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—Abstract —

This study analyses the attributions of causalitg #he representations about
poverty and wealth in order to better understandplees perception and to
suggest adequate and shared interventions.

The data we analyzed refer to a research whichbkas carried out on 2000
participants in Italy. A Principal Component Anap/shas allowed the

identification of three components relating to itd, external and metaphysical
attributions for the phenomena of poverty and wedhollowing analysis have

showed significant relations between attributionsl dactors like income, age,
education level and working condition. We have atemnpared respondent’s
perception of the phenomenon (his representationnmgfoverishing factors,

related to himself or to others) and his attribodbstyle, focusing on possible
relations between the outcomes of this comparismh @ther socio-economic
categories.
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1. INTRODUCTION

In this paper theausal attributiondor poverty and wealth will be deepened, that
is how people perceive factors that could driveuoh conditionswhy do people
become rich or poor?Focusing on psychological concepts such casisal
attribution, reflects a different approach in studying povértyn traditional ones,
which are mainly based on income or consumptionsyepy should be
considered as a multidimensional concept, entaikudpstantial lack at the
economic level as well as at social and psycholddevels because poverty not
only means earning low wages, but it often includeisg less educated, adapting
personal aims and aspirations to limited resouacesnot being able to rely on a
family or a group of friends.

Furthermore “stratification is a basic aspect ofisty” (Klugel & Smith,
1981:29) and this is why topic about attributiors &ocial stratification has
generated since ‘60s a “growing amount” of reseasthdies in socio-
psychological and economic fields (Wilson, 19963¥1A review of the literature
allows us to reconstruct the landscape of theafe®cial stratification from both
the people’s perception and the examination of avelfprograms (that often
reflect the different theories about the causegpmferty. Blank, 2003). It is
therefore possible to identify three main streamsvhich placing the different
theories about poverty and wealth: a first groumpnses the attributions that
seek for responsibility of individual’s condition his own effort and abilities and
in his “own doing or not doing” (See the “Just wbtheory”: people have what
‘mathematically’ derives from their actions. [Lern&980]; Kreidl, 2000; Rank,
2003); this is what Feagin (1975) calls “Socialvdarsm”. A second group, in
contrast, comprises contextual factors and traceenpwealth status back to
structural variables (See the “Dominant ideologgsik™ in all societies, the
subordinate classes “introject” the socio-cultwalues of the predominant class
[Abercrombie, 1978]; see the “Public arena theotlyg social building process of
several phenomena like poverty. [Hilgartner & Bo4®88]; Bradshaw [2007]
talks about “culture of poverty”, a subculture obop people in which they
develop a set of shared values and norms thaparate from the culture of the
main society). The third set, finally, includes %wad” factors that consider
poverty and wealth as the result of the interachietween several individual and
structural factors, between individual agency aodtextual variables (See the
“Cyclical theory”. a sort of ‘spiral of poverty’ cacreate disinvestment and
decline at community level and individual levelpopé become poorer, less self-
confident... [Sher, 1977]).
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2.METHOD

Many studies regarding beliefs about economic iabtyu detect tendencies
correlated to people’s socio-demographic charastiesi Namely, it has been
noticed that specific characteristics (i.e. beinganman) are frequently related to
the ways in which a person of a specific socio-dgraphic group attributes the
cause of difficulties. This way of attributing causan be seen not only in a
person’s view of economic inequality, but also iwide range of issues and can
often be ascribed to cultural or historical reasdie aim of this study is firstly to
compare our findings on the correlation between iosdemographic
characteristics of respondents and attributiveestylith what has emerged from
previous research. Secondly this study focusesifgfady on the attribution for
poverty by given categories of respondents, whahlieen studied less than other
groups: for example contracted employees vs. seffieyed workers. With this
aim, respondents have been divided depending ondtlecational background,
age, income and working conditions. Information are going to analyse has
been collected by the Italian National ResearchnCibuwith the aim of studying
the economic situation and the perception of stafua sample of over 2000
subjects. Data have been collected by using a stootured questionnaire in
which we used two groups of items borrowed by aipres research carried out
by the Czech sociologist Martin Kreidl (2000), abtle causal attribution for
poverty and wealth and two open questions to colilata about impoverishing
factors. Two approaches have been used to analgeelgis perception of
economic inequality. In the first approach peoplepresentations have been
studied using categories derived from literature data have been collected and
analyzed using quantitative tools and methods. \#i¢haim of digging deep into
people’s perceptions, two open questions have beeinessed to respondents.
Asking people what in their opinion were impovenighfactors, distinguishing
‘general poverty’ and ‘personal poverty’, has almivto study people’s
perceptions as expressed in their own words. ltiireq a qualitative approach
with careful categorization and interpretation.

