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Abstract

In Argentina, inequality and poverty have reached alarming levels. However, societies that register high indexes
of inequality do not necessarily present strong demands for a fairer society. According to studies in Psychology,
social demands are conditioned more often by the perception of inequality than by real inequality. Furthermore,
there are important variations in the perception of inequality among different population sectors. The current
research intends to identify how variables, such as sex, age, educational level, objective status and subjective
status, are associated with variations in the perception of inequality. It is a quantitative correlational study, whose
sample consisted of 400 adults from Argentina, aged between 18 and 74 years (M = 38.57, SD = 13.072).
Participants answered a self-administered questionnaire regarding inequality. The results indicate that people
perceive lower economic inequality than that registered by national statistics and this underestimation is
conditioned by and associated with sociodemographic variables. Perceptual biases are higher when income and
educational levels are lower. In addition, women perceive inequality more than men do. However, no variations
in the perception of inequality were found according to the age of the respondents. The implications of this
research and its contribution to promoting the study of inequality are discussed.
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1. Introduction

In this section, firstly the social and economic situation of Argentina is described, with special emphasis placed
on national indexes of poverty and inequality. Secondly, research on the study of the perception of inequality is
presented and the subject is broadly explained.

In Argentina, poverty and inequality are highly upsetting. Recent studies in Argentina, carried out in the
third quarter of 2018, reveal that 25.6% of households and 33.6% of the population (one in three Argentines) live
under the poverty line (Observatorio de la Deuda Social Argentina [ODSA], 2018). As regards economic
inequality, in 2018, the earnings gap was 18.1. That is, workers in the top 10%, whose average monthly income
was $45,425 (at that time $1,133 USD), earned around 18 times more than workers in the bottom 10%, who had
an average income of $2,511 (63 USD) (Instituto Nacional de Estadistica y Censos [INDEC], 2018). Note that
this earnings gap also considers both formal and informal work and underemployment, and does not specify the
type of occupation or profession. Therefore, for the purposes of this work and in a complementary manner, the
earnings gap of the registered work is calculated. To do this, we divide the average monthly salary of the
managing director of large companies in various areas, as reported by the consulting firm Page Group (2018), by
the minimum salary' indicated by the Ministerio de Trabajo, Empleo y Seguridad Social [MTEySS] (2018), both
for the third quarter of 2018. This earnings gap is also 18.

Research has indicated that some societies that register high inequality indexes do not necessarily show a
high perception of this inequality (Castillo, Gerlitz et al., 2008; Castillo, Miihleck et al., 2008). For example, a
study conducted by Niehues (2014) found that countries such as Germany, France and Switzerland share
approximately the same degree of income inequality, but their perceptions regarding income differences differ
widely. Also, in Chile, although inequality grew significantly in the first decade of this century, the perception of
inequality is almost the same in 1999 as it is in 2009 (Castillo, 2012). This evidence has led some researchers to
ask about the existence of perceptual biases toward real inequality, which in turn would encourage or inhibit

! The minimum salary was around $10,700 (267 usd), for workers who work full-time legal work (MTEySS, 2018).
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actions towards real inequality (Castillo et al., 2012).

Among the studies on the perception of inequality, those carried out within the framework of the
International Social Survey Program [ISSP] stand out. This program conducts opinion surveys on different social
issues, including the perception of inequality, and works with representative samples of the populations of each
participating country (currently more than 40 countries). The ISSP database has been analyzed by several
authors to study the perceived inequality in their societies (Castillo, 2012; Corneo & Griiner, 2002; Engelhardt &
Wagener, 2014; Nichues, 2014; Rodriguez, 2014). In addition to these efforts, several international studies can
be mentioned (Castillo, Perales & Cousinou, 2011; Evans & Kelly, 2004, 2018; Festinger, 1957; Gimpelson &
Treisman, 2015; Hirschman, 1973; Irwin, 2016; Wegener, 1987, 1990, 1992; Schalembier, 2015; Stekelenburg,
& Klandermans, 2013), although in this article we will focus on the studies carried out in Latin America.

