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Abstract

Educational institutions are imbued with an institutional meritocratic discourse: only merit counts for academic success. In this
article, we study whether this institutional belief has an impact beyond its primary function of encouraging students to study.
We propose that belief in school meritocracy has broader societal impact by legitimizing the social class hierarchy it produces
and encouraging the maintenance of inequalities. The results of four studies (one correlational study, Nyow = 198; one experi-
ment, Now = 198; and two international data surveys, Niow = 88,421 in 40 + countries) indicate that belief in school meritoc-
racy reduces the perceived unfairness of social class inequality in society, support for affirmative action policies at university and
support for policies aimed at reducing income inequality. Together, these studies show that the belief that schools are merito-
cratic carries consequences beyond the school context as it is associated with attitudes that maintain social class and economic

inequality.
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Educational institutions were designed to provide students
with formal knowledge and basic skills to prepare individu-
als for their future position in society (Arrow, 1973). Yet,
these institutions also convey informal cultural knowledge in
the form of norms, values, and beliefs that underpin educa-
tional achievement (Mijs, 2016). Central to such informal
knowledge is the belief in school meritocracy—the belief that
school rewards students based on their abilities and effort
(merit), and not their group membership. Believing that edu-
cational institutions are fair is so ingrained in the educational
system that it has been called “the education revolution’s
furthest-reaching and most salient sociological product so
far” (Baker, 2014, p. 183). At the institutional level, the belief
in school meritocracy provides educational institutions with
their raison d’étre. At the individual level, these beliefs mold
self-concepts and personal definitions of success or failure
(van Noord et al., 2019). However, we suggest that the belief
in school meritocracy may carry psychological consequences
beyond the realm of the school context in that it affects the
perceptions of, and attitudes toward, social class and eco-
nomic inequality in society at large.

Educational Institutions and the Belief in
School Meritocracy

The main purpose of educational institutions is to educate
and select students to produce a merit-based hierarchy that

reflects individual ability and effort (UN General
Assembly, 1948, art. 26). Consistent with this, most educa-
tional institutions officially claim that their selection rules
are exclusively based on merit. The resulting selection is
generally treated as legitimate and is rarely challenged:
Educational credentials are seen as reliable indicators of
individual merit and diplomas grant access to social and
economic positions in society (Easterbrook et al., 2016;
Kuppens et al., 2018).

Educational institutions—both overtly and more
implicitly—encourage students to believe in school mer-
itocracy: educational institutions’ structure, discourse, and
selection practices contribute to the institutionalization of
an individualistic self-concept where talent and effort are
seen to be the key factors of academic success (Beauvois,
2003; Bourdieu & Passeron, 1990; Deutsch, 1979; Spruyt,
2015). This idea is supported by dozens of field studies and
experiments that explored this “norm of internality”
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(Beauvois & Dubois, 1988). These studies showed that (1)
teachers value internal attributions (talent and effort) for
success and failure and reward internal explanations with
better grades and scholastic judgments and (2) students are
particularly likely to use internal attributions of success
and failure when their goal is to please their teachers
(Dompnier et al., 2006; Pansu et al., 2008). In short, stu-
dents are aware that meritocratic beliefs are desirable and
rewarded in the education system. School culture can also
transmit beliefs in school meritocracy: A longitudinal study
(N = 5,648) showed that school culture emphasizing mer-
itocracy not only affects students’ perceptions of effort as a
means to succeed but also encourages the internalization of
academic achievement as a component of the students’
self-image (Trautwein et al., 2006).

School Meritocracy and Educational
Inequality

The belief in school meritocracy is firmly rooted in educa-
tional institutions (Brown & Tannock, 2009) despite a large
body of evidence showing that educational inequality
remains a considerable challenge. For instance, a study
combining 30 international large-scale assessments (100
countries and 5.8 million students) provides robust evi-
dence that the socioeconomic status (SES) achievement
gap has increased in most countries over the past 50 years
(Chmielewski, 2019). Nowadays, across Organisation for
Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD, 2014)
countries, the likelihood of attending a tertiary institution
is twice as high if at least one parent has a high school
diploma, and 4.5 times higher if the parents attained ter-
tiary education.

