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Are you interested in economic inequality? Depends on where you
live
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Although several scholars and international institutions have considered high levels of economic inequality
an issue for society, the populations who live in more unequal countries tend to be less concerned about it.
Given the ideological connotations in the construct of people’s concerns about economic inequality,
whether those who live in more unequal countries are more interested in economic inequality remains
unclear. In this research, we aimed to examine whether objective economic inequality is related to
individuals’ interest in the topic of economic inequality. First, we used data from the United States Census
Bureau and Google Trends to examine whether the objective level of economic inequality predicted the
interest of the population in searching Google for terms such as ‘“economic inequality” and “income
inequality.” Our results showed that individuals who live in more economically unequal U.S. states more
often search these terms. Second, we analysed the tweets that contained the terms “economic inequality”
and “income inequality” (10,118 tweets) published over 9 days and localised by U.S. state. We found that
individuals who live in more economically unequal U.S. states more often post tweets about economic and
income inequality. To take a closer look at the narrative around economic/income inequality, we conducted
a network analysis using tweets as nodes and retweets as edges. Our results suggest that the public
narrative about economic inequality via Twitter was built on three large communities. Finally, we discuss

the implications of our results in relation to economic inequality consequences.
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In recent decades, economic inequality has risen in many
countries around the world (Alvaredo, Chancel, Piketty,
Saez, & Zucman, 2017; Piketty, 2014). Several scholars
and international institutions have considered these high
levels of economic inequality an issue for society
(Rodriguez-Bailén, Sanchez-Rodriguez, Garcia-Sanchez,
Petkanopoulou, & Willis, 2020; United Nations, 2015;
Wilkinson & Pickett, 2009, 2018; World Economic
Forum, 2020). However, research that has explored the
relationship between economic inequality and people’s
concerns about it usually has shown that populations
who live in more unequal countries—or who perceive
more inequality—tend to be less concerned about it
(Garcia-Sanchez, Van der Toorn, Rodriguez-Bailon, &
Willis, 2018; Mijs, 2019; Schroder, 2017; Trump, 2017;
Willis, Rodriguez-Bailén, Ldpez-Rodriguez, & Garcia-
Sanchez, 2015). Given the ideological connotations in
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the construct of people’s concerns about economic
inequality, whether individuals are interested in eco-
nomic inequality regardless of their ideological implica-
tions remains unclear.

Therefore, in this research, we aimed to explore the
relationship between economic inequality and people’s
interest in economic inequality. Nowadays, increased eco-
nomic inequality has been shown to go hand in hand with
increased interest in economic inequality as a topic of
media and research (Arends, 2020; Wiwad et al., 2019).
Hence, we suggest that to the extent that economic
inequality is high, the population’s interest in it will be
high as well. Mainly, we explored whether the objective
level of economic inequality was related to both individu-
als’ private and public interests in economic inequality.
First, we used data from Google Trends to explore to what
extent the terms “economic inequality” and “income
inequality” were searched through Google. Second, we
analysed the tweets that contained the terms “economic
inequality” and “income inequality” published over 9 days
and localised by U.S. state.

Economic Inequality and Concerns About It

Given that greater economic inequality is associated with
several social problems (Wilkinson & Pickett, 2009,
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2018), one might expect that a higher level of economic
inequality accompanies a greater concern about it.
However, paradoxically, several researchers have found
that economic inequality usually was negatively associ-
ated with concerns about it. Focusing on actual eco-
nomic inequality, Schroder (2017) found that people
who live in more unequal countries also tolerate more
economic inequality. Moreover, Mijs (2019) showed that
higher economic inequality is associated with less con-
cern about it. However, other research in the context of
China found that economic inequality increases class
immobility concerns, which might be a form of eco-
nomic inequality concerns (Li, Chen,& He, 2019).
Whether the focus is on perceived—instead of actual—
economic inequality, when individuals perceive more
economic inequality, they also tend to desire more
inequality (Garcia-Sanchez et al., 2018; Willis et al.,
2015).

