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Resumen: La clase socioeconómica es una variable relevante en el proceso
de jerarquización social. Se ha encontrado que la clase social subjetiva (CSS)
se relaciona positivamente con la autoeficacia de las personas. En la presente investigación, de tipo mixto y realizada con 380 participantes, se intentó
replicar estos resultados operacionalizando la CSS de dos formas: a) a través de una manipulación experimental —pidiéndole aleatoriamente a los
participantes que se compararan con quienes quedaron abajo o arriba de
ellos en una escala de jerarquía social— y b) a través de la medición de la
CSS como diferencia individual. Los resultados no mostraron efectos de la
manipulación experimental, pero si evidenciaron que la CSS, medida como
diferencia individual, se relaciona positivamente con la autoeficacia general.
Asimismo, y a nivel cualitativo, se analizaron las descripciones que los participantes hicieron sobre las características de las personas de clase alta y baja, encontrando que en ambos casos prevalecen características de tipo situacional (frente a características disposicionales), pero con una mayor valencia
positiva en los de clase alta. Se concluye que la CSS es un factor importante
en la autoeficacia y modera los efectos de la comparación social.
Palabras clave: clase socioeconómica; clase social objetiva; clase social
subjetiva; comparación social; autoeficacia; sensación de control.

Introduction
Most societies tend to be organized hierarchically: some individuals usually exert a greater influence, are more respected or admired than others (Sidanius & Pratto, 1999). Although there are several variables —like race, sex or personality traits— that have been used to explain such power and
status differences among the distinct social agents, in this article we will examine the psychological consequences of one
of the most relevant variables within the social hierarchization process: socioeconomic status or social class (Fiske &
Markus, 2012).
Belonging to a high or low social class brings important
psychological consequences. Those who belong to a lower
social class tend to be exposed to more pushing problems
and social constraints than those in higher classes (Fiske &
Markus, 2012; Krauss, Piff, Mendoza-Denton, Rheinschmidt, & Keltner, 2012). Accordingly, the former generally
show a lower sense of control; they tend to think that whatever happens in their lives is to some extent not up to them,
but to the circumstances or social context (Kraus, Piff, &
Keltner, 2009; Kraus et al., 2012; Lachman & Weaver, 1998).
From this standpoint, this article will approach the effect
of the subjective social class (SSC) on a variable related to
the sense of control: generalized self-efficacy (Jerusalem &
Schwarzer, 1992; Schwarzer, 1993). Although previous studies have already addressed the effects of SSC on the sense of
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Abstract: Socioeconomic class is a relevant variable with regard to the process of social hierarchization; specifically, subjective social class (SSC) has
been found to correlate positively with the self-efficacy of persons. In the
present study, with mixed methodology and a population size of 280 participants, we attempted to replicate these results by operationalizing SSC in
the two following manners: (a) through experimental manipulation -randomly requesting that participants compare themselves with those who
are above or below them in a social hierarchy scale-- and (b) through measuring SSC as individual difference. The results show no effects due to experimental manipulation, but do support that SSC, measured as individual
difference, positively correlates with general self-efficacy. Regarding qualitative analysis, when the participant’s descriptions of common characteristics
in members of the upper and lower class were studied, we found that situational characteristics predominated (over dispositional characteristics), but
with greater positive valence when describing the upper class. We conclude
that SSC is an important factor in self-efficacy and that it moderates effects
of social comparison.
Keywords: socioeconomic class; objective social class; subjective social
class; social comparison; self-efficacy; sensation of control.

