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WHAT ARE THE CAUSES OF GLOBAL INEQUALITY?   
AN EXPLORATION OF GLOBAL INEQUALITY ATTRIBUTIONS 

IN GERMANY AND ARGENTINA 
 

 Nadja Peter*, Helen Landmann*, Belen Cañadas**,  
Franco Bastias***, and Anette Rohmann* 

 
In two studies, we explored explanations for global inequality in samples from Germany 
(N = 152) and Argentina (N = 138) using a qualitative approach. We visualized global 
inequality non-verbally through distorted world maps such that no causal attributions 
were inherent to the stimulus material. The maps depicted absolute poverty, child 
mortality, number of deaths due to floodings and access to drinking water. After the 
presentation of the maps, participants were asked to give explanations for the situations 
shown. The answers were coded and categorized using content analysis. We identified 
seven categories which were identical in both samples. The categories extend existing 
frameworks for poverty attribution and allow for a more fine-grained differentiation of the 
attribution dimensions. Moreover, we found differences in the frequencies with which the 
respective categories were mentioned. The German sample attributed more responsibility 
to the Global North, while the Argentinean sample focused more strongly on 
responsibilities of the Global South. The article presents a comprehensive set of qualitative 
data which can help to deepen our understanding of Global North as well as Global South 
citizens’ global inequality attributions and serves as a basis for future quantitative studies 
in this realm.  
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1. Global inequality as a research gap in psychology 
 

The perpetuation of inequality between the Global North and South as well as the 
destruction of nature and the environment can be considered an inherent characteristic of our 
current social and economic system. According to Our World in Data (Roser, 2019), the average 
income adjusted for price differences between the respective countries is 87 times higher in 
Switzerland than it is in the Central African Republic, which means that a person in the latter 
country can spend in seven years what can be spent by a Swiss person in just a month. For 
children who are born in one of the countries with the worst health statistics, such as Somalia, 
the probability of dying before the age of five is 60 times higher than for children born in 
Iceland, which is considered the healthiest country (Roser, 2019). The Global North is 
responsible for 92% of emissions in excess of the planetary boundary when including 
consumption-based emissions (Hickel, 2020) and has long exceeded its share of the 1.5°C 
carbon budget, whereas the Global South remains well within its share (Fanning & Hickel, 
2023). Yet, it is people in the Global South who are suffering most from the consequences of 
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climate change. In short, the place where we are born largely determines what the conditions 
of our lives will be. 

There is an urgent need for a research agenda examining what can be done from a 
psychological perspective to promote global equality (Jetten & Peters, 2019). Yet, while 
psychological processes related to global inequality are an important and promising area of 
research (Olson, 1997), studies on this matter remain scarce. What is more, psychologists 
themselves tend to engage in what has been termed WEIRD psychology – a psychology rooted 
in predominantly Western, Educated, Industrial, Rich and Democratic societies (Henrich et al., 
2010). This contributes to proliferating the notion that these societies somehow constitute a 
norm to be applied to “the others”. Based on an analysis of top journals in different 
psychological subdisciplines between 2003 and 2007, Arnett (2008) concluded that 95% of 
samples came from countries which represent only 12% of the world population, mostly in 
North America and Europe. A follow-up analysis of publications from 2014 to 2018 by 
Thalmayer and colleagues (2021) showed that the decrease in the share of US samples was 
mainly due to an increase in samples from other English-speaking countries and Western 
Europe, while representation of the majority world has not increased much.  

The present research addresses the question of which causal explanations people provide 
for global inequality. It is distinctive in that it seeks to incorporate perspectives from both the 
Global South and the Global North using a qualitative approach. Causal attributions should be 
an important factor when it comes to challenging global inequality since they are theoretically 
and empirically linked to emotional reactions as well as action tendencies (Weiner, 1985; 
Zucker & Weiner, 1993). Moreover, it has been shown that causal attributions in the context 
of poverty are malleable through a variety of means such as social policy education (Delavega 
et al., 2017) or writing exercises and simulations (Piff et al., 2020; Waddell et al., 2023). Hence, 
they constitute a potentially powerful resource in motivating individuals to act in favor of more 
global equality. 