We highlight the important contributions of Castillo and his team (Castillo, 2009, 2011, 2012; Castillo,
Miranda & Carrasco, 2012), who worked with the ISSP surveys and the Centro de Estudios Publicos in Chile. In
their first study (Castillo, 2009), the perceived earnings gap was considered as a measure of perceived inequality.
This consists specifically in asking respondents what they believe the salary of a high-status occupation would
be, in this case the managing director of a large corporation, and what they believe the salary of a low-status
occupation would be, here an unskilled factory worker. Based on these two values, the perceived gap is
calculated. The results show that individuals with lower incomes perceived a smaller earnings gap than those
with higher incomes. The satisfaction with economic income also has a significant effect, where the higher the
satisfaction, the smaller the perceived gap and the smaller the gap considered to be fair.

In a second study, Castillo (2012) compared perceived inequality in Chile between the years 1999 and 2009.
The analyzed data correspond to the surveys of the inequality module of the ISSP carried out during those years.
The results point out that inequality in Chile tends be underestimated in perceptual terms. Both in the 1999 and
2009 surveys, respondents perceived that a manager would earn a little more than 30 times what an unskilled
worker would earn; however, these data contrast with economic indicators that show that this gap would have
increased up to 100 times by 2009.

In a third investigation (Castillo et al., 2012), the influence that objective status (calculated from income
and educational level), political position and satisfaction with one's salary have on perceptual variables was
determined. Perceptual measures used included the general perception of inequality, the perceived earnings gap
and the diagrammatic perception of inequality, although the results indicate that these three perceptual indicators
are only weakly associated with each other. However, it is possible to identify variations in the perception of
salaries related to status variables, those with a higher income and a higher level of education are likely to
perceive greater inequality between salaries. Likewise, an inverse association between the subjective status
variable and the diagrammatic perception was observed, suggesting that those who perceive themselves as
having a high socioeconomic status tend to perceive society as being less unequal.

On the other hand, research carried out by Rodriguez (2014) in Argentina is also relevant. The author
analyzes 2009 ISSP data (ISSP Research Group, 2017) from a sample of 1,130 Argentines. This research
presents as dependent variables the three measures of perception of inequality considered by Castillo et al.
(2012), and as independent variables, mainly social status (years of education, occupational position and total
household income) and subjective position (self-positioning on a 10 point scale). The results regarding the
general perception of inequality indicate that 91.9% "agree" and "strongly agree" with the statement: "Income
differences in Argentina are too large". In relation to the analysis of the diagrammatic perception of inequality,
the most chosen diagram was the one with the greatest inequality, Type A, at 45.58%. With respect to the
perceived earnings gap between the manager and worker occupation, this presented an average of 1.93 (SD =
0.69).

When asked about the salaries of high and low status occupations, male respondents assigned higher
incomes to both occupations as compared to female respondents, and it was the female respondents who showed
the greatest agreement with the statement that suggests the existence of large salary differences (Rodriguez,
2014). Likewise, it can be observed that as years of education increase, greater inequality in Argentina is
perceived, especially by those who had completed 18 years of educational instruction (university level),
compared to those who had completed only 7 years of primary-level education. In general terms, people with
higher social status are likely to perceive real inequality in the three indicators considered (general perception,
perceived earnings gap and diagrammatic perception), as opposed to people of lower social status. Finally, a
positive correlation between age and perception of inequality was identified.

With this background, the aim of this study is to identify if there are differences between the real economic
inequality in Argentina, informed by public and private organizations, and the inequality actually perceived by
Argentine society. Likewise, we ask ourselves how the perception of inequality varies in relation to age, sex,
educational level, subjective status and objective status. As the literature review shows, the vast majority of the
research carried out on the subject of the perception of inequality has used and analyzed a non-proprietary
database, created mainly by international organizations. The present study uses its own data collection, which
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has made it possible to evaluate the functioning of the data collection instrument and to test some innovations.
For example, in addition to studying the salary of the manager and the unskilled worker, respondents were
offered the possibility of proposing what they would consider to be the worst paid formal job in Argentina. This
decision was motivated by the high levels of disagreement found in the pilot questionnaire regarding which job
best represented the low status occupation.

2. Methods

2.1 Type of study and sample

This is a correlational study with a non-probabilistic sample of 400 Argentine adults, aged between 18 and 74
years (M = 38.57, SD = 13.072). Of the total participants, 56.5% (n = 226) were female and 43.5% (n = 174)
male. 83% (n = 332) of the respondents were currently working. With respect to the self-perceived social class,
6.8% (n = 27) considered themselves low class, 30.3% (n = 121) lower middle class, 58.5% (n = 234) middle
class, 4% (n = 16) as upper middle class and only 3% (n = 1) upper class. Regarding educational level, 1.3% (n =
5) of the participants had not completed primary education, 2.3% (n = 9) had completed primary education, 9%
(n = 36) had not completed secondary education, 26.8% (n = 107) had completed secondary education, 34.3% (n
= 137) had completed university level and 26.5% (n = 106) had not completed university level.

