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Economic inequality qualifies as a structural characteristic leading to political action, albeit this relationship manifests differently across socioeconomic classes. COVID-19 pandemic has amplified existing economic inequalities in ways that increased social tensions and political unrest around the world. This research investigates the effect of COVID-19 personal impacts on the relationship between perceived economic inequality and individuals' political participation. An online survey was administered to an Italian representative sample of 1,446 people (51% women, mean age of 42.42 years, SD = 12.87). The questionnaire assessed the perceived economic inequality, the personal impacts of COVID-19 (i.e., on finance, mental health, and ability to procure resources), and individuals' involvement in political participation. Moderation analyses were conducted separately for different socioeconomic classes (i.e., lower, middle, and upper classes). Results showed that individuals who perceive greater economic inequality, while controlling for perceived wage gap, are more likely to take action, but only if they belong to the higher class. For lower-class individuals, perceiving greater inequality erodes political action. Interaction effects occurred mainly in the middle class and with COVID-19 impacts on resources procurement, which inhibits political action.
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1. Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic has led to a dramatic loss of human life worldwide and presents unprecedented challenges to public health, political and economic systems. According to a recent report by Oxfam (Ahmed et al., 2022), these challenges have resulted in the widening of inequalities in every country on Earth, especially economic inequalities. While the ten richest men in the world have doubled their fortunes, more than 163 million people have fallen into poverty. In relative terms, the ten super-rich men hold six times the wealth of the poorest 40% of the world's population. Thus, not only did economic systems find themselves unprepared to protect the rights of the most economically vulnerable people when the pandemic struck, but it has also actively favored those who were already wealthy. Economic inequality had been already pointed out as one of the defining challenges of our times (Newell, 2013), before the pandemic. The latter contributed to the escalation of economic inequality around the globe in unprecedented ways (Buheji et al., 2020).

A large body of political and sociological research has shown that rising levels of economic inequality are responsible for many negative outcomes for society as a whole and for people who live in it (Killewald et al., 2017; Dwyer, 2018). In relatively unequal societies, population health is lower (Kawachi et al., 2010; Pickett and Wilkinson, 2015), crime rates are higher (van Wilsem, 2004), housing conditions are more disparate (Dwyer, 2009), interpersonal trust erodes (Rothstein and Uslaner, 2005), and life satisfaction declines (Delhey and Kohler, 2011; Vezzoli et al., 2022). Considering that economic inequality has a negative impact on living standards (Wilkinson and Pickett, 2018), citizens' political actions might be impacted by high levels of economic inequality. Indeed, political action is shaped by the structural characteristics of society, such as the degree of grievance and discontent among a population, the availability of cultural and material resources, and contexts in which protest is allowed to flourish (Kriesi et al., 2012; Schoene, 2017). Thus, economic inequality qualifies as one potential structural characteristic leading to political action. Generally, studies on economic inequality (typically assessed through objective indicators of the inequality degree) and political participation follow two competing perspectives (Beramendi and Anderson, 2008). There are some studies that claim economic inequality increases political participation. Inequality could lead to higher divergences in preferences among the public, especially when it comes to redistributive policies, which might fuel debate and further mobilize the public (Oliver, 2001; Brady, 2004). Others, on the contrary, claim that economic inequality discourages people from participating in political actions, especially among deprived citizens (Goodin and Dryzek, 1980; Lukes, 2004; Solt, 2008). In Goodin and Dryzek's (1980) view, the less fortunate are justified in staying away from games that are rigged for them. This might be explained by the fact that people in lower economic brackets refrain from participating, either because they have fewer resources or they feel powerless and, thus, believe that participation will be futile as the system is stacked against them (Uslaner and Brown, 2005). Studies on political actions that involved personal perception of the level of economic inequality also point to ambivalent results. Although these studies have established that individuals' perception of inequality predicts political action better than objective indicators of inequality (Jo and Choi, 2019; Lee and Kwon, 2019), the ways in which it affects political actions are found to vary. While some have shown that perceiving more inequality encourages individuals to engage in political action (Jo, 2016; Lee and Kwon, 2019), some others have found the opposite (Jo and Choi, 2019). In addition, it has also been found that perceiving more inequality motivates non-institutional forms of political action (e.g., petitioning) but not institutional actions, like voting (Lee and Kwon, 2019). Despite the absence of an agreement on the link between inequality and political actions, we apprehend from the relevant literature that the perception of inequality is arguably an important element for assessing the impact of how economic inequality affects political actions since people's perceptions do not always match objective realities (Gimpelson and Treisman, 2018; Kuhn, 2020). Thus, this examination focuses on the effect of perceived economic inequality on political actions. Numerous researchers across the social sciences have developed various methods to elicit perceptions of economic inequality (see Castillo et al., 2022; Jachimowicz et al., 2022), like the diagrammatic perception (Easterbrook, 2021), support for inequality (Wiwad et al., 2019), and perception of economic inequality in everyday life and among acquaintances (García-Castro et al., 2019). In this study, we adopted the Perceived Economic Inequality Scale (PEIS; Valtorta et al., 2023), a measure that taps into the individual perception of how economic resources are distributed at the national level and how it feels unfair. This latter aspect is an important characteristic of our main predictor as research has pointed out that is not the perception of inequality itself that spurs an effect, but the perception of its unfairness (Starmans et al., 2017). Indeed, together with identity and efficacy, non-affective injustice is a strong and unique predictor of political attitudes, intentions, and behaviors (Van Zomeren et al., 2008; Thomas et al., 2020). Among the many ways to conceptualize inequality (see Easterbrook, 2021), might be regarded as the most suitable for exploring political participation. In addition, we also considered the effects of one of the most frequently used measures of economic inequality, which involves asking participants an estimation regarding differences in wages between better- and less-paid individuals in a specific context (e.g., an Italian firm; Castillo et al., 2012). Perceived wage gap measure is found to be a good predictor of political attitudes (García-Sánchez et al., 2018; Pedersen and Mutz, 2019). Thus, it would be interesting to observe whether it also links to political actions and, if so, in what way with respect to the PEIS. Compared to the latter, the perceived wage gap taps into a different facet of inequality, that is, wage disparity.