control (i.e., Kraus et al., 2009), most of them have measured the SSC as an individual difference (i.e., individual’s
rank perception about their place within a certain society;
Kraus et al., 2009, Studies 1-2), or it has been experimentally
manipulated (i.e., by means of making participants feel that
they belong to a lower or higher social class; Kraus, Coté, &
Keltner, 2010, Study 3).
The aim of this article is to go one step beyond that and
increase our knowledge about the consequences of social
class, by jointly examining the influence of these two forms
of operationalizing the SSC. That is to say, we will analyze
the effect of the interaction between SSC as an individual
difference (SSC-ID) and experimentally manipulated SSC
(SSC-EM) on the generalized self-efficacy among the general
population.
Likewise, not only will it be researched in this article the
way in which the SSC influences the dependent variable (i.e.,
generalized self-efficacy), but also how the participants develop, through their own words, what it means to have low
or high SSC. This is important because, though many times
invisible, the human intentions and meanings are built upon
the framework of social structures (Miles & Huberman,
1994). Therefore, this study will make use of a mixed research technique: on the one hand, testing quantitatively the
hypotheses about the consequences of the SSC on selfefficacy —measured both as individual and manipulated difference—; on the other hand, exploring qualitatively the way
in which participants describe differences between social
classes.
Objective and subjective social class. When discussing social classes, researchers differentiate between objective
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social class (OSC) and SSC (i.e., Kraus et al., 2009; Piff,
Stancato, Coté, Mendoza-Denton, & Keltner, 2012). OSC,
also known as socioeconomic status, refers to the amount of
material and social resources—such as education and income level, or occupational reputation—which an individual
can obtain or handle (Han, Chu, Song, & Li, 2015; Oakes &
Rossi, 2003). On the other hand, SSC indicates the subjective perception that people have about their position in the
social hierarchy (Adler, Epel, Castellazo, & Ickovics, 2000).
Kraus et al. (2009) argue that the OSC measurement
usually poses several problems. For example, there is discrepancy on what is the best way to combine the several aspects that comprise OSC. Some questions arise, such as: Is
educational level more important than income level? Must
family income be divided into its number of family members? Besides, these elements tend to relate to third variables
in an opposed way; for example, whereas educational level is
usually related with more liberal ideologies, income level
predicts more conservative ones (Trautmann, van de Kuilen,
& Zeckhauser, 2013). It has also been found that the hierarchical position a person believes to have within a group can
be a better predictor of several variables—like life quality
and wellbeing—than objective reality itself (Anderson,
Kraus, Galinsky, & Keltner, 2012). These reasons have led
SSC measurement to acquire a special relevance not only in
social psychology studies, but also in other disciplines, such
as the medical science (i.e., Adler et al., 2002; Adler, Epel,
Castellazzo, & Ickovics 2000).
The most common form of SSC measurement is the socalled MacArthur ladder (Scale of Subjective Social Status),
developed at the University of California (adult version: Adler et al., 2000; teenage version: Goodman et al., 2001). By
using this scale, participants are shown a ten-rung ladder.
Then they are asked to imagine a ladder, which represents
the society they live in—or their school, neighborhood, organization they work for. Participants need to locate themselves in one of the ten rungs, according to how they perceive their social status. The higher up in the ladder, the
higher social status and more prestige the participant owns.
This measurement has proven useful to find out, for example, that SSC relates positively to health (Adler et al., 2000)
or to sense of control (Kraus et al., 2009). It is also related
negatively to altruistic behavior (Dubois, Rucker, & Galinsky, 2015; Piff et al., 2012) and empathy (Kraus et al.,
2010).
Nonetheless, most of these studies, due to their methodological design, did not allow establishing a cause-effect
relationship between the variables. This led Kraus et al.
(2010) to suggest an experimental manipulation of the subjective social class. Hence, they developed a paradigm in
which they ask the participants to compare themselves with
someone in a high or low part of the social hierarchy. Comparing with others activates cognitive mechanisms of assessment about what has been accomplished or will be possible to achieve (Diener, Fujita, Tay, & Biswas-Diener, 2011;
Shmotkin, 1991; Smith, Diener, & Wedell, 1989), which
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changes the perception that people have about their social
position and has similar consequences to those obtained
when SSC is measured as individual difference (i.e., on empathy, Kraus et al., 2010).
In this article we examine the joint effect of both variables: subjective social class measured as individual difference
(SSC-ID) and experimentally manipulated (SSC-EM). More
precisely, we believe that people with a high SSC-ID will be
less liable to an experimental manipulation of their SSC. This
prediction is congruent with some studies about social power. In these studies, conducted by Johnson and Lammers
(2012), the most powerful people—those with a higher degree of influence and control over others—were found to be
less susceptible to social comparison; to put it another way,
their self-concept was not usually affected by ―upwards‖ or
―downwards‖ social comparison. This is due to the fact that
the most privileged people—those who are powerful or have
a high SSC-ID— are very often more self-centered in their
own point of view, and they pay low attention to social information (e.g., Galinsky, Magee, Inesi, & Gruenfeld, 2006).
On the contrary, the least privileged people are less prone to
using the information about their social context when it
comes to defining their self-concept; that is, they are more
susceptible to social comparison (Johnson & Lammers,
2012).
Social class and self-efficacy. Kraus et al. (2009) have
shown that people with a high SSC usually show a higher
sense of control than those with low SSC. For instance, in
the Studies 1 and 2, conducted with university students in
the USA, the researchers measured the SSC-ID using the
MacArthur ladder (Adler, 2000), and they found that this
measure is positively related to the sense of control measured using the Lachman and Weaver Scale (1998). In Study
1 participants were shown a graphic revealing an increasing
trend towards economic inequality at the present time; in
Study 2, the graphic showed a gradual decrease of economic
disparity. In both cases, the SSC-ID was found to be negatively related to the contextual explanations of economic inequality; for example, by explaining inequality—both its increase and decrease—through factors such as differences in
educational opportunities, instead of explaining them
through differences in capabilities and endeavor. Importantly, the sense of control mediated the following results: the
negative relation between the SSC-ID and contextual explanations was explained, at least partially, by means of differences in perceived sense of control. In other words, the
SSC-ID increased the sense of control, which in turn decreased the contextual explanations. This suggests that the
more common trend of those with a low SSC-ID to explain
situations based on contextual factors can be due, at least
partially, to them having a sense of control in a lower degree.
In this research, unlike in the studies led by Kraus et al.
(2009), we will ascertain the effect of the SSC on the generalized self-efficacy (Jerusalem & Schwarzer, 1992;
Schwarzer, 1993). Whereas the sense of control relates to
the success prospects or to the individual’s belief that they
anales de psicología, 2018, vol. 34, nº 2 (may)
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can intentionally produce the desired results and avoid the
undesired (Skinner, 1996), the self-efficacy relates to the belief of being able to produce a controlled response, initially
linked to the relation between the agent and the type of response (Bandura, 1997).
According to Bandura (1987, 1989, 1994), individuals’
actions, motivation levels and emotional states are driven by
their beliefs about their own capabilities to reach a target,
namely, their self-efficacy. These beliefs may be influenced
by either direct or vicarious experiences, as well as by social
persuasion, and psychological and emotional states. Selfefficacy is considered to be a mediator variable that influences conduct, endeavor and result, regardless the individual’s capabilities (Mansilla, 2003). It also directly affects the
estimates about individuals’ current situation and future ambitions, which anticipates their choices and performance in
studies, work and personal life by becoming a self-fulfilling
prophecy (Han et al., 2015).
Given that Kraus et al. (2009) have found that social
class —measured both as an individual difference or experimentally manipulated— positively affects the sense of control, and given that self-efficacy is a very similar variable to
the sense of control (Skinner, 1996), SSC is thought to be
going to positively relate to generalized self-efficacy. In
short, we hypothesize: First: the higher the subjective social
class (SSC-ID), the greater the general self-efficacy level
(H1). Second: those participants assigned to a high SSC-EM
condition will show a greater generalized self-efficacy than
those assigned to a low SSC-EM condition (H2). Third: following the results obtained by Johnson and Lammers (2012),
who found that more privileged people are usually less susceptible to social comparison —and that the way to manipulate SSC-EM is using a social comparison paradigm—, we
anticipated that people with a low SSC-ID, but not those
with a high SSC-ID, will be influenced by the experimental
manipulation of the social class (H3).
Furthermore, we will also use in this study a qualitative
methodology so as to explore the way in which people build
up the meaning of belonging to a higher or lower social
class. Hence, we will analyze the responses given by the participants when asked to describe the characteristics of people
who were higher up or lower down in the social ladder.