This negative relationship between economic inequality
and concerns about it might be explainable because indi-
viduals tend to legitimise actual—or perceived—eco-
nomic inequality (Trump, 2017). Therefore, a higher level
of economic inequality was accompanied by firmer beliefs
that justify it (Mijs, 2019; Trump, 2017). Indeed, concerns
about economic inequality have a robust ideological con-
notation given that it implies taking a stance about
whether economic inequality is too high and if it should
change. This effect has direct implications in, for instance,
the support for measures of redistribution (Kuziemko,
Norton, Saez, & Stantcheva, 2015; McCall, 2013).
Alternatively, current research has found that when eco-
nomic inequality is perceived in daily life, higher eco-
nomic inequality leads to increased intolerance for
inequality, which in turn improves attitudes toward redis-
tribution (Garcia-Castro, Rodriguez-Bailén, & Willis,
2020). Although the relationship between economic
inequality and concerns about it is important, the ideologi-
cal implication of concerns about economic inequality
might hide how the level of economic inequality becomes
salient for individuals. Therefore, in this research, we
aimed to focus on how economic inequality might affect
concerns about economic inequality, but without taking
into account their ideological connotation; namely, inter-
est in economic inequality. Interest in economic inequality
reflects the importance one gives this topic, whatever its
ideological connotations. In other words, interest in eco-
nomic inequality is a broader concept that combines the
stances on economic inequality that assume it should be
reduced and those that assume it should not.

Economic Inequality and Interest in It

Increasing economic inequality has occurred alongside a
growing interest in research on this topic and politicians’

debates. Indeed, research from different disciplines such
as social psychology (Sanchez-Rodriguez, Jetten, Willis,
& Rodriguez-Baildn, 2019; Sprong et al., 2019), sociol-
ogy (Mijs, 2019; Schneider, 2019), economics (Piketty,
2014; Stiglitz, 2012), epidemiology (Wilkinson &
Pickett, 2009, 2018), and criminology (Rufrancos,
Power, Pickett, & Wilkinson, 2013) has increased nota-
bly in the last three decades. Indeed, from 1993 to 2016
—within the social psychology field—there was an
almost 1,300% increase in published articles that men-
tion income inequality or economic inequality (Wiwad
et al., 2019). Likewise, international institutions have
pointed out that reducing economic inequality is one of
the main aims for society to achieve (United Nations,
2015; World Economic Forum, 2020). Moreover, politi-
cians and newspapers often talk about this issue (Arends,
2020). This suggests that as economic inequality has
been growing, economic inequality as a topic has
become more popular as it has increased media attention
on it. What remains unclear is whether populations also
have increased their interest in economic inequality.

Interest in economic inequality reflects the importance
one gives this topic, whatever their attitude toward it or
their ideology. Being interested in a topic can be
reflected through searching for information, sharing
ideas, and debating about it. For instance, one who is
interested in economic inequality might search for infor-
mation about how their government is addressing this
issue, regardless of whether this person wants the gov-
ernment to take measures to reduce it. The main point is
that increased searches and online activity (e.g., using
Google and Twitter) about a given topic reflect increased
interest in it (Signorini, Segre, & Polgreen, 2011). As
noted earlier, as economic inequality has increased,
politicians, institutions, research, and certain kinds of
social media (e.g., online news articles) have focused
more attention on this issue. We wanted to focus on
whether the general public echoes this interest. We
expected that if so, in those places where economic
inequality is higher, the salience of this topic would also
be more significant, which would be reflected in the
interest of the general population in this topic through
the activity of two of the most common information
sources available for everyday people, Google and
Twitter.

The Present Research

In this research, we aimed to explore the relationship
between actual economic inequality and interest in eco-
nomic inequality as a topic. Existing literature has
addressed several correlates of current economic inequal-
ity (Walasek & Brown, 2015). Following a similar
approach, in this research, we aimed to provide evidence
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of the relationship between current economic inequality
and the extent of its presence as a topic in popular
speech, regardless of its justification. Notably, we sug-
gested that in a more unequal environment, the eco-
nomic inequality issue will be more salient, which will
be reflected in individuals’ interest in it. To test this pre-
diction, we focused on the United States because the
population shares a common language and culture. Our
main aim was to explore whether a high level of real
economic inequality—measured with the Gini index—is
associated with a high level of interest in economic
inequality.