The data collection was carried out during the third quarter of 2018, so that the salary mentioned by the
respondents referred to August or September earnings. The third quarter of the year was strategically chosen
since it is when two entities, one private -ODSA- and one public -INDEC-, coincide in the data collection with
their national survey, which allowed us to know the real inequality in the country. In other words, we were able
to make comparisons between real and perceived inequality over the same period of time. This is very important
to take into account in Argentina’s current context with large macroeconomic instability, where, for example,
inflation was 47% in 2018 (INDEC, 2019).

2.2. Instrument

Prior to the data collection, a small pilot sample of 18 surveys was carried out to check the instrument. Each
participant was briefly interviewed to find out his/her opinion: i) They were asked if any question was difficult to
understand; ii) if they wanted to change wording of the questionnaire; iii) if they could give a brief reflection on
what the questionnaire was addressing; and, finally, iv) if there was any question for which they felt encouraged
to give a certain answer. Firstly, several respondents felt that there were registered or formal jobs that were
worse paid than the unskilled factory worker. Secondly, some mentioned that they would not indicated their
income level since they felt that they were revealing very private information. Thirdly, with respect to what the
questionnaire seeks to address, the responses were varied, including political preferences, inequality and
earnings differences. And, finally, no participant said that he had felt encouraged to provide any particular
response. The final version of the instrument used in the present study consists of the following series of
variables:

2.2.1. Perceived earnings gap.

The perception of the earnings gap is a measure of perception of inequality that relates the extremes of salary
distribution through answers provided by respondents about the income that they believe is obtained by high-
status and low-status occupations. Based on ISSP’s 2009 survey (ISSP Research Group, 2017) applied in
Argentina, the high-status occupation was a managing director of a large company and the low-status occupation
was an unskilled factory worker. The questions asked were: What do you think a managing director of a large
company earns per month? What do you think an unskilled factory worker earns per month? This allows for the
evaluation of the existence of extreme economic situations based on salary within the framework of the same
company or work environment. Likewise, the present study allowed respondents to propose a low-status
occupation with which to calculate an alternative perceived earnings gap. To calculate both perceived earnings
gaps, the salary value of the high-status occupation was divided by that of the low-status occupation. In the case
that the respondents answered with earnings per hour, per day or per week, this was multiplied by 160, 21 and 4,
respectively, assuming a full-time monthly occupation.

2.2.2. Perceived type of society.

A diagrammatic representation of inequality is proposed with five categories so that the respondent chooses
which diagram is more similar to the current Argentine society and may also choose what Argentine society
should be according to his/her perception. The diagrams are coded taking into account that "1" represents less
perception of inequality, this would be choosing Type E to refer to Argentina, and "5" represents greater
perception of inequality, this would be choosing Type A to refer to Argentina.
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Figure 1. Perceived types of society. Source: 2009 ISSP Survey (ISSP Research Group, 2017).

2.2.3. General perception of inequality.

On a Likert five-point scale whose extremes vary between 1 "totally disagree" and 5 "totally agree", the variable
of general perception of inequality is addressed with the following statement: "The differences in income in
Argentina are too large".

2.2.4. Education.

Variable that refers to the maximum level of instruction completed by participants. It is divided into six
categories from incomplete primary education to complete university education.

2.2.5. Objective status

To discover objective status, questions were included about the number of household members, the total family
and individual income of the last month (August and September 2018). Taking into account third quarter data
from INDEC (2018) on the deciles of total family and per capita income, participants were placed within a
specific decile to establish their objective status.

2.2.6. Subjective status

Determined through the use of: "Mark on this scale, where your household would be located in our country". A
scale of 1 (low-income household) to 10 (high-income household) was then offered. In addition, the self-
perception of social class is provided through the following values: low class, low average, medium, high and
high mean, which allows us to complement the subjective status variable.

2.2.7. Other variables researched

Specific questions were included to research sociodemographic variables such as age and sex.

