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BACKGROUND

In most countries, economic inequality is on the rise (Chancel et al., 2022; OECD, 2021), despite the 
fact that most people deem current inequalities too high (Arsenio, 2018; OECD, 2021, for a review) 
and that inequality negatively impacts individual (e.g. Hu et  al.,  2015; Oishi et  al.,  2011; Ribeiro 
et al., 2017) and societal well-being (e.g. Côté et al., 2015; Sánchez-Rodríguez et al., 2019; Wong & 
Wong, 2022). This phenomenon was dubbed the ‘inequality paradox’ (Piff et al., 2018), and several 
mechanisms explaining it have already been identified in the literature, mainly related to the misper-
ception of economic inequality on the one side (e.g. Choi, 2019; Gimpelson & Treisman, 2018; Hoy 
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Abstract
Economic inequality does not encounter strong protests 
even though individuals are generally against it. One po-
tential explanation of this paradox is that individuals do not 
perceive inequality as caused by intentional agents, which, 
in line with the Theory of Dyadic Morality (Schein & Gray, 
2018), should prevent its assessment as immoral and con-
sequently dampen moral outrage and collective action. 
Across three studies, we test and confirm this hypothesis. 
In Studies 1 (N = 395) and 2 (N = 337), the more partici-
pants believed that inequality is human driven and caused 
by intentional agents, the more they moralized inequality, 
felt outraged and wanted to engage in collective action. This 
was confirmed in Study 3 (N = 243) through an experimen-
tal design. Thus, our research shows that agent perception 
is crucial in the moralization of economic inequality and, 
more broadly, that morality can be a powerful motivator and 
effectively mobilize people to action.
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& Toth, 2019), and its legitimization on the other (e.g. García-Sánchez et al., 2019; Piff et al., 2020; 
Sainz et al., 2020). However, we here advance another factor that may contribute to explaining the 
inequality paradox: morality. Elaborating on the Theory of Dyadic Morality, which argues that an 
act is perceived as immoral when it involves an agent intentionally harming a patient (Schein & 
Gray, 2018), we argue that people do not consider inequality as a moral wrong—and as such, are not 
willing to engage in collective action against it—because they do not believe it is caused by inten-
tional human action.

Economic inequality, morality and collective action

When a moral norm is violated, said violation triggers the need to restore the moral balance by engaging 
in compensatory behaviours (Tetlock et al., 2000) that will either protect one's moral self-image (moral 
cleansing) or rectify the violation (moral outrage and punishment). We here focus on moral outrage, 
namely the emotional reaction of anger that follows a moral violation, which is usually paired with nega-
tive appraisals of the perpetrator and a desire to punish them for the violation (Tetlock et al., 2000).

If economic inequality was perceived as immoral, this perception could evoke moral outrage and the 
desire to restore the moral order. On the one hand, moral order could be restored through institutional 
action, for example, through redistribution of wealth. Consistent with this idea, moral outrage was 
shown to be positively linked to support for redistribution (Wakslak et al., 2007). On the other hand, 
moral order could be restored non-institutionally, by driving individuals towards an active effort against 
inequality: namely engaging in collective action. Consistent with this notion, moral violations (Pauls 
et al., 2022; van Zomeren et al., 2012) and moral outrage (Saab et al., 2015; Thomas & McGarty, 2009) 
have often been found to predict collective action intentions. Therefore, perceiving economic inequality 
as immoral could drive collective action, through moral outrage.

At this point, the question becomes whether economic inequality is perceived as a moral issue. 
Previous literature provides converging evidence that moral principles are applied to the evaluation 
of inequality; most often, the principles of fairness or justice, which are identified as core building 
blocks of moral evaluations by several theories (e.g. Graham et al., 2013) and are often associated with 
economic distributions (e.g. Schmalor & Heine, 2021; Starmans et al., 2017). Expanding previous lit-
erature that addresses economic inequality in terms of moral content (e.g. Franks & Scherr, 2019) and 
establishes that high economic inequality is generally perceived as unfair (e.g. McAuliffe et al., 2017), we 
focus on the process of moral appraisal by investigating one key criterion in the moral evaluation of in-
equality, namely the identification of an accountable agent. In particular, we apply the Theory of Dyadic 
Morality (Schein & Gray, 2018), a socio-cognitive model of morality that identifies the core criteria an 
event requires to be perceived as moral or immoral.

The theory of dyadic morality

According to the Theory of Dyadic Morality, actions and events are categorized as immoral or not 
according to how closely they match the moral dyad: a cognitive template involving a moral agent that 
inflicts harm to a moral patient (Schein & Gray, 2018). The moral dyad represents the ‘essence’ of moral-
ity and conceptually derives from the mental capacities attributed to the targets of moral judgement: 
experience, which refers to the capacity to feel physical sensations and emotions (and, consequently, suffer 
from the harm coming to them), and agency, which includes, for example, planning and memory, and is 
linked to greater responsibility and punishment for moral wrongs.

Most importantly, one of the main principles of this theory is that the moral dyad has to be 
complete, as both the moral agent and the moral patient must be present: there can be no moral 
patient without a moral agent, and vice versa (Gray & Wegner, 2012). For instance, ambiguous ac-
tions described by nonsense verbs are perceived as more immoral when the actions involve a target 
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(Hester et al., 2020). Thus, as will be outlined below, economic inequality should only be perceived 
as immoral in the measure that individuals recognize that both elements of the dyad (agent and 
patient) are present.