To do so, we first focused on private interest in eco-
nomic inequality, examining the relationship between the
Gini index and Google searches. We considered that a
higher proportion of Google searches indicates a higher
interest in economic inequality, given that it reflects the
desire to be informed about economic inequality and
topics surrounding it (e.g., definition, causes, conse-
quences, and worldwide data). More searches in Google
show that this topic is important to people regardless of
individuals’ attitudes toward economic inequality.
Second, we explored the same relationship concerning
the public interest in economic inequality by analysing
tweets that address the economic inequality topic. We
considered a higher number of posted tweets as indicat-
ing a higher interest in expressing personal ideas pub-
licly as well as a predisposition to debate them. We
suggested that when economic inequality is high, the
population’s interest in it will be high because interest in
economic inequality does not take into account the ideo-
logical connotation. Therefore, we expected that interest
in economic inequality happens because of negative as
well as positive attitudes toward economic inequality.
Given that tweets are public, we conducted further anal-
yses to explore the different narratives around economic
inequality on Twitter and the different attitudes toward
1t.

STUDY 1
Method

First, we obtained data about U.S. states from the U.S.
Census Bureau (2018a, 2018b, 2019). We collected data
about the latest Gini index available at the time of data
collection—that is, the Gini index of the year 2018. The
Gini index is a coefficient that measures economic
inequality from O (everyone has the same amount of
income) to 1 (a single person hogs the whole income
(U.S. Census Bureau, 2018a, see Figure 1, Panel a).
Moreover, we collected median household income data
by state from 2018 as a control variable (U.S. Census
Bureau, 2018b) because the use of technology might be

conditioned by the level of the family’s wealth. Indeed,
the states with lower resources by household might
search less on Google just because they have less access
to technology or the Internet. Finally, we collected data
about the size of each state’s population in 2019 (U.S.
Census Bureau, 2019) to control for the fact that more
searches in Google were not just because a state had
more people. We log-transformed household income and
state population to fit with the assumption of regression
(Li et al., 2019; Lu, Lee, Gino, & Galinsky, 2018; Yang
& Xin, 2019).

Afterward, we used Google Trends (https://trends.goo
gle.es/trends/) to obtain the search frequencies in Google
for “economic inequality” and “income inequality” in the
different U.S. states. To do that, we first searched the term
“economic inequality” as a search term on Google Trends,
selecting “United States” in the country section, and “last
12 months” in the time interval section. We followed the
same procedure to search “income inequality.” We col-
lected these data in December 2019. Search frequencies
obtained with Google Trend are not a count of queries in
absolute terms; otherwise, they are obtained in relative
terms. High values indicated a higher proportion of search
queries over the total, with 100 indicating the most fre-
quently searched. Values of 50 indicated half of the maxi-
mum value, and O indicated that there was insufficient
data for the term searched. We created a single indicator,
averaging the search frequencies of “economic inequality”
and “income inequality,” r = .909, p <.001 (see Figure 1,
Panel b). We will refer to this indicator as “economic
inequality” throughout the results and in Tables 1 and 2
and in Figure 1 (Panel b).

Results

As we expected, the Gini index was positively correlated
with searches for economic inequality, r = .32, p = .030
(see Table 1). Moreover, we conducted hierarchical mul-
tiple regression analyses to check the robustness of these
correlations. In the first step, we included median house-
hold income and state population as control predictors.
In the second step, we included the Gini index as a pre-
dictor as well.

The results (see Table 2) showed that Model 1 was
significant, F(2, 43) = 13.26, p < .001, with the house-
hold income predicting economic inequality search posi-
tively, B = .53, p < .001, and the population predicting
it negatively, B = —.29, p = .021. More importantly for
our prediction, Model 2 was also significant, F(3, 42) =
30.40, p < .001, with the Gini index explaining an addi-
tional 30.37% of the variance of the search for economic
inequality, F(1, 42) = 40.39, p < .001. As expected, the
Gini index predicted searches of economic inequality
positively, B = .59, p < .001.
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Panel (@)Gini index

Figure 1 Panel a shows the Gini index for each U.S. state. Panel b shows the proportion of Google searches
about economic inequality. Panel ¢ shows the number of tweets related to economic inequality. Redder states
reflect greater GINI index (Panel a), Google searches (Panel b), and numbers of Tweets (Panel c). [Colour figure
can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]
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Table 1
Pearson’s Correlations
1 2 3 4

1. Gini index - - - -
2. Economic inequality 32% - - -

search
3. Tweets A49%** (09 - -
4. Household income —.19 S5¥*F* 14 -
5. Population A3Fx 3% T72¥FE 04
*p < .05.
**p < .01.
**kp < .001.