Method
Participants
The participants of this study were 392 adults ranging in age
from 18 to 68 (M = 28.35; SD = 11.54), from whom 58.4%
were women and 41.1% were men, and two participants did
not report their gender. The participants came from the nine
districts, which form the metropolitan area of the city of
Monterrey, Mexico.
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Variables and measurement
MacArthur’s Scale of Subjective Social Status (SSC-ID). Developed by Adler et al. (2000) in its adult version, this is the
standard tool to assess the subjective social status. When using this tool, the participants are showed a graphic of a tenrung ladder and are asked to locate themselves in one of the
rungs based on their social class, according to their incomes,
education level and work status. Precisely, they are asked the
following: “Imagine that the ladder on the right shows a person’s social status level. At the top would be those of a higher status and at the
bottom those of a lower social status.” The type of response is
based on a 10-point scale ranging from 1 (the lowest rung)
to 10 points (the highest rung; M = 6.60; SD = 1.35).
Subjective Social Class Experimentally Manipulated (SSC-EM).
In order to manipulate the SSC-EM, we used the Klaus et al.
(2012) paradigm, which consists of several people comparing themselves to groups of higher or lower social status
than theirs. From the beginning, the participants were randomly assigned to one of the two experimental conditions:
High SSC-EM or Low SSC-EM.
However, unlike in the original study, a modification to
the method was introduced and before manipulating the
SSC they were told to take an initial stance on their position
in the MacArthur Scale. The aim of this was to be able to
measure the SSC-ID as a different variable from the SSCEM.
Hence, in the case of the high SSC-EM group (G1), they
were requested to think of the people located in the rungs
below their social status and to list some of the characteristics of those in that group. In the case of the low SSC-EM
group (G2), they were invited to think of those located higher up in the scale and to explain some of the characteristics
of that group.
It is worth mentioning that, though they are similar, this
procedure has some differences regarding the one proposed
by Kraus et al. (2002). Firstly, the participants were asked to
compare themselves with people who were above or below
them, not with the furthest ends of the scale. This was
meant to make participants rely on a wider range of characteristic variation when comparing both to the people above
and below them. This would allow bringing out the effect of
the manipulation on the distinctive characteristics randomly
attributed to the groups in comparison. This information
was important to us because it served as the basis to our
qualitative analysis.
Secondly, while Kraus et al. (2009) asked their participants to think of monetary, education and work differences,
in this study the participants were asked to generate the
characteristics themselves. This was made with the intention
of performing a qualitative analysis on the characteristics
perceived in low and high social classes.
Finally, due to the time that was available for this study,
the participants were not asked to give a lot of thought to
the idea of interacting with the person to whom they were
comparing. We do not believe that this would detract from
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our experimental manipulation, provided that when they
were asked to describe the characteristics of people with
high/low class they had a moment to think and reflect about
their social situation and about the aspects that differentiate
them from the others; i.e., they thought and reflected about
their SSC.
General Self-Efficacy Scale (GSE). Created by Schwarzer
and Baessler (1996), this is a one-dimensional scale composed by 10 Likert-type items, which assesses the capability
to properly handle a wide range of daily life stressors. An example of an item is: I am able to find the way to get what I want
even though someone opposes. The answer options are 1 for incorrect, 2 for hardly true, 3 for quite true, and 4 for true. In this research the scale delivered a high reliability (α = .845; M =
33.58; SD = 4.48).
Procedure
The gathering of data was carried out using paper forms,
in which the measurement scales for each variable were presented, along with other scales non related to the hypotheses
of the present study1. The psychometric scales used here
were complemented with qualitative data which represented
the basis to create the categories about the characteristics of
people with a higher or lower social class than the one selfreported (Hernández, Fernández, & Baptista, 2014; Miles &
Huberman, 1994).
The participant selection was made through an incidental
sampling (Cozby, 2005; Hernández et al., 2014), using criteria such as being an adult (18 years of age) and living in the
metropolitan area of the city of Monterrey, regardless the
gender, schooling, occupation or any other demographic
characteristic. The participants were invited to participate in
the study while they were waiting to perform an administrative procedure at a governmental office in Monterrey, Mexico. All participants voluntarily accepted to take part in the
study, without any kind of compensation, signing an informed consent in which anonymity and information confidentiality was ensured.