3. POVERTY AND WEALTH PERCEIVED CAUSES

To detect poverty and wealth perceived causes, follewing introductive
guestion has been addressed to all respondentsyadlin opinion, which one
among the following aspects do have an impact orenqbp [wealth] condition in
your town?”. The suggested poverty attributionsenbeen: lack of ability; bad
luck; lack of effort; loose morals; discriminatiotgck of equal opportunities;
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failure of the economic system. About wealth: &ililuck; dishonesty; hard
work; having the right connections; more opportesitto begin with; the
economic system which allows to take unfair advgatd he following step has
been to ask respondents to indicate their concosdeate per item, according to a
5-point Likert scale. In the PCA, poverty items @deen separated from wealth
ones, thinking that not necessarily exists a cofwreof evaluation regarding
economic inequality, but it changes depending enstiibject (poverty or wealth):
for example we can hypothesize that beliefs regargoor people are influenced
by further considerations, such as a sort of cosipasthat avoid blaming poors.
The outcomes of the PCA seem to support our hygahdividing poverty items
from wealth items and choosing a 3 factors soluéanh has allowed to explain
an adequate amount of variance (more than 62%j)cadeétect mainly two factors
both for poverty and for wealth: the first factcancbe interpreted as internal
attribution, and the other detected componentlz&ed to external attribution. The
PCAs have furthermore allowed to detect a distmctinto the external
component: it emerges, namely, a first componeattwe could name “Powerful
Others” and a second component “Chance”. The nameebave just used have
been borrowed by Levenson (1973). The factor Igggliet us also to draw two
further conclusions: first of all, four main distincomponents have been outlined.
It emerges that the internal or external attrimgicare distinguished between
poverty and wealth: we cannot talk, namely, aboi¢rnalism or externalism
transcending the separation between poverty antthw&econdly, data show that
there is no significant inverse relationship betmvedferent causal attributions:
individuals who tend, for instance, to choose maérattributions, do not
necessarily choose less external explanationsfdllesving analyses will test the
relationship between hidden response patterns euemnd a series of
independent variables: Education degree. Income.

4. WORDS: IMPOVERISHING FACTORS

Words about impoverishing factors have been catecising two questions. The
first one has focused on general impoverishingofactin your opinion which
factors could bring anormal personto poverty?”. The second question has
focused, instead, on what respondents considerd dohg him to a poverty
condition: “In your opinion which factors could bg you to a poverty
condition?”. The aim was to compare people belisfpending on whether they
refer to themselves or to others. The first steglath analysis has consisted of
categorizing the words (3217 words for both quesfianto an internal or an
external locus of control. 86% of the words useférred to an external locus,
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whereas 14% of words referred to an internal onee Tollowing step has
consisted in comparing words respondents had usekssing to themselves or
to others: this has had the aim of focusing oniptesgncoherences between these
two levels. The following analyses has tested #lationship between patterns
emerged and a series of independent variables;dditien to the variables
mentioned above, the further variables considerenviorking condition; Age.

I ncome and attributions

Table I. Income and attributions

n Tot Low Mid High =
Componen (N=1848) | (N=265) (N=1409) | (N=174) P
Poverty x |,01 -,04 ,00 11 1,237 ,291
Internal s | 1,00 1,08 ,98 ,99
Poverty Pow. x | ,01 ,04 ,02 -13 1,735 77
Others s | 1,00 1,09 0,98 1,01
Poverty x | ,00 22 -,01 -,28 13,23p,000
Chance s | 1,00 1,11 ,98 0,92
n Tot Low Mid High =
Componen (N=1848) | (N=265) (N=1409) | (N=174) P
Wealth Pow.,| x | ,01 ,00 ,03 .12 1,754 , 173
Others s | ,99 1,08 ,98 ,96
Wealth x | ,00 -,29 ,00 ,50 34,28[L,000
Internal s | 1,00 1,05 ,98 ,88

X | ,00 ,15 ,00 -,18 5,770| ,003
Wealth Chance~-—=7755 1,02 1,00 96

Table II. Income and words

g]t(;r?buﬂons FrequencieqTot | |\ High SCc?llJa . p
General External — Personal Exter g:;jggg 1003 ;ggo 2:1316 ;4 26517 oo
General External — Personal Intern Ef;jggg 36 ;ZS %76 ?1

General Internal — Personal Extern Ef;jggg 194 1226 42189 ?5

General Internal — Personal Internal gf;jggg 27 ;iz ‘51,7 ?1

Total 1257|979 |278 |5

High income people (see Table 1) seem to choosgnal explanations (in this
particular case, the most significant differenceiscern wealth). People who have
a high income tend to hand it to themselves ancbtwsider external factors less
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predominantly, like blessed events or economic esyst allowing to take
advantage. By following this interpretation, we @asily understand why higher
the income, less fatalistic the explanations ao#) for poverty and for wealth.
From the analysis of words (see Table II) it emsrgeat people with a high
income tend to mainly perceive structural fact@s,an explanation for others’
poverty. On the contrary, people with a low incotead to choose individual
explanations for poverty.

Working conditions and words

Contracted employees whmherentlyexternalize (that is choose external factors
both for themselves and for others) poverty areentmth in absolute and relating
to expected frequency than self-employed. Self-egga coherentlyinternalize
more than contracted employees, relating to exgdotguencies (Table 1V).

Table IV. Working conditions and words

Working itions FrequenciesTot -~ iractec>o- Chi- P
Attributions employeesemployed square
workers
General External - Person&bserved 477 327 150 17,689 |,001
External Expected 311,7 165,3
Opserved 9 12
General External — Personal Inter Expected 21 137 73
Opserved 60 17
General Internal — Personal Exter Expected 77 50.3 26.7
Qbserved 8 6
General Internal — Personal Intern Expected 14 o1 49
Total 589 | 404 185
Age and words
Table V. Age and words
Age Frequencie{Tot [18-34 [35-54 [55-99 [Chi- p
Attributions .0. y.0. .0. square
General External — Person&bserved 1003 270 427 306 67,366 |,000
External Expected 272,4 |358,0 |372,6
General External — Person@®bserved 36 18 10 8
Internal Expected 9,8 12,8 13,4
General Internal — Person®bserved 194 51 67 76
External Expected 52,7 69,2 72,1
General Internal — Person®bserved 27 10 9 8
Internal Expected 7,3 9,6 10,0
Total 1260(349 513 398
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Young people tend to consider poverty as a conditi@t originates from the

individual, when they talk about themselves, mbiantolder respondents. On the

contrary, older people are more numerous amongthb® think that poverty is
something referable to characteristics and behswbthe individual, when they
talk about others; nevertheless, the same resptmtenk that poverty originates
from external events when talking about themselves.

Education level and attributions
Table VI. Education level and attributions

cation level | Tot Degree/M.
No d.|1% level| 2" level

Component (N=1914 _ _ _ D. F p

) (N=36) | (N=605) | (N=844) (N=429)
Poverty x |,00 ,13 ,10 ,01 -,17 6,243 | ,000
Internal S 1,00 ,87 1,02 ,99 ,99
Poverty x |,00 -,28 -,22 ,07 ,20 18,225 ,000
Pow. Others| s | 1,00 ,93 1,08 ,97 ,87
Poverty x |,00 44 ,16 -,06 -,14 11,251 ,000
Chance S 1,00 1,08 1,12 ,95 87
Cor:sltlon I;evel -(r[\?i1914 No d.| 1% level| 2" level gfagree/M. F 0

) (N=36) | (N=605) | (N=844) (N=429)
Wealth Pow.| X | ,00 -,34 -,08 ,01 ,13 5,349 | ,001
Others s | 1,00 1,22 1,10 ,95 ,92
Wealth x | ,00 -,65 -11 ,03 14 11 ,000
Internal [ 1,00 .97 1,04 ,98 ,96
Wealth x | ,00 ,40 ,06 -,03 -,07 3,511 | ,015
Chance s | 1,00 1,00 1,04 1,00 ,95
Table VII. Education level and words
,E\tt?ibutionsevel Frequencie{Tot [1%level 2" level Degree/M.D.SCc?l'J'are p
General External — Person&bbserved 999 305 458 236 29,905 ,000
External Expected 352,3 |430,0 |216,7
General External — Person&bbserved 36 8 18 10
Internal Expected 12,7 155 7,8
General Internal — Person®bserved 192 89 67 36
External Expected 67,7 82,6 41,6
General Internal — Person®bserved o8 14 10 4
Internal Expected 9,9 12,1 6,1
Total 1255416 553 286
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Data show that a higher education level correspaoads lower internal poverty
attribution and a higher external poverty attriboti(see Table VI). Therefore,
more an individual is educated, more he tendsttibate the poverty condition to
external (not internal) factors. Also analysis afrds (Table VII) shows that the
higher the education level, the higher the tendetwyattribute poverty to
structural factors when talking about others. Gnadbntrary, less educated people
seem to perceive internal factors for others. Catadalso show that a higher
education level corresponds to a general lower phgtacal attribution.

5. CONCLUSIONS

This research has been carried out with the aigetiing to the core of the matter
about attitudes towards the causes of poverty agaltly both of them highly
influenced by a wide range of socio-economic factare have focused on age,
education level, income, working conditions.

Being more awakened of a particular complex situatoften related to a higher
level of education or to the experience relatedge, can promote a different idea
of the phenomenon; i.e. the assumption of a visamng into account a wider
range of factors. This hypothesis is sustained bta dvhich demonstrate a
correlation between Education and Sense of conpedple who have a lower
level of education tend to explain poverty as abfgm arising from inside the
individual more than people with a higher one doemerges also from analyses
on words. In general, one may assume that a lowaifigation corresponds to a
different working path and then to a lower incorfiis point would reflect our
findings about income: a higher income seems tosigaificantly related to
internal attributions for wealth. In this way it possible to interpret the results
reached by Feagin (1972), in his well-known redeaand by Kluegel & Smith
(1986): people belonging to lower social classesraore likely to explain the
poverty with more individualistic and less struetufactors, just as it emerges
from the data of this research in the case of thecaion level. This seems to
strengthen the link between educational qualifaretj employment status and
attributions. It is not easy to interpret outcormbsut wealth: if, on the one hand,
it seems that a higher education level promotesreat attributions, on the other
hand it emerges the opposite, that is higher eddcpeople seem to choose
internal attributions (it reflects what emergespast researches, that is a higher
education is interconnected with a higher senseoofrol over events. Slagsvold
and Sgrensen, 2008). A similar trend emerges tlkatbout age: older
respondents seem to choose words referring to rett@mpoverishing factors,
especially when the question is about the perssitztion. A similar reasoning
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can be done about the working condition. As shownwwords chosen by
respondents, self-employed workers tend to chadsenial impoverishing factors
and this seems to support the hypothesis abountinence ofspirit of individual
enterprise acknowledging its importance seems to have tlfectebf bringing
more likely to individual the responsibility for hicondition. The correlation
between income and attributions is easy to undaisdéacording to the concept of
‘defensive externalitythe tendency demonstrates that people having gouml
economic status choose external explanations aérpovOn the contrary, people
who have a good economic status attribute theirdfipaal social status to
individual, not to context or fatalistic factorshi$ outcome seems also to recall
the Learned Helplessness Thefityexamines the effects of exposing individuals
to aversive events which they cannot control: thieduces the motivational,
cognitive, and emotional effects of uncontrolldlili [Seligman & Beagley,
1975]): in our case, those who belong to a low mneobracket, facing the
perception of “failure”, tend to attribute events factors beyond their means.
Furthermore, it is interesting to notice that whke questions (related to beliefs
about poverty and wealth or to words about povegtgdually converge on the
personal context of the respondent (up to his afgh low income people tend to
“push away” the responsibility of poverty from tmalividual to external factors.
Lower income people seem to choose external faetoosit wealth and it seems
to support Complementary stereotype theory, thegrés the “legitimacy of the
social system by suggesting that no single grougotiety holds a monopoly on
all that is desirable (or undesirable), [...] no gydlnas it all” and no group is
bereft of valued characteristics” (Kay et al, 2A®®). For instance, by taking
away to the individual the merit for his own weadtiatus, but attributing it to the
advantages of an unfair context, people rationagheeunequal division of wealth.
The importance of studies like those we have jalkiet! about is underlined by
Schiller: “Which view of poverty we ultimately emdme will have a direct
bearing on the public policies we pursue.” (1989tA)erventions for contrasting
poverty are highly influenced by the individualieis of such a phenomenon: in a
few words, a policy-maker who thinks that causepaferty have to be detected
in the individual’'s characteristics or lacks, wilitervene on this by making
policies that facilitate a person to improve higkgaound. On the contrary, an
intervention for promoting job-providing (as Rankuggests) reflects the
attribution for poverty to factors external to thedividual and to context
inefficiency. Furthermore, interventions perceiasdbut as a result of debate and
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sharing, are surely much more effective becausg #ine part and parcel of a
participative process whose aim is to promote meaient and empowerment.
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