SES as current rank was 

somewhat more mixed. On the one hand, the easy life dimension was never especially strongly 

associated with participants’ current income, a variable that, on its face, seems like it should 

capture something about the current socioeconomic hierarchy. On the other hand, when we 

measured participants’ net worth, and the amount of cash they would be able to come up with in 

an emergency, a variety of analyses across three independent samples robustly showed that 

individuals who score high on the easy life dimension do have more wealth. Moreover, whereas 

our wealth measures were open-ended, the highest income bracket our participants could report 

was a household income of $200,000 per year. This restriction may have obscured important 

variation between people with relatively high SES: In many of the country’s largest states, over 

10% of households would find themselves in that highest bracket (World Population Review, 

2022). On the whole, our findings offer greater certainty regarding the connection between the 
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elite life dimension and the view of SES as culture, but also suggest that the easy life dimension 

may reflect the view of SES as current rank. 

An alternative interpretation 

Along the way, we considered alternative interpretations of the dimensions we uncovered 

and their utility. In particular, we noted that the elite life items make reference to respondents’ 

history, while the easy life items are exclusively focused on the present. This fits with our 

(historical) cultural privilege / current rank interpretation; however, one might wonder whether 

this would also fit with the interpretation that easy life represents upward mobility—i.e., greater 

comfort and ease now than in the past. The additional pre-registered study measured perceptions 

of upward mobility directly; in Study 5 we were also able to index this construct as the 

difference between participants’ (standardized) current SES and their (standardized) reports of 

their parents’ SES while they (the participants) were growing up. The SOM presents additional 

analyses showing that these mobility variables do indeed correlate with our easy life measure. 

However, the correlations are far from strong enough to suggest that the measures reflect the 

same underlying construct (radditional study = .36; rStudy 5 = .39), and additional analyses find that in 

both studies, mobility and the easy life variable have independent associations with wealth and 

with psychological characteristics. Easy life is therefore linked with, and may function similarly 

to, perceived upward mobility, but the two constructs are nonetheless distinct. We therefore 

retained the elite / easy interpretation. 

Do these dimensions help organize the existing literature? 

Our studies cannot definitively reconcile every finding from the thriving literature on 

SES. Nevertheless, these findings do underscore the promise of systematically disentangling the 

dimensions of (subjective) SES. On the one hand, when people’s sense of social standing comes 
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from their degree of cultural privilege, from their family’s historical status and education, this 

sense can be reliably measured with our elite life scale, and high scores on this scale are linked 

with a set of self-focused psychological characteristics. Specifically, people who score high on 

this measure are disagreeable, narcissistic, entitled, and out of touch with others’ mental states. 

They present themselves as prosocial and concerned with others’ welfare, but when it comes 

time to act generously, they may hang back. These findings fit well with prior work on the 

independent (interdependent) worldviews of people high (low) in cultural privilege (e.g., 

Stephens & Townsend, 2013). Independence and interdependence are separate dimensions, 

rather than opposite ends of a single spectrum (Giacomin & Joran, 2017), but one distinction 

between them is that an independent orientation focuses one’s attention on the self (at the 

expense of others), whereas an interdependent orientation focuses one’s attention on others 

(perhaps at the expense of the self). That high (low) scores on our elite life scale predict high 

(low) self-focus may reflect this difference in cultural worldviews. 

On the other hand, when people’s sense of their social standing comes from their degree 

of comfort and ease, from assurances provided by their current wealth and material goods, this 

sense can be reliably measured with our easy life scale, and high scores on this scale are linked 

with a set of magnanimous psychological characteristics. Specifically, people who score high on 

this measure are agreeable, conscientious and emotionally stable. Rather than publicly promoting 

their altruism, they show it with their actions. These magnanimous characteristics are less well-

connected to independence and interdependence: Merely being focused on other people and 

aware of one’s place in relation to them does not guarantee one will treat them agreeably or 

altruistically.  
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Together, these findings point to a potential resolution to some debates in the literature, 

like the one regarding the association between social status and prosociality. Our findings 

suggest the nature of this relation depends on the dimension of status one measures (as well as 

the way one assesses prosociality; see Kraus & Callaghan, 2016). Our results also offer a 

possible explanation for empirical inconsistencies in the literature: Existing measures of SES 

such as the ladder measure conflate the two dimensions, and therefore yield unreliable 

associations with constructs linked with only one of the two (e.g., Piff et al., 2010, vs. Stamos et 

al., 2020 vs. Korndörfer et al., 2015). 

Moving forward 

The present research provides a set of brief, reliable, and valid scales that allow 

researchers to measure both distinct dimensions of subjective SES quickly and in parallel. This 

novel contribution is likely to be of use to scholars who wish to understand not only whether 

participants see themselves as high in status, but also what they mean by that. However, these 

scales may not be of use to every research project addressing questions related to SES. For 

example, some projects may be more concerned with objective status hierarchies—e.g., do 

people tend to vote for or against their economic self-interest? Projects like these might not 

benefit from any innovation in the measurement of subjective SES, instead demanding accurate 

assessment of actual wealth or income. Furthermore, there are times when both dimensions will 

operate similarly; for example, in Study 4 we found similar associations between the two 

dimensions and feelings of power, as well as beliefs that the world is fair. In such instances, there 

may be little benefit to separating the dimensions, and researchers might prefer to use a single-

item measure like the ladder measure. 
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Nonetheless, the short, reliable scales offered here are likely to be useful and generative 

to the many researchers interested in understanding subjective SES. Our labs have already begun 

to make use of this methodological tool, supplementing objective measures of SES and helping 

shed light on the theoretical pathways through which SES comes to be linked with different 

characteristics. As this research area continues to expand, we see great potential in these new 

measures to help advance our scientific understanding. 

Conclusion 

Objective and subjective SES are distinct constructs that each predict different kinds of 

psychological, behavioral and physical outcomes (e.g., Belmi & Laurin, 2016; Cundiff & 

Matthews, 2017; Kraus et al., 2013; Kraus & Park, 2014). Objective SES contains distinct 

facets—people’s income may predict different outcomes than their level of education. The 

research reported here suggests the same may be true of subjective SES. Two people who say 

they have high status may mean very different things by this statement, and to the degree they do 

they are likely very different people in other ways as well. We should take this into account if we 

want to advance our understanding of the psychology of SES. 
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