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We report on a study of whether people believe that the rich
are richer than the poor because they have been more selfish in
life, using data from more than 26,000 individuals in 60 countries.
The findings show a strong belief in the selfish rich inequality
hypothesis at the global level; in the majority of countries, the
mode is to strongly agree with it. However, we also identify
important between- and within-country variation. We find that
the belief in selfish rich inequality is much stronger in countries
with extensive corruption and weak institutions and less strong
among people who are higher in the income distribution in their
society. Finally, we show that the belief in selfish rich inequality
is predictive of people’s policy views on inequality and redistri-
bution: It is significantly positively associated with agreeing that
inequality in their country is unfair, and it is significantly positively
associated with agreeing that the government should aim to
reduce inequality. These relationships are highly significant both
across and within countries and robust to including country-level
or individual-level controls and using Lasso-selected regressors.
Thus, the data provide compelling evidence of people believing
that the rich are richer because they have been more selfish in life
and perceiving selfish behavior as creating unfair inequality and
justifying equalizing policies.

selfishness | inequality | redistribution

he idea of the selfish rich has a long history in science, pol-

itics, and religion (1). Adam Smith argued that the “natural
selfishness and rapacity” of the rich benefits society (2). Others
have argued that the selfish rich cause inequality and unfairness,
by “pulling the ladder of opportunity away from ordinary people”
(3, 4).

A growing literature has studied empirically whether the rich
are more selfish than the poor, both in behavior and in underlying
preferences. The evidence is mixed: Some studies report more
selfishness among the rich (5-7), others that the rich are not
different from the rest of society or even less selfish (8-11).
Previous work has also provided diverse evidence on the causal
effect of being rich on selfishness. It has been shown that making
people feel richer or think about money causes them to behave
more selfishly (6, 12), but at the same time, there is some ex-
perimental evidence suggesting that becoming rich makes you
behave less selfishly (13-15). The causal link from selfishness to
being rich may appear more straightforward. Selfish people are
likely more willing to exploit both legal and illegal opportunities
to become rich, including, as shown in a laboratory experimental
study, to work harder to earn more money (16). Finally, there is
recent evidence suggesting that selfish behavior among the rich
is contagious and increases selfish behavior among the poor (17).

The present study focuses on people’s beliefs about the rich,
rather than the actual behavior of the rich. These beliefs are likely
to shape inequality acceptance and support for redistribution in
society. Evidence from a US sample (students and nonstudents)
suggests that perceptions of the rich matter for policy prefer-
ences: People who view the rich as selfish are more likely to sup-
port taxation of the rich (18). There is also global evidence from
38 countries (students and nonstudents) on whether people have
conflicting stereotypes of the rich, focusing on the personality
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dimensions warmth (friendly, sincere) and competence (capable,
skilled) (19). This evidence suggests that people view the rich as
cold and competent and shows that there is more ambivalence in
how people view others in countries with an intermediate level
of conflict or high inequality. It has been shown that there is a
close association between a cold personality and selfishness (20),
and, thus, the existing global evidence is suggestive of people
considering the rich as more selfish than the poor (SI Appendix).

We advance the literature in two ways. First, we focus on
people’s belief about differences in selfishness as a source of
inequality in society. The empirical and experimental literature
on the source of inequality has mainly focused on investigating
people’s views on the role of luck versus effort in determining
income inequality, while the role of selfish behavior has been,
in comparison, highly overlooked (21-25). We study whether
people believe that selfish behavior among the rich is a source
of inequality, which we refer to as the selfish rich inequality
hypothesis.
Selfish Rich Inequality Hypothesis. The rich are richer than the
poor because they have been more selfish in life than the poor.

Second, we provide large-scale global data from 60 countries
(nationally representative samples) that allow for both between-
and within-country analysis of people’s belief in the selfish rich
inequality hypothesis.

There may be systematic between-country variation in support
for the selfish rich inequality hypothesis because countries are
likely to differ in the opportunity for and reward from selfish
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behavior. In particular, it has been argued that nonproductive
grabbing behavior may be particularly profitable in countries with
poor institutions, where outcomes are more down to personal
factors and networks, due to a weak rule of law, malfunctioning
bureaucracy, and corruption (26). In contrast, good institutions
may attract selfish individuals into productive activities that are
beneficial for society. Hence, people in countries with poor insti-
tutions may be more likely to believe that the rich have become
rich because they have been involved in selfish grabbing activities,
while people in countries with good institutions may be more
likely to believe that the rich have become rich through activities
that have benefited society.