 
2.1. Attribution theory 
 

As defined by Fiske and Taylor (1991, p. 23), “[a]ttribution theory deals with how the social 
perceiver uses information to arrive at causal explanations for events. It examines what 
information is gathered and how it is combined to form a causal judgment”. Heider’s (1958) 
original work on attribution theory distinguished between dispositional and situational 
attributions. Drawing upon this, the study of attributions for poverty goes back to Feagin 
(1972), who differentiated among individualistic, structural and fatalistic attributions, i.e. 
characteristics of the poor, characteristics of the social and economic system and (bad) luck, 
fate, or God´s will, respectively. As these categories are mutually exclusive and thus do not 
allow for a classification system that makes strong distinctions (Weiner et al., 2011), a more 
complex classification system was developed by Weiner (1985). 

In his theory of achievement motivation and emotion, Weiner (1985) differentiated 
between three attributional dimensions, namely locus (internal/external), stability 
(stable/unstable) and controllability (personal control/external control). Each cause can be 
located on each of these dimensions. He further proposed a cognition-emotion-behavior 
process whereby distinct sets of attributions lead to specific emotions, which in turn influence 
behavior (Weiner, 1980, 1985). Namely, attributions to internal and/or controllable causes 
should be associated with negative emotions such as anger or disgust and inhibit helping 
behavior, whereas attributions to external and/or incontrollable causes should be associated 
with feelings such as pity or sympathy, which will increase helping behavior (Hine & Montiel, 
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1999). These well-established approaches to attribution research have already led to an array 
of interesting findings in the realm of poverty and social inequality. 

 
2.2 Attributions for poverty and inequality 
 

Studies in the field of poverty attributions have consistently shown that attributional 
processes are related to support for certain public policies. Those who attribute poverty to 
structural or external causes tend to desire equity among social classes (Piff et al., 2020), 
manifest higher support for redistributive policies and welfare (Bullock, 1999; Kluegel & Smith, 
1986) and governmental programs to reduce poverty (Delavega et al., 2017). Furthermore, 
structural as opposed to individualistic attributions have been found to be associated with 
anti-poverty activism (Hine & Montiel, 1999), behavioral intentions to help the poor (Zucker & 
Weiner, 1993) and more egalitarian behavior (Pfiff et al., 2020). 

It is important to note that much of the research in the realm of poverty attributions to date 
has focused on domestic poverty within countries of the Global North (see Bastias, Peter et al., 
2024 for a recent systematic review on measurements of poverty attributions), such that the 
above-mentioned phenomenon of WEIRD psychology also applies to this field of research 
(Yúdica et al., 2021). However, there are some notable exceptions, namely the work of Nasser, 
Abouchedid and colleagues (e.g., Abouchedid & Nasser, 2001; Nasser, 2007; Nasser et al., 
2002; Nasser et al., 2005), who examined attributions for poverty in various countries of the 
Global South such as Lebanon, South Africa and India and, importantly, also took into 
consideration the role of religious affiliation (Abouchedid & Nasser, 2001). Further countries 
that have been considered by a variety of authors include Argentina (e.g. Bastias et al., 2019; 
Reyna et al., 2018), Mexico (Vilchis Carrillo, 2022), Nicaragua (Panadero & Vázquez, 2008), 
Turkey (Morçöl, 1997; Özpinar & Akdede, 2022), Ethiopia (Wollie, 2009) and the Philippines 
(Hine & Montiel, 1999). Still, systematic study of attributions for poverty in the Global South 
remains comparatively scarce. Moreover, the prevailing focus on domestic poverty implies that 
international actors and factors such as the history of colonialism or the impact of large 
corporations, international trade agreements and man-made climate change are disregarded. 

A further limitation of the research on poverty attributions concerns the scales that are 
used. The majority of studies investigating attributions for poverty in the Global South are 
based on items developed by Feagin (1972) in the United States fifty years ago, or adaptions 
thereof such as the Causes of Third World Poverty Questionnaire (CTWPQ) by Harper and 
colleagues (1990; e.g. Bolitho et al., 2007; Hine & Montiel, 1999; Panadero & Vazquéz, 2008). 
To date, very few attempts have been made to collect up-to-date qualitative data (see Hine & 
Montiel, 1999; Hine et al., 2005; Pinazo et al., 2010). 

Finally, research in this field has traditionally focused on poverty and failed to look at 
inequality in a broader sense, which in addition to economic factors includes further aspects 
such as consequences of the climate crisis, inequality of opportunities and a variety of 
supranational factors as mentioned above. Inequality, as opposed to poverty, is a relationship 
which implies a link between the advantaged and the disadvantaged (Prentice & Shelton, 
2012).  