Although the discrepancies among findings, much past research from different disciplines has evidenced how political action differentiates among socioeconomic classes (Brown-Iannuzzi et al., 2017). In the social sciences, social class (i.e., socioeconomic status or SES) is broadly defined as one's position within a socioeconomic hierarchy based on socioeconomic indicators, such as income, educational attainment, or occupational prestige (Kraus and Stephens, 2012; Kraus et al., 2012). This conceptualization captures the resource-based aspects of social class, specifically the influence of particular class contexts and the access to resources. The material conditions in which people grow up and live play a key role in shaping individuals' life trajectories in profound ways (Adler et al., 1994) and influencing how they think and react to their social environment and political behaviors. Those who are placed in lower social classes tend to act politically less than their more advantaged counterparts (Gallego, 2007; Solt, 2008, 2015; Caínzos and Voces, 2010; Brown-Iannuzzi et al., 2017; Manstead, 2018). In contrast, those who are placed in higher socioeconomic classes are significantly more likely to report engaging in both formal political activities such as attending political meetings (Page et al., 2013) and direct actions such as signing a petition (Berman and Wittig, 2004). Together, these findings suggest that lower-class individuals are more politically inactive. Lower-class citizens' lack of political action on their part may seem at odds with the rational voter model at first glance, as those who are more deprived should act more politically. Many theories have been proposed for explaining political inaction on the basis of socioeconomic position. The resource model (Gurin et al., 1990) contends that lower-class individuals participate less in politics than those in higher classes because they often lack resources, such as money, free time, civic skills, or the level of involvement required to participate in politics. Social and contextual factors impacting political action are also highlighted in the resource model. The model specifically suggests that higher-class individuals live in environments where political action, such as sending letters to political representatives and signing petitions, is not just encouraged but represents a social norm. Instead, lower-class individuals typically reside in places where such behaviors are not part of the social norm. In a nutshell, material circumstances have a profound effect on both people's perceptions of their social environment and their political behavior.

Given that the discussed literature on the relationship between inequality and political action investigated such a relationship in times different from the one we have experienced in the last 2 years because of the pandemic, we wonder whether and how the impacts of COVID-19 on people's lives has affected the relationship between perceived economic inequality and political action among social classes.

The spread of COVID-19 in Italy, the context of this study, started in February 2020. Italy was the first European country to face the pandemic wave. Since its onset, approximately 24 million Italians have been affected by COVID-19, and more than 180,000 people have died (Ministero della Salute, 2022, https://rb.gy/l85uh4). On the one hand, the national health system was struggling to respond effectively to the needs of those who got infected. On the other hand, extraordinary measures to prevent the virus spread were instituted, like banning all types of gatherings, shutting schools and universities, closing all businesses but essential ones, and limiting unjustified movements of people. By the time we collected data for this study (January 2021), Italians had experienced major negative effects in their lives. The pandemic disruptively changed habits, routines, and lifestyles affecting human relationships and the productivity of the entire country (Berardi et al., 2020; Cerami et al., 2020). The increased distress exacerbated the risk of negative mental health outcomes, such as the worsening of anxious and depressive symptoms, addictive behaviors, and thought disorders (Sani et al., 2020; Davico et al., 2021). At the economic level, despite the institution of tailored fiscal policies, the country experienced the biggest economic contraction since the end of World War II as the GDP decreased by 8.8% in 2020 compared to 2019 (ISTA, 2021). Other than amplifying existing economic inequalities, the dramatic changes in society due to COVID-19 have brought to the fore the negative effects of inequality (Jetten et al., 2021). Indeed, the pandemic has not only exacerbated inequality, but the efforts to fight it have also adversely affected the most vulnerable (Brandolini, 2022), which compromised the effectiveness of pandemic responses (Goldin and Muggah, 2020; Jetten et al., 2020). It has been evidenced that during the spring of 2020, lower-class individuals were less likely to be able to comply with social-distancing measures due to a lower likelihood of working from home or an inability to avoid crowded public transportation (Ogbunu, 2020). This then gave more affluent people a social-distancing head start, lowering their risk of exposure to the virus and falling ill (Valentino-De Vries et al., 2020). Moreover, lockdowns and other restrictive measures implemented to reduce the spread of COVID-19 have adversely affected labor markets and led to substantial job losses, particularly among those employed in low-skilled jobs (Sedik and Xu, 2020), typical of lower-class individuals. These drastic reductions in living standards in a short period of time may stimulate grievances and feelings of injustice, which in turn may motivate people to act politically. Recent evidence shows that COVID-19 has contributed to increasing social tensions and protests (Iacoella et al., 2021) due to its effects on socioeconomic outcomes (Sedik and Xu, 2020). During the course of the pandemic, civil unrest occurred in Italy as well, ranging from peaceful organized protests to riots and violent confrontations with police (Hughes, 2020). Thus, in today's turbulent political and social landscape, studying the effects of economic inequality on citizens' political actions in conjunction with the effects of COVID-19 on their personal lives becomes increasingly important.