Moreover, equality of opportunity is not always guaran-
teed: differences in educational attainment are observed
even when abilities are comparable. For instance, many
field studies and experiments have shown that lower-SES
students receive lower expectations, lower grades and lower
tracking recommendations from teachers than higher-SES
students with the same level of performance (Autin et al.,
2019; Barg, 2013; Batruch et al., 2019; Geven et al., 2021;
Timmermans et al., 2018). In sum, educational institutions
may (at least partially) fail to fulfill their meritocratic
objectives, and, rather ironically, they may even contribute
to the reproduction of social inequality (van de Werfhorst
& Mijs, 2010). Recent research provides evidence that the
belief in school meritocracy may paradoxically encourage
the persistence of inequality of opportunities at school
(Darnon, Wiederkehr, et al.,, 2018; Wiederkehr et al.,
2015). Endorsement of school meritocracy beliefs was asso-
ciated with a decrease in students’ and parents’ willingness
to implement equalizing practices at school (Darnon,
Smeding, & Redersdorff, 2018), and inducing this belief in
classrooms reduced math and reading performance of
lower-SES fifth graders (Darnon, Wiederkehr, et al., 2018).

Belief in Meritocracy and the Justification of
Inequality

Belief in school meritocracy may be derived from a specific
institutional discourse and shares similarities with other
larger systems of societal beliefs sometimes summarized as
system-justifying beliefs (e.g., general meritocratic, system-
justification, protestant work ethic, just world). A specifi-
city of system-justifying beliefs is that they tend to present
the status quo positively. Prior work has found that this
particularity can spill over to legitimizing the status quo
between unequal groups (Jost & Hunyady, 2005). A sys-
tematic review found that priming meritocracy encourages
negative evaluations, facilitates the use of stereotypes tar-
geting low-status groups, and negatively affects decisions
involving low-status group members (Madeira et al., 2019).
Observational evidence indicates that a preference for mer-
itocracy is associated with downplaying racial inequality
(e.g., Knowles & Lowery, 2012), and an increase in the like-
lihood to embrace internal attributions to explain disad-
vantaged groups’ outcomes (Kuppens et al., 2018; McCoy
& Major, 2007; Riisch et al., 2010).

While prior research has found that the perception of
inequalities is associated with a greater willingness to chal-
lenge the status quo (e.g., through policy and collective
action; van Zomeren et al., 2008) system-justifying beliefs
(such as a belief in meritocracy) weaken the strength of this
relationship. For instance, cross-national evidence has
shown that greater endorsement of meritocratic beliefs (at
the individual or country level) is associated with the legiti-
matization of income inequalities (Mijs, 2021). Similar
associations have been observed for the belief in the protes-
tant work ethic—a construct conceptually related to mer-
itocracy. A meta-analysis found that scores on the
Protestant Work Ethics scale were positively associated
with prejudice and negatively with the endorsement of poli-
cies aimed at helping disadvantaged members of society
(Rosenthal et al., 2011). As for their effects on lower-status
group members, system-justifying beliefs seem to provide
some psychological benefits to all individuals (including
low-status group members), but they can have negative
effects at the group level by impeding intentions to advance
group rights through means of collective action (Foster
et al., 2006; McCoy et al., 2013; Osborne et al., 2019).

Even though there is significant conceptual overlap
between system-justifying beliefs (and general meritocracy
more specifically) and belief in school meritocracy, theore-
tically speaking, they are not identical. First, conceptually
speaking, the two concepts relate to two different levels of
abstraction. Whereas general meritocracy beliefs entail
more diffuse societal beliefs (e.g., just-world beliefs) that
are not attached to specific institutions or to specific agents
responsible for safeguarding meritocracy, belief in school
meritocracy is a belief that is linked to a specific institution
with clear institutional objectives. Second, school meritoc-
racy is a necessary but not sufficient condition for general
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meritocracy to exist in society; that is a country may have
meritocratic schools for instance but not a meritocratic
society. Indeed, this is the case in many countries where
school meritocracy and violations of general meritocracy
(e.g., high corruption) are both high (e.g., Maldives,
Lesotho, the Philippines, South Africa, and Uzbekistan are
among the 10 most educationally mobile countries in the
world in spite of their high levels of corruption; see Global
Database on Intergenerational Mobility, 2018; Corruption
Perception Index; 2021")

The Present Research

We propose that belief in school meritocracy legitimizes the
social and economic hierarchy well beyond the school con-
text. We conducted four studies testing the hypothesis that
belief in school meritocracy affects perceptions and atti-
tudes related to the social and economic hierarchy in soci-
ety at large. Specifically, we formulated two hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1 (H1): Belief in school meritocracy should
be associated with lower perceived unfairness of social
class (Studies 1-2) or income (Studies 3a—3b) inequality.
Hypothesis 2 (H2): Belief in school meritocracy should
be associated with lower willingness to challenge
inequality either by means of collective action (H2a;
Studies 1-2) or by supporting policies that aim to
reduce inequality (H2b; Studies 1-3b).

Study |

Study 1 tested the main hypothesis that belief in school
meritocracy is associated with attitudes beyond the school
context, namely, lower perceived unfairness of social class
inequality (H1), willingness to challenge social class
inequality by means of collective action (H2a), or through
policy change (H2b). In line with previous research findings
(van Zomeren et al., 2008), in Study 1, we also explored
whether perceptions of discrimination and privileges med-
iate the effect of belief in school meritocracy on willingness
to pursue collective action or policy changes.