When thinking about attributions for global inequality, it is important to consider what the 
actual reasons for this inequality are. One central factor contributing to this inequality is the 
historical exploitation and colonization of other parts of the world by European countries 
(Milanovic, 2016). As pointed out by Licata and Volpato (2010), the colonial past still deeply 
influences social and cultural identities as well as intra- and intergroup dynamics. Importantly, 
colonial history has a twofold implication for research on attributions for global inequality. On 
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the one hand, it represents one of the actual causal explanations for today’s inequalities. On 
the other hand, power relations and identities rooted in former colonial structures can be 
assumed to affect attributions for global inequality to this day. In the current era, these 
inequalities are reproduced by a globalized economic system and consumer patterns in the 
Global North. 
 
1.3. The present research 
 

The present research seeks to identify current attributions for global inequality in samples 
from the Global South and Global North using a qualitative approach. This allows us to 
investigate participants’ reasoning with regard to global inequality without the constraints of 
a scale imposed by the researchers. Moreover, with this approach, we can determine whether 
different categories emerge for the different samples and if there are differences in the extent 
to which the different categories are mentioned across countries. As pointed out above, 
studies in this vein are scarce to non-existent. We therefore hope to gain new insights into the 
causal explanations people give for global inequality as well as whether these differ across 
different populations.  

We chose to conduct our study in two historically and economically distinct countries. On 
the one hand, Germany, a European country which counts among the strongest economies in 
the world (GDP per capita 45,723.60; The World Bank, n.d.). On the other hand, Argentina, 
which experienced European colonization and today is considered a developing country 
economically (GDP per capita 8,441.90; The World Bank, n.d.).  As a result of these and other 
differences, explanations for global inequality may differ between the two countries, as has 
previously been found in research on poverty attributions. Da Costa and Dias (2014), for 
example, conducted a study among 15 European countries and found that the economically 
weaker countries explained poverty with structural factors, whereas richer countries tended 
to emphasize individualistic and fatalistic causes. A qualitative and exploratory approach 
including perspectives from different regions of the world will help to determine similarities 
and potential differences in attributions for global inequality.  

Both studies were preregistered on aspredicted.org (https://aspredicted.org/132_22B; 
https://aspredicted.org/TTR_35L). We report all measures and data exclusions. Anonymized 
data, preregistrations, and questionnaires are stored in an OSF project 
(https://osf.io/w6j8g/?view_only=33d096fb39b34cf2b9febf094129543f). 
 
 
2. Study 1 
 

The first study was conducted in Germany and addressed the question of which attributions 
for global inequality are present in a Global North sample. Data collection took place in 2020. 
 
2.1. Participants and procedure 
 

In order to cover diverse perspectives, we attempted to collect data from 150 participants 
(see preregistration). A total of 152 students completed an online questionnaire and received 
partial course credit in return. We excluded twelve participants from the analysis since they 
either failed the attention test, indicated they had not responded to the questions in a sincere 
manner or did not agree to the usage of their data. Of the remaining 140 participants, 74% 
were female, 26% were male and one person identified as non-binary. Age ranged from 18 to 
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70 (M = 30, SD = 9.41). A total of 29% of participants reported having an immigrant 
background, 40% had lived in a foreign country or spent a considerable amount of time 
abroad, 62% reported volunteer experience and 54% had participated in demonstrations, and 
50% reported their political orientation to be left of center, whereas 33% reported it to be 
right of center (M = 4.62, SD = 1.89, 11-point-scale; min 1, max 11; ZA & ZUMA, 2002).  
 
2.2 Material 
 

Participants were presented with a set of world maps as found on the website 
Worldmapper (n.d.; see Figure 1). One map served as a reference and displayed countries in 
their regular proportion, whereas the other maps showed a distorted view of the world. 
Namely, the respective countries’ size was altered depending on different factors such as lack 
of access to clean water, child mortality rate, number of people who live on $1.90 a day or 
less and number of people who have died due to floods within a certain period of time. After 
viewing the maps, participants were asked to answer a set of open questions in order to 
explore their reactions to global inequality1. The question analyzed below was “What do you 
consider to be the causes of the situation depicted in the maps?” 
 