Finally, the last component of the dyadic template is that the agent should be committing the im-
moral act intentionally (Gray et al., 2012). Intentionality is perhaps the most interesting dimension of 
the Theory of Dyadic Morality, although this model was not the first to investigate it (e.g. Knobe, 2003). 
First, intentionality matters more when moral norms (compared to conventional norms) are violated 
( Josephs et al., 2016). Second, intentionality increases perceived wrongness of moral violations (Hester 
et al., 2020; Kollareth & Russell, 2022; Kupfer et al., 2020; Parkinson & Byrne, 2017), as well as moral 
outrage and collective action intentions (Lu, 2021; Umphress et al., 2013). For example, people are less 
outraged by algorithmic than by human bias because they do not attribute the same degree of prejudiced 
motivation (i.e. ill intent) to the algorithm (Bigman et al., 2020). Third, intentionality is a determinant 
of moral outrage and retribution intentions regardless of the outcome of the violation (see Landmann 
& Hess, 2017), so when harm is inflicted by someone who had no intention to do so, lower outrage is 
evoked (Hechler & Kessler, 2018).

So, following the Theory of Dyadic Morality, for economic inequality to be perceived as a moral vio-
lation, it should (a) be recognized as harm to a patient/recipient, from (b) a specific agent, who should (c) 
be intentional. A large body of literature already focused on the perception of high economic inequality 
as a harm (e.g. García-Sánchez et al., 2019; Willis et al., 2022), and investigated the predictors that sup-
port or hinder this judgement. To our knowledge, however, research has yet to address the matter of 
intentional agents. We argue here that the very characteristics of economic inequality and its psycholog-
ical underpinnings may prove to be obstacles to the perception that economic inequality is intentionally 
caused by specific agents and, as such, hinder the potential appraisal of economic inequality as a moral 
wrong, as will be discussed in the following section.

The dyadic template applied to economic inequality

Even if inequality were perceived as a harm, it may not necessarily be considered as caused by someone. 
Similar to natural disasters, economic inequality may be perceived fatalistically, a harm with no culprit, 
for example, the result of inevitable and unalterable economic shifts. Indeed, the trend of describing 
the economy through the use of natural metaphors is common in economics and resulted in a way of 
communicating about issues—such as inequality—as if they were inevitable, and akin to natural phe-
nomena, which follow their own laws (McRorie, 2019).

Additionally, even if an agent is identified (e.g. billionaires accumulating wealth), the harm may still 
be perceived as unintentional, accidental or unavoidable by-product of economic decisions: for exam-
ple, a CEO may unintentionally increase inequality in their own company by rewarding top executives. 
Instead, according to the Theory of Dyadic Morality, to recognize inequality as a moral violation, one 
should perceive that individuals are increasing (or maintaining) inequalities intentionally. Consistently, 
Krauth-Gruber and Bonnot (2020) show that attributing responsibility for inequalities to institutions 
or the upper class was positively linked to moral outrage. Importantly, intentionality may not be eas-
ily conceptualized: a large body of literature addresses the match (or mismatch) between awareness of 
causing harm and intentionally doing harm, namely doing harm on purpose as a primary objective (see 
Knobe, 2003); therefore, even agents who are aware of increasing inequality may be perceived as not 
being intentional.

This evidence suggests that not recognizing an intentional agent behind economic inequality could 
prevent individuals from perceiving inequality as a moral violation. Contrary to harm and victim per-
ceptions, however, agent perceptions are relatively understudied in the literature, especially in relation 
to economic inequality: to address this literature gap, in this paper, we tested the hypothesis that per-
ceiving that inequality is intentionally caused by agents would increase its moralization, outrage and 
collective action intentions.
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Aims and hypotheses

The aim of the present paper is to test whether perceiving that economic inequality is intentionally 
caused by individuals would trigger moralization, thus eliciting moral outrage and increasing collective 
action intentions.

We test our hypothesis across two correlational and one experimental study. We start from a broader 
scope, by investigating the link between the general perception that economic inequality is human 
driven and moralization, moral outrage and collective action (Study 1). Then, we delve deeper into our 
primary predictor, by disentangling the perception that an agent is present from agent's awareness and 
agent's intentionality (Study 2). Finally, we confirm that the perception of an intentional agent triggers 
moralization through an experimental design (Study 3).

All questionnaires were developed on Qualtrics (https://​www.​qualt​rics.​com). Analyses were run on 
IBM SPSS Statistics (Version 26). All supplementary materials, data and questionnaires are available on 
OSF: https://​osf.​io/​u37a6/​​. We report all manipulations, measures and exclusions in these studies. Fit 
indexes for all scales are available in the Supplementary Materials.

STUDY 1

Study 1 investigated whether the perception of an intentional agent is associated with outrage and col-
lective action. We assessed this indirectly, by testing the hypothesis that the more individuals believe 
that economic inequality (or, more broadly, the economy) is driven by human decisions, the more they 
would feel outraged and consequently be willing to engage in collective action. We applied a theory-
based sampling procedure (Majid, 2023), drawing our sample from psychology and economics/business 
students, with the idea that the former would attribute greater responsibility to human decisions, and 
the latter would instead believe more strongly that these phenomena are nature like, considering that 
this framing is common in economics (McRorie, 2019; Skorczynska & Deignan, 2006). Therefore, we 
predicted (a) a mediational chain of lay beliefs about the economy/inequality, moralization, moral out-
rage and collective action (Hp1), and (b) that the economy and economic inequality would be perceived 
more as nature-like by economics/business than by psychology students (Hp2). Since the latter hypoth-
esis is less relevant to the aims of this paper, we present and discuss it in the Supplementary Materials.