Method

Participants. Psychology students from a large Australian
university (N = 198) completed an online questionnaire for
course credits (168 women and 30 men). As we did not have
an a priori expectation about the target effect size, the sam-
ple size was determined by the number of participants who
signed up for the study during the course of one semester.
A sensitivity power analysis revealed that our sample size
was sufficient to detect a small-sized effect (# = 0.04) of
belief in school meritocracy using a multiple regression with
one control variable with a power of .80 (a = .05).

Variable. All measures used a 7-point response scale. All
items, material, data, and code can be found online at:
https://osf.io/at236/?view_only = 8b33efb78d754a7188d841
ale42579a4.

Predictor Variable: Belief in School Meritocracy. Wiederkehr
et al.’s (2015) eight-item belief in school meritocracy scale
was adapted to the Australian university context (e.g., “In
school, students get the grades they deserve,” a = .80, M
= 421, SD = 0.92). Higher scores indicated a greater
belief in school meritocracy.

Outcome Variables Testing HI: Perceived Unfairness of Social Class
Inequality

Perception of Social Class Discrimination. Schmitt et al.’s
(2002) S-item perception of discrimination scale was
adapted to social class. (e.g., “Individuals from lower
socioeconomic backgrounds as a group have been victi-
mized by society,” a = .84, M = 4.78, SD = 0.96). For
this and the subsequent measures of perceptions of inequal-
ity, higher scores indicated more perceived discrimination
against individuals of lower SES.

Perception of Social Class Privileges. Schmitt et al.’s (2002)
S-item perception of privilege scale was adapted to social
class (e.g., “Individuals from higher socioeconomic back-
grounds in general have had opportunities that they
wouldn’t have gotten if they were from a lower socioeco-
nomic background,” a = .77, M = 5.30, SD = 0.86).

Perception of Institutional ~ Social Class Privileges (at
University). Five items were created to measure perception
of social class privilege at university (e.g., “Schools tend to
prefer students from high socioeconomic backgrounds,” «
= .79; M = 3.50, SD = 1.09).

Outcome Variables Testing H2a: Willingness to Engage in Collective
Action

General Collective Action. Jetten et al.’s (2011) three-item
collective action scale was adapted to social class (e.g.,
“Thinking about how individuals from lower socioeco-
nomic backgrounds are treated makes me want to fight for
their rights,” a = .80; M = 4.82, SD = 1.07).

Specific Collective Action. Four items were created to mea-
sure collective action intentions at university (e.g., “I would
take part in a demonstration to raise awareness about
socioeconomic inequality in Australia,” o« = .88; M =
4.05, SD = 1.24).

Outcome Variable Testing H2b: Support for Policies Reducing
Social Class Inequality. Four items were created to measure
support for affirmative action policies (e.g., “I think that
schools/universities should allow students from lower
socioeconomic backgrounds to enter with slightly lower
grades,” a = 42; M = 4.48, SD = 0.84).
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Control  Variables:  Political ~ Orientation and  Subjective
SES. Political orientation and subjective SES were included
as control variables as they may be associated with belief
in meritocracy, and perceptions of discrimination as well as
general attitudes toward inequality (Son Hing et al., 2011).
Participants reported their political orientation on a scale
ranging from 1 (very liberal) to 7 (very conservative) and
indicated their subjective SES by choosing where they
stand in terms of SES on a scale from 1 (lowest SES) to 10
(highest SES, see MacArthur scale; Kraus & Stephens,
2012).

Results

To test Hypotheses 1, 2a, and 2b, for each of our six out-
come variables, we performed a linear regression analysis
with belief in school meritocracy as a predictor and political
orientation and subjective SES as control variables. As
shown in Table 1, results indicated that belief in school
meritocracy was negatively related to perception of social
class discrimination, perception of social class privileges,
and perception of institutional social class privileges (H1),
general collective action intentions, but not specific collec-
tive action (H2a), and support for affirmative action (H2b).

Supplementary Analyses: Structural Equation Models

We tested whether our measures of perceptions of discrimi-
nation and privileges may be used as a latent mediator
between our predictor and our three outcome variables.
Results of the analyses controlling for political orientation
(see Figure 1) suggest that support for general collective
action and for affirmative action are mediated by percep-
tions of discrimination and privileges. The indirect paths
for both outcomes were also significant (ps < .005). In the
case of specific collective action, neither the total effect nor
the effect of the mediator on the outcome was significant.

Study 2

Study 2 tested the same hypotheses as Study 1 using an
experimental design (i.e., manipulations of school meritoc-
racy) to assess the causal nature of the effects.