2.3 Results and Discussion 
 

We conducted content analysis using the method by Rössler (2005) and used a bottom-up 
approach in developing the coding scheme. Categories were developed by coder 1, the first 
author of this article, based on content similarity. Many answers referred to more than one 
category and were therefore coded into several categories. Subsequently, coder 2 (a student 
research assistant, see acknowledgements) was trained to apply the coding scheme. After 
coding a subset of answers, the coding scheme was discussed and refined among the two 
coders. Both coders independently rated which categories were present for each answer. 
Interrater reliability was substantial (Cohen’s kappa ranged between .70 and .82). In a final 
step, any discrepancies between the two coders were discussed and agreed upon. The final 
coding scheme consisted of seven categories. Examples, number of mentions and Cohen’s 
kappa coefficients can be found in Table 1.  

The first category, termed structural-North, referred to the historical as well as current 
systematic exploitation of the Global South by the Global North, e.g. (neo-)colonialism and the 
exploitation of workers and land by international corporations. This category was mentioned 
most frequently by far and maps onto the factor blame exploitation identified in previous 
research on poverty in the Global South using the CTWPQ (Harper et al., 1990; e.g. Bolitho et 
al., 2007; Hine & Montiel, 1999; Panadero & Vázquez, 2008).  

The second category named population-North referred to ideas, values and behaviors 
associated with Western individualism and lifestyle. It constitutes a new dimension not found 
in previous research. Participants mentioned, amongst others, greediness, ignorance and 
indifference as well as egocentrism, a lack of empathy and consumerism.  

The structural dimension regarding the Global South fell into two distinct categories, 
namely politics-South and situation-South. The former referred to problems like corruption, 
government mismanagement and dictatorship, whereas the latter referred to problems with 
infrastructure, services and the economy. Participants here referred, for example, to a lack of 
education, insufficient healthcare or poverty itself. The category regarding politics in the 
Global South has previously been identified and termed blame third-world governments in the 
CTWPQ (Harper et al., 1990). However, the category regarding the situation in the South is 
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only comparable to a factor found in a single previous study to the author’s knowledge, 
namely blame attributed to developing countries’ services (Vázquez et al., 2010).  

 

 

Figure 1. Maps depicting global inequality presented to participants as stimulus material 
Country size is shown in proportion to the respective factor, e.g. child mortality, absolute poverty. 
Copyright: Worldmapper (n.d)., format slightly altered to fit the page. 
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The fifth category, termed population-South, referred to religious and cultural customs and 
the overall purported behavior of people in countries of the Global South. Answers here 
included, amongst others, refusing to see practitioners of Western medicine, a high birth rate 
and a general lack of motivation. This category maps quite closely onto the factor blame the 
poor in the CTWPQ (Harper et al., 1990).  
 

Table 1. Attribution categories 
Category Examples Study 1 Study 2 

   N     κ  N     κ 

Structural – North 
Systematic exploitation of 
the Global South by the 
Global North 

“globalization could provide a cue here” 
“colonization, [...], further developed countries exploit less      
  developed countries” 
“companies like Nestle which exploit developing countries and    
  give nothing in return” 

   72 .77 29 .71 

Population – North 
Responsibility of the 
population and society in 
the Global North 

“the explicitly selfish behavior that has become so modern” 
“the idea of separation […], the belief that there is not enough     
  for everyone” 
“in our day-to-day lives in Europe, we do not think about     
  having children work for us (consumerism, e.g. clothing)” 

 31 .82 13 .64 

Politics – South 
Political problems in the 
Global South 
 

“in many regions, there are no democratic structures” 
“dictatorships and corruption in some of the poor countries” 
“governments of developing countries” 

 28 .74 61 .57 

Situation – South 
Description of 
circumstances in the 
Global South regarding 
infrastructure, services, 
economy, etc.  

“poverty. Lack of education, jobs, insufficient healthcare…” 
“lack of resources, lack of support, lack of infrastructure” 
“there is not enough food and water” 

  37 .70 48 .76 

Population – South 
Responsibility of the 
population and society in 
the Global South 

“in the way people in those places think and act” 
“but also small tribes which still believe in spirits, witches and 
  they like and prefer traditional medicine men over doctors” 
“that people in developing countries aren’t able to work   
  together in a cooperative/utilitarian way in their own  
  country (example: […] nepotism)” 