Discussion

Our results provide initial evidence that individuals who
live in more unequal environments are more interested
in economic inequality. Indeed, we showed that in more
economically unequal U.S. states, individuals did more
Google searches about both economic and income
inequality. Importantly, these results keep over and
above household income and state population. Given that
searches in Google do not take into account attitudes
toward economic inequality, our results suggest that
those who live in more economically unequal states are
more interested in economic inequality, regardless of its
ideological implications.

Google searches usually are conducted privately with-
out sharing this behaviour with others. Whether the rela-
tionship between current economic inequality and
interest in this topic keeps when the interest in economic
inequality is public remains unclear. Consequently, we
explored whether individuals who live in more unequal

states address the issue of economic inequality publicly
on social networks. Mainly, we focused on Twitter, ana-
lysing the number of tweets that deal with economic
inequality topic. Moreover, tweet analyses allow us to
analyse the narrative of the economic inequality topic.
Therefore, we aimed to explore the communities built
around the economic inequality topic on Twitter.

STUDY 2

Method

We collected tweets using the T-Hoarder-Kit (Congosto,
Basanta-Val, & Sanchez-Fernandez, 2017). The T-
Hoarder-Kit is a “framework that enables tweet crawl-
ing, data filtering, and which is also able to display sum-
marized and analytical information about the Twitter
activity concerning a certain topic or event in a web-
page” (Congosto et al., 2017, p. 28). Given that we were
interested in tweets related to the topics of economic
inequality and income inequality, we collected —sepa-
rately— tweets in which the terms “economic” and
“inequality” appeared together, or “income” and
“inequality” appeared together. We will refer to both
economic- and income-inequality-related tweets with the
label “economic inequality” to improve the ease of read-
ing the results. We collected an initial sample of 30,600
tweets between December 13 and 18, 2019. This sample
included tweets and retweets.

In the preprocessing of the sample, we determined
the location of each tweet according to the information
provided in the localization section. To maximise the
number of tweets geolocalised in the United States,
we used all the useful information provided, such as
the state, city, street, coordinates, and geographic

Table 2
Hierarchical Regression Analysis to Predict Search of Economic Inequality
Model 1 Model 2
Predictor B B 95% CI B B 95% CI
Step 1
Household income 99.16%*** 53wk [54.0, 144.3] 119.75%** O4F%* [86.5, 153.0]
Population —9.52% —.29% [—17.5, —1.48] —15.2%%% —.46*** [—21.3, =9.1]
Step 2
Gini index - - 411.8%** 59k x* [281.0, 542.5]
R’ - 38 - 68 -
F - 13.26%*** - 30.40%** -
AR? - - - 30 -
AF - - - 40.39%%* -
*p < .05.
*xkp < 001,
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features—for example, lakes and mountains—to deter-
mine the U.S. state in which each tweet was pub-
lished. We excluded those tweets that did not provide
any information about the localisation, that provided
information from two different states, and that pro-
vided information situating their localisation outside
the United States. The final sample was 10,118 tweets.
We used the same U.S. Census Bureau data from
Study 1 regarding the Gini index, median household
incomes, and state populations (U.S. Census Bureau,
2018a, 2018b, 2019).

Results

Main analyses

As we expected, the Gini index was positively correlated
with the number of (re)tweets about economic inequal-
ity, r = .49, p < .001 (see Table 1). We conducted hier-
archical multiple regression analyses to check the
robustness of this correlation. Similar to Study 1, in the
first step, we included median household income and
state population as predictors to control by them. In the
second step, we included the Gini index as a predictor
as well (see Table 3) and the number of (re)tweets as
the criterion variable.

The results showed that Model 1 was significant, F(2,
48) = 28.42, p < .001. More importantly for our predic-
tion, Model 2 was also significant, F(3, 47) = 23.42, p <
.001, with the Gini index explaining an additional 5.7%
of the variance of the number of tweets published, F(1,
47) = 6.69, p = .013. As expected, the Gini index pre-
dicted tweets published about economic inequality posi-
tively, B = .27, p = .013.

