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Abstract

A large volume of research highlights the adverse effects of relative deprivation on
subjective well-being. Across different empirical settings and modelling approaches,
a conceptual common denominator exists: the bulk of prior studies assumes that
lower social status, by definition, implies higher relative deprivation, resulting in
reduced well-being. In the present study, we take issue with this assumption and
propose that lower self-ascribed positions on the status hierarchy are necessary but
insufficient in and of themselves to undermine well-being. The critical, yet often
neglected, factor in the literature is perceived societal unfairness. That is, one must
believe that personal predicament as gauged by status disadvantage is, at least partly,
due to some exogenous or impersonal forces (e.g., discrimination, limited opportu-
nity). Our central argument is that the magnitude of the focal relationship between
relative deprivation and well-being should be more pronounced among those who
hold higher perceptions of unfairness. Using three independently collected probabil-
ity datasets on the South Korean population—Social Science Korea (2017), Seoul
Survey (2018), and Korean Social Integration Survey (2018)—we systematically
test this hypothesis. Results from multilevel models robustly demonstrate that the
connection between lower social status and lower well-being is significantly stronger
among individuals who assess their society to be more ‘unfair,’ suggesting that
future research should incorporate the level of perceived unfairness as a consequen-
tial moderator.
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Introduction

The inquiry into what significantly contributes to subjective well-being stands as
one of the central concerns in social science research. A seminal discovery is that
absolute economic income exhibits only a marginal effect on happiness and life
satisfaction (e.g., Easterlin, 1974). Building on this foundation, various studies
have underscored subjective social status, i.e., rank-based position on the socio-
economic hierarchy, as a key predictor of mental health outcomes (Adler et al.,
1994, 2000; Quispe-Torreblanca et al., 2020; Yang et al., 2019). According to
research, the influence of relatively higher status on life satisfaction (Boyce et al.,
2010; Clark et al., 2008; Firebaugh & Schroeder, 2009; Guven & Sgrensen, 2012;
Posel & Casale, 2011) or physical health (Marmot et al., 1991; Subramanyam
et al., 2009; Wilkinson & Pickett, 2006) significantly outweighs that of income
or other objective indicators of status. This body of literature suggests that indeed
‘social’ predictors are critical in understanding personal welfare, both physical
and mental.

In particular, well-being is inherently tied to the process of social compari-
son, given the natural inclination of humans as social beings. Within this con-
text, scholars increasingly explore the nexus between life satisfaction and relative
deprivation. A prevalent mechanism elucidating this link is social comparison
(Alderson & Katz-Gerro, 2017; Chang, 2013; Cojocaru, 2016; Liao, 2021; Sch-
neider, 2012, 2019; Shifa & Leibbrandt, 2018), which encompasses various ref-
erence group standards and comparison targets (Mussweiler, 2003). The level
of life satisfaction is often predicted by factors such as relative income within
a reference group (e.g., Alderson & Katz-Gerro, 2017; Chang, 2013), perceived
income inequality (e.g., Oshio & Urakawa, 2014; Schneider, 2012), or perceived
social status (e.g., Schneider, 2019). Specifically, relative deprivation manifests
itself when individuals evaluate themselves in comparison with others and per-
ceive a discrepancy between what they have and what they believe they deserve.
Hence, an increase in income tends to contribute to enhanced well-being and/
or health not solely due to the augmented utility brought about by improved life
conditions but as it mitigates the adverse effects of relative deprivation (Eibner &
Evans, 2004).