There may also be important within-country variation in the
belief in the selfish rich inequality hypothesis, since people differ
in their experiences and information about the rich, or they may
have self-serving beliefs (27, 28). For example, the rich may be
less in agreement with the selfish rich inequality hypothesis than
the poor because they have more information compared to the
poor about the reasons for why they are rich. It may also be
favorable for the rich to preserve a positive view of themselves
and inequality in society and beneficial for the nonrich to picture
the rich in a negative way. Finally, self-selection may affect the
association between income rank and the belief in selfish rich
inequality, since some people may decide not to pursue wealth
because they believe that they have to engage in selfish behavior
to become rich.

We further consider the relationship between people’s belief
in the selfish rich inequality hypothesis and their acceptance of
inequality. Are people who believe in the selfish rich inequality
hypothesis more likely to consider inequality in their country to
be unfair and be more in support of redistribution? The answers
to these questions are not straightforward and likely depend on
whether selfish behavior of the rich is seen as taking opportunities
away from others or as promoting the interests of society.

The study shows strong support for the selfish rich inequal-
ity hypothesis at the global level, but also substantial between-
and within-country variation. Belief in the selfish rich inequality
hypothesis is related both to the circumstances in the country,

0.2

A B
e
O.l IIIII
0.0
1 2 3 4 5

Belief in Selfish Rich Inequality

on

Proporti

@)

particularly the corruption level, and to people’s position in
the income distribution. These beliefs strongly predict people’s
inequality acceptance and support for redistribution. Hence,
people’s views on the selfish rich inequality hypothesis may play
an important role in shaping how societies across the world
address inequality.

Study Design

We report on a large-scale global study of people’s belief in the
selfish rich inequality hypothesis, using a sample of more than
26,000 individuals in 60 countries. It was implemented as part of
the Fairness-Across-the-World module in the 2018 Gallup World
Poll. The national samples are probability-based and nationally
representative of the resident population aged 15 and older (see
SI Appendix, Table S1).

The key question in the present study is whether the respon-
dent agrees with the following statement: “In [name of country of
the respondent], one of the main reasons for the rich being richer
than the poor is that the rich have been more selfish in life than
the poor.” This question was asked of a random subsample of
40% of the 65,856 respondents who took part in the 2018 Gallup
World Poll in these 60 countries. The data were collected on a
discrete 5-point ordinal scale from “strongly agree” to “strongly
disagree” and assigned numerical values from 1 (strongly dis-
agree) to 5 (strongly agree). In the analysis, we also use questions
on whether they think the rich are richer than the poor because
they have been more involved in illegal activities, whether they
think inequality in their society is unfair, whether they support re-
distribution, a set of individual background variables, and a set of
country background variables. A further description of the study,
the data sources, and the empirical specifications is provided in
SI Appendix. The study was approved by the institutional review
boards of Gallup and NHH Norwegian School of Economics.

Results

In Fig. 1, we provide an overview of people’s belief in the selfish
rich inequality hypothesis. We observe strong support for this
hypothesis at the global level. As shown in Fig. 14, the majority
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Fig. 1.

“Belief in selfish rich inequality” around the world. Note: The figure provides an overview of support for the selfish rich inequality hypothesis.

Respondents answered the belief in selfish rich inequality question on a discrete 5-point scale from “strongly disagree” (1) to “strongly agree” (5). A shows
the distribution of belief in selfish rich inequality in the pooled global sample; B shows how the level of agreement varies by country (countries not in our
sample are shown in gray); and C shows the estimated, population-weighted, average belief in selfish rich inequality and its SE for each country.
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of respondents agree with the selfish rich inequality hypothesis
(52.0%); the mode in the pooled sample is to strongly agree
(34.5%). However, we also note that there is a large minority who
disagree with such a view of inequality in society. Fig. 1B provides
a global map that gives an overview of the level of support for the
selfish rich inequality hypothesis across the world. The strongest
support for the hypothesis is found in South America, southern
Europe, Africa, and parts of Asia, while there is less support in
North America, northern Europe, and Australia. In Fig. 1C, we
report a ranking of the countries based on the extent to which
the average response in the country is in agreement with the
selfish rich inequality hypothesis; SI Appendix, Fig. S2 provides
the histograms of responses by country. We find that 49 countries
have an average response in agreement with the selfish rich
inequality hypothesis, while only 11 countries have an average
response against it. In fact, in 39 countries, the mode is to strongly
agree with the selfish rich inequality hypothesis, while in only 7
countries is the mode to strongly disagree with it. The hypothesis
has the most support in India and Pakistan, with about 60% of
the respondents strongly agreeing with it, and the least support
in the United States and Canada, with the majority disagreeing
with it. These descriptive statistics are summarized in our first
main result:
Result 1. There is strong support for the selfish rich inequality
hypothesis at the global level, but also significant variation in the
level of support across countries.

We now turn to an analysis of the between-country variation in
the belief in the selfish rich inequality hypothesis. In Fig. 24, we

report regression coefficients from country-level regressions of
the belief in the selfish rich inequality hypothesis on a corruption
indicator for the country (see also SI Appendix, Table S2). We
observe a highly significant positive relationship: The support for
the selfish rich inequality hypothesis is increasing with the level
of corruption in the country (8 = 0.238, #5s = 6.05, P < 0.001).
This relationship holds when we control for other country char-
acteristics, including gross national income, income inequality,
mean years of schooling, and mean age. Separately, each of these
other country characteristics is significantly associated with the
belief in the selfish rich inequality hypothesis, but only corruption
remains significant in a joint regression (8 = 0.158, t51 = 2.32,
P =0.024). In SI Appendix, Table S3, we show that the relation-
ship between belief in selfish rich inequality and corruption is
robust to alternative measures of corruption and to including a
measure of national conflict, the Global Peace Index, or a broad
measure of a country’s development, the Human Development
Index, in the analysis.

We further investigate how the belief in selfish rich inequality
in a country relates to other governance indicators. We find
that the relationship between belief in the selfish rich inequality
hypothesis and institutional quality is robust to considering in-
stitutional quality in terms of government effectiveness, political
stability, regulatory quality, rule of law, voice, and accountability
(SI Appendix, Table S4; in all cases, P < 0.001). However, in a
regression including jointly the corruption indicator and all the
other governance indicators, we observe that only the corruption
indicator is significant (8 = 0.418, t53 = 2.65, P = 0.011). The
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Fig.2. Between-country variation in beliefs. Note: A shows coefficients from a regression of country-level average belief in selfish rich inequality on country

indices of corruption (58, 59); (log) gross national income per capita (GNI) (59); income inequality (Gini) from the World Income Distribution (60); average age
(from the Gallup World Poll 2018 data); and average years of schooling (61). All explanatory variables have been standardized to unit variance. Estimates
are reported for both separate bivariate and a joint specification (with all variables included). See SI Appendix, Table S2 for the complete specifications.
B shows the country-level relationship between belief in selfish rich inequality (SRI) and “belief in the role of crime” (which is coded the same way as belief
in selfish rich inequality). C shows the country-level distribution of the share of those who believe in selfish rich inequality that also believe in illegal activity
being an important cause of inequality. D shows the country-level relationship between belief in the role of crime and belief in economic mobility (“Can
people in this country get ahead by working hard, or not?”, yes/no).
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corruption indicator also explains more of the cross-country
variation in the support for the selfish rich inequality hypothesis
than a governance index based on the first principal component
of all the indicators. Finally, we consider how the belief in the
selfish rich inequality hypothesis relates to measures of orga-
nized crime and the size of the shadow economy in the country
(SI Appendix, Table S5). We find that the belief in selfish rich
inequality is positively associated with the size of the shadow
economy (8 = 0.197, t57 = 4.57, P < 0.001) and organized crime
(8 =0.104, ts7 = 2.15, P = 0.036). However, also in this analy-
sis, we find that only the corruption indicator is significant in a
joint regression (8 = 0.264, ts5 = 3.55, P < 0.001).