Network analysis

To take a closer look at the narrative around the tweets
about economic inequality, we conducted a network
analysis. A network is built with nodes and edges.
Nodes represent entities whereas edges represent the
relationships between the nodes. In this network analy-
sis, we used tweets as nodes and retweets as directed
edges. First, we built the network structure with more
representative tweets—that is, 10% of tweets with a
greater number of retweets—using the T-Hoarder Kit
(Congosto et al., 2017). We obtained 3,000 nodes and
3,547 edges. Next, we conducted a network analysis
with Gephi (Bastian, Heymann, & Jacomy, 2009). First,
we applied a giant component filter to clarify the net-
work structure, obtaining 2,348 nodes (78.27%) and
3,304 edges (93.15%). Then, we calculated the features
of the whole network structure. The network had a diam-
eter of 4—that is, the two farthest tweets had three
tweets between them—with an average path length of
1.24. Moreover, the network had a low density (density
= 0.001), and on average, each tweet was retweeted 1.41
times. Afterward, we analysed the communities that
formed the network.

We calculated random modularity with a high resolu-
tion (25) to identify the most considerable commonali-
ties. The results showed acceptable modularity, Q = .35,
suggesting the presence of community structures
(Blondel, Guillaume, Lambiotte, & Lefebvre, 2008;
Clauset, Newman, & Moore, 2004). Indeed, we found
three communities. We used ForceAtlas2 to visualise the
network structure and communities (see Figure 2).
ForceAtlas2 is an algorithm use for network spatializa-
tion which makes nodes repulse each other and edges

Table 3
Hierarchical Regression Analysis to Predict the Number of Tweets About Economic Inequality
Model 1 Model 2
Predictor B B 95% CI B B 95% CI
Step 1
Household income 632.73 17 [—113.9, 1,379.4] 809.31* 213* [89.7, 1,528.9]
Population 424.,15%** ]2k x* [308.9, 539.4] 358.06%** O11%** [237.6, 478.6]
Step 2
Gini index - — 3,556.76* .269* [791.1, 6,322.5]
R’ - 54 - .60 -
F - 28.42%%* - 23.42%%x -
AR? - - - .06 -
AF - - - 6.69* -
5 < .05.
**p <.01.
*ixp < 001,
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Figure 2 The network of tweets about economic inequality. Nodes represent (re)tweets, and are linked to their
retweets by edges. Size of nodes represent tweets’ degree (i.e., the largest nodes are the tweets more retweeted.)

[Colour figure can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]

attract their nodes (Jacomy, Venturini, Heymann, &
Bastian, 2014). We aimed to look closer to determine
what the narrative was around economic inequality in
each community. To do so, we analysed the tweets that
might be considered the builders of the narrative around
economic inequality in our sample. Therefore, to give
meaning to these communities, we analysed the three
most representative tweets in each community (see
Figure 3).

The first community represented 77.73% of the net-
work. The tweet with the highest degree (515) was
posted by a “Progressive activist” complaining about the
luxury when economic inequality is at a 50-year high.
Moreover, he claimed that the former President Donald
Trump is the symptom of a disease, namely greed. The
tweet with the second highest degree (407) was posted
by an account that published “News. Arts & Life. Music
& more.” This tweet shared the news that claimed that
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Figure 3 FTweets with the highest degree in Communities 1, 2, and 3. [Colour figure can be viewed at wileyon

linelibrary.com]

“Street protests popping up around the globe are driven
by a growing sense that societies are rigged to favor the
powerful — and trap the masses in low-wage, dead-end
lives.” Finally, the tweet with the third highest degree
(178) was posted by a writer and campaigner who
claimed that it is terrible news that the working class
rejected the Labour Party’s manifesto given that it
addresses causes of economic inequality.

The second community represented 18.23% of the net-
work. The tweet with the highest degree (257) was
posted by a radio speaker who claimed that candidate
for the presidency, as well as the former Democratic
senator and the former Democratic president, live in
mansions while they lecture about economic inequality.
The tweet with the second highest degree (178) was
posted by the daughter of the former President Trump.
She shared the news that claimed that economic inequal-
ity is plummeting thanks to Trump’s policies. Finally,
the tweet with the third highest degree (29) was posted
by a member of the Republican party who claimed that
thanks to Trump’s policies, average middle-class income
had increased, which is an excellent strategy for reduc-
ing economic inequality.