Results
Quantitative results
Twelve participants were left out of the analysis because
one of them did not answer any of the items in the General
Self-Efficacy Scale, and eleven did not properly follow the
instructions of the experimental manipulation. In order to
make the interpretation of results easier, the predictor variables were focused on the measures of each one of them
(mean centering), and the dependent variable kept the original
response scale. The final sample consisted of 380 participants, from whom 190 (50%) were assigned a High SSCM
(G1) and 190 (50%) were assigned a Low SSCM (G2).
Hypothesis testing. A positive correlation was found
between SSC and generalized self-efficacy (r(380) = .23, p <
.001). This way, according to our predictions (H1), we were
able to find that the higher the subjective social class (SSCID) the participants showed, the greater general self-efficacy
they reported.
Additionally, in order to examine the effect of the manipulated subjective social class on self-efficacy (H2) we performed a t test for independent samples, and we found that
the subjects who were assigned a low SSC-EM reported a
higher general self-efficacy (M = 34.02, SD = 4.12) than
those who were assigned a high SSC-EM (M = 33.15, SD =
4.79), t(378) = 1.89, p = .059, CI 95% [-.03, 1.77], d = .19),
though the difference was not statistically significant. Likewise, the mean difference was found to be contrary to our
hypothesis, so the data gathered in this study do not allow to
confirm Hypothesis 2: a main effect of SSC-EM on selfefficacy was not found. We will examine below if there is an
effect of the interaction between SSC-EM and SSC-ID on
this latter variable.
Moderation effect. In order to contrast H3, i.e., proving
that the SSC-ID (M) moderates the effect of SSC-EM (X)
on the general self-efficacy (Y), we carried out a moderation
analysis with 1000 bootstraps, using Model 1 from the macro PROCESS implemented for SPSS (Hayes, 2013).
As shown in Table 1, it was found that the interaction
effect between the subjective social class (SSC-ID) and the
manipulated social class (SSC-EM) on the general selfefficacy was marginally significant.

Table 1. Results of regression analysis with interaction term between SSC and the experimental condition on the Generalized Self-Efficacy

Constant
Subjective Social Class as individual difference (SSC-ID)
Subjective Social Class experimentally manipulated (SSC-EM)
SSC-ID x SSC-EM

General Self-Efficacy
SE
t
p
95% CI
.22
150.5
< .001
33.16
34.04
.16
4.60
< .001
0.43
1.08
.45
-2.00
.046
-1.77
-0.1
.33
1.77
.077
-.06
1.23
R2 = .07, F(3. 373) = 9.61. p < .001
Change in R2 due to the interaction = .008, p = .07

Coefficient
33.60
.76
-.89
.59

Note: The variables SSC-ID and SSC-ME were grand mean centred before running the analysis. Unstandardized coefficients are reported.
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As it can be observed in Figure 1, and in line with H3, we
found that people with a high SSC-ID (1 SD above the
mean) presented no significant changes in their self-efficacy
as a function of the SSC-EM (b = -.12, t(373) = .20, p = .87,
CI 95% [-1.4, 1.14]). The participants with a low SSC-ID (1

SD below the mean), on the contrary, were susceptible to
the SSC-EM (b = -1.70, t(373) = -2.67, p < .01, CI 95% [-2.93,
-.44]). In these participants the SSC-EM affected their general self-efficacy, being this lower in the case of high SSCEM than in the case of low SSC-EM.