Method

Participants. Psychology students from an Australian uni-
versity (N = 192; 140 women, 49 men and 3 non-binary
persons) completed an online questionnaire for course cred-
its. A power analysis using G*Power for an analysis of cov-
ariance (ANCOVA) with one between-participants variable
and one control variable with a power of .80 (a« = .05)
revealed that 191 participants were needed to detect the
same effect size as observed in Study 1 (np2 = .04).

Variables

School Meritocracy Manipulation. Participants were ran-
domly assigned to one of two experimental conditions:
high or low school meritocracy. In the high level of school
meritocracy condition (n = 99), participants were asked to
read the following text: “A report from the OECD suggests
that (. . .) Australia is a ‘world leader in educational mobi-
lity.”” This means that ‘there are very few barriers for
Australian students who work hard to get ahead in the
educational system.” This was followed by statistical infor-
mation indicating that social class has little impact on edu-
cational outcomes in Australia. In the low level of school
meritocracy condition (n = 93), the text read as follows:
“While educational disadvantage is a problem across the
globe, the problem is especially pronounced in Australia.
This means that there are still many barriers even for
Australian students who work hard to get ahead in the
educational system.” This was followed by statistical infor-
mation indicating that social class has a strong impact on
educational outcomes in Australia. Note that the text
manipulating low vs. high levels of school meritocracy was
adopted from two separate articles from “The
Conversation” (for the content of the manipulation, see the
Supplemental Material). In both conditions, to ensure that
they read it thoroughly, participants were asked to write a
short summary of the results presented in the text.

Variables. After the manipulation, participants answered
the same measures as used in Study 1, for descriptive infor-
mation, see Table S1 in the Supplemental Material.

Table |. Effects of Belief in School Meritocracy Controlling for Political Orientation and Subjective SES in Study |.

Belief in school meritocracy

Political orientation Subjective SES

Variables B SE p M B SE p 0’ B SE p 7
Social class discrimination (HI) —.15 .07 04 .02 —-.22 .06 .00 .06 —-06 05 .I5 0l
Social class privileges (H1) —.20 .06 00 .05 —.12 .05 .03 .02 -3 04 .00 .06
Institutional privileges (H1) —.23 .08 00 .04 —.02 .07 72 .00 —.19 05 .00 06
General collective action (H2a) —.19 .08 02 .04 —.06 .07 .34 .00 —-03 05 .55 00
Specific collective action (H2a) —.04 .10 67 .00 —-.07 .09 .38 .00 —.04 .06 52 00
Support for affirmative action (H2b) —.20 .06 00 .05 —.25 .05 .00 1 —-.04 04 34 00

Note. SES = socioeconomic status.
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Figure 1. Structural Equation Models Controlling for Political Orientation in Study |.

Results

For our six outcome variables, we again performed linear
regression analysis with meritocracy condition (coded —0.5:
low school meritocracy; 0.5: high school meritocracy) as a
predictor and political orientation and subjective SES as a
control variables. Consistent with Study 1, results indicated
a negative effect of the manipulation of school meritocracy
on perception of social class discrimination, perception of
social class privileges, perception of institutional social class
privileges (H1), and support for affirmative action (H2b).
We did not observe a significant effect on general and spe-
cific collective action intentions (H2a). Table 2 presents the
full results. We ran additional analyses with subjective social
status as a control variable. Results remained identical.

Supplementary Analyses: Structural Equation Models

We again explored whether a latent construct tapping per-
ception of discrimination and privileges mediated the effect

of the manipulation on our three outcome measures.
Results of the analyses controlling for political orientation
show that all direct paths (ps > .001; see Figure 2) and indi-
rect paths were significant (ps < .012; see the Supplemental
Material, p. 5) even though the total effect on general and
specific collective action were not.

Discussion

These results replicate Study 1 findings and show experi-
mentally that the manipulation of school meritocracy cau-
sally reduced the perceived unfairness of social class
inequality (H1) and support for policies aimed at reducing
social inequality (H2b). Moreover, it appears that percep-
tions of injustice mediate the effect of belief in school mer-
itocracy on support for affirmative action policies. The
support for our hypothesis that belief in school meritocracy
reduces willingness to engage in collective actions (H2a) is
more mixed.
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Table 2. Effects of Experimental Condition (School Meritocracy) Controlling for Political Orientation and Subjective SES in Study 2.