The third community represented 4.05% of the net-
work. The tweet with the highest degree (19) was posted
by an unspecific profile who echoed a United Nations
conference on economic inequality. Her post shared that
economic inequality has important implications for health,
education, dignity, and respect for human rights. The
tweet with the second highest degree (17) was posted by
an account linked to the United Nations complaining
about the far-reaching measures being taken to reduce
economic inequality. Finally, the tweet with the third
highest degree (16) was also posted by an unspecific pro-
file who echoed the United Nations conference by show-
ing how the issue of economic inequality was analysed.

Discussion

In line with Study 1, the results from Study 2 provide
evidence that individuals who live in a more economi-
cally unequal environment are more interested in eco-
nomic inequality. Indeed, we showed that in more
economically unequal U.S. states, individuals posted
more tweets related to economic inequality. Moreover,
these results keep over and above median household

© 2021 Asian Association of Social Psychology and John Wiley & Sons Australia, Ltd.

5U80| 7 SUOWWIOD @A ded|(dde ayp Aq peusienob are sspoiie VO ‘SN Jo Sa|n1 10} Afeiqi8UIUQ /]I UO (SUO R PUCO-pUe-SWBH L™ A8 | I AReIq 1 Ul UO//Sd1Y) SUORIPUOD PUe swiie | 8L 89S *[7202/20/60] Uo A%eiqiauliuo A8|IM ‘GINN Aq 8Sk2T dsfe/TTTT '0T/0p/woo A8 | Areiqjeuluo//Sdny Wwoly papeo|umoq ‘T ‘ZZ0C ‘X6E8.9YT


wileyonlinelibrary.com
wileyonlinelibrary.com

Economic inequality interest

15

income and state population. In Study 1, we showed that
objective economic inequality was related to private inter-
est in this topic; that is, Google searches. In this study,
we extended this result, showing that objective economic
inequality also positively predicts public interest in eco-
nomic inequality; that is, the number of tweets posted.

Similar to Study 1, the number of tweets posted about
economic inequality analysed in Study 2 does not take
into account the ideological implications around this
topic—just how often people post tweets about it.
However, given that tweets are public, we could look at
them closer to analyse the ideological narrative around
economic inequality. To do so, we conducted a network
analysis. Our analysis allowed us to put tweets together
according to individuals who retweeted them. With this
procedure, we could draw the communities built around
economic inequality issues on Twitter. Moreover, we
focused on the most representative tweets in each com-
munity to analyse the narrative around the topic of eco-
nomic inequality.

We found three large communities. The first community
was the largest, occupying more than three fourths of the
network. The size of this community suggests that in our
sample, most people who talked about economic inequal-
ity on Twitter are clustered in this community. A summary
of the most representative tweets suggests that this com-
munity thinks that economic inequality is high, is caused
by greed, and has negative consequences such as street
protests. Moreover, it regrets that the “working class” does
not support measures to reduce economic inequality. The
profiles of the individuals who posted the tweets and the
few references to the positioning of political ideology—
references to the former President Trump and the Labour
Party—suggest that this community is in the left wing.

The second community was quite smaller than the first
one, occupying less than one fifth of the network.
Analysing the content of the most representative tweets
as well as the profiles of the individuals who posted
them, we can appreciate key differences from the first
community. First, there is a more robust positioning of
political ideology. Indeed, the most representative tweet
in this community reported the hypocrisy of the
Democratic Party members when they lecture about eco-
nomic inequality. Moreover, the other two tweets were
posted by profiles linked directly to the Republican
Party: Trump’s daughter and a Republican candidate.
These features suggest that this community is positioned
in the right wing of the political ideology spectrum in
the United States. Additionally, this community seems to
maintain that economic inequality has plummeted,
improving the living conditions and middle-class
income, thanks to Trump’s policies.

Finally, the third community, occupying the smaller
proportion of the network, seems to reflect tweets about

an economic inequality conference conducted by the
United Nations. The most representative tweets reflect
some of the key results of this conference, such as rela-
tions between economic inequality and health, education,
dignity, and respect for human rights and the need for
far-reaching measures to reduce economic inequality.