This research aims at investigating the effect of COVID-19 personal impacts on the relationship between perceived economic inequality and individuals' political participation. The aim is to understand whether the impacts of COVID-19 have changed how individuals themselves respond politically to economic inequality. This moderation model will be tested separately on the lower, middle, and upper socioeonomic classes, which were defined based on the material resources held by individuals (i.e., income, educational attainment, and job prestige). Besides studying the association of perceived economic inequality with political action and the moderating role of COVID-19 personal impacts, the second focus of this study is to examine different forms of participation related to the target model. Political participation is a multifaceted behavior: It comprises any actions intended to influence actual political outcomes by targeting relevant political or societal elites (Brady, 1999). This includes not only participating in demonstrations, striking, boycotting products, and other forms of protest behavior but also formal political actions (e.g., membership in political parties). In this paper, we focused on two forms of manifest political participation (Ekman and Amnå, 2012). Even though we acknowledge that also latent forms of political actions exist (e.g., political involvement and civic engagement; see Ekman and Amnå, 2012), we aimed to address specifically observable political behaviors that are directed toward influencing governmental decisions and political outcomes. On the one hand, we examined collective forms of formal political participation, such as donating money to a political organization or being involved in trade unions activities. On the other hand, we investigated legal extra-parliamentary political participation (Ekman and Amnå, 2012). We operationalized this type of political participation in two different forms. First, we examined individuals' general proneness to participate in legal political actions (e.g., signing petitions, participating in protests). Second, we considered individuals' political participation as a response to the dissatisfaction with the Italian socio-economic conditions, expressed through actions, like participating in legal manifestation.



2. Methods


2.1. Sample

The cross-sectional study was conducted with a representative sample of 1,497 Italians who consented to take part. The sample was stratified by gender, age, region of residence, education, and employment status. Participants had to be at least 18 years old to be included in the study. Ipsos recruited participants in January 2021 from its panel. The final sample consists of 1,446 participants (nfemale = 742; M age = 42.42, SD = 12.87) after excluding those who did not complete the questionnaire (n = 51). Ethical approval for minimal risk studies was received from the local psychology department's commission.

Before data collection, informed consent was obtained from participants. They were informed of the anonymity of the data collection and that they could withdraw from the study at any time. In exchange for participation, respondents of Ipsos panel earn points that can be converted into prizes, vouchers, or donations. Answering our questionnaire was worth 150 points.



2.2. Measures

The measures used for this study are part of a larger survey where participants were asked to answer other measures. To view the complete survey, please visit https://osf.io/udx4v/.

The reliability of the scales was assessed using Cronbach's alpha, except for two-item scales, for which we calculated the Spearman-Brown coefficient (rs; Eisinga et al., 2013).


2.2.1. Political participation

Following Talò and Mannarini (2015), formal political participation was assessed with three items (e.g., “Runs for public office”) rated according to how each listed behavior is representative of participants' behavior (1 = Not at all; 5 = Totally). The items showed satisfactory internal consistency in the three samples (αlower.class = 0.79; αmiddle.class = 0.72; αupper.class = 0.71).

The general proneness to engage in extra-parliamentary political participation (henceforth, activism) was assessed with three items (e.g., “Participates in strikes, protests, demonstrations”) retrieved from Talò and Mannarini (2015). Participants had to rate how much each behavior is representative of their behavior (1 = Not at all; 5 = Totally). The internal consistency of the scale was satisfactory (αlower.class = 0.80; αmiddle.class = 0.83; αupper.class = 0.84).

To measure individuals' political participation in legal actions as a response to dissatisfaction with the Italian socio-economic conditions, we adapted the items used by Mari et al. (2017). Two items (e.g., “I would participate in legal demonstration actions”) were rated on a five-point scale (1 = extremely unlikely; 5 = extremely likely). Items were found to be reliable (rs lower.class = 0.77; rsmiddle.class = 0.71; rsupper.class = 0.69).