Figure 1. Subjective social class as individual measure moderates the subjective social class experimentally manipulated.

Qualitative Results
In a complimentary and exploratory way, we analyzed
the characteristics which were assigned to people with a
lower (G1) or higher (G2) social class reducing them in categories and dimensions according to the main emerging issues. Such characteristics were coded according to three
analysis categories:
1. Type of characteristics. This regards to the nature of
the characteristics that people attribute to the other group
(low or high class), according to the degree of control that
they are acknowledged, which can be recognized in the individual itself, in its social context, or in both. There are three
types: (a) situational: all the characteristics related to material
life’s conditions, people’s resources or external elements, including access to services and spaces (i.e., money, opportunities, wealth, education); (b) dispositional: all the characteristics
related to the traits which define a person, such as their way
of thinking, feeling, etc., including traits related to their capability to exert influence or power; (c) situational and disposianales de psicología, 2018, vol. 34, nº 2 (may)

tional: when both characteristic types are acknowledged as
for people and conditions, resulting in a combination of factors.
2. Valence of the characteristics. This relates to the
value judgements that the already mentioned characteristics
have associated. They could be: (a) neutral: aspects which do
not directly contribute nor affect the human development of
people neither in a positive nor negative way; (b) negative: adverse or problematic factors which affect the human development and limit the possibilities of the people to develop
their potential, i.e., characteristics which are not approved by
society and are considered to be negative, such as envy, arrogance, etc.; (c) positive: aspects which favor the human development and the deployment of people’s capabilities (i.e.,
access to education, economic and/or material resources), or
characteristics which are socially cherished and considered
to be positive such as solidarity, happiness, etc.; (d) complementary: positive and negative aspects at the same time, so
that a certain aspect can compensate for the lack of another,
e.g. ―poor but happy‖ or ―rich but stressed‖.
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3. Theme of the characteristics. This relates to the
identification of contents of specific themes in the characteristics stated by the participants (i.e., ―not having a car‖, ―being a person of great faith‖, ―having low self-esteem‖, etc.).
These contents were grouped by common themes according
to the categories emerged during the analysis (i.e., money,
luxuries, travels, leadership, sociability, etc.).

Three expert judges led the coding process. The exercise
was conducted jointly, deliberating about the statements in
which there was no general consensus in order to ensure a
unified criteria as for the assignment of the correspondent
categories. The results of this coding are presented in the
following contingency table (Table 2).

Table 2. Contingency table between the Type and the Valence of characteristics for each experimental condition

Subjective social class experimentally manipulated
High SSC-EM (G1) on lower status groups
Low SSC-EM (G2) on higher status characteristics

Type of the characteristics
Situational
Dispositional
Situational/Dispositional
Situational
Dispositional
Situational/Dispositional
Total

Valence of the characteristics
Neutral Negative Positive Complementary
2
106
0
3
2
13
13
9
0
22
0
16
1
0
106
2
2
5
20
8
0
1
25
16
7
147
164
54

Total
111
37
38
109
35
42
372

Note: Frequencies refer to the number of individuals for whose responses were coded in each category.

Relation between the SSC-EM and the type of characteristics. There was no association found between the

SSC-EM and the characteristic type performed on the other
groups χ2(2, N = 372) = .27, p = .87, that is, there were no
significant differences between the characteristics assigned
to people who belonged to a higher or lower class. Therefore, in both conditions the participants stated characteristics mostly related to situational aspects (59.1%), and to a
smaller extent related to dispositional aspects (19.4%) or to the
combination of both factors (21.5%).

Relation between the SSC-EM and the valence of
the characteristics. We found an association between the

manipulated subjective social class and the type of characteristics assigned to the other groups χ2(3, N = 372) = 240.32, p
< .001. In this way, the participants with a high SSC-EM reported some characteristics of the people of a lower status in
a more negative (78.8%) or complementary way (15.1%),
than in a positive way (7%); whereas the contrary trend was
observed when it came to describing people of a higher social status, mostly reporting positive (81.2%) or complementary characteristics (14%) rather than negative (4.2%).

Relation between the type of characteristics and
their valence. We found a significant link between the type

of characteristics and the valence associated to each of them
χ2(6, N = 372) = 102.25, p < .001. However, this association
represents differentiated trends for each group. For the high
SSC-EM group, which had to describe the characteristics of
people from a lower social status, it was found that they described the situational characteristics as mainly negative
(75.2%) and no one reported any positive aspect. Among the
dispositional characteristics described by this group, there
were a similar number of positive and negative valences
(35.1%) or they reported a combination of both types
(24.3%). For the low SSC-EM group, which had to describe
the characteristics of people from a higher social status, it
was found that the situational characteristics described were
mainly positive (97.2%) and none of them was described as

negative. As for the dispositional characteristics, their valence was positive (57.1%), followed by complementary valence (22.9%), and, to a lesser degree, by negative valence
(14.3%).
Thematic characteristics. The analysis of the specific
content of the characteristics described by each experimental
group will be presented now.
High SSC-EM (G1) and characteristics of participants of low status. The Table 3 lists the answers of the participants who
were given instructions to report the characteristics of those
located below them in the scale. Most of them perceived the
others as people with some sort of education lack, associated
to studying in public schools, limited to basic schooling and
quitting their studies.
The economic deprivation is another condition that describes people who are perceived as belonging to a lower
status. They were thought to lack or have low levels of basic
satisfiers such as food, housing and clothing, as well as water
and electricity services. Even though these responses imply
the concept of ―poverty‖, the mere word was only mentioned by two of the participants.
The main situational characteristic given to explain the
lower position of people was the lack of opportunities, and
though this may indicate an awareness of the external obstacles that people in an unfavorable situation have to face, in
the second position we could find the lack of ambition,
which is related to conformism and the lack of big life goals.
Concerning the world of work, those lower down in the
scale are perceived as having a bad job which demands a
great deal of effort and commitment, but that is badly paid.
No specific occupation was listed as being related to this job
insecurity, except for one participant who reported an association between this and working as a construction laborer.
Among the indicators of low status, not having a car, using
public transport and not having resources to travel, stood
out from the participants’ responses.
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Table 3. Themes of the characteristics assigned to people in a lower socioeconomic status than G1

Living conditions
Economic depriv.
Poor nutrition
Underpaid work
Poor housing
Without own car
Poor living condition
Poor dressing
Traveling restrictions
Public transport
Happiness
Problems with public services (i.e. water)
Unhappiness
Low social position
Unemployment
Poor access to cultural activities
Numerous family
Holidays restrictions
Place of residence
Access to health services
Insecurity
Instability
Family union
Unsatisfied basic needs
Poor health
Stability
Family problems
Poverty
Overcrowding
Stress
Without family support
Laborer
Austere life
Reduced family
Access to tech.
Debts
Totals

T Positive traits
45 Humility
26 Work commitment
25 Honesty
23 Effort
22 Punctuality
22 Creativity
17 Generosity
13 Solidarity
10 Friendly
9 Service
9 Fellowship
8 Joy
7 Good management
7 Problem solving
6 Religious faith
5 Physical strength
4 Perseverance
4 Resilience
4 Intelligence
3 Trustworthy
3 Respect
3 Kindness
3 Experience
3 Quickness
2 Grateful
2 Practicality
2
2
2
2
1
1
1
1
1
298

T Negative traits
13 Poor aspirations
1 Introversion (unsociable, serious)
5 Lack of values
4 Isolation
3 Vocabulary
3 Laziness
3 Low self-esteem
2 Problem solving
2 Indiscipline
2 Untrustworthy
2 Intolerance
2 Disorganization
2 Conflict
2 Vicious
2 Lack of tenacity
2 Greed
1 Pessimism
1 Poor hygiene
1 Ugliness
1 Fanaticism
1 Bad management
1 Low intelligence
1 No second language
1
1
1

T Attributions
20 Education
8 Lack of opportunities
6 Ignorance
4
4
4
3
3
2
2
2
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1

T
86
29
1

70

70

126

Note: T = Total; the frequencies were calculated based on the number of characteristics mentioned for each theme. Thus, an individual might have listed different themes.

In certain aspects, opposed perspectives can be observed: there is an equal number of participants who think
that those lower down in the scale are happier –-because
they live with lower pressures or because they give more
value to the things they own-– and of those who think they
are unhappier; some would describe them as honest, modest
and hardworking, while others believe they are untrustworthy, conformist and unsociable; some mentioned they belong to a large and united family, while others highlighted
they have family problems or belong to a small family, or
have no close relatives at all.
Low SSC-EM (G2) and characteristics of participants of high status. As it can be ascertained in Table 4, the participants who
compared themselves with those of a higher social status,
perceive them as wealthy individuals, people with material
resources, luxuries and able to travel frequently. Apart from
having abundant material assets and being thought to lead a
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comfortable life, they are identified as businesspeople, company owners or top managers within an organization.
Concerning their psychological traits, it is important to
remark that they were described in more positive than negative terms. They are thought to be perseverant, hardworking
and committed, and to have great ambitions and leadership
skills. Among the negative characteristics reported, the most
significant ones were being arrogant, boastful and spendthrift.
Among the possible explanations the participants offer
about why these people belong to a higher social level, the
most significant ones are related to their access to a good
education (prestigious schools) and, in general, the better
opportunities they can access to. As a matter of fact, these
two factors were the most mentioned in the downward
comparison: bad-quality education and lack of opportunities.
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Table 4. Themes of the characteristics assigned to people in a higher status than G2.

Living conditions
Money
Material assets
Luxury
Travels
Good job
Business/Owner
Social position
Comfortable life
Quality of life
Power
Influence
Safe future
Political positions
Place of residence
Dating relationship
Recognition
Happiness
Family disunity
Total

T
70
61
23
22
19
16
15
13
11
8
4
4
3
1
1
1
1
1
274

Positive traits
Perseverance
High aspirations
Leadership
Entrepreneurship
Sense of achievement
Sociability
Humbleness
Responsibility
Initiative
Intelligence
Assertiveness
Business view
Physical attractiveness
Communication
Risk taking
Generosity
Creativity
Making decisions

T
17
12
9
6
6
6
5
4
3
2
2
2
2
1
1
1
1
1
81

Negative traits
Arrogance
Wasting money
Discrimination
Unhappiness
Stress
Contempt
Self-importance
Selfishness
Corruption

T
14
7
4
4
3
2
2
1
1

38

Attributions
Good education
Better opportunities
Social contacts
Inheritance
Good luck
Maturity
Privileges
Knowledge
Experience
Tough child experience

T
27
12
8
7
3
2
1
1
1
1

63

Others
Physical trait
(i.e. tall, thin)

T
2

2

Note: T = Total; the frequencies were calculated based on the number of characteristics mentioned for each theme. Thus, an individual might have listed different themes.

Discussion
The results of this study provide confirmation about the
positive effect of the SSC on the degree of general selfefficacy (Henry 2001; Jerusalem & Schwarzer, 1992; Kraus
et al., 2009; Schwarzer, 1993). However, the effect was only
found when the SSC was measured as an individual difference (SSC-ID), not when it was experimentally manipulated
(SSC-EM). In other words, we corroborated H1, but not H2.
On the other hand, the results showed that, according to
our prediction (H3), the SSC-ID moderates the effect of the
SSC-EM—the effect of social comparison varies according
to the position that people think they hold in the social hierarchy. Hence, people with a low SSC-ID were affected by
the experimental manipulation, whereas people with a high
SSC-ID were not. This is congruent with the results found
by Johnson and Lammers (2012), which showed that the
people who are in a privileged position are usually less susceptible to manipulations in which social comparisons are
used. The people who see themselves as belonging to a high
class are aware of their position of ―privilege‖ compared to
the average, and therefore, regardless the social comparison
they are exposed to (with people of a higher or lower status),
their scores are usually significantly higher than the score of
lower class people in the self-efficacy scale, and they do not
show a clear variation between the experimental conditions.
Despite this, the results found in people with a low SSCID were contrary to what was expected. By assigning a
group of people with a low SSC-EM, they increased, instead
of diminishing, their self-efficacy level. This is inconsistent
with previous results where it had been proved that assigning participants with an experimental condition in which
they perceive themselves as belonging to an upper social
class (because they compared themselves with people of a