Belief in school meritocracy Political orientation Subjective SES
Variables B SE p nP B SE p m? B SE p x?
Social class discrimination (HI) —.37 14 .01 .04 —.14 .06 .04 .02 —-07 05 .18 .0l
Social class privileges (H1) —.44 13 .00 .06 —.09 .06 16 .0l —04 05 40 .00
Institutional privileges (H1I) —.40 16 .01 .03 —.I1 .07 .10 .01 -02 06 78 .00
General collective action (H2a) —.06 15 .68 .00 —.28 .07 .00 .08 —03 05 .64 .00
Specific collective action (H2a) —.30 19 12 .01 —.28 .09 .00 .05 —-02 07 72 .00
Support for affirmative action (H2b) —-.23 12 .05 .02 —.19 .05 .00 .06 -07 04 08 .02
Note. SES = socioeconomic status.
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Figure 2. Structural Equation Models Controlling for Political Orientation in Study 2.

This could be because the target victim group (low-SES

to the disadvantaged group is often an important antece-

individuals) is not the same as participants’ own group dent of collective action, as shown by van Zomeren et al.

(university students at a prestigious university). Belonging

(2008). The results of the supplementary analyses, however,
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do indicate that belief in school meritocracy may at least
partially affect collective action intentions indirectly by
inducing stronger perceptions of group-based injustice.

Study 3a

In the first two studies, the generalizability of the findings
is limited by the size and nationality of the samples
(Henrich et al., 2010). Some dependent variables (e.g.,
institutional privilege) were also conceptually close to the
predictor. For these reasons, Study 3a used a large-scale
cross-national sample that measured income inequality-
relevant variables. We tested the hypotheses that belief in
school meritocracy is associated with lower perceived
unfairness of income inequality (H1) and lower support for
policies aimed at reducing income inequality (H2b).
Testing boundary conditions of our effects, we focused in
particular on tests of the hypothesis that effects may be
stronger for those who benefit more from the status pro-
vided by a belief in school meritocracy (i.e., highly edu-
cated individuals). We also explored whether the national
context (i.e., national income inequality and national edu-
cational inequality) may also be a boundary condition of
the effects.

To ensure that belief in school meritocracy is indeed
conceptually distinct from general meritocracy belief, we
also conducted further analyses controlling for general
meritocracy belief. Because earlier research used different
operationalization of this concept (Garcia-Sanchez et al.,
2019; Mijs, 2021; Roex et al., 2019), we used all six differ-
ent possible operationalizations. Results from our further
analyses revealed that all original effects remained signifi-
cant when controlling for general meritocracy belief and
that general meritocracy belief itself was often not signifi-
cant in the models tested. For details, see Tables S11-16 in
the Supplemental Material.

Method

Sample. We used the data from the 2009 social inequality
module of the International Social Survey Program (ISSP).
The ISSP is a series of national surveys based on
probability-stratified sampling to ensure cross-national
comparability. Given that most of the variables of interest
contain questions about income inequality, we excluded
participants who did not receive a regular income (i.e., stu-
dents, unemployed individuals not looking for employment
or individuals who never worked). The analytical sample
comprised 51,794 individuals (54.83% females; M,,. =
48.41; SD = 16.43) from 41 countries (n = 126,327
respondents per country).

Variables. All measures used 5-point response scales.

Predictor Variable: Belief in School Meritocracy. School mer-
itocracy belief was operationalized following Garcia-
Sanchez et al.’s (2019) procedure. The items refer to the
belief that people have equal access to educational oppor-
tunities regardless of systematic group—based2 (e.g., “In
your country, people have the same chances to enter uni-
versity, regardless of their gender, ethnicity, or social back-
ground”). We averaged the three items, see S6 in the
Supplemental Material for all items (o« = .58°, M = 3.24,
SD = 0.90). Higher values indicate a stronger belief in
school meritocracy.

Outcome Variables Testing H|: Perceived Unfairness of Income
Inequality. We averaged all 2009 ISSP items (i.e., three) rele-
vant to H1 (e.g., “Differences in income in your country
are too large,” o = .68, M = 3.77, SD = 0.94). Higher
values indicated higher perceived unfairness. See Table S8
in the Supplemental Material for a description of the items.

Outcome Variables Testing H2B: Support for Policies to Reduce
Income Inequality. We averaged all 2009 ISSP items (i.e.,
five) relevant to H2b (e.g., “Is it the responsibility of gov-
ernment to reduce differences in income?,” a = .56, M =
3.78, SD = 0.63). Higher values indicated higher support
for policies.

Results

We ran regression models including country fixed effects
(dummy variables for countries). Fixed-effects models
allow to control for all time-invariant country-specific fac-
tors and focus exclusively on within-country effects. The
estimates of this model are therefore not contaminated with
spurious effects of stable, unmeasured country confounders
(known as unobserved heterogeneity), such as different
level of educational inequality or income inequality in
countries (Verbeek, 2008). This analytical strategy enables
one to isolate the effects of belief in school meritocracy over
and above the actual level of educational meritocracy by
only comparing participants within the same countries (i.e.,
effect of low vs. high belief in school meritocracy within the
same [actual] meritocratic school context). Beta coefficients
should be interpreted as the pooled within-country effect of
belief in school meritocracy on the outcome measures.