Method

Participants

In total, 414 participants completed the questionnaire. After exclusion of 2 participants who refused 
consent and 17 who failed the attention check, our final sample consisted of 395 participants, among 
whom 244 were women, 147 men and 4 non-binary people (Mage = 20.81, SDage = 3.38). Of these, 56% 
were psychology and 44% economics/business students. Political orientation was skewed to the left 
(M = 37.37, SD = 22.54, from 0—left to 100—right).

Procedure and measures

After participants indicated their field and year of study, we assessed perceptions of the economy and 
economic inequality as nature-like versus human-driven attitudes towards inequality, moralization of 
inequality and moral outrage and intention to engage in collective action linked to inequality. All vari-
ables are described below. Finally, participants were asked for demographic information: gender, age, 
university course, political orientation (general, economic and social; α = .89) and subjective 
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socio-economic status (SSES; ‘Compared to the average Italian family, how is your family economi-
cally?’, 0—Much worse off, 100—Much better off ); they were debriefed and could leave comments about the 
study.1

Economy as human
We assessed participants' beliefs that the economy shifts as if it were guided by natural laws or if it is 
shaped by people in two ways. First, through four Likert-scale items (e.g. ‘Economic oscillations and 
events happen as if they were guided by natural laws’) on a scale from 1—Not at all to 6—Absolutely. 
Due to low reliability (α = .59), these items were analysed. Second, through a bipolar item (‘Some people 
believe that the economy shifts as if it was driven by natural laws, while others believe that it's shaped 
by people's choices and decisions. What's your stance?’) which participants responded to on a scale from 
1—Natural laws to 6—People. After, participants had the possibility to leave comments.

Inequality as human
Perception of inequality as human driven was assessed through a bipolar item (‘Some people be-
lieve that the current economic disparity (of income, wealth or goods) between segments of the 
populations is something natural and inevitable, whereas others believe that they're human-made 
as they reflect political decisions. What's your stance?’) on a scale from 1—Natural and inevitable to 
6—Human-made.

Attitudes towards inequality
Through a bipolar item, participants were asked whether they believed society functions better when 
there is perfect equality (1) or a certain amount of inequality (6).

Moralization and moral outrage
Moralization was assessed through two items (e.g. ‘Current economic disparity [of income, wealth, 
or goods] among population segments is immoral’; ρ = .87), and so was moral outrage (e.g. ‘I am out-
raged by current economic disparity [of income, wealth, or goods] between segments of the population’; 
ρ = .80). For both measures, participants responded on a scale from 1—disagree to 7—agree. After, par-
ticipants had the possibility to leave comments.

Collective action
We assessed collective action intentions through the Belief-Aligned Collective Action Scale (BCA; 
Cervone et al., 2023) on economic inequality. This measure first asks participants to indicate on a 
bipolar scale whether they believe that inequality is a problem (1) or a necessary element for society 
(6), and then to indicate the likelihood they will engage in several collective actions to support their 
stance about inequality (e.g. ‘I would attend a rally, a march or a protest to assert my stance’; α = .90, 
from 1—surely not to 7—surely). This allowed us to investigate the degree of collective action inten-
tions both in favour and against inequality. For interpretation purposes, in all studies, the collective 
action measure was transformed into a scale from −6 to +6, so that for participants in favour of 
inequality (responses 4–6 on the bipolar scale), collective action scores were negative, and for those 
against inequality (responses 1–3 on the bipolar scale), they were positive, with 0 corresponding to 
no collective action. In other words, negative (positive) values indicate collective action in favour of 
(against) inequality: the greater the score, the greater the likelihood of engaging in collective action 
against inequality. This transformed variable was then used in all analyses on collective action. The 
transformation script is available on OSF.

 1First-year psychology students were also presented with a scale assessing attitudes towards progressive taxation. As this measure is unrelated 
to the present paper, it will not be discussed here.
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Results

Given the high correlation between our moralization and moral outrage variables (see Table  1), we 
checked for multicollinearity in a regression model with both variables as predictors and collective ac-
tion as outcomes. The VIF was close to commonly used cut-offs (VIF = 7.59, commonly used cut-offs 
being either 5 or 10). Considered the different and non-overlapping content of the items, and the fact 
that VIFs were lower than 3 in the other two studies, we decided to keep these two variables separate 
in all analyses.

To test Hp1, we ran a mediation model with the PROCESS macro for SPSS (Hayes, 2018), using 
model #6 and 10,000 bootstrap resamples. The mediational pathway was significant (indirect effect: 
β = .09, BootLLCI = 0.02 and BootULCI = 0.05), although the total effect of lay beliefs about the econ-
omy was non-significant (Figure 1). Therefore, a second model was run with lay beliefs about inequality 
as main predictor (model #6): Moralization and moral outrage partially mediated the link between 
perceiving inequality as a human-driven phenomenon and collective action (indirect effect: β = .26, 
BootLLCI = 0.16 and BootULCI = 0.38, Figure 2). Results for both models hold after including political 
orientation or SSES as a covariate, and after excluding participants who believe inequality is necessary. 
Furthermore, under the suggestion of an anonymous reviewer, we also ran a mediation model with 
SSES as predictor, which showed that higher SSES was linked to reduced collective action through a 
stronger belief that inequality is nature like (see Supplementary Materials), suggesting its potential role 
in motivated reasoning.