2.2.2. Social classes based on objective SES

Objective SES was computed using an index including the level of formal education achieved, income, and job qualification. Participants' education was assessed on a 6-point scale (1 = less than high school; 6 = doctorate). A 5-point scale was used to measure the net household income (1 = less than 13.522 €; 5 = more than 48,255 €). Category labels were retrieved from the Banca D'Italia and ISTAT (2019). Finally, job prestige was assessed using the recommendations provided by the Carlo Cattaneo Institute (Gentili, 2018). Specifically, based on the participants' job categories (e.g., employed in the private sector), we asked them to report their job qualification level (e.g., managerial, executive, or blue-collar). Educational attainment correlated with income (r = 0.21, p < 0.001) and job qualification (r = 0.33, p < 0.001); income also correlated with job qualification (r = 0.29, p < 0.001). Thus, we standardized the variables and averaged them to form an overall measure of social class, as suggested by Adler et al. (2000). Following Atkinson and Brandolini (2011), we cut the distribution of the objective SES into five equal groups: the lowest 20% comprised the lower class (n = 296), the highest 20% represented the highest class (n = 284) and the middle 60% (n = 866) comprised the middle class. Chi-square tests evidenced significant and pronounced differences in education ([image: image] = 863.95, p < 0.001, Cramer's V = 0.55), income ([image: image] = 929.52, p < 0.001, Cramer's V = 0.57), and job qualification ([image: image] = 754.19, p < 0.001, Cramer's V = 0.51) among the extracted social classes (see Table 1 for further details).


TABLE 1 Variables mean and standard deviation by social class.
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2.2.3. Perceived economic inequality scale

To assess perceived inequality at the national level, we adopted the 7-item questionnaire developed by Valtorta et al. (2023; see also Vezzoli et al., 2022). Some items focused mainly on the broad perception of inequality (e.g., “In Italy there are few very rich people and many very poor people”), while some others are centered on the unfairness of inequality (e.g., “It is unfair that the chances of success depend on where a person grew up”). Participants tared each statement on a 5-point scale (1 = strongly disagree; 5 = strongly agree). The results of a PCA indicated that the items compose a unifactorial structure (see Supplementary material). Further, items analysis revealed that the scale presents satisfying levels of internal consistency (αlower.class = 0.87; αmiddle.class = 0.85; αupper.class = 0.87) and the Corrected-Item Total Correlations supported items coherence in assessing the construct (all correlations higher than 0.30; see Supplementary material for details). The total score was calculated by averaging the items, and higher values indicate higher perception of economic inequality at a societal level.



2.2.4. Perceived wage gap

Participants were asked to quantify the average monthly salaries (excluding taxes) of a typical Italian company's highest-ranking employee and the lowest-ranking employee. The score of perceived wage inequality was computed following Kuhn (2020) by creating a score that represents an individual's perception of inequality in market wages and mimics the Gini index (i.e., an objective indicator that measures the dispersion of income across population strata). Thirty-six participants (2%) did not answer one or both items. This low percentage of missing values can be considered inconsequential for the analysis (Dong and Peng, 2013). Thus, we imputed missing using the variable median.



2.2.5. Coronavirus personal impacts questionnaire

We used an adapted version of Conway et al. (2020) measure in order to assess how much the COVID-19 outbreak affected Italians' economic status and psychological health. The scale is composed of six items that measure the financial [e.g., “The Coronavirus (COVID-19) has impacted me negatively from a financial point of view.”], resource procurement [e.g., “It has been difficult for me to get the things I need due to the Coronavirus (COVID-19).”], and psychological [e.g., “I have become depressed because of the Coronavirus (COVID-19).”] impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic. The items were answered on a 5-point Likert (1 = strongly disagree; 5 = strongly agree). The three factors were computed by averaging the relevant items. The items related to impacts on finance (rs lower.class = 0.76; rs middle.class = 0.81; rs upper.class = 0.83), resource procurement (rslower.class = 0.67; rs middle.class = 0.63; rs upper.class = 0.72) and psychological health (rs lower.class = 0.76; rs middle.class = 0.75; rs upper.class = 0.78) shown to be reliable.



2.2.6. Control variables: Political orientation, gender, and age

Political orientation, a control variable in the current study, was measured through a single-item measure (Kroh, 2007) rated on a nine-point scale (1 = extreme left; 9 = extreme right). Finally, participants were asked to report their age in years old and to select the option that best represented their gender (1 = Male; 2 = Female; 3 = Non-binary).




2.3. Analytical strategy

In the first step, we computed descriptive statistics for each variable in the study, for both the overall sample and each social class. Of the variables that contained missing values (i.e., income, perceived wage gap, and political orientation), the percentage of missing was low (< 3%), so much so that it can be considered inconsequential (Dong and Peng, 2013). We used the median as the imputation method. We checked to mean differences between social classes for continuous variables by the ANOVA one-way test. Levene's test of variances homogeneity indicated whether the robust F estimator (i.e., Welch's test) was needed. Post-hoc mean analyses were performed using the Bonferroni correction for pairwise comparisons.

Correlational analysis was conducted on the involved measures separately for social classes. Pearson correlation was used to measure the relationship between continuous variables, while the point-biserial correlation was used for the correlations between continuous variables and gender (i.e., nominal variable).