lower status) usually increases several variables related to the
sense of control in their social context (i.e., Kraus et al.,
2012).
These results of SSC-EM in people with a low SSC-ID
could be explained by means of cultural differences. The
qualitative results showed that this group used mostly positive characteristics when describing people of a higher social
status, such as being perseverant, hardworking, committed,
having great ambitions and leadership skills. In the Mexican
context, ―overcoming poverty‖ has a great value; it gives the
individual a position of ―social respect‖ (Díaz-Guerrero,
2007, p. 142), within an imaginary dignity in which the myth
of social success at all costs is very present (Cyrulnik, 2003).
Accordingly, this group of people might be motivated to
deploy some sort of compensatory control strategy (see Kay,
Whitson, Gaucher, & Galinsky, 2009), in which a low perception of control over the social context is compensated by
a higher perception of self-control (in this case: selfefficacy). In this way, in the case of the low class where the
appearance of a relative lack of resources (less money, fewer
opportunities, poorer conditions) was made clear in comparison with other groups, these people could experience a
lower sense of control over their social context, and as a
consequence, they might try to retrieve the sense of control
by means of increasing their self-efficacy perception.
Similar results have been obtained from this standpoint,
showing that when facing a decrease in the sense of control
on the social context, there is a tendency to use psychological mechanisms to compensate for this lack of control by
holding on to certain ideologies which praise personal agency (Kay, & Eibach, 2013), such as meritocracy and the idea
of ―working hard‖ to achieve success (Goode, & Keefer,
2016), or in some cases even by rationalizing and justifying
the status quo and the inequalities it implies (Knight, Tobin,
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& Hornsey, 2014). The fact that the type of characteristics
attributed to people of a higher or lower class is mainly focused on situational aspects could be an indicator of this
phenomenon. Nonetheless, further researches will have to
corroborate whether the mechanisms of compensating control could explain the increase of the self-efficacy perception.
We would like to remark that there is an important difference between our study and that by Kraus et al. (2009),
given that we did not include a manipulation check. This is
because the measure needed to assert that the manipulation
has been successful is the same used to measure the SSC-ID.
Consequently, provided that the participants reported their
SSC-ID before the manipulation, we were not able to use
that measure again. However, we believe that the simple fact
that the participants actually compared themselves with
people higher up or lower down in the scale than themselves
(as it is shown successfully in the qualitative study) is enough
evidence that people were subjectively locating themselves in
a subjective social class; one that was higher or lower than
theirs at the moment of performing the task.
It must be said that, providing that we did not perform a
manipulation check, we have to be careful about arguing
that we indeed manipulated the subjective social class; we
can only be certain of having manipulated social comparison
(upwards vs. downwards). It will be important for future research to examine for greater evidence of the success of the
subjective social class manipulation. Measuring the SSC-ID
in a different timing to that of the manipulation could be a
possibility. This would allow using a manipulation check after the manipulation, which would increase the reliance on
the experimental results.
On the other hand, the qualitative results also brought
some important findings to light. For instance, we might
wonder what is behind the non-appearance of the word
―poor‖, or the word ―poverty‖ only appearing twice, even
though the perspective about the people of low class was
one of great restrictions and deprivation. A possible answer
to this might be social desirability (Edwards, 1957, 1990) and
the idea that the participants could consider the use of such
words as ―distasteful‖, given their negative connotation; or it
could even be due to the word being strongly linked to political propaganda or religious discourse. Another possibility is
the omission of the word because it implies a dichotomy between ―rich and poor‖ and because the participants do not
feel that they belong in the category of ―the rich‖-–or they
feel uncomfortable being categorized like that.
Regarding the personal traits of those in an upper level,
the main differences perceived are related to perseverance
and ambition. Such traits are easily controllable, at least
when compared to others like talent or intelligence. In other
words, high-class people are acknowledged by things that are
thought to be within their control, i.e., requiring tenacity, effort and, in theory, anyone could develop. According to this,
the gap between low-class and high-class people would be
mostly due to motivation and self-efficacy. Some could aranales de psicología, 2018, vol. 34, nº 2 (may)

gue that the participants who were assigned a low SSC-EM,
when it comes to describing upper-class people as individuals who have believed in themselves and hoped to be where
they are at, think they are capable of being on their way to
achieve it by reporting a greater self-efficacy; and that comparing themselves to others could imply an assimilation effect by means of changing their self-concept towards the
subject in comparison (Lockwood & Kunda, 1997).
There is also consensus about the fact that upper-class
people are businesspeople, company owners, and top managers of organizations. On the contrary, lower-class people
are not linked to any kind of job or social role; they are just
described as working a lot and being badly paid. It is possible that the participants have a clearer idea of the social roles
played by upper-class people, because they hold a position
that is well desired and spread on the media, in comparison
to lower-class people, who are described by some participants as serious, reserved, and about whom there is little or
no knowledge nor contact, or intention of having so. It is
possible that, for this same reason, upper-class people are
described using more positive than negative terms, whereas
lower-class people are described both positively and negatively, i.e., there is not a well-defined generalized picture of
them.
On the whole, the perspective offered in both cases
seems to go to the ends of the social scale: those who are
below think those who are above are indeed very high above
them (businesspeople or company owners who live a great
life), and those who are high up in the scale think those below them are really down below (they have no house, food
or clothes). Not falling into a stereotyped vision about the
social groups seems to be difficult. In the case of high-class
people, it is especially remarkable that they do not mention
independent professionals such as lawyers, doctors, engineers, etc.; as if being a top executive or company manager
were the only ways to get a high social position. In the case
of low-class people, few responses imply a humble life led in
combination to lacking the most indispensable things.

Conclusions
The SSC is an important factor in the perception of selfefficacy and it moderates the potential effects of social comparison. The SSC-ID showed a direct link with self-efficacy:
the participants who reported a high SSC-ID showed a
greater perception of self-efficacy, and they were less prone
to be influenced by social comparison; whereas the participants with a low SSC-ID reported a lower self-efficacy and
were susceptible to social comparison. On the other hand,
we did not replicate the main effect of SSC-EM on selfefficacy.
In the future, it would be important to analyze whether,
on the one hand, in some cases the self-efficacy may be
more influenced by some cultural characteristics (i.e., meritocratic and individualistic contexts) which would need to be
examined in future research.
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