  17 .79 23 .61 

Nature 
Unchangeable natural 
circumstances 

“the geographical location“ 
“depends on the weather“ 
“the poorer regions generally are in a more difficult situation  
  regarding the climate, i.e. it is hard to survive there (heat,  
  drought, and now strong repercussions of climate change)” 

  37 .79 12 .73 

Conflict 
Wars and other conflicts 

“(civil) wars“ 
“wars as a big business which those who are not affected do  
 not want to miss” 
“war” 

  11 .76 7 1.00 

Note: κ = Cohen’s kappa (interrater reliability) 
 

The final two categories were called nature, referring to unchangeable circumstances such 
as geographical location and climate, and conflict, which referred both to wars within 
countries of the Global South but also indirect support of these by the Global North, e.g. by 
supplying arms. Blame nature formed part of the original CTWPQ (Harper et al., 1990), 
whereas conflict or war was added in some of the later studies (Bolitho et al., 2007; Hine & 
Montiel, 1999; Panadero & Vázquez, 2008). 

In terms of frequency, the category mentioned most often by participants was structural-
North (51%), followed by situation-South (26%), nature (26%), population-North (22%), 
politics-South (20%), population-South (17%) and conflict (8%) (see Table 1). Participants' 
responses partially depended on their gender. Men mentioned structural-North more often 
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than women, while women mentioned situation-South and nature more frequently than men 
(see Supplemental Material). 

Overall, we could confirm all of the categories previously identified in research on poverty 
in the Global South. Importantly though, we could establish a further category termed 
population-North, which attributes responsibility to individual citizens of the Global North. 
This differentiation between individual and structural causes both in the Global South and the 
Global North implies that we are now able to present a set of categories which can be 
structured more neatly along Weiner’s (1985) attributional dimensions of locus (external vs. 
internal) and controllability. Moreover, although most of the categories might seem similar, 
the actual content of the answers differs widely from the items used in previous research. 
Taken together, these are important findings with regard to future studies investigating 
attributions of global inequality and behavioral consequences thereof, which might also serve 
to inform potential interventions. 
 
 
3. Study 2 

 
The second study constitutes a replication2 of the first using a sample from Argentina and 

addressed the question of which attributions for global inequality are present in a Global South 
sample. Data collection took place in 2021. 
 
3.1 Participants and procedure 

 
A total of 138 students from a private university in Argentina completed an online 

questionnaire without any further incentive. One participant was excluded from the analysis 
since they did not agree to the usage of their data. Of the remaining 137 participants, 81% 
were female and 19% were male. Age ranged from 19 to 50 (M = 23, SD = 4.72). Twelve percent 
of participants reported having an immigrant background, 10% had lived in a foreign country 
or spent a considerable amount of time abroad, 37% reported volunteer experience and 59% 
had participated in demonstrations, and 48% reported their political orientation to be left of 
center, whereas 52% reported it to be right of center (M = 6.10, SD = 1.90, 10-point-scale; min 
1, max 10; ZA & ZUMA, 2002).  

 
3.2 Material 
 

We used the same approach and materials as in Study 1. The questionnaire was translated 
by the first and second authors independently. Subsequently, together with the third author, 
the respective translations were discussed concerning accuracy and cultural adaptation and a 
final version was determined. 
 
3.3 Results and discussion 
 

We used a similar approach to code the data as in Study 1, with one of the co-authors from 
Argentina as a second coder. However, we combined a top-down and bottom-up approach by 
using the coding scheme already developed and simultaneously looking out for potential new 
categories in the data. Cohen’s kappa varied between .57 and 1.00, which can be considered 
moderate to perfect agreement (Landis & Koch, 1977; O’Connor & Joffe, 2020). 
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 We found the same categories in this sample as we did in the German one (see Table 1)3. 
The category mentioned most often was politics-South (45%), followed by situation-South 
(35%), structural-North (21%), population-South (17%), population-North (9%), nature (9%) 
and conflict (5%). Thus, we found a clear difference in the frequency with which certain 
categories were mentioned. While there was a strong focus on systematic exploitation of the 
Global South by the Global North in the German sample, the category most mentioned in the 
Argentinean sample was politics in the South. Overall, there was a tendency towards the 
Southern categories in this sample, while in contrast, the Global North was less frequently 
mentioned. Hence, there seemed to be an attributional bias depending on group membership. 
We found gender differences only for the category nature, which was mentioned more 
frequently by men than women (see Supplemental Material). 
 