Ordinary Least Square regression was used to model the data. Three models, one for each social class, were built for any dependent variable (i.e., activism, political participation, and legal actions). Continuous variables were checked for normality by computing skewness and kurtosis indices. In accordance with West et al.'s (1995) recommendations, all variables were normally distributed as skewness indices were all < |2| and kurtosis indices were < |7| (see Supplementary Table 1). Assumption checks and models diagnostic (i.e., Variance Inflation Factors, tolerance and residuals plots) are reported in the Supplementary material. Variables were standardized before modeling based on the mean and standard deviation of the relevant subsample. If moderating effects appeared to be significant in the regression model, a simple slope analysis was adopted to inspect these effects further. In addition to the dependent variables reported in this manuscript (i.e., activism, legal actions, and formal participation), we had also measured illegal forms of political action (e.g., participating in unauthorized and violent demonstrations). However, the measure showed low levels of internal consistency (Spearman-Brown coefficient < 0.60 in the lower and middle class) which call into question the reliability of the measure and the robustness of the analyses conducted on it. Supplementary material include information about the measure and regression results for the sake of transparency.




3. Results

Descriptive statistics of the study variables, along with the results of the ANOVAs are reported in Table 1. Results showed that different social classes react differently in terms of political behavior (all p < 0.05), although effect sizes turned out to be generally small (0.007 < η2 < 0.02). Post-hoc analysis with Bonferroni correction revealed that the lower class individuals are less politically involved than the upper class in all the facets of political actions considered (all p < 0.02; see Supplementary Table 2 for details). Differences in political actions were also found between the middle class and the upper class but only for formal political participation (p < 0.001) and legal actions (p < 0.001). In both cases, middle-class individuals show lower means than upper-class individuals.

The results indicated that individuals of different social classes had been differently impacted by COVID-19, with lower-income individuals being the most negatively affected in all the dimensions considered. While differences between classes in psychological impacts emerged to be rather small (η2 = 0.006), financial impacts and impacts on resource procurement tended toward medium-size effects (η2 = 0.04 and η2 = 0.03, respectively). Post-hoc analysis revealed that while financial impacts and impacts on resource procurement were different across social classes (all p < 0.001), the only significant difference in psychological impacts was between the lower and upper classes. In addition, people from different social classes appear to have different perceptions of economic inequality both in terms of perceived economic inequality (η2 = 0.005) and perceived wage gap (η2 = 0.007), though the effects are small.

Correlations between variables separated by social class are reported in Supplementary Table 3. The different facets of political actions correlate positively (0.22 < r < 0.49), and the pattern is consistent across social classes. So, irrespective of one's social standing in society, those who participate in politics do so in various ways.

The pattern of relationships between perceived economic inequality and the facets of political actions differs among social classes. In the lower class, perceiving more economic inequality is positively associated with legal actions (r = 0.11, p = 0.050) and negatively with formal participation (r = −0.20, p = 0.001). No other significant correlations were found. In the middle class, inequality perception is negatively associated with formal political participation (r = −0.17, p < 0.001) and positively with activism (r = 0.12, p = 0.001). This positive relationship between perceived economic inequality and activism also replicates in the upper-class sample and to a greater extent (r = 0.26, p < 0.001). Like in the lower class, in the upper-class legal action is positively related to perceived inequality (r = 0.14, p = 0.022). While perceived economic inequality correlates positively with the perceived wage gap in all subsamples (0.23 < r < 0.30, p < 0.001), the correlations between perceived wage gap and the forms of political action are different from the correlations we observed for perceived inequality: In many cases, indeed, correlations between political actions and perceived wage gap are weaker in terms of effect size, or non-significant.

Personal impacts of COVID-19 show medium-to-large positive correlations with each other in all three samples (0.42 < r < 0.64, all p < 0.001). This suggests that COVID-19 consistently affected various aspects of a person's life, regardless of their class. In addition, the relationships between the impact on finances, resource procurement on the one hand, and psychological wellbeing on the other hand are stronger in the upper class (respectively, r = 0.64, p < 00.001; r = 0.51, p < 0.001) than the other two classes (0.42 < r < 0.49, all p < 0.001).

Finally, the personal impacts of COVID-19 positively correlate with political actions, in general, so those who were impacted most by COVID-19 were also more engaged in political actions. However, we can discern two major differences in the correlation pattern across social classes. First, compared to the middle and upper classes, where all correlations are statistically significant, formal political participation was the only type of political action related to the personal impacts of COVID-19 in the lower class (except for financial impacts). Second, although significant, the magnitude of the correlations was higher for the upper class (0.15 < r < 0.44, all p < 0.010) than in the middle class (0.10 < r < 0.31, all p < 0.004).


3.1. Regression general findings

Tables 2–4 report the results of the regression models on, respectively, activism, legal actions, and formal participation across social classes. A sensitivity power analysis was performed with G*Power 3.1 (Faul et al., 2009) to determine the minimum effect size detectable for each predictor. With a sample size of 284 individuals (i.e., the smallest sample size), eight predictors and three interactions, a power of 0.80, and α = 0.05, the present sample size was adequate to detect a minimum effect of f2 = 0.0278, which is considered a small-to-medium effect (Cohen, 1988).


TABLE 2 Regression analyses for activism by socioeconomic classes.