General Discussion

Our results showed that actual economic inequality posi-
tively predicts interest in it. Indeed, individuals who live
in more unequal U.S. states do more Google searches
about economic inequality and post more tweets related
to this topic. Importantly, this relationship kept even
after controlling by median household income and state
population. These results suggest that in a more unequal
environment, individuals are more interested in eco-
nomic inequality, searching for information about it and
talking more often about this issue in social media. It is
noteworthy that these behaviors reflect the interest in
economic inequality in daily life, so they have a high
ecological validity.

Our results suggest that individuals who live in a more
unequal environment are more interested in the eco-
nomic inequality issue, both privately and publicly. This
comparison is remarkable because previous research has
found that private and public contexts can promote dif-
ferent motivations, which may lead to different psy-
chosocial consequences (Kraus & Callaghan, 2016). Our
results did not show evidence that private and public
interest in economic inequality are correlated (see
Table 1). This result might suggest that, indeed, private
interest in economic inequality may result from different
motivations than public interest in this topic. The moti-
vation to search the terms “economic inequality” and
“income inequality” in Google might stem from an inter-
est in looking for information about the current level of
economic inequality, its causes, or its consequences.
However, the motivation to post tweets or retweets about
economic inequality might come from a desire to pub-
licly express an attitude toward economic inequality.
Accordingly, we analysed the different communities in
Twitter built on the economic inequality issue to explore
the different narratives around it.

The results of our network analysis suggest that tweets
about economic inequality are organised in three commu-
nities. The largest of these communities seems to reflect a
narrative about high levels of economic inequality, the
causes, and the negative consequences. Moreover, this
narrative seems to have connotations of a left wing politi-
cal ideology. In contrast, the second community, quite
smaller than the first one, suggests that economic inequal-
ity has been reduced, with connotations of right wing
political ideology. Finally, the third community echoes a
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conference about the economic inequality topic. These
results suggest that interest in economic inequality has
different ideological connotations.

Implications

As economic inequality has risen, interest in this topic
has risen among scholars, politicians, and institutions
(Piketty, 2014; United Nations, 2015; Wilkinson &
Pickett, 2009, 2018; Wiwad et al., 2019). However,
whether the general population increases their interest in
economic inequality hand in hand with the current level
of economic inequality remained unclear. Our results
showed that individuals who live in a more unequal
environment are more interested in the economic
inequality issue. This result might suggest that the gen-
eral population echoes the increased interest in this topic
of other sectors of society.

Although we must be cautious because of the correla-
tional nature of our results, these might be explained as
the real economic inequality leads to means of communi-
cation, politicians, and institutions to talk more about the
topic of economic inequality, which in turn echoed in the
interest of the inhabitants. In this sense, the frequency of
exposure to several sources of information, such as news,
images, conferences, and talks about economic inequality,
might underlie the relationship between real economic
inequality and the interest in economic inequality. Further
research should test this underlying path.

Our results might imply that people are dimly aware of
the level of economic inequality. Although previous stud-
ies have shown that individuals usually underestimate the
current level of economic inequality (Gimpelson &
Treisman, 2018; Norton & Ariely, 2011), others have
found a positive correlation between objective and per-
ceived economic inequality (Castillo, 2012; Sommet,
Elliot, Jamieson, & Butera, 2019). Therefore, we might
expect that individuals should be aware of economic
inequality, in broad terms, if they live in a more equal or
unequal environment, even if they do not perceive the
level of economic inequality accurately. Our results are in
line with this idea. The fact that more objective economic
inequality equals more interest in it might reflect that
individuals have a diffuse idea about the current level of
economic inequality in their communities. In other words,
individuals might think diffusely that they live in an
unequal environment because means of communication
generate much talk about this issue. This path might pro-
vide individuals with indirect information about the level
of economic inequality in their societies. This is important
because information about the level of economic inequal-
ity is an important clue that individuals use to guide
themselves in life. Indeed, when people have information
about the level of economic inequality, they use it to

decide whether to cooperate or compete with others
depending on whether economic inequality is low or high,
respectively (Nishi, Shirado, Rand, & Christakis, 2015).
Moreover, information about economic inequality works
as a clue that people use to infer features of others in
society (Heiserman & Simpson, 2017; Moreno-Bella,
Willis, & Moya, 2019; Sanchez-Rodriguez, Rodriguez-
Bailon, & Willis, 2020; Sanchez-Rodriguez, Willis,
Jetten, & Rodriguez-Bailon, 2019). Further research is
needed to explore this possible path in the perception of
economic inequality and its consequences.

Our results contradict previous research showing that
economic inequality is negatively related to concern about
it (Mijs, 2019; Schroder, 2017). However, as noted ear-
lier, concern about and interest in economic inequality
are two different constructs. Concern about economic
inequality implies a specific attitude toward economic
inequality ~ with  particular ideological connotations
(Garcia-Sanchez et al., 2018; Trump, 2017; Willis et al.,
2015). Indeed, concerns about economic inequality imply
taking a stance that economic inequality is too high and
should be reduced. However, interest in economic
inequality reflects the importance that one gives this
topic, whatever his or her opinion about it. Therefore,
individuals who live in a more unequal environment
might be less concerned about economic inequality
because they think that it is justified, but also might give
importance to this topic, search for information in
Google, and post tweets about it. Our further network
analysis suggested that the narratives underlying the
tweets and retweets about economic inequality have dif-
ferent attitudes toward economic inequality and different
political ideologies. Indeed, our results suggest that there
are different echo chambers around the topic of economic
inequality on Twitter. An echo chamber is a cluster of
like-minded users that are separated from the rest of the
network and have a lower threshold for being convinced
by a given narrative (Tornberg, 2018). Indeed, while one
community underlines the high level of economic inequal-
ity, another community claims that it has been reduced.
Moreover, both communities have political ideology posi-
tions: The first one is left wing whereas the second one
is right wing. These results suggest that narratives around
economic inequality have important ideological implica-
tions, although with different connotations. It should be
highlighted that the community with a left wing position
occupies the larger part of the network, suggesting, in
line with previous research (Bobbio, 1996), that the eco-
nomic inequality issue is usually a left wing topic.

Limitation and Future Directions

Although this research has several strengths, it also has
some limitations that should be addressed in future
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research. We should take into account at least three limi-
tations. First, as noted earlier, we should be cautious
with the causal interpretation of our results. Given the
correlational nature of our data, we cannot infer a cau-
sal relationship between our variables. We consider our
procedure to be highly ecological, but it has the limita-
tion of lacking internal validity. Although our results
might be explained assuming that objective economic
inequality is the cause and interest in economic
inequality the effect, this statement is not supported by
our results. Therefore, future research might use experi-
mental procedures to manipulate economic inequality
(e.g., Sanchez-Rodriguez, Willis, & Rodriguez-Baildn,
2019) and test how interest in economic inequality is
affected.

A second limitation is that we explored our hypothe-
ses cross-sectionally. Indeed, we performed searches on
Google and tweets at one point. This approach allowed
us to determine the relationship between the current
level of economic inequality and the interest in it at one
given time, which is essential. However, this picture is
static and prevents us from understanding the dynamic
nature of this relationship. Exploring the relationship
between our main variables with a longitudinal approach
might shed light on the dynamic processes involved in
how the current level of economic inequality change
interest in it over time.

Finally, our results are limited to a single country. We
conducted our analyses with data from only the United
States. Focusing on one country allowed us to simplify
the procedure, given its shared language and culture.
Although our results have a limited generalisation to
other countries, they are in line with other research con-
ducted in other contexts and cultures. For example, Li
et al. (2019) found that individuals who live in more (vs.
less) unequal regions of China tend to search for more
information about social class and economic inequality.
Moreover, economic inequality seems to have a similar
effect on Western and Eastern countries (e.g., on trust;
Oishi, Kesebir, & Diener, 2011; Yang & Xin, 2019).
This evidence suggests that our results might be gener-
alised to other countries, but more research is needed to
shed light on this issue.

Conclusion

Our results show that individuals who live in more
unequal U.S. states are more interested in economic
inequality. Notably, the current level of economic inequal-
ity predicts positively both private—Google searches for
economic inequality—and public interest—posting tweets
about economic inequality. This result sheds light on the
effects that objective levels of economic inequality have
on the narratives around this issue.
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