 
4. General discussion 
 

The present research examined attributions for global inequality in samples from Germany 
and Argentina using a qualitative, exploratory approach. We identified seven categories which 
can be structured along the individual, structural or fatalistic dimensions following Feagin 
(1972), but also map onto Weiner’s (1985) dimensions of locus (internal/external) and 
controllability (personal control/external control).4 As pointed out by Weiner (2011), causes 
can therefore be placed into various dimensions simultaneously rather than one exclusive 
category as suggested by Feagin (1972). Hence, the categories found are in line with previous 
research on poverty attributions in the Global South, but allow for an extension and a more 
nuanced differentiation.  

In particular, we identified a category referring to the population in the North, which means 
that attributions regarding both the Global South and the Global North can be divided into 
structural and individual categories, respectively. They can also be structured along Weiner’s 
(1985) dimensions of locus and controllability on a continuum depending on the perspective, 
i.e., whether participants are from the Global South or the Global North. For example, the 
category blaming the population in the Global South could be categorized as individualistic 
according to Feagin (1972). For participants from the Global South, this category would be 
internal and controllable according to Weiner (1985), while causes located in the Global North 
would represent the opposite extreme of the locus and controllability dimension.  

The newly identified category regarding the population of the Global North is also 
interesting because it stresses the importance of specific acts of daily life contributing to global 
inequality. As mentioned above, alongside structural factors, a consumerist mindset and daily 
individual consumer choices across countries of the Global North are one of the driving factors 
presumably perpetuating global inequality. 

Our results indicate that the same categories arise across both samples. Hence, they 
represent evidence that overall, the same causes of inequality are perceived in different parts 
of the world. However, we found differences in the extent to which people embrace them. 
Each sample showed a tendency to hold their own region and specifically their own 
governments and structures more accountable than those of the respective other region. 
Namely, there was a stronger focus on responsibilities of the Global North in the German 
sample, whereas Argentinean participants stressed responsibilities of the Global South. Both 
samples mentioned structural causes more frequently than individual ones. Nature as an 
uncontrollable circumstance was mentioned more frequently in the Northern sample. 
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The latter findings seem surprising insofar as they are in line with neither the actor-observer 
bias (Jones & Nisbett, 1972) nor with the ultimate attribution error (Pettigrew, 1979; see 
Hewstone, 1990 for a review). The former postulates that observers tend to attribute actors’ 
behavior individually, while actors themselves tend to attribute their own behavior more 
structurally. The latter refers to a systematic misattribution in the intergroup context that is 
partially based on prejudice and serves to maintain a negatively stereotyped view of the 
outgroup (Pettigrew, 1979; Hewstone, 1990). In contrast to these theories, both our samples 
focused on structural causes more than on individual ones and both our samples attributed 
more responsibility to their ingroup than to the respective outgroup.  

One explanation for this pattern might be that participants did not necessarily perceive 
themselves as members of these large, very inclusive groups. Since we did not describe global 
inequality verbally, but through images, and did not mention either of the groups explicitly in 
our questions, they might simply not have been salient. However, our results partially concur 
with Hine and Montiel (1999), who found that Filipinos blamed poverty more strongly on 
governments of the Global South and the poor, whereas Canadians blamed conflict and natural 
causes more strongly. They are also in line with the reversal of the actor-observer bias 
observed by Carr and Maclachlan (1998) when comparing psychology students’ attributions 
for poverty in Malawi and Australia. Malawians attributed poverty in the Global South more 
individualistically, whereas Australians attributed it more structurally. The authors specifically 
point out that these results are different from those obtained with a previous sample of market 
shoppers, where the expected pattern for actors and observers was confirmed. Hence, similar 
to the reasoning brought forward by Hine and Montiel (1999), it might be that due to the 
presumably higher-than-average socioeconomic status (SES) of the Argentinean sample, 
participants might not have identified with the respective groups and adopted an observer’s 
rather than an actor’s point of view. Moreover, there is evidence that higher education and in 
particular social science careers are associated with an increase in structural attributions 
(Bastias et al., 2019; Guimond & Palmer, 1990), which further helps to explain the pattern of 
results found in our studies. 
 