Discussion

Study 1 provides indirect evidence for our main hypothesis: the more participants perceived inequality 
as a phenomenon driven by individuals, rather than something natural and inevitable, the more they 
believed that inequality was immoral, the more outrage they felt and, in turn, the more they were willing 
to engage in collective action. Contrary to our hypothesis, this was not predicted by lay beliefs about 
the economy, although this may have been due to measurement issues: in the economy section, some 
participants commented that it was hard to differentiate between natural like and human driven as the 
two are not opposing concepts, while others interpreted our nature metaphor literally (e.g. influence of 
natural disasters on the economy).

One limit of this study was, however, that we did not distinguish between agent perception and intention-
ality. Therefore, we focused on this specific aspect of the model in Study 2. Furthermore, we improved the 
items assessing moralization and outrage, and added new ones, to avoid potential issues of multicollinearity.

STUDY 2

Study 2 focused on conceptually separating the perception of an agent causing inequality from the percep-
tion that the agent is doing so intentionally. Additionally, there is the possibility of the agent being aware they 
are increasing inequality, but not doing so on purpose. We can therefore define three degrees of responsibil-
ity attributed to the agent: first, an agent who is increasing inequality inadvertently and is unaware of having 
done so; second, an agent who is increasing inequality unintentionally but is aware of having done so; and 
lastly, an agent who is intentionally increasing inequality. Two alternatives, at this point, maybe possible: that 
these levels may elicit increasing degrees of moralization and outrage, or that only intentionality may do so.

Therefore, in Study 2, we employed three separate items assessing the three degrees of intentionality, 
to see which of these dimensions (agent's perception, agent's awareness and agent's intentionality) would 
predict moralization, outrage and collective action. The study was pre-registered at https://​aspre​dicted.​
org/​58pr2.​pdf.
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Method

Participants

Sample size was determined through a Monte Carlo power analysis (Schoemann et al., 2017). The se-
lected model was two serial mediators, with 10,000 replications, 20,000 Monte Carlo draws per rep-
lication, 95% confidence level and 1234 as random seed. The simulation was based on the partial 
correlations between inequality as human driven, moralization, moral outrage and BCA that emerged 
in Study 1 while controlling for political orientation (see Supplementary Materials). The power analysis 
indicated that between 268 and 274 participants were needed to detect our mediation with 90% power.

Italian participants were recruited through Prolific Academic and paid £0.88 for their participation 
in the study. Additionally, participants were oversampled to be certain that we would have at least 
268–274 participants who answered the items on awareness and intentionality. After exclusion of 8 
participants who failed at least one attention check, and 5 who encountered technical issues, our sample 
included 337 participants, of whom 175 were men, 153 women and 9 non-binary people (Mage = 28.79, 
SDage = 8.94). The sample was mainly left-wing (M = 30.36, SD = 19.65, from 0—left-wing to 100—right-
wing), and 50% of our participants were students or working students.

Procedure and measures

After the consent form, we assessed attitudes towards inequality (‘inequality as positive’) and beliefs 
about inequality as human driven (see Study 1). Then, we assessed whether they believed economic 

F I G U R E  1   Mediation model with economy as human driven as predictor (Study 1). Note. Standardized coefficients. 
**p < .01, ***p < .001.

F I G U R E  2   Mediation model with inequality as human driven as predictor (Study 1). Note. Standardized coefficients. 
**p < .01, ***p < .001.
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       |  9UNEQUAL BY MALICE

inequality is caused by an agent (‘agent perception’), agent's awareness and agent's intentionality. Then, 
we assessed moralization, moral outrage, collective action through the Belief-aligned Collective Action 
Scale (Cervone et  al., 2023; α = .89; see Study 1). Finally, participants answered demographic items: 
gender, age, education, work status, political orientation (α = .90) and SSES. Participants were then 
debriefed and could leave comments.

Inequality as positive
Participants were asked whether they believed that, in general, economic inequality in Italy is a positive 
or negative phenomenon, from 1—Negative to 6—Positive.

Agent perception
Participants responded to two items (i.e. ‘Economic disparity is a phenomenon caused or increased 
by specific people or groups of people’, ‘It's specific people or groups of people that create or increase 
economic disparities’; ρ = .86) on a scale from 1—Disagree to 7—Agree.

Agent's identity, Agent's awareness and Agent's intentionality
Only participants who answered positively (i.e. above the midpoint) to either of the agent perception 
items (N = 284) were presented with the following items. First, they were asked to indicate which people 
or groups cause inequality through an open text box (agent's identity). Then, we assessed perceptions 
of agent's awareness (‘Do you think that in general, the majority of people or groups you just listed… 
are causing or increasing economic disparity consciously’ and‘…know they are causing or increasing 
economic disparity’; ρ = .85) and agent's intentionality (‘… are acting intentionally to cause or increase 
economic disparity’ and ‘… cause or increase economic disparity on purposes’; ρ = .95). Answers for 
both variables were provided a scale from 1—None of them to 7—All of them.