For both outcome variables, we used belief in school
meritocracy as a predictor and educational degree and age
as control variables (Figure 3). The two control variables
were included as they potentially affect participants’ belief
in school meritocracy (i.e., different diplomas or cohorts
experiencing different education systems) as well as their
attitudes toward income inequality (i.e., different income).
Results indicated that higher belief in school meritocracy
was negatively associated with the perceived unfairness of
income inequality (H1), and support for policies aimed at
reducing inequality (H2b). Table 3 presents the full results.
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Figure 3. Effect of Beliefs in School Meritocracy in Study 3a.
Note. BSM = belief in school meritocracy.

Table 3. Fixed-Effect Models; Centered Variables, Controlling for Respondents’ Age, in Study 3a.

Model 0 (main effects)

Model | (interaction effect)

H2b: support for

H2b: support for

Variable HI: inequality unfair redistributive policies H1: inequality unfair redistributive policies
BSM —0.10%*** (0.005) —0.09%** (0.003) — 0. | (0.005) —0.09%** (0.003)
Degree —0.04%** (0.003) —0.03%** (0.002) —0.047%** (0.003) —0.03%** (0.002)
BSM X degree —0.02%*x* (0.003) —0.0]** (0.002)
Cons. 3.76%** (0.0012) 3.69%** (0.008) 3.76%** (0.0012) 3.69%** (0.008)
Adj. R? 0169 .0288 0179 .0296

Log lik. —62,206 —44,124 —62,179 —62,179

N 50,651 50,665 50,651 50,665

Note. BSM = belief in school meritocracy.
b < .05. **p < .0I. ***p < .001; ISSP 2009.

We also ran the same models with two additional con-
trol variables: political orientation and wealth. However,
these variables were not included in the main models
because of the large number of missing values. Including
these variables meant approximately 75% of responses
were lost (Neountry = 315 Niotar = 11,347). The detailed
summary of these results—which were stronger with the
added control variables—can be found in the Supplemental
Material (Table S2).

As a supplementary analysis, we added the interaction
term between educational degree and belief in school mer-
itocracy in each of our main models. This analysis aimed
to explore whether the legitimizing effect of belief in school
meritocracy is stronger for individuals who benefited most

from the school system (Duru-Bellat & Tenret, 2012;
Kuppens et al., 2018). Results indicated that the effects of
belief in school meritocracy on the perceived unfairness of
social class inequality and lower support for redistributive
policies was stronger for more educated participants than
less educated participants (see Table 3 and Figure 4). The
same analyses were conducted with educational degree as a
categorical variable. Results can be found in the
Supplemental Material (Tables S3 and S4).

In Supplementary Material (Tables S17-18), we also
report multilevel analyses exploring whether the effect of
belief in school meritocracy or its interactive effect with
educational degree varied as a function of national income
inequality (i.e., Gini index), or national educational
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Figure 4. Effect of Beliefs in School Meritocracy as a Function of Educational Degree in Study 3a.

Note. BSM = belief in school meritocracy.

inequality (i.e., intergenerational mobility index). Overall,
results showed that the effect of belief in school meritoc-
racy was stronger in more economically egalitarian coun-
tries for both dependent variables and in educationally
egalitarian countries for support for distribution policies.
The interactive effect with degree was also stronger in more
economically egalitarian countries for support for distribu-
tion policies. Note that given the rather low number of
higher-level clusters (N = 40), these results should be inter-
preted with some caution (Arend & Schiéfer, 2019).

Study 3b

Study 3b replicated Study 3a with more recent data (2018).
By testing support for our hypotheses 10 years after the
2007/2008 Global Financial Crisis (which may have
affected attitudes toward income inequality), we can deter-
mine the robustness of our findings. Study 3b also added
relevant control variables in the main analyses.

Method

Sample. We used the 2018 round of the European Social
Survey (ESS), another series of national surveys based on
probability-stratified sampling to ensure cross-national
comparability. Once again, we excluded participants who
did not receive a regular income. The analytical sample

comprised 44,879 individuals (M, = 53.06; SD = 17.27;
53.62% female) from 29 countries (n = 154,755 respon-
dents per country).

Variables

Predictor Variable: Belief in School Meritocracy. One item was
used to measure belief in school meritocracy (“Overall,
everyone in [country] has a fair chance of achieving the
level of education they seek”; M = 5.81, SD = 2.49).
Responses ranged from 1 to 11. Higher scores indicated
higher belief in school meritocracy.