The fact that the belief in the selfish rich inequality hypoth-
esis is strongly associated with corruption is suggestive of the
respondents partly considering rich people to be sufficiently
selfish to violate laws for personal gain (29). In Fig. 2B, we
provide evidence corroborating this interpretation. We show at
the country level how the belief in the selfish rich inequality
hypothesis is associated with the view that the rich are richer
than the poor because they have been more involved in crime.
We observe that there is a strong positive association between
these two beliefs: Agreement with the selfish rich inequality
hypothesis is much greater in countries where people believe
that rich people have been more involved in crime than poor
people (8 = 0.548, ts¢ = 10.88, P < 0.001). In Fig. 2C, we show
the country-level distribution of the share of those who believe in
selfish rich inequality that also believe in illegal activities being
an important cause of economic inequality (for further details,
see SI Appendix, Fig. S34). We observe that in 50 countries, the
majority of those who believe in selfish rich inequality also believe
that the rich are richer than the poor because they have been
involved in illegal activities. Hence, the evidence suggests that
the between-country variation in the support for the selfish rich
inequality hypothesis is partly driven by variation in corruption
and institutional quality across countries.

Result 2. Support for the selfish rich inequality hypothesis is stronger
in countries with more corruption and weaker institutions.

This result suggests that in countries with more corruption
and weaker institutions, it is a common view that the existing
inequality reflects selfish behavior that has been destructive for
society. In Fig. 2D, we show that there is a significant negative
relationship between the belief in the rich being richer because
they have been involved in crime and the extent to which people
believe that there is economic mobility in society (8 = —0.063,
ts6 = —2.03, P =0.047). Hence, it appears that many consider
the selfish behavior of the rich to have reduced the opportunities
for most people. However, it should be noted that a substantial
minority of people who believe in the selfish rich inequality
hypothesis do not share this view. In 14 countries, primarily
advanced economies with strong institutions, we find that more
than 30% of those who believe in selfish rich inequality do not
believe that the rich are richer because they have been involved
in criminal activity (SI Appendix, Figs. S3B and S4B).

We find substantial within-country variation in support for the
selfish rich inequality hypothesis. In Fig. 34, we provide a global
map of how polarized countries are in their view of the rich
(see also SI Appendix, Fig. SS5). In almost all countries, we find
substantial polarization, with a large share of the respondents
agreeing with the selfish rich inequality hypothesis and another
large share of respondents disagreeing with it. In 21 countries,
the two most frequent responses are to strongly disagree or to
strongly agree with the selfish rich inequality hypothesis, and only
in Croatia, Czechia, and Japan is the mode to be neutral.

We further investigate how the belief in selfish rich inequality
relates to the respondent’s income rank in their country. In Fig.
3B, we report regression coefficients from regressions of the
belief in the selfish rich inequality hypothesis on the respondent’s
rank in the income distribution with country fixed effects (see
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polarization in belief in selfish rich inequality. Polarization is measured as
the SD of reported support within each country relative to the maximum
SD possible (scaled zero to one). B reports estimated coefficients from
regressing belief in selfish rich inequality on individual characteristics of the
respondent: income rank of the household within country (using the square
root equivalence scale and scaled from lowest: zero, to highest: one); an
indicator for the respondent having high education relative to the national
distribution of reported education; an indicator for the respondent being
male; and age. High education and gender (male) are coded binary zero/one,
while age is standardized to unit variance. Estimates are reported both for
separate bivariate specifications and a joint specification (with all variables
included, including some nonreported controls; see S/ Appendix, Table S4
for the complete specifications). All specifications with country-specific in-
tercepts. Estimates are population-weighted, with weights scaled such that
each country has equal weight. Sandwich SEs account for primary sampling
unit clustering and weighting.

also SI Appendix, Table S6). We find that the belief in the self-
ish rich inequality hypothesis is negatively associated with the
respondent’s rank in the income distribution in their country
(B =-0.319, z = —7.67, P < 0.001). This relationship is highly
significant also when including other background characteris-
tics in a joint regression (8 = —0.236, z = —5.25, P < 0.001).
We further observe that the belief in the selfish rich inequality
hypothesis is negatively associated with education level (8 =
—0.234, z =—9.00, P < 0.001) and positively associated with
being male (8 =0.063, z=2.73, P =0.006) and older (5=
0.079, z =6.16, P < 0.001). In SI Appendix, Fig. S6, we report
the estimated regression coefficient for income rank separately
for each country. We find a negative relationship between the
belief in the selfish rich inequality hypothesis and income rank
in the majority of the countries, with the strongest association
being in the United States. Only in a few countries do we find a
positive relationship.

Result 3. There is less support for the selfish rich inequality hy-
pothesis among richer and more educated people and more support
among males and older people.
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Finally, we consider the relationship between the selfish rich
inequality hypothesis and people’s views on inequality and un-
fairness in society, both within and between countries. In the
upper part of Table 1, we show that the belief in the selfish rich
inequality hypothesis is significantly positively associated with
agreeing that inequality in their country is unfair (8 = 0.620,
tss = 5.00, P < 0.001) and in the lower part of Table 1 that
it is significantly positively associated with agreeing that the
government should aim to reduce inequality (8 = 0.482, t53 =
5.02, P < 0.001). These relationships are highly significant both
across and within countries and robust to including country-
level or individual-level controls and using Lasso-selected re-
gressors (in all cases, P < 0.001). In SI Appendix, Fig. S7, we
report the regression coefficients for the individual-level analysis
separately for each country. We observe a highly significant
positive relationship between belief in the selfish rich inequality
hypothesis and attitudes on inequality for almost all the countries
in the study, with the associations being particularly strong in
the United States. Thus, the data provide strong evidence of
selfishness among the rich being perceived as creating unfair
inequality and justifying equalizing policies.

Result 4. People who believe in the selfish rich inequality hypothesis
are more likely to consider inequality as unfair and to support that
the government should aim to reduce inequality in their country.

Discussion

The present study reports from a global dataset on people’s
beliefs about the extent to which selfishness among the rich has
caused inequality. It shows substantial support among people
for the hypothesis that the rich are richer than the poor be-
cause they have been more selfish in life. We find that people’s
belief in the selfish rich inequality hypothesis is related both
to societal circumstances—in particular, the corruption level in
their country—and to their income rank in the country. Finally,
we show that the belief in the selfish rich inequality hypothesis
is predictive of people’s views on whether inequality in society
is unfair and whether the government should aim to reduce
inequality.

These findings contribute to a number of literatures. They
highlight how people’s perception of the rich may affect the
political economy of redistribution and economic development
(30-37). If the fortunes of the rich are perceived to be the result
of selfish behavior, then our evidence suggests that there will
be substantial support for redistribution. However, we observe
that the belief in the selfish rich inequality hypothesis is highly

Table 1. Unfairness and inequality

Between-country variation

polarized in many countries and thus likely to be a source of
political disagreements. In this respect, it is interesting to observe
that the United States is one of the most polarized countries
in our study and the country in which the belief in the selfish
rich inequality hypothesis is most predictive of people’s attitudes
toward inequality. Disagreement on the selfish rich inequality
hypothesis among Americans may thus be a contributing factor
to the present challenging political situation in the United States.
More broadly, these beliefs may affect economic development by
shaping the trust people have in the rich and in companies and
other institutions often headed by people perceived to be among
the rich.

This study further contributes to the important literature in
psychology and economics on motivated beliefs, which has shown
that people engage in self-enhancing attributions (27, 38—44).
There is considerable evidence suggesting that people are pre-
dictably biased in how they gather and process information to
preserve a self-image of being moral and not self-interested
(43, 45-52). The present study provides evidence consistent with
such a self-serving bias in beliefs, even though we cannot rule
out that the observed association between income rank and the
belief in selfish rich inequality may be driven by the rich and
the poor having access to different information. Finally, the
paper speaks to the large literature in moral psychology and
behavioral economics studying the role of nonselfish motivation
in explaining human behavior (23, 45, 53-55). We provide large-
scale evidence showing that people across the world believe there
to be heterogeneity in the extent to which individuals behave
nonselfishly.

An interesting question is how the belief in selfish rich inequal-
ity relates to the actual selfishness of the rich. To shed some
light on this relationship, we use self-reported data from the
2018 Gallup World Poll on whether people last month donated
money to a charity. In most countries, we find that the rich are
more likely to have donated money than the poor, which is not
surprising, given that the rich have more money than the poor.
However, in SI Appendix, Fig. S8, we show that there is a negative
relationship between the belief in selfish rich inequality and the
extent to which donating money correlates with the income rank
insociety (8 = —0.055, ts7 = —2.52, P = 0.014). Hence, the data
suggest that the rich are less willing to donate money in countries
where people believe there to be selection of selfish people into
becoming rich.

People’s beliefs in the selfish rich inequality hypothesis shed
light on how we think society works and may shape the kind of life

Within-country variation

(1 (2)

3) (4) (5) (6)

Agreement with “Current inequality is unfair”

Belief in selfish rich inequality 0.620 0.919
(0.124) (0.152)
Controls (not reported) No Yes
Lasso selection of controls No No
Observations 60 57

Agreement with “Government should aim to reduce economic differences”

Belief in selfish rich inequality 0.482 0.707
(0.096) (0.121)
Controls (not reported) No Yes
Lasso selection of controls No No
Observations 60 57

0.814 0.228 0.231 0.233
(0.111) (0.008) (0.008) (0.006)
Yes No Yes Yes
Yes No No Yes

57 23,103 23,103 23,103
0.606 0.148 0.150 0.149
(0.097) (0.007) (0.007) (0.006)

Yes No Yes Yes

Yes No No Yes

57 23,103 23,103 23,103

Notes. Columns 1-3 report between-country regressions of the (country average) “current inequality is unfair”/“government should aim to reduce
economic differences” on the (country average) belief in selfish rich inequality and a set of controls. See S/ Appendix, Table S7A for the complete
specifications. Columns 4-6 report the corresponding within-country regressions (with country-specific intercepts); see SI Appendix, Table S7B for the
complete specifications. Column 3 and 6 report regressions with Lasso-selected regressors (selecting from a set of control variables and a quadratic form in
these) and, for column 6, always including country-specific intercepts (62). SEs are in parentheses.

Almas et al.
Global evidence on the selfish rich inequality hypothesis

PNAS | 50f6
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.2109690119

ECONOMIC
SCIENCES


https://www.pnas.org/lookup/suppl/doi:10.1073/pnas.2109690119/-/DCSupplemental
https://www.pnas.org/lookup/suppl/doi:10.1073/pnas.2109690119/-/DCSupplemental
https://www.pnas.org/lookup/suppl/doi:10.1073/pnas.2109690119/-/DCSupplemental
https://www.pnas.org/lookup/suppl/doi:10.1073/pnas.2109690119/-/DCSupplemental
https://www.pnas.org/lookup/suppl/doi:10.1073/pnas.2109690119/-/DCSupplemental
https://www.pnas.org/lookup/suppl/doi:10.1073/pnas.2109690119/-/DCSupplemental
https://www.pnas.org/lookup/suppl/doi:10.1073/pnas.2109690119/-/DCSupplemental
https://www.pnas.org/lookup/suppl/doi:10.1073/pnas.2109690119/-/DCSupplemental
https://www.pnas.org/lookup/suppl/doi:10.1073/pnas.2109690119/-/DCSupplemental
https://www.pnas.org/lookup/suppl/doi:10.1073/pnas.2109690119/-/DCSupplemental
https://www.pnas.org/lookup/suppl/doi:10.1073/pnas.2109690119/-/DCSupplemental
https://www.pnas.org/lookup/suppl/doi:10.1073/pnas.2109690119/-/DCSupplemental
https://www.pnas.org/lookup/suppl/doi:10.1073/pnas.2109690119/-/DCSupplemental
https://www.pnas.org/lookup/suppl/doi:10.1073/pnas.2109690119/-/DCSupplemental
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.2109690119

we want to live. These beliefs may also play a fundamental role in
determining public morality and civic virtues (56) and therefore
represent an essential ingredient in our understanding of human
behavior and the organization of society.

Materials and Methods

Survey Sampling and Weights. The study was based on telephone interviews
in countries where telephone coverage at the time of the survey represented
at least 80% of the population (15 countries) and face-to-face interviews in
the other countries (45 countries). Verbal consent to participate was given
to Gallup interviewers.

Weights were generated to correct for household size; these were
combined with poststratification weights constructed such that the survey
can reproduce official population level statistics on demographics and
socioeconomic characteristics. S/ Appendix, Fig. S1 illustrates the effect of
the resulting population weights. We rescaled the population weights by
country such that all countries got equal weight both in the individual-level
analysis and in the cross-country analysis.
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