Moralization and moral outrage
Moralization was assessed through four items (e.g. ‘Economic disparity in Italy is immoral’; α = .83), 
whereas moral outrage was through three items (e.g. ‘I am outraged by economic disparity in Italy’; 
α = .83). For both variables, participants responded on a scale from 1—Disagree to 7—Agree.

Results

Agent perception, awareness and intentionality

We ran mediation models (see Figure  3) on the PROCESS macro for SPSS (Hayes,  2018), with 
model #6, 10,000 bootstrap resamples, moralization and moral outrage as sequential mediators, 
collective action as outcome, (a) inequality as human driven and (b) agent perception, (c) agent's 
awareness and (d) agent's intentionality as predictors (for correlations, see Table 2). First, we con-
firmed results from Study 1, meaning that inequality as human driven was positively linked to col-
lective action through moralization and moral outrage (indirect effect: β = .13, BootLLCI = 0.08, 
BootULCI = 0.19). The same was true for perceived agent (indirect effect: β = .12, BootLLCI = 0.08, 
BootULCI = 0.18), agent's awareness (indirect effect: β = .05, BootLLCI = 0.02, BootULCI = 0.09) 
and agent's intentionality (indirect effect: β = .07, BootLLCI = 0.03, BootULCI = 0.11). The models 
still hold after including political orientation or SSES as a covariate, and after excluding partici-
pants who believe inequality is necessary. Furthermore, the perceived agent and intentionality (but 
not awareness) models hold after including the other dimensions as covariates (see Supplementary 
Materials). Thus, we can conclude that the perception and intentionality dimensions reliably predict 
the moralization process.

Exploratorily, we also analysed the impact of these dimensions in two ways. First, to determine 
which dimension is the strongest predictor of the moralization process, we ran regression models with 
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10  |      CERVONE et al.

the three dimensions as predictors, and moralization, outrage and collective action as outcomes. For 
both moralization and moral outrage, perceived agent (moralization: β = .28, p < .001; outrage: β = .19, 
p = .001) and agent's intentionality (moralization: β = .22, p = .002; outrage: β = .23, p = .001) were both 
reliable predictors, while agent's awareness was not (moralization: β = .03, p = .648; outrage: β = .10, 
p = .161). For collective action, there were no significant effects (perceived agent: β = .05, p = .454; agent's 
awareness: β = .11, p = .136; agent's intentionality: β = .12, p = .115). The same was true even after exclud-
ing participants who believe inequality is necessary.

Second, to explore the role of degrees of responsibility, we grouped participants based on their re-
sponses. In particular, we identified the ‘no agent’ group (participants who did not see the awareness 
and intentionality items, N = 53), the ‘unaware agent’ group (awareness ≤4, N = 32), the ‘aware but 
unintentional agent’ group (awareness >4, but intentionality ≤4, N = 59) and the ‘intentional agent’ 
group (awareness and intentionality >4, N = 193). ANOVAs showed that participants who identified an 
intentional agent reported greater moralization, F(3, 333) = 23.79, p < .001, η2

p = .18, moral outrage, F(3, 
333) = 20.95, p < .001, η2

p = .16, and collective action, F(3, 333) = 16.51, p < .001, η2
p = .13, than those who 

did not, see Table 3.

F I G U R E  3   Mediation models with perceived agent, awareness and intentionality as predictors (Study 2). Note. 
Standardized coefficients. *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001, †p < .01.
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12  |      CERVONE et al.

Agent identity

Exploratorily, we analysed the free responses that participants indicated as groups causing inequality, to 
test whether the category or the number of agent(s) would affect the moralization process.

Two blind collaborators were instructed to classify responses in the categories (1) political class, (2) 
wealthy or high-income people (from now onwards, for brevity, ‘rich people’) and (3) entrepreneurs. For 
disagreements, the first author selected which categorization to retain (see the Supplementary Materials).

To test whether the groups identified as agents predicted our variables, or whether there was any 
difference in the individual characteristics of participants who selected one category or the other, we 
ran independent samples t-tests comparing those who did and did not mention these categories. None 
of these comparisons revealed significant differences, with few exceptions: those who blamed the rich 
(41%) were more left-wing (M = 23.06, SD = 16.64) than those who did not (M = 33.33, SD = 20.09), 
t(281) = 4.69, p < .001, d = 0.55, and they moralized the issue more (M = 5.75, SD = 0.88) than those who 
did not (M = 5.47, SD = 1.12), t(281) = −2.37, p = .018, d = −0.27. Furthermore, the number of agents who 
were identified did not correlate with the study variables (rs < |.09|, ps > .113), with the exception of 
agent's awareness, r(283) = .15, p = .010.

Discussion

Study 2 confirms our hypothesis and results of Study 1, showing that moralization and moral outrage 
fully mediate the relation between the perception of an agent causing economic inequality and collec-
tive action. Importantly, our results suggest that the perception of an agent causing inequality is enough 
to trigger the moralization process; agent's intentionality appears to be relevant but, contrary to the 
original model developed by Gray and colleagues, not a necessary component. Furthermore, the group 
identified as responsible mostly did not affect our variables: therefore, it appears that who is causing 
inequality is irrelevant, and what matters instead is the identification of an intentional agent in the first 
place.