3. Results

One of the innovations presented by this study is the alternative of calculating the perceived earnings gap
between occupations of high and low status proposed by respondents. As indicated in Table 1, the five most
frequent low status occupations were teacher with 26% (f = 87), domestic worker 18% (f = 58), construction
worker 13% (f = 43), agricultural worker 9% (f = 30), and finally retail employee 7% (f = 23).

Table 1. Low status occupation proposed by respondents

Proposed occupation f Percentage Monthly Earnings in
earnings US dollars
Teacher 87 26 $ 15627 $ 384
Domestic worker 58 18 $ 9256 $ 227
Construction worker 43 13 $ 11533 $ 283
Agricultural worker 30 9 $ 9623 $236
Retail employee 23 7 $ 15195 $ 373

Note. The first five occupations of a total of 36 are presented.

As shown in Table 2, we analyzed and compared, on the one hand, the average of the perceived earnings
gap (M = 17,988, SD = 9,563) between occupations of high and low status, using manager and factory worker. On
the other hand, the perceived earnings gap between manager and the low status occupation proposed by the
respondent was also calculated (M = 9,212 SD = 7,725). The comparison shows that the perceived earnings gap
between manager and the proposed occupation is higher. The mean of the earnings for the proposed occupations
was $13,735 and for an unskilled factory worker was $16017.

Table 2. Perceived earnings gaps

Variables Min Max M SD Md
Perceived earnings gap 0.4 125 7,988 9,563 5.1
Perceived earnings gap with proposed occupation 0.4 67 9.212 7.725 7.1
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Subsequently, general perception and diagrammatic representation of inequality were analyzed. In the case
of the first variable, 75.8% (n = 303) of the participants said they were "partially in agreement" or "totally in
agreement” with the statement "Income differences in Argentina are too great". With respect to the second
variable, the diagrams c005Ahosen according to the perception of the participants were: first the Type A diagram
with 43.1% (f = 172), then the Type B diagram with 38.8% (f = 155), followed by the Type D with 11% (f = 44).
The Type C and E diagrams both presented 3.5% (f = 14). On the other hand, it is observed that the diagram
referring to how respondents believe that Argentine society should be is Type D with 56% (f = 44.3), followed
by Type E with 33.3% (f = 133), and Type C with 14.0% (f = 56). The lowest percentages correspond to the
Type B diagram with 7% (f = 28) and to Type A with 1.3% (f=5).

Table 3. Correlation matrix of study variables

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9
1 Age ---
2 Educational level 16%* -
3 Objective status .02 A40%* -
4 Subjective status o 0 S 2 el R L kel
5 Self-perceived social class o Tl A Bkl A 1 kil - Akl I
6 Perceived earnings gap .04 3% | 21%%% .02 .02 ---
7 Perceived earnings gap with p.o. .07 A3* 0 [16%*% .06 .07 O6FFE |
8 Diagrammatic perception .07 .05 A1 - 11% - 10% | 12*% .02 -—-
9 General perception of inequality .07 .08 .04 .07 A1* (.07 .07 16%* -—-

* p <0.05 ** p <0.01 *** p < 0.001. Note. p.o.: proposed occupation. Note. Some correlations were
calculated using Pearson's r and others with Spearman's rho.

As shown in Table 3, taking into account the three measures of perception, first, it is identified that the
general perception of inequality presents a significant positive correlation with the self-perceived social class
variables (r = .11, p <0.05) and Diagrammatic representation of inequality (r = .16, p <0.01). Second, taking into
account the measure of the diagrammatic perception of inequality, a positive correlation can be seen with the
variables objective status (r = .11, p <0.05) and perception of the perceived earnings gap (r = .12, p <0.05), and a
negative correlation with subjective status (r = -.11, p <0.05) and self-perceived social class (r = -.10, p <0.05).
Third, the perceived earnings gap with the proposed occupation presents an association with objective status (r
= .16, p <0.01) and with educational level (r = .13, p <0.05). At the same time, the perceived gap between the
occupations of manager and worker maintains a positive correlation with educational level (r = .13, p <0.05) and
a bit higher with objective status (r = .21, p <0.001).

Table 4. Variables studied according to sex and PGD

Female (n = 222) Male (n = 163)
M SD M SD t-value
General perception of inequality 4.34 1.24 3.89 1.44 3,304*

*p <0.001

With regard to sex, as shown in Table 4, female respondents (M = 4.34, SD = 1.24) perceive more
inequality than male respondents (M = 3.89, SD = 1.44). The only measure of perception that showed
statistically significant differences was general perception of inequality (t = 3.304, gl = 383, bilateral
significance = 0.001).