4.1. Strengths and limitations 
 

Four important strengths of this research are worth mentioning. First, we conducted a 
qualitative analysis of attributions, while the bulk of research in this realm has been of 
quantitative nature based on items developed half a century ago. Secondly, we focused on 
global inequality rather than poverty in the Global South - a topic neglected by previous 
researchers. As Prentice and Shelton (2012) point out, inequality is a relationship, and in order 
to challenge an unequal relationship between groups, it is first necessary to understand how 
individuals on both sides of the divide experience this relationship. Thirdly, we included 
perspectives from both the Global South and the Global North rather than focusing on a 
Northern point of view only, which is important considering the strong tendency in 
psychological research to mainly work with Global North samples. Finally, our stimulus 
material allowed for exploring participants’ ideas on global inequality with presumably no 
framing effect (see Iyengar, 1990) inherent in the stimulus material. This can be considered an 
improvement on previous studies (e.g. Olson, 1997) using written scenarios, which run the risk 
of already implying certain attributions over others. 

The main limitation of this research is that the studies are based on student samples and 
are not representative of the respective countries’ populations. To start challenging WEIRD 
psychology, it will be important for future research to include participants of lower SES. This 
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might be especially relevant in the context of inequality attributions, since people of higher 
and lower SES are likely to differ in this respect, as has been found for a variety of demographic 
factors in the literature on poverty attributions (see Hine & Montiel, 1999). Moreover, 
Argentinean participants were students at a private university and might therefore differ from 
a student sample at a public university. However, Harper (2003) calls for the research on 
poverty attributions to focus on those who are in a position to effect change. In our current 
society, it is arguably more likely for the more privileged in terms of education and SES to attain 
a position of power in the future, making them an important group to research in this context.  

 
4.2. Conclusion and further directions 
 
 As pointed out above, while global inequality is reproduced systematically, each individual 
– particularly those in the more privileged regions of the world – has a choice when it comes 
to their own responsibility to contribute to more or less global inequality. Causal attributions 
play an important role in social change since they largely influence people’s emotions, 
behavioral intentions and political preferences with regard to inequality. They can serve as a 
motivation to engage in behavior aimed at achieving more equality, yet they might also serve 
as a justification not to do so. The present research thoroughly explores attributions for global 
inequality in different parts of the world. This constitutes a necessary first step in identifying 
ways in which individuals can be motivated to act in favor of more global inequality.  

Overall, this research lays important groundwork for future quantitative studies in the realm 
of global inequality. Importantly, future research should further investigate attributional 
patterns in lower SES groups and in other parts of the world as well as ideological constructs 
and macro-level variables influencing explanations for global inequality. Moreover, it would be 
useful to create an up-to-date scale regarding attributions for global inequality. While the 
categories we identified are in many ways similar to those previously found in research on 
poverty attributions in the Global South, they are more differentiated and specific to the 
context of global inequality. Importantly, the qualitative data collected allows for the 
development of more up-to-date items than those commonly used in research on poverty 
attributions. Finally, a fruitful approach seems to lie in attempting to alter attribution patterns 
in order to strengthen people’s motivation to contribute to a more equal and ultimately more 
just world. 
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Footnotes 
 
1 We asked several further open questions and also used some quantitative measures in this study. The 
full questionnaire can be found in the supplementary materials online 
(https://osf.io/w6j8g/?view_only=33d096fb39b34cf2b9febf094129543f). 
2 We replicated the qualitative part of Study 1 only. 
3 We initially formed another category including the terms discrimination and racism. However, this 
category was mentioned very rarely (< 5) and it was unclear whether participants were referring to 
within-country or between-country incidents. Hence, we decided to drop this category. 
4 Weiner (1985) suggests stability as a third dimension. However, in our study, this was less relevant for 
understanding the responses. 
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Supplemental Material 
 

To test whether men and women mentioned different attributions more frequently, we 
conducted Chi² tests for gender by attributions. The results are presented in Table S1. The cross 
tables can be generated with the SPSS syntax provided in OSF 
(https://osf.io/w6j8g/?view_only=33d096fb39b34cf2b9febf094129543f). 
 

Table S1. Chi Square Test for gender differences per country 
      Gender x  Germany  Argentina 

  χ2  p-value  χ2  p-value 
Structural North   3.08  .08t  .68  .41 
Population North    .00  .96  .15  .70 
Politics South     .91  .34  2.14  .14 
Situation South    5.75    .02*   .55  .46 
Population South      .07  .80    .87  .35 
Nature     7.56     .01*  4.24     .04* 
Conflict     1.80   .18     .11   .74 
Note. tp < .10; *p < .05 

 
 