Naturally, the first two studies presented two main limits. First, we employed a correlational design, 
which prevents inferences on the causal relation between our variables: according to the Theory of 
Dyadic Morality, greater attribution of responsibility should lead to greater perceptions of immorality, 
but it is equally plausible that perceiving an act to be immoral may lead to attribute greater responsibility 
and blame to the agent. Second, political orientation was skewed towards the left in both studies; since 
left-wing individuals are generally more concerned with equality and are also more willing to engage in 
collective action, this may have affected our results. To solve both issues, in Study 3, we (a) employed an 

T A B L E  3   Means and standard deviations of dependent variables, by degree of responsibility.

Degree of responsibility Moralization Moral outrage Collective action

No agent 4.38a (1.38) 4.24a (1.37) 0.78a (2.20)

Unaware agent 5.07b (0.99) 4.72a,b (1.38) 1.36a,b (1.82)

Aware and unintentional agent 5.35b (1.00) 5.03b (1.06) 2.07b,c (1.16)

Intentional agent 5.75c (1.01) 5.57c (1.09) 2.44c (1.52)

Note: Standard deviations are in brackets. Means sharing the same letter within the same column are not significantly different ( p > .05) 
from each other, based on post-hoc comparisons with Games–Howell (moralization and moral outrage, given unequal variances) and Tukey 
(collective action) corrections.
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       |  13UNEQUAL BY MALICE

experimental design, and (b) recruited a US sample,2 which allowed us to have a balanced sample for 
political orientation.

STUDY 3

Study 3 aimed to confirm our hypotheses through an experimental design, in which participants 
were presented with Bimboola ( Jetten et al., 2015), a fictitious society where inequality was either 
part of society and not caused by anyone, or actively caused by individuals. We predicted that in 
the latter case, participants would moralize inequality more, experience more moral outrage and be 
more willing to engage in collective action. This study was pre-registered at: https://​aspre​dicted.​
org/​bx8pb.​pdf.

Method

Participants

Participants in this study were 246 US Prolific workers, evenly split by party affiliation.3 A power analy-
sis run on G*Power 3.1 (Faul et al., 2007), indicated that this sample provided a 95% chance of detecting 
the effect of condition on collective action based on the result of a pilot study, d = 0.46, two tailed. 
Workers were paid £1.05 for participation in the study. After exclusion of three participants who failed 
at least one attention check, the sample included 138 women, 99 men and 6 non-binary people, from 19 
to 83 years old (M = 40.98, SD = 14.39). Most participants (90%) identified as White. The majority (62%) 
of participants were employed or self-employed.

Procedure and measures

After agreeing to the consent form, participants were asked demographic information: gender, age, 
race, ethnicity, education level, work status, political orientation (from 1—Very liberal to 7—Very 
conservative) and yearly household gross income. At this point, participants were presented with one 
of two experimental conditions (no agent vs. intentional agent). The manipulation was developed 
across four pilot studies (see Supplementary Materials). In both conditions, participants were told 
to imagine living in Bimboola, an extremely unequal fictitious society. Participants were told that 
in general, inequality can be caused by different factors: (a) by natural elements such as natural 
resources or natural disasters (‘no agent’ condition); (b) by the fact that being rich requires a spe-
cial aptitude (filler explanation); or (c) by the fact that there are specific groups of people who are 
increasing the gap on purpose (‘intentional agents’ condition). While all participants were shown 
these three explanations, the one related to the experimental manipulation was always presented 
last, and was followed by an additional text: participants in the ‘no agent’ condition read ‘When peo-
ple first settled Bimboola, some people by chance ended up living in areas with abundant natural 
resources while others in areas which instead are often struck by natural disasters, and that initial 
bad or good luck has caused some people to be extremely rich and some to be extremely poor to 
this day, without anyone being responsible for it’. Participants in the ‘intentional agent’ condi-
tion read ‘Politicians, the rich, and the ruling/manager class of Bimboola, who have great influence 
and power, promote laws and manage society so that some people are extremely rich and some 
people are extremely poor’.

 2A US sample allowed us to screen by political orientation.
 3A Monte Carlo power analysis indicated that, based on Study 2 results, our sample had >99% power to detect the mediation model.
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14  |      CERVONE et al.

Participants were asked to indicate the cause of inequality in Bimboola among the three possibilities 
and were not allowed to go forward with the questionnaire until they selected the right response. Then, 
participants were presented with an adapted version of the high inequality condition of the Bimboola 
paradigm (Jetten et al., 2015). Specifically, participants were presented with three income groups sepa-
rated by a high degree of inequality and were assigned to income group 2 (middle class). Then, partic-
ipants were asked to select a house, a means of transport and a vacation package among nine possible 
options (three for each group). The following changes were made to the paradigm, following comments 
participants provided in the pilot studies: we changed the income levels to 500,000 BD/Year (group 1), 
40,000 BD/Year (group 2) and 3000 BD/Year (group 3) and we told participants that the income level 
was assigned based on their responses.

After this task, participants were asked to indicate their group, how wealthy or poor it was (on a scale 
from 1—Very poor to 9—Very wealthy) and how unequal Bimboola was (‘Income differences in Bimboola 
are small’, ‘Income differences in Bimboola are large’, on a scale from 1—Totally disagree to 7—Totally 
agree).