4. Discussion
The perceived earnings gap between manager of a large company and unskilled factory worker was
approximately eight. On the other hand, the perceived earnings gap between the manager and the low-status
occupation proposed by the respondents was nine. These findings indicate that the variant introduced by this
study to explore the gap allowed for a more pronounced per capita income earnings gap. Both measurements
show that the perceived gap is underestimated, since, according to the real earnings gap calculated (see above),
the gap is actually at least 18. These results agree with the literature in which the perceived inequality is far from
being a mirror of the reality and societies that register high indexes of inequality do not necessarily show a high
perception of it (Castillo, Gerlitz et al., 2008; Castillo, Miihleck et al., 2008; Castillo, 2012; Rodriguez, 2014).

The low status occupation proposed by the participants which obtained the highest percentage is that of
teacher with 26.4%. Nevertheless, according to the MTEySS (2018), the worst paid occupation in Argentina is
not that of teacher, but that of workers in the agricultural sector. This perception may have been conditioned by
the pressures and demands that have arisen in Argentina recently regarding teachers, an issue which has been
quite covered by the media in 2018. Strikes and mobilizations have been in the news with the dispute between
the teachers' union and the Government of the Province of Buenos Aires over salary increases in the face of
inflation.

Regarding the general perception of inequality, 75.8% of the participants said they were "partially in
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agreement” or "totally in agreement" with the statement "Income differences in Argentina are too great". These
results are close to the 91.9% obtained by the Rodriguez study (2014), which used data collected in 2009 in
Argentina.

As regards the diagrammatic perception of inequality, most participants consider that there is an unequal
distribution of wealth in Argentine society (A and B) and, in turn, they would prefer a more egalitarian
distribution (D). Therefore, the results obtained in the present investigation agree with those obtained by Jorrat
(2011) and Rodriguez (2014) for the Argentine population.

Considering the measure of general perception of inequality, females perceive inequality more than males,
coinciding with the results of Castillo et al. (2011) in Chile. However, there is no positive association between
age and perception of inequality, which is contrary to the findings of Castillo et al. (2011).

Research indicates that people with higher economic incomes and a high educational level have a greater
capacity to distinguish wage inequality from a high status occupation and a low status one (Castillo et al., 2012;
Wegener, 1990). Similarly, in the present study, it is observed that the higher the educational level and the better
the income, the closer is the perceived earnings gap to the real gap between occupations. According to Rodriguez
(2014) and Castillo (2009), the influence of the educational level on the perceived gap may be due to the fact that
the more education one has, the greater the access to information on high-status salaries. With respect to
subjective status, the results do not seem to be consistent. Correlational analysis shows that the greater the
subjective status, the greater the diagrammatic perception of inequality; however, it seems to have a negative
relationship with the general perception of inequality. We propose that future studies more precisely address the
role that self-positioning can play on a certain social class and socioeconomic level in the perception of
inequality.

Finally, among the limitations of this study, we point out that as we have worked with a non-representative
intentional sample, the results obtained cannot be generalized to the total population of Argentina. On the other
hand, a difficulty was noted among the respondents in the interpretation of one of the items, included in the ISSP
2009 survey (ISSP Research Group, 2017), which measures the perception of the earnings gap: Do you think that
you earn more than you deserve, Is it okay, or is it less than what the general manager / unskilled factory worker
/ worker of the proposed occupation deserves? The mentioned indicator was finally discarded for the present
article, because 72% inconsistencies were identified when comparing the answer to said question and the amount
of salary perceived and considered fair for each occupation.

As final considerations, we can mention that in spite of having numerous investigations with objective
measurements of inequality in Argentina, this is the only study in this country in the last decade that considers
subjective measurements. Furthermore, the present work has its own data collection, unlike other studies that
analyze a database generated by international organizations. This allowed for some additional indicators to be
added to the instrument, such as the possibility that respondents could propose an occupation, taking into
account their own context, to calculate the earnings gap.

We hope this research and its contribution will promote the study of the phenomenon of inequality
considering both objective and subjective measurements. In addition, the study of how societies perceive
inequality and the variables that can function as filters or perceptual biases is necessary to understand the support
of policies against inequality and prosocial actions. Thus, future research could deepen the analysis of the
relationship between measures of perception of inequality and social demands for the redistribution of resources.
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