Outcome Variables Testing HI: Perceived Unfairness of
Inequality. We recoded and averaged all 2018 ESS items
(i.e., six) relevant to H1 (e.g., “In your opinion, are differ-
ences in wealth in [country] unfairly small, fair, or unfairly
large?,” a = .55, M = 3.22, SD = 0.71). Responses ran-
ged from 1 to 5. A higher score indicated higher perceived
unfairness. See Table S21 in the Supplemental Material for
a description of the items.

Outcome Variable Testing H2b: Support for Policies to Reduce
Income Inequality. We used the only 2018 ESS item relevant
to H2b: “The government should take measures to reduce
differences in income levels” (M = 3.91, SD = 0.98).
Responses ranged from 1 to 5. A higher score indicated
higher support for the redistributive policy.
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Figure 5. Effect of Beliefs in School Meritocracy in Study 3b.
Note. BSM = belief in school meritocracy.

Table 4. Fixed Effect Models; Centered Variables, Controlling for Respondents’ Age, in Study 3b.

Model | (main effects)

Model 2 (interaction effect)

H2b: support for

H2b: support for

Variable H1: inequality unfair redistributive policies H1: inequality unfair redistributive policies
BSM —0.03%** (0.001) —0.03%** (0.002) —0.03%** (0.001) —0.03%** (0.002)
Degree —0.0#** (0.002) —0.03%** (0.03) —0.0]*** (0.002) —0.03%** (0.003)
Income —0.02%** (0.001) —0.04%** (0.002) —0.02%** (0.001) —0.04%** (0.002)
Political orient. —0.05%** (0.002) —0.08#** (0.002) —0.05%** (0.002) —0.08#** (0.002)
BSM X degree —0.0]*** (0.001) —0.0*** (0.001)
Cons. 3.55%%* (0.020) 4.67%** (0.030) 3.52%%* (0.018) 4.55%** (0.027)
Adj. R? .0590 .0740 .0607 0762

Log lik. —29,941 —42,615 —299,120 —42,575

N 32,132 31,960 32,132 31,960

Note. BSM = belief in school meritocracy.
b < .05. **p < 0l ***p < 00; ESS 2018.

Results

For both outcome variables, we used belief in school mer-
itocracy as a predictor and educational degree, age, politi-
cal orientation, and household income as control variables
(Figure 5). Results indicated that higher belief in school
meritocracy was negatively associated with the perceived
unfairness of social class inequality (H1), and support for
policies aimed at reducing inequality (H2b). Table 4 pre-
sents the full results.

We again added the interaction term between educa-
tional degree and belief in school meritocracy in each of
our main models. Replicating Study 3a, results indicated

that the effects of belief in school meritocracy on the per-
ceived unfairness of income inequality and lower support
for redistributive policies was stronger for more educated
participants than less educated participants (see Table 4
and Figure 6). The same analyses were conducted while
controlling for general meritocracy. All results remained
significant except for one, see Table S24 in the
Supplemental Material. Overall, out of the 28 models
tested in Studies 3a (24 models, 6 different operationaliza-
tions X 4 models, see Tables S11-16) and 3b (four models)
controlling for general meritocracy belief, belief in school
meritocracy or the interaction with degree remained
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Figure 6. Effect of Beliefs in School Meritocracy as a Function of Educational Degree in Study 3b.

Note. BSM = Belief in School Meritocracy.

significant in 27 of the 28 tested models. This confirms that
school meritocracy findings are not reducible to general
meritocracy beliefs. For details, see the Supplemental
Material.

We also report multilevel analyses exploring whether the
effect of belief in school meritocracy or its interactive effect
with educational degree varied as a function of national
income inequality (i.e., GINI index), or national educational
inequality (i.e., intergenerational mobility index). The pat-
tern of results was similar to Study 3a. Overall, results were
identical for both indicators of inequality and they showed
that the effect of belief in school meritocracy was stronger
on the perception of unfairness of economic inequality
whereas the interactive effect with degree was stronger on
support for redistributive policies in more economically and
educationally egalitarian countries. For more details on the
models, see the Supplemental Material, Tables S25-26.

Discussion

Results of Studies 3a and 3b confirmed that belief in school
meritocracy was negatively associated with the perception
that income inequality is unfair and with lower support for
redistributive policies. Moreover, these negative associa-
tions were stronger for more educated participants than
less educated participants. This moderation by education
can be interpreted in different ways. For instance, educa-
tion could have increased “political sophistication” (i.e.,
highly educated individuals shape their environment to

have it correspond with their political beliefs or personality,
see Osborne & Sibley, 2012; van der Heijden & Verkuyten,
2020), which could explain why it strengthens these associa-
tions. Alternatively, we believe these results rather suggest
that the legitimizing effect of belief in school meritocracy is
stronger for “the winners” of this supposed meritocracy.
Thus, belief in school meritocracy could serve a twofold
legitimizing function: (1) justifying the position individuals
occupy in the hierarchy and (2) reaffirming the merit of
their high status and the privileges associated with this sta-
tus (Mijs & Hoy, 2021; Sidanius & Pratto, 2001).