At this point, we assessed moralization of inequality and moral outrage, collective action through the 
Belief-Aligned Collective Action Scale (Cervone et al., 2023; α = .92, see Study 1), and responsibility for 
inequality. Finally, participants were debriefed and could leave comments.

Moralization and moral outrage
Moralization (e.g. ‘Economic inequality in Bimboola… is immoral’; α = .85) and outrage (e.g. ‘Economic 
inequality in Bimboola… outrages me’; α = .91) were each assessed through four items, to which partici-
pants responded on scales from 1—Not at all to 7—Extremely.

Responsibility
We asked participants how much they held each of the following groups responsible for causing in-
equality: (a) the elites, (b) rich people, (c) poor people, (d) the whole society and (e) chance. Participants 
responded on a scale from 1—Not at all responsible to 7—Fully responsible.

Results

Analyses were run after exclusion of seven participants who took too long to complete the question-
naire (i.e. using the inter-quartile range method of outlier detection; Ghasemi & Zahediasl, 2012). First, 
we ran independent-samples t-tests to assess differences between the two conditions on our variables 
(see Table 4). The manipulation worked as expected: in the ‘intentional agents’ condition, participants 
blamed the elites and the rich more, and chance less; there was no difference in responsibility attributed 
to the poor or society. As predicted, participants who learned that inequality in Bimboola is caused by 
intentional agents moralized inequality more and felt greater outrage; however, they were not more will-
ing to engage in collective action, contrary to our hypothesis.

At this point, we ran a mediation model through the PROCESS macro for SPSS (Hayes,  2018), 
with model #6, 10,000 bootstrap resamples, moralization and moral outrage as sequential medi-
ators, collective action as outcome and condition (0 = control, 1 = intentional agents) as predictor. 
Again (see Figure  4), the mediational path was significant (indirect effect: β = .19, BootLLCI = 0.10, 
BootULCI = 0.29). However, different from previous studies, the intentional agent condition had a sig-
nificant, but negative direct effect on collective action, meaning that while condition increased moral-
ization and outrage (which in turn were positively related to collective action), after accounting for these 
variables, it also reduced collective action. Results hold after including political orientation or SSES as a 
covariate, and after excluding participants who believe inequality is necessary.
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       |  15UNEQUAL BY MALICE

Discussion

Study 3 mostly confirms the correlational evidence of previous studies through an experimental design. 
The knowledge that economic inequality is caused by intentional agents led indeed people to believe 
that economic inequality is a moral issue and evoked greater outrage. However, an unexpected effect 
emerged: after accounting for the effect of moralization and moral outrage, the intentional agent condi-
tion reduced collective action. Possibly, thinking that inequality is caused by malicious people holding 
such power that they can cause such shifts in society may have reduced perceived efficacy (i.e. a core 
predictor of collective action, see General Discussion). Therefore, our condition may have generated 
two opposing forces on collective action: a moral one, increasing collective action, and one rooted in a 
lack of efficacy, reducing it. An alternative explanation may lie in the fact that once morality is controlled 
for, namely we consider the link a moral-free scenario, this intentionality is demotivating collective ac-
tion. In other words, when participants are characterized by moral disengagement, they are more likely 
to reduce their willingness to invest in collectively fighting against the ruling class. This interpretation 
is in line with the political apathy observed among conspiracy believers, which is associated with a sense 
of powerlessness that impedes political engagement (Mahmud, 2022).

Furthermore, to avoid ideologies about existing inequalities affecting our results, Study 3 was run 
in a hypothetical setting. Future studies may, however, employ real-life examples of inequality affected 

T A B L E  4   Means, standard deviations and comparisons between conditions of study 3.

No agent Intentional agent

t Cohen's d [95% CI]M (SD) M (SD)

Moralization 5.00 (1.57) 5.89 (1.27) −4.74*** −0.62 [−0.88, −0.35]

Moral outrage 4.85 (1.65) 5.30 (1.60) −2.13* −0.28 [−0.53, −0.02]

Collective action 2.16 (1.92) 2.23 (1.87) −0.23

Responsibility

Elites 3.94 (2.21) 6.22 (1.29) −9.71*** −1.26 [−1.54, −0.98]

Rich 3.83 (2.22) 6.05 (1.28) −9.44*** −1.22 [−1.50, −0.94]

Poor 1.71 (1.05) 1.69 (1.10) 0.10 0.01 [−0.24, 0.27]

Society 3.86 (2.02) 3.69 (1.73) 0.67 0.09 [−0.17, 0.34]

Chance 5.34 (1.83) 2.61 (1.58) 12.26*** 1.60 [1.30, 1.89]

Bimboola checks

Status of own group 4.74 (0.74) 4.71 (0.72) 0.32 0.04 [−0.22, 0.30]

Perceived inequality 6.71 (0.70) 6.70 (0.79) 0.14 0.02 [−0.24, 0.27]

***p < .001, *p < .05.

F I G U R E  4   Mediation model with intentional agent as predictor (Study 3). Note. Standardized coefficients. *p < .05, 
***p < .001.
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by chance versus human action, to assess whether moral concerns are elicited in a realistic context, and 
whether they can work in concert with, or potentially trump, existing ideologies about inequality.