[image: Table 2]

Regarding activism (Table 2), regression results indicate that the three models explain different amounts of variance in the three sub-samples. In the lower class, the predictors explained a rather small proportion of variance (R2 = 0.06, F(12, 283) = 2.60, p = 0.003). The same set of predictors explained a larger amount of variance in the middle class (R2 = 0.10, F(12, 853) = 8.90, p < 0.001) and in the upper class (R2 = 0.22, F(12, 271) = 7.49, p < 0.001). By inspecting the direct effect of perceived economic inequality on activism, we can observe that perceiving more inequality is positively associated with activism in the middle class (β = 0.08, t = 2.48, p = 0.014) and, to a greater extent, in the upper class (β = 0.20, t = 3.35, p = 0.001). The relationship turned out to be non-significant in the lower class (β = −0.001, t = 0.06, p = 0.973). Finally, perceiving a wider wage gap is associated with activism but the effect is negative and emerges only in the upper class (β = −0.16, t = −2.78, p = 0.006).

As of legal forms of political actions (Table 3), the results indicate that the model explains a small portion of the variance in the middle-class (R2 = 0.05; F(12, 853) = 4.86, p < 0.001) and in the upper class (R2 = 0.11; F(12, 271) = 4.03, p < 0.001). The model turned out to be non-significant for the lower class (R2 = 0.02; F(12, 283) = 1.60, p = 0.092). Individual's perception of economic inequality is not associated with the intention to take legal action in the lower and middle socioeconomic groups (βlower.class = 0.10, t = 1.67, p = 0.097; βmiddle.class = 0.05, t = 1.51, p = 0.132) but they appeared to have a significant relationship in the upper-class (β = 0.13, t = 2.10, p = 0.037). Perceiving a wider wage gap is not associated with legal action in all socioeconomic classes.


TABLE 3 Regression analysis for legal actions by socioeconomic classes.

[image: Table 3]

Finally, the results on formal participation (Table 4) across social classes indicate that the three models explain similar amounts of variance in the three sub-samples. The predictors explained 14% of variance of political participation in the lower class [F(12, 283) = 4.93, p < 0.001], 17% in the middle class [F(12, 853) = 15.61, p < 0.001], and 19% in the upper class [F(12, 271) = 6.72, p < 0.001]. Perceiving more economic inequality negatively affects individuals' political participation in the lower (β = −0.18, t = −3.24, p = 0.001) and the middle (β = −0.14, t = −4.31, p < 0.001) classes, but not in the upper class (β = −0.03, t = −0.46, p = 0.651). Conversely, perceiving a wider gap in wages negatively associates with formal participation in the upper class (β = −0.20, t = −3.52, p < 0.001), but not in the lower (β = −0.05, t = −0.87, p = 0.385) and middle (β = −0.01, t = −0.351, p = 0.726) classes.


TABLE 4 Regression analysis for formal participation by socioeconomic classes.
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3.2. Regression moderation effects

The relationship between perceived economic inequality and activism is qualified by the impacts of COVID-19 on individuals but not consistently across social classes. Indeed, while differing levels of COVID-19 impacts do not change the relationship between perceived inequality and activism in the lower class, we found two moderating effects in the middle and upper classes. In the middle class, we found that the positive relationship between perceived inequality and activism flattens out as the COVID-19 impacts on resource procurement become harsher (Supplementary Figure 1). In a way, being hit harder by COVID-19 on the ability to procure resources silences individuals from a political standpoint. Simple slope analysis revealed that while the effect of perceived inequality on activism is statistically for lower (β = 0.20, t = 3.47, p < 0.001) and mean levels (β = 0.08, t = 2.37, p = 0.020) of the moderator, it is not for higher levels of the moderator (β = −0.03, t = −0.59, p = 0.550). Instead, we found that the positive relationship between perceived economic inequality and activism becomes stronger with the increased psychological impacts of COVID-19 on upper-class individuals (Supplementary Figure 2). This suggests being hit harder on psychological health incentives activism in individuals with higher social standing. Specifically, simple slope analysis revealed that perceived inequality is significantly related to activism for high (β = 0.41, t = 4.30, p < 0.001) and mean (β = 0.23, t = 3.91, p < 0.001) levels of the moderator, but not for its lower levels (β = 0.06, t = 0.62, p = 0.531).

Moderation effects were also found when considering legal actions as the dependent variable. The results revealed a near-to-significance moderation of the COVID-19 impact on psychological health in the upper class (β = 0.14, t = 2.04, p = 0.056; Supplementary Figure 3). Similar to the moderating effect observed for activism in the upper class, this interaction suggests that perceiving more inequality increase the intention to take legal actions, but only for high (β = 0.28, t = 2.72, p = 0.010) and mean (β = 0.13, t = 2.10, p = 0.040) levels of the moderator.

Finally, we found moderation effects of COVID-19 impacts on resource procurement on the relationship between perceived economic inequality and formal political participation. However, this interaction effect showed up only for lower and middle-class individuals (Supplementary Figure 4). In these two groups, being hit harder by COVID-19 on the ability to obtain resources discourages individuals to participate in politics through more formal pathways. Simple slope analysis indicated that in both socioeconomic groups the effect of perceived economic inequality on political participation is significant only for average (βlower.class = −0.16, t = −2.82, p = 0.010; βmiddle.class = −0.14, t = −4.17, p < 0.001) and high (βlower.class = −0.32, t = −3.34, p < 0.001; βmiddle.class = −0.26, t = −5.22, p < 0.001) levels of psychological impacts of COVID-19. The relationship turned out to be non-significant for those who were less affected on resource procurement by COVID-19. Overall, the results suggest that perceiving more economic inequality disincentivizes lower and middle-class individuals to participate formally in politics, especially for those who were hit the most on the ability to access resources by COVID-19.




4. Discussion

In this paper, we investigated how the relationships between perceived economic inequality and political actions, operationalized in three different forms, are altered by the COVID-19 consequences on individuals' finance, psychological wellbeing, and ability to procure material resources. We recruited a representative national sample of nearly 1,500 Italians and examined the moderating model in the three socioeconomic classes, which were derived from objective socioeconomic indicators (i.e., income, job qualification, and educational attainment). In general, it can be observed that the same set of variables predicts political participation in the upper class more substantially than in the lower and middle classes. In the case of participation in extra-parliamentary actions, the proportion of variance explained in the upper class is more than twice as high as in the other two social classes. In contrast, the proportions of explained variance of formal political participation are more similar among social classes. This highlights how these two conceptualizations of political participation most likely underlie different behavioral explanatory models (Ekman and Amnå, 2012).

Regarding the effect of perceived inequality, we found that perceiving a greater sense of the injustice of inequality, an aspect captured by the measure we used, makes extra-parliamentary political participation more likely. This result is in line with the Social Identity Model of Collective Action (Van Zomeren et al., 2008), which posits that perceived unfairness is one of the major drivers of political action. It is interesting to note, however, that our results indicate that this holds true for those who belong to the wealthier social classes. Societies tend to be organized as group-based social hierarchies in which some groups enjoy greater social status and power than other groups (Pratto et al., 2006). This experience may make the psychosocial path that leads to political participation in disadvantaged groups weaker compared to advantaged groups. Tracing the findings in the literature on extra-parliamentary political participation, the results show that perceiving economic inequality as problematic and unfair leads middle-class and, to a larger extent, upper-class individuals to participate more in politics through the various form of extra-parliamentary political participation considered, but not lower-class individuals, for which the effect is not significant. So, despite lower-class individuals being more adversely affected by economic inequality (Keeley, 2015), they hardly react to it even when they believe that inequality is problematic and unfair. This is in line with the predictions of the resource model, which explains socioeconomic differences in non-violent forms of political activism (Solt, 2008, 2015). Specifically, the model posits that political participation is elicited by economic inequality in the upper classes and less in the lower classes. Further, upper-class individuals might become politically active not only because they have the resources, but also because they feel they can express their concerns about problematic and unfair perceived levels of inequality. Relatedly, previous research shows that upper-class individuals often feel more politically efficacious compared to their lower-class counterparts (Cohen et al., 2001). This belief may make upper-class individuals believe to have a high impact on the society they live in and, thus, promote their political participation. The greater eagerness to act politically on the part of the upper class could also be explained by their “fear of falling,” that is, the fear of losing the privileges that are associated with their achieved socioeconomic status. Research by Jetten and colleagues (Jetten et al., 2017) found that high-SES participants expressed anxiety when presented with information suggesting economic instability was high. Similarly, as economic inequality is strictly tied to economic crises (Bodea et al., 2021), perceiving higher levels of inequality might enhance their anxiety to lose their status and, thus, spur them into political participation to prevent this from happening.

When considering more formal types of political participation (e.g., running for public office), we found that lower and middle-class individuals are discouraged from engaging in this kind of political action as a consequence of perceiving more economic inequality. In contrast, the same association was found non-significant in upper-class individuals. The reverse pattern we found for formal political action might be explained by the fact that we are considering a different type of political behavior. Schäfer and Schwander (2019) found that contexts with higher inequality have significantly lower levels of political participation (e.g., voting behavior) and that political involvement declines for all income groups but particularly strongly for low-income groups. Thus, we might speculate that different theoretical models explain different forms of political participation.

In the current research, we also controlled for another facet of subjective inequality besides the PEIS, namely the perceived wage gap. Although the two measures are positively related to each other, even though moderately, which indicates some convergence in measuring the construct of interest, regression results reveal different associations between the two scales and political action across social classes. When considering activism, the effects are the opposite. While PEIS is positively associated with behavior in the middle and upper classes, the wage gap is negatively associated with the same behavior in the upper class. Tracing results from previous studies (e.g., García-Castro et al., 2022; Silagadze et al., 2022), these findings suggest how the dimensions of perceived inequality considered play a differential role on political action. In our case, wealthier individuals who perceive a larger gap between the wages of two occupations may not be spurred to take political action, possibly because of their economically priviledged situation. However, individuals in the same class who perceive economic inequality as problematic and unfair are more prone to take political action. Considering legal actions, PEIS scores associate positively with the outcome in the upper class, while the wage gap shows no association. Finally, considering formal participation, PEIS associates negatively with behavior in the lower and middle classes, whereas the wage gap is associated negatively with the same outcome in the higher class. Future research should further dissect the effects that different facets of perceived inequality may produce. Indeed, we might suspect this is not confined to political behaviors but also to other behaviors and psychological constructs (e.g., wellbeing; Vezzoli et al., 2022). By pointing to differential impacts of PEIS and perceived wage gap, our findings also contribute to the ongoing debate about the pros and cons of available tools for measuring perceptions of economic inequality (e.g., García-Castro et al., 2019; Valtorta et al., 2023).

Regarding moderation effects, we observed, in general, that greater impacts of COVID-19 at the personal level do not affect the relationship between perceived inequality and political action in the lower class. The only exception to this pattern is that, for this group of people, the harsher impact of COVID-19 on the ability to procure resources has a negative impact on the negative relationship between perceptions of inequality and formal political participation. Thus, having been more deprived makes people of this class even less likely to make their voices heard. This result appears to be in line with the predictions of the resource model (Solt, 2008, 2015), such that a lack of the ability to procure resources leads people in the lower class not to involve themselves in political action. As for middle-class people, we found that, even for this group of people, having suffered greater impacts on their ability to obtain resources due to COVID-19 has a negative impact on the relationship between perceived inequality and political participation. In particular, middle-class people most affected by COVID-19 are less likely to take political action in response to higher levels of inequality. As for the upper class, we observed that the impacts of COVID-19 on psychological wellbeing positively moderate the relationship between perceptions of inequality and political action. In other words, people of higher socioeconomic status are likely to take political action in response to perceived inequality, especially when they feel that they have been negatively affected by COVID-19 at the psychological level. Taken together, these results show that people of different socioeconomic backgrounds are influenced by different impacts of COVID-19 in the relationship between perceived inequality and individual political participation (i.e., impacts on resources in the middle class and, to some extent, in the lower class; impacts on psychological wellbeing in the upper class) and that these effects take a different direction according to socioeconomic status (i.e., negative for people in the middle and lower classes, and positive for people in the upper class). Finally, it should be pointed out that the impacts of COVID-19 on financial wellbeing do not moderate the target relationship in any of the socioeconomic strata. However, regression analyses showed that the adverse effects of COVID-19 on financial resources directly and positively predict political actions in the upper class.

Concerning the control variables, our results generally resemble previous literature showing that more left-oriented people were more inclined to take different forms of political actions, which has been previously observed in contexts of higher inequality and higher dissatisfaction with politics (Anderson and Singer, 2008; Schäfer, 2012). Additionally, in our results we found that gender is associated with political participation, regardless of the action considered and the social class to which one belongs. We observe that, even in a time of crisis, women are less likely to act politically than men. Women have been adversely affected by the COVID-19 crisis to a greater extent than men (e.g., Czymara et al., 2021). Lockdowns, school closures, and remote work have increased the burden on women, who take on most of the additional unpaid work (e.g., Chung et al., 2021), limiting the resources needed to engage in politics. The pandemic increased the need for female voices in politics, but it did not make it more likely. The unequal loss of resources, coupled with social restrictions and pandemic containment measures may have limited women's ability to participate in politics at a time when women had more reasons to participate than ever before. These observations should be considered in the light of studies pointing to a persistent gender gap in political participation in pre-pandemic Europe (e.g., Durovic, 2019; Mari et al., 2022), even if the gap has been closing for some forms of participation (e.g., Coffé and Bolzendahl, 2010; Stolle and Hooghe, 2011).

Although this study yields interesting results regarding the influence of perceived economic inequality on individuals' political actions, operationalized in different forms, and the role of personal impacts of COVID-19 in shaping such a relationship, it is important to recognize some limitations of our research. Firstly, the correlational design of our study does not allow us to discuss causality confidently. For example, the absence of a relationship between perceived inequality and individual political behavior could be explained by a social gradient in the perception of inequality and its effects at the behavioral level. Compared to people of higher status, lower status individuals might not perceive economic inequality as problematic and unfair enough to make them act politically. Future preregistered experimental studies could investigate this pattern by experimentally manipulating status perception. Second, our way of conceptualizing and measuring the perception of inequality, which also takes into account the perception of its injustice, has been shown to be relevant to the study of political participation (see e.g., Van Zomeren et al., 2008). Having a measuring instrument like the PEIS provides a mean to explore the effects of perceived inequality and judgments of its unfairness on the consequences of such perceptions. While only a few investigations have examined the role of perceived unfairness of inequality, they agree that the perceived unfairness is a more powerful predictor of a range of consequences than the objective level of inequality (Oishi et al., 2011; Akbaş et al., 2019). However, it is not the only way to conceptualize the subjective experience of inequality. Indeed, over the years, various measures have been developed. These capture different aspects of perceived inequality, such as: the perceived wage gap (Castillo et al., 2012), which we controlled as well and proved to have differential effects, support for inequality (Wiwad et al., 2019), and perception of economic inequality in everyday life and among acquaintances (García-Castro et al., 2019).

Future studies could investigate whether and how the different ways of conceptualizing perceived inequality link to political participation. Third, our study is limited in its reliance on a representative Italian sample, and we cannot confidently generalize our results to other populations. Since institutions in different societies (e.g., political parties and systems) affect participation differently, the impacts of socioeconomic status on participation may vary from country to country (Verba et al., 1978). Despite its limitations, this study highlights how the personal consequences of COVID-19 make individuals who belong to the lower socioeconimic classes even more politically silent. This shed new insights into the understanding of political participation, especially the extra-parliamentary facets of this behavior, during a pandemic.
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