This explanation seems plausible particularly in light of
the finding that the interactive effect, when significant, was
consistently stronger in more egalitarian countries. It could
be that belief in school meritocracy particularly serves a
legitimizing function when individuals’ relative advantage
is weaker and threatened (i.e., for highly educated individu-
als who live in more egalitarian countries). In other words,
egalitarian contexts may be more threatening to higher-
status individuals because they offer little differentiation on
the basis of status. Higher-status individuals may therefore
embrace belief in school meritocracy more to justify sup-
port for a hierarchy in which their status should be recog-
nized as superior and distinct.

General Discussion

Schools’ official task is to develop students’ knowledge and
skills, but in the process, schools also convey informal
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beliefs, norms, and values that shape students and society
(Guimond & Palmer, 1990). Arguably, one of the most
impactful is the belief in school meritocracy. Because of
this belief, we live in a “schooled society” where education
is one of the primary sources of social and economic strati-
fication (Baker, 2014).

In this article, we proposed that belief in school meritoc-
racy not only affects students while they are in school, but
also affects society at large by shaping attitudes toward
social and economic inequality. Specifically, we hypothe-
sized that belief in school meritocracy not only entails
believing that processes in schools are fair but also that the
differences in life outcomes based on the educational hier-
archy are also fair. We presented converging evidence to
support this hypothesis, using a wide array of methods
(correlational, experimental, and data survey), collected in
large, heterogeneous samples. Our four studies provided
consistent support for the proposition that belief in school
meritocracy is associated with lower perceived unfairness of
social and income inequality and lower support for policies
aiming at reducing such inequality. Study 2 goes beyond
correlational evidence and shows that manipulated levels of
school meritocracy causally affect these outcomes. Studies
3a and 3b provide evidence that the effect is generalizable.
Importantly, the models used in Studies 3a and 3b (i.e.,
fixed-effect models) show that it is the belief rather than the
actual level of school meritocracy that is associated with
the legitimization of income inequality as the comparisons
are made within countries (i.e., within the same meritocratic
and economic context).

Supplementary analyses show that this effect appears
stronger for higher-educated individuals, especially in egali-
tarian countries. This could suggest that this belief legiti-
mates social and economic inequality particularly when
symbolic or material resources are more at stake. An
important limitation, however, is that these analyses were
exploratory and do not provide causal evidence for a tem-
poral link of a potential legitimizing function. Future panel
data studies are needed to confirm the directionality and
causality of these effects.

In terms of societal implications, our results suggest that
by strengthening attitudes that support social and income
inequality the belief in school meritocracy could come at a
cost that outlives students’ school years. This insight is
important for two reasons. First, by showing the structural
level drivers of attitudes toward inequality and policy posi-
tions, we advance on work which has studied school mer-
itocracy primarily by showcasing its effect on lower-SES
individuals (see also van Noord et al., 2019; Wiederkehr
et al., 2015). Indeed, while education is often heralded as the
solution to many of society’s problems (Baker, 2014), the
less often talked about and darker side to educational insti-
tutions is that one of its core functions is to create a hierar-
chy (Batruch et al., 2019). The objective of this article was

to shed light on the way a meritocratic discourse in school is
used in wider society not just to legitimize the educational
hierarchy, but also to support the maintenance of social and
economic inequality at large. Second, even though the find-
ing that the belief in school meritocracy is reinforced and
perpetuated by teachers and school staff is disheartening, at
the same time, the finding also suggests practical ways for-
ward because this finding highlights how institutional agents
can be instrumental in limiting its potential adverse effects
(e.g., by promoting a more accurate depiction of schools’
inability to be completely meritocratic). Such insights form
promising pathways for intervention.
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1. https://www.transparency.org/en/cpi/2020/index/nzl.

2. Garcia-Sanchez et al. (2019) label this variable “equality of
opportunity beliefs.”

3. Dependent variables in Studies 3a and 3b had low reliabil-
ity: (.56 < a < .68). For both Studies 3a and 3b, we there-
fore tested the effect on each item separately. The effect was
significant for seven out of eight of the dependent variables
in Study 3a and for five out of the six in Study 3b. Results
can be found in the Supplemental Material (Tables S6, S7,
S22, and S23). However, as the items were selected a priori,
only the results for the aggregated items are presented in
the main text.
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The supplemental material is available in the online version of the
article.
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