GENER A L DISCUSSION

Across two correlational and one experimental study, we show that reasoning about inequality as inten-
tionally human driven led participants to perceive it as a moral violation. This, in turn, had a cascading 
effect on emotional reactions and behavioural intentions, so that identifying inequality as a moral viola-
tion evoked moral outrage and, ultimately, led to a willingness to rectify the violation through collective 
action. Taken together, these studies suggest that indeed, triggering moral reasoning through the per-
ception of an intentional agent may be key to driving people to act against economic inequality and help 
us identify potential boundary conditions to this effect (e.g. moral disengagement or reduced efficacy).

As initial evidence for this phenomenon, these studies present some limitations that future research 
may solve. First, one might argue that counterfactual thinking, rather than moralization, is driving our 
effects: the notion that inequality is caused by intentional agents may make counterfactuals (i.e. the idea 
that things could have gone differently) more accessible, which in turn may increase collective action 
intentions (Milesi & Catellani, 2011). Future studies should investigate this hypothesis empirically, for 
example, by comparing inequality as caused by either a deterministic, specific, non-human-driven cause 
(e.g. accessibility of natural resources) by random luck (e.g. the toss of a coin) or by intentional agents. 
Compared to the non-human cause, both random luck and intentional agents should increase the ac-
cessibility of counterfactuals; however, only intentional agents should increase moral outrage. Second, 
although the present studies provide evidence in support of the Theory of Dyadic Morality, in this 
paper, we only investigated one side of the dyad; future studies may test the full theory, focusing on 
both agent and patient. This integrative approach would also allow us to test whether the moralization 
of economic inequality can be conceived as a hydraulic model in which, for example, the more agency 
is attributed to the patients of inequality, the less experience is attributed to them and consequently, 
the less inequality is moralized. Third, this paper focuses on one predictor of collective action, namely 
moralization. The Social Identity Model of Collective Action (Van Zomeren et al., 2008), however, iden-
tifies group efficacy and identification as other core predictors. On the one hand, an intentional agent 
may increase efficacy following the reasoning outlined above (i.e. as opposed to luck or fate, a specific 
cause may increase the feeling that change is achievable). On the other hand, identifying an intentional 
agent may increase group identification by activating intergroup dynamics and a 99% identity (see del 
Fresno-Díaz et al., 2021). Accordingly, Study 1 showed that human accountability for inequality was 
linked to SSES and might act as motivated reasoning or a system-justifying palliative. Future research 
should test these three paths and determine their relative significance. Finally, more broadly speaking, 
while our model is strongly theory driven and supported by consistent experimental evidence in the lit-
erature, the mediational nature of the research puts into question the directionality of the links between 
our variables: we cannot be certain of the causality of these relations and we cannot exclude alternative 
possibilities (Fiedler et al., 2018; Spencer et al., 2005). For example, we have conceptualized moral out-
rage as the emotional reaction to moral violations. However, some studies suggest that perceptions of 
norm violations are an outcome, rather than a driver, of anger (Gutierrez & Giner-Sorolla, 2007, 2011); 
so this question remains to be investigated in future research, for example, through the application of 
an implicit mediation approach (Bullock & Green, 2021). It is interesting to note that moralization and 
moral outrage had extremely high correlations across studies. From a theoretical standpoint, the two are 
distinct; however, the correlations suggest that empirically the two tend to match, in line with the moral 
intuitionist approach (e.g. Haidt, 2001). Future studies should address the matter of their empirical dis-
tinction further, for example, by investigating whether the fit between the two is influenced by the topic 
of study, or by temporal constraints as the research cited above would suggest.

Furthermore, based on the results of Study 2 and the pilot studies of Study 3, it appears that most 
individuals in our samples generally do believe that economic inequality is caused by intentional agents. 
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This finding was particularly surprising for us, as the attribution of responsibility of inequality to in-
tentional agents, and its role in the moralization of inequality, was, to our knowledge, never established 
before. Although this does not diminish the empirical and theoretical contribution of this work, it 
may elicit doubts about its applied relevance—if people already moralize inequality, then moraliza-
tion should not be a key process in mobilizing individuals. We argue, however, that once individuals 
reason about the causes of inequality, they attribute it to human action, but that individuals generally 
do not think about inequality through causal reasoning; in other words, it is possible that our measures 
activated moral reasoning that would not have otherwise been triggered. Therefore, the obstacle to the 
moralization process may lie even further up in the chain, namely in the lack of reflection on why in-
equality exists. This hypothesis may be easily and effectively tested by manipulating the order in which 
our dependent variables and the causes of inequality are assessed. If, as we suspect, asking about what 
causes inequality after our dependent variables does not affect attribution of responsibility but does 
affect moralization, outrage and collective action, this would show that inducing or encouraging causal 
reasoning may be the primary driver of this downstream process.

CONCLUSIONS

Through three studies, we showed that inequality can be perceived as a moral issue, and when it is cog-
nitively evaluated as such (i.e. when an agent is present), moral outrage is also evoked, ultimately leading 
to collective action. Possibly the most interesting contribution of this research is that what matters more 
within this process of moralization, and consequently, outrage and collective action, is the perception 
that an agent is there—rather than who that agent is and how responsible they are for causing inequality. 
Furthermore, this is especially true when agents are perceived as intentional. Therefore, simply reason-
ing about what is causing economic inequality could function as an intervention to mobilize individuals 
against this global issue. More generally, morality is a powerful motivator that, through strong emotions, 
mobilizes individuals to action. On the road that leads us to a more equal society, morality can be the 
first push that sets us in motion.
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