As mentioned, a substantial literature has thus emerged surrounding the issue
of relative deprivation, more specifically, its implications. However, even a casual
inspection of existing findings reveals that the bulk of research has not examined
contingent or heterogeneous relationships between relative deprivation and out-
come measures. In this study, we seek to contribute to the scholarship by taking
a theoretically heterogeneous approach. To that end, we explicitly focus on the
moderating role of perceived societal unfairness. Despite the growing body of
research in this area, there remains an unexplored link concerning how relative
deprivation may differentially affect the subjective well-being of individuals who
are similarly positioned on the status hierarchy. In other words, we lack a clear
understanding of how the societal gradient translates into varied psychological
outcomes at the individual level. According to a systematic review, the concept
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of unfairness is a pivotal element in the connection between relative deprivation
and measures of well-being. In particular, three factors are seen as critical: social
comparison, appraisal of a relatively disadvantaged status, and perceived unfair-
ness (see Smith et al., 2012: 204). Social comparison and appraisal have received
a great deal of scholarly attention. By contrast, perceived unfairness has escaped
systematic analysis. Given this empirical gap, our objective is to examine whether
and how perceived unfairness is related to the process by status-mediated relative
deprivation leads to lower life satisfaction and reduced happiness.

Our central claim is that people react differently to the reality of their socioec-
onomic disadvantage, depending on their views regarding societal unfairness. The
acceptance of lower social status is not constant but vary according to the degree to
which society is perceived to be fair or not. Depending on this, some may be more
willing to accept their socioeconomic disadvantage more readily, while others refuse
to do so. That is, a person located toward the bottom of the status hierarchy may
not necessarily consider one’s predicament as being ‘unfair.” As a result, potentially
unfavorable social comparison stemming from lower social status may be less con-
sequential (i.e., detrimental) to the overall well-being. On the other hand, another
individual similarly positioned may reject the status quo and evaluate the situation
to be ‘unfair’ as well as ‘undeserving.” We contend that it is in this latter case that
status disadvantage is more likely to compromise well-being. Prior research suggests
that the influence of societal inequality on happiness is, in part, derived from percep-
tions of the unequal distribution of opportunities (Ravazzini & Chavez-Juarez, 2018;
Kelley & Evans, 2017; Schalembier, 2018; Amendola et al., 2019; Garcia-Muifioz
et al., 2019). The central point is that there may not be a clear one-to-one corre-
spondence between inequality and unhappiness. Rather, it must be accompanied by
limited or unequal access to opportunities for upward mobility, whether accurately
understood or not.

In the extant scholarship, findings related to the above reasoning are scarce. That
is, for the most part, past studies have fallen short of explicitly measuring and exam-
ining the concept of perceived unfairness. Our study aim is to advance the literature
by addressing this conceptual, and related empirical, gap. According to a systematic
review (Smith et al., 2012), lower or disadvantaged social status serves as a source of
various negative emotions, especially when it cannot be attributed to the individual’s
own actions, i.e., when it is seen as a byproduct of external (societal) circumstances
beyond one’s control and thus deemed unfair and/or underserving. Accordingly, an
effective measure of perceived unfairness should encompass the acknowledgment or
understanding of potential obstacles to upward social mobility, incorporating con-
siderations of justice in the distribution system, opportunities, and social discrimina-
tion across diverse domains. Below, we maintain and demonstrate that these indica-
tors should be recognized as potential amplifiers of the adverse association between
socioeconomically disadvantaged status and limited well-being.

The present study seeks to illuminate the intricate (interactive) associations
among relative deprivation, societal unfairness, and well-being. To that end, we ana-
lyze three distinct (local, regional, and national) datasets to confirm the validity of
our hypotheses and the robustness of our findings. The empirical strategy is based
on multilevel modeling to first probe the joint effects of lower subjective social
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status, i.e., relative deprivation, and higher perceived unfairness on two measures of
subjective well-being (happiness and life satisfaction). More importantly, we explore
whether the harmful impact of relative deprivation resulting from lower rank on
the status hierarchy on these outcomes becomes heightened among those who view
their society to be structurally unfair. It is well-documented that feelings of rela-
tive deprivation have deleterious consequences. While previous research has mostly
taken this relationship to be constant in strength or magnitude, we problematize this
notion and empirically demonstrate that it varies as a function of subjective percep-
tion of societal unfairness.

Theoretical Background
Relative Deprivation: A Primary Source of Dissatisfaction

Social comparison is widely recognized as a fundamental and universal human trait
(Baldwin & Mussweiler, 2018). Theoretical arguments in psychology posit social
comparison as essential for responding to various human impulses for self-construc-
tion (Festinger, 1954; Wood, 1989, 1996). This process involves individuals, con-
sciously or unconsciously, comparing their own characteristics, opinions, and capac-
ities to those of others. The adverse impact of lower social status on health, observed
even in primate species (Sapolsky, 2005), suggests that this instinct is ingrained
in human beings. While social comparison is not a unilateral phenomenon, as all
members of the social hierarchy are subject to its influence, it is more stressful and
psychologically costly for those in disadvantaged positions. In fact, the social com-
parison process tends to be asymmetric, wherein upward comparison is much more
harmful to well-being than downward comparison (Barcena-Martin et al., 2017;
Duesenberry, 1967; Ferrer-i-Carbonell, 2005). Relative deprivation, resulting from
upward social comparison, is thought to even dominate the positive influence of
downward comparison which can serve to alleviate dissatisfaction (Huang, 2016).

A wealth of literature on the determinants of mental and physical health relies
on the concept of social comparison, explicitly or not. It is common knowledge that
the relative aspect of socioeconomic status holds greater significance for health and
well-being than does its objective counterpart (Adler et al., 1994; Easterlin, 1974;
Marmot et al., 1991; Wilkinson & Pickett, 2006). The rationale behind this asser-
tion is that individuals employ social criteria to define their ideal state for a healthy
and satisfying life. Building on this foundation, scholars have shown the detrimental
effect of relative deprivation on population health (Adjaye-Gbewonyo & Kawachi,
2012; Eibner & Evans, 2004; Lee & Kawachi, 2017; Reagan et al., 2007; Subraman-
yam et al., 2009; Tan et al., 2020; Yang et al., 2019).

A substantial body of evidence on the link between social comparison and subjec-
tive well-being is found across the United States and European countries (Alderson
& Katz-Gerro, 2017; Amendola et al., 2019; Boyce et al., 2010; Clark et al., 2008;
Ferrer-i-Carbonell, 2005; Firebaugh & Schroeder, 2009; Guven & Sgrensen, 2012;
Liao, 2021; McBride, 2001; Schneider, 2019). Similar findings have been reported
in the context of South Africa (Posel & Casale, 2011), Chile (Olivos et al., 2021),

@ Springer



Perceived Unfairness Moderates the Association Between...

transition economies in Central Asia (Cojocaru, 2016), and East Asian countries
including China (Gao et al., 2022; Wu & Li, 2017), Hong Kong (Chan et al., 2017),
Japan (Oshio & Urakawa, 2014), and South Korea (Kim, 2022). In sum, subjective
satisfaction significantly depends on social rank, irrespective of societal or macro-
cultural settings. In essence, higher status contributes to well-being by mitigating
the risk of relative deprivation rather than merely serving as a voucher for enhanced
material conditions.

Under What Circumstances Does Relative Deprivation Particularly Harm
Well-Being?

While social comparison is universal and innate, the relationship between social ine-
quality and individual well-being may manifest differently depending on the broader
context (Schneider, 2016; Yang et al., 2019). Economic inequality, for example, fos-
ters social comparison, leading individuals in more unequal societies to consider
income as a pivotal determinant of happiness (Quispe-Torreblanca et al., 2020). An
investigation in the European context posits that the mechanism underpinning the
relationship between income inequality and well-being involves status competition
and social disconnection (Delhey & Dragolov, 2014). Perceived inequality, meas-
ured by subjective social status, exerts a distinct and significant influence on life
satisfaction (Schneider, 2019) and health (Wolff et al., 2010; Yang et al., 2019). The
evidence suggesting that the perception of social mobility contributes to subjective
well-being (Buttrick et al., 2017; Oshio & Urakawa, 2014) also indicates that the
personally recognized level of unfairness or illegitimacy in society is crucial, over
and above the abstract and objective inequality indices at the collective level. Euro-
pean citizens demonstrate higher satisfaction when they perceive opportunities are
equally shared (Ravazzini & Chavez-Juarez, 2018) and mobility is seen as equita-
ble (Schalembier, 2018). In more egalitarian contexts, extreme status competition
appears to have less relevance in individuals’ lives (Quispe-Torreblanca et al., 2020).
These studies suggest that a direct measure of personally recognized socioeconomic
position, as opposed to income inequality within a group, provides a more compre-
hensive understanding of societal inequality as a potential source of dissatisfaction.
Related to the main thesis of our paper, subjective social status, commonly
employed as an indicator reflecting the extent of relative deprivation through social
comparison, is intricately intertwined with perceptions of unfairness. Along with
unfavorable (i.e., upward) social comparison and recognition of one’s position as
disadvantaged, a specific condition must be present for relative deprivation to have
a negative impact on subjective well-being: the perceived disadvantage must be
viewed as unfair. That is, it is critical that “the perceiver thinks the perceiver or
his/her ingroup deserves better, and this results in angry resentment.” (Smith et al.,
2012: 204). Yet, prior research has largely overlooked perceived unfairness as a crit-
ical variable. We claim that socioeconomic disadvantage generates relative depriva-
tion if and only when the status quo is seen as undeserving by socioeconomically
disadvantaged members of society—when it is not solely attributed to the choices
and actions of individuals themselves but to some external sources. Put another way,
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relative deprivation occurs when people feel unable to achieve their desired goals
without intervention, due to an illegitimate process or system. A key implication
here is that lower social status does not necessarily or automatically diminish one’s
well-being. It does so, and especially, when it is coupled with a belief or conviction
that, to large extent, ‘life is unfair.’

Perceived unfairness, therefore, is an essential ingredient that can not only breed
relative deprivation but also modify the extent to which it is related to adverse out-
comes of well-being. If individuals mostly accept societal unfairness as justified for
all members, including those in lower social strata, it can serve as a motivator rather
than an impediment. This perspective may thus lead some to defer personal dissatis-
faction and instead endeavor to manage their economic and financial affairs in antic-
ipation of a more promising future. Individuals in relatively lower social positions,
in particular, might interpret the higher status of others as encouraging or exem-
plary, thereby believing in the efficacy of the given distribution system for upward
social mobility for themselves. In contrast, however, in a society viewed to be unfair
and unjust, members experience frustration and resentment because of insufficient
opportunities for advancement along the socioeconomic ladder and, consequently,
bear the full weight of relative deprivation.

The Current Study

Our study is partly motivated by the observation that “people dislike inequality and
suffer from it, when they view income differences as unmerited” (Grosfeld & Senik,
2010: 4; emphasis added). In other words, when they recognize societal unfairness.
Conversely, in a society perceived to be relatively fair, all else equal, lower-status
individuals would be more prone to understand and even accept their own material
disadvantage as a ‘natural’ consequence of the reward system. By explicitly focus-
ing on the notion of perceived societal unfairness, our study investigates whether
and how it moderates the positive association between lower social status on lower
well-being. In doing so, we elucidate the complex process by which societal gradi-
ent interacts with perceived unfairness in shaping individual happiness and life satis-
faction. Based on previous discussion, then, we formulate our hypotheses as follows:

Hypothesis 1: Ceteris paribus (net of perceived unfairness and controls), indi-
viduals who rank themselves lower on the social status hierarchy are less happy
and/or satisfied with life in general.

Hypothesis 2: More importantly, related to the main thesis of this study, the mag-
nitude of the above relationship is stronger among those who consider their soci-
ety to be more unfair.

For hypothesis testing, we focus on South Korea as an ideal case for investigat-
ing the influence of social comparison on well-being as well as the moderating role
of perceived unfairness. Dubbed the ‘Miracle on the Han River’, the South Korea
economy underwent a rapid transformation with a relatively balanced distribution
of material rewards in the early decades of growth, i.e., from 1970 to 1990s (Lee,
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2018). Despite its reputation for comparatively equitable long-term income distribu-
tion among Asian nations (Hong et al., 2024), however, a deterioration in the Gini
coefficient—a widely accepted measure of income inequality—became visible start-
ing in the early 1990s (Lee et al., 2020). While this trend showed some stabilization
after 2009 (the Asian Financial Crisis), it is important to note that the mitigating
income inequality did not result in a flattening of overall socioeconomic equal-
ity. Instead, it became clear that the fundamental drivers of inequality derive from
unearned income sources, namely real estate assets.

In South Korea, an increasing proportion of socioeconomic inequality has been
attributed to disparities in real estate assets rather than earned income (Choi & Park,
2022; Lee et al., 2020). Indeed, the differentiation of real estate assets is a crucial
factor in explaining economic inequality, distinguishing the situation from other
Western countries (Jeong & Cheon, 2017). Moreover, the scale of disparity stem-
ming from housing assets, in particular, has become seemingly insurmountable by
increases in earned income in recent years (Lee & Hong, 2023). This is demon-
strated by the fact that perception of opportunity for societal mobility among Kore-
ans significantly declined compared to other OECD countries from 1990 to 2018
(Lim, 2021). Relatedly, a study based on nationally representative time-series data
(Korean General Social Survey) shows that from 2004 to 2014 relative deprivation
and downward mobility have emerged as significant correlates of the erosion of per-
ceived societal fairness in the country (Kim, 2023). And this trend is expected to
only grow in the future, resulting in a proportion of the population feeling increas-
ingly dissatisfied with the financial status quo. These observations thus suggest that
the worsening perception of societal unfairness may have profound implications for
the connection between relative deprivation and well-being in South Korea.

Our conceptualization of the focal relationship inherently emphasizes hetero-
geneity, rather than homogeneity, rooted in the concept of perceived (un)fairness.
Figure 1 graphically captures the centrality of our reasoning. In the diagram, the
upper section depicts that if two individuals, A and B, rank themselves to occupy
the same socioeconomic position on the status hierarchy (the left pyramid), then
they would experience a similar level of psychological well-being (the right ladder).
However, as we have maintained, this is not an accurate portrayal of social reality,
as it assumes homogeneous perceived unfairness (A=B). Instead, as shown in the
lower portion of the figure, individuals A and B may exhibit unequal degrees of hap-
piness or life satisfaction, even though they independently assess themselves as hav-
ing an identical social status, due to heterogenous perceptions of societal unfairness
(A <B). Therefore, according to our view, B who holds a higher such perception
vis-a-vis A should rank relatively lower on the happiness/life satisfaction index. And
we anticipate that this dimension of heterogeneity sould moderate the focal connec-
tion between status and well-being.

To empirically validate our proposition (main and interactive effects), we draw
on data containing unique information on the South Korean respondents’ views on
societal unfairness, based on which we operationalize our moderator. This variable
encompasses multiple dimensions such as subjective social mobility, perceptions
of justice in the distribution system, and perceived discrimination in various social
domains, among others (Bjgrnskov et al., 2013; Katic & Ingram, 2017; Schneider,
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Fig. 1 Stylized associations between relative deprivation and mental well-being under two hypothetical
conditions of perceived unfairness. Note: Our study is theoretically based on the heterogeneous model in
specifically testing Hypothesis 2, i.e., the interaction effect

2012; Ugur, 2021). In this study, our primary analytic interest is to estimate the
interaction term between subjective social status—a proxy for relative deprivation
(Yang et al., 2019)—and perceived unfairness on two measures of well-being. As a
visual aid, we graphically illustrate our research framework in Fig. 2. The validity
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Regional covariates
Contextual level

Individual level H1

Relative deprivation Happiness/

Life satisfaction

H2

Perceived unfairness

Fig.2 Overview of the research framework. Note: H1 =Hypothesis 1, H2 =Hypothesis 2

of our thesis hinges on the statistical significance of estimated coefficients. Using
multiple datasets, related to Hypothesis 1, we first examine the joint effects of rela-
tive deprivation and perceived unfairness on well-being. With respect to Hypothesis
2, we then probe whether the association between lower social status and poor well-
being becomes exacerbated for South Koreans who perceive their society to be more
‘unfair.’

Methods
Data and Analytic Strategy

Data are drawn from three independently designed and implemented surveys on
the South Korean adult population: Social Science Korea (SSK) fielded in 2017,
Seoul Survey (SS) fielded in 2018, and Korean Social Integration Survey (KSIS)
fielded in 2018. First, SSK 2017 was funded by a government grant under the
auspices of National Research Foundation of Korea (for which the corresponding
author was a Co-Principal Investigator). The sample consists of 1,549 residents
nested in 77 administrative units in and around the greater Seoul metropolitan
area. Two-stage (probability proportionate to size) cluster sampling was used
to collect a population-based sample of Seoul residents and those in the nearby
Kyonggi Province. Geographically, Korea consists of 17 first-tier administrative
divisions (6 Metropolitan Cities and 9 Provinces), which are further subdivided
into smaller regions: cities (si), counties (gun), districts (gu), towns (eup), town-
ships (meyon), neighborhoods (dong) and villages (ri). The first three categories
(si, gun, gu) fall under Municipal-level divisions; the latter four, smaller in size,
make up the sub-municipal divisions. The dataset analyzed for this study contains
25 districts (equivalent to boroughs in some Western countries) that comprise the
Capital City, 12 additional districts and counties in the bordering city of Incheon,
and 40 remaining regional divisions (smaller cities, districts, and counties) from
the surrounding Kyeonggi Province. The geographic areas covered in the survey
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together represent more than forty percent of the country’ population. Post-strati-
fication weights based on age and gender are applied to adjust for the differential
probability of selection.

Second, SS 2018 consists of a probability sample of full-time residents in the
greater metropolitan area of Seoul. This annual survey was conducted by Seoul
Institute (http://global.si.re.kr/), a public think tank established by the Seoul Met-
ropolitan Government (SMG). The Institute’s primary aim is to assist the SMG
through survey research in developing effective policies to improve the quality
of life for its citizens. As part of this effort, Seoul Survey has been designed and
implemented annually since 2003. The 2018 version of SS sampled all members
(ages 15 and over) of randomly selected 20,000 households (N=42,991) in Seoul.
Data were collected through face-to-face interviews by trained professionals at
KStat, a private research firm located in central Seoul. Seoul Survey provides a
wealth of information representative of all those living in the nation’s capital with
the population size of roughly 9.8 million (as of 2018). A public version of the
data can be retrieved from the Korea Social Science Data Archive headquartered
at Seoul National University (https://kossda.snu.ac.kr/), where technical details
on sampling and other methodological procedures are also available.

Lastly, the KSIS 2018, which has been administered annually since 2013,
is funded by the Korea Institute of Public Administration, a major government
research center. Unlike the other two, the coverage of KSIS is national and con-
tain population-based samples. Data collection was completed by Gallup Korea
(https://www.gallup.co.kr/). In its overall survey design and questionnaire con-
tent, KSIS is akin to the Korean General Social Survey, a nationally representa-
tive study that benchmarks the General Social Survey in the U.S. In terms of the
sample size, however, KSIS is much larger. For the KSIS data, in-person inter-
views were carried out from the first day of September to the last day of October.
The population universe consists of Korean household members over the age of
17 who are geographically embedded in regional clusters (metropolitan areas and
provinces). Multi-stage stratified probability sampling was used to select the par-
ticipants (N = 8,000).

For all three, data are hierarchically nested as respondents are clustered in dif-
ferent geographical units, hence violating the independent observation assump-
tion in conventional (i.e., ordinary least squares) regression analysis. To address
this problem, we estimated multilevel models by grand mean centering all non-
dichotomous variables to examine any potential contextual effects (Enders and
Tofighi, 2007). Analyses were performed using HLM 8.2 (Raudenbush & Con-
gdon, 2021) and Stata 13 (StataCorp, 2013). Analyzing these unique datasets
allows us to check the robustness of our findings across different geographical
areas. While the Seoul Survey contains only the urban residents located within
the country’s capital, the SSK respondents are dispersed across the greater metro-
politan area including and surrounding the capital whereas the KSIS is a nation-
ally representative sample. Comparing the results from these samples provides a
more nuanced analysis of the association between relative deprivation and subjec-
tive well-being among South Koreans.
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Measures
Dependent Variables: Happiness and Life Satisfaction

Consistent with the research on subjective well-being (see Diener et al., 2017),
two dependent variables are employed in this study: (1) happiness and (2) life sat-
isfaction. The former is assessed using an 11-point scale ranging from 0 (indicat-
ing the worst) to 10 (indicating the best score) across three datasets. Respondents
were asked a single question such as "To what extent do you feel happy nowadays?"
(SSK, 2017) or "To what extent did you feel you were happy yesterday?" (KSIS,
2018) or were presented with three items for each domain concerning relationships
with friends, family life, and social life (SS, 2018). For the analysis, original scores
are used, or the average is calculated for multiple items.

The survey items employed to assess the latter variable exhibit slight variations
across the datasets. In SSK (2017), life satisfaction is gauged through the ques-
tion: *To what extent do you perceive instability in your overall life nowadays?’
Responses are captured on an 11-point scale, ranging from 0 to 10, and undergo
reverse coding before analysis. In the Seoul Survey (2018), it is the average of
four items asking respondents about their satisfaction with their time spent on lei-
sure, self-improvement and hobbies, time spent with families, and networking with
acquaintances. Original scores are averaged (Cronbach’s alpha=0.72). Lastly, in
KSIS (2018), it is measured by a single-item question, "To what extent are you satis-
fied with your life overall?" using an 11-point scale (ranging from O to 10).

Independent Variables: Relative Deprivation and Perceived Unfairness

Our main explanatory variable, "relative deprivation" (RD), gauges one’s subjec-
tive social position within society on a 10- or 11-point scale (ranging from 1 or 0
to 10 for SS 2018 and SSK 2017, respectively) or assesses the perceived stabil-
ity of personal economic conditions on an 11-point scale for (KSIS 2018). Using
these datasets, we operationalized RD by recoding the original answers such that a
higher number (representing a lower social status) denotes a greater level of relative
deprivation, consistent with prior research (see Yang et al., 2019). Our moderator,
"perceived unfairness," is a composite index based on multiple survey items (Cron-
bach’s alpha=0.81). In the SSK 2017 survey, respondents were asked to evaluate
the general fairness of the Korean society across various dimensions. More specifi-
cally, they rated their perceptions on a 5-point scale in response to the question: "To
what extent do you feel that the treatment you receive from Korean society is fair or
unfair in terms of the following criteria? 1) Brain (innate ability); 2) Skills (related
to work); 3) Effort; 4) Educational background; 5) Career. "

In the SS 2018, a similar survey item asks about respondents’ views on the fair-
ness of Korean society in specific domains. By averaging original answers coded
on a 5-point scale, to the following question, we created an index (Cronbach’s
alpha=0.77): "To what extent do you think our society is fair or unfair in terms of
the following areas? 1) Opportunity for education; 2) Opportunity for employment;
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3) Law enforcement; 4) Taxation; 5) Gender equality." Finally, for the KSIS 2018
survey, another index is created based on answers to this multi-item question coded
on a 4-point scale (Cronbach’s alpha=0.88): "To what extent do you think our soci-
ety is fair or unfair regarding the following topics?" The survey encompassed 12 cat-
egories, each rated on a 4-point scale: 1) Opportunity for education; 2) Opportunity
for employment; 3) Taxation and tax payment; 4) Opportunity for welfare benefits;
5) Regional balanced development; 6) Law enforcement; 7) Political activities; 8)
Treatment based on gender; 9) Press and media reports; 10) Relationship between
large and small/medium-sized businesses; 11) Socioeconomic distribution structure;
12) Fulfillment of military service obligations.

Control Variables

The following demographic and socioeconomic measures were included to address
potential confounding: age, gender, marital status, education, and household income.
Age was measured as a continuous variable for the SSK dataset and as an ordinal
variable in the SS and KSIS datasets. For SS, the ordinal scale was categorized as
follows: 1=10s,2=20s,3=30s, ..., 6=60 s or more; and for KSIS: 1=19-29,
2=30s,3=40s, 4=50 s, 5=60-69. Education was measured as an ordinal vari-
able on different scales: a 6-point scale (1 =elementary school, 2=middle school,
3 =high school, 4=college, 5 =university, 6 =graduate school) for SSK, an 8-point
scale (1 =no education, 2=elementary school, 3=middle school, 4=high school,
5=college, 6 =university, 7=master’s degree, 8 =doctoral degree) for SS, and a
4-point scale (1 =elementary school or below, 2=middle school, 3=high school,
4 =college/university or more) for KSIS. Gender was coded as 1 for female and 0
for male. Marital status was coded as 1 for married respondents; all other catego-
ries, including single, divorced, or widowed, were coded as O across all datasets.
Household income was measured on ordinal scales: an 8-point scale (1 =below
1,000,000 won; 2 =from 1,000,000 won and below 2,000,000 won; ... 8 =7,000,000
won or more) for SSK, a 19-point scale (1 =below 500,000 won; 2 =from 500,000
and below 1,000,000 won; 3=from 1,000,000 and below 1,500,000 won; ...
19=9,000,000 won or more) for SS, and a 12-point scale (1=no household
income; 2 =below 1,000,000 won, 3 =from 1,000,000 and below 2,000,000 won; ...
12=10,000,000 won or more) for KSIS.

Additionally, several covariates previously shown to be related to well-being out-
comes are controlled for, namely social trust, network size, political ideology, social
participation, neighborhood security, and self-rated health. Social trust is measured
by assessing the extent to which respondents trust their family members, friends,
neighbors (in the SS dataset), and colleagues (in the SSK and KSIS datasets). Net-
work size is determined by counting the number of people respondents frequently
contact (in the SSK and KSIS datasets) or the number of social gatherings attended
(in the SS dataset). Political ideology is coded with a higher score indicating a
more liberal view. Social participation is gauged based on attitudes and experiences
related to various political activities and issues, with a higher score indicating active
and positive engagement in activities such as getting involved in rallies and protests,
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commenting or posting opinions on social media, and submitting petitions (for SS
and KSIS).

For SSK data, the variable is derived by averaging responses to multiple items
(Cronbach’s alpha=0.84). Specifically, respondents are presented with the follow-
ing statements and asked to score from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree):
1) There are various ways to express an opinion to the government; 2) I believe 1
have a good understanding of the important political issues our society is facing; 3)
I find political participation enjoyable as I strive to contribute numerous opinions to
the government; 4) I feel entitled to engage in political activities and the decision-
making process; 5) I believe most officials would carefully consider my opinions;
6) I can comprehend how politics and government operate. Neighborhood security
measures how respondents perceive the physical security of their residential area.
And, lastly, self-rated health is coded with a higher score indicating a better sub-
jective health condition. Except for binary variables, i.e., gender (1 =female) and
marital status (1 =married), all covariates are standardized (converted to z-scores) to
account for differences in scale. At the regional level, we also include two measures
by averaging individual scores of social status (L2_RD) and perceived unfairness
(L2_Unfairness) across the geographical unit. Descriptive statistics for the three
datasets are summarized in Table 1.

Results
The Significance of Perceived Unfairness in Explaining Relative Deprivation

Initially, we ran a model regressing relative deprivation on perceived unfairness,
while adjusting for confounders. The thrust of our argument is that the magnitude of
the focal link between relative deprivation (measured by low social status) and well-
being varies partly as a function of perceived unfairness. For perceived unfairness
to serve as a moderator, in other words, our analysis assumes that, first, perceived
unfairness is positively related to relative deprivation (RD) and, second, negatively
related to well-being. Table 2 tests the first part of this assumption. Across all three
datasets, containing local, regional, and national samples, it is clear that a greater
sense of unfairness is positively associated with a higher level of relative depriva-
tion. In the subsequent sections, we show that perceived unfairness, net of RD and
other controls, is also significantly associated with the two outcome variables. The
beta coefficients for unfairness are 0.195 (for SSK), 0.123 (for SS), and 0.144 (for
KSIS), all of which are statistically significant (p <0.001).

The Joint Impact of Relative Deprivation and Perceived Unfairness on Well-Being

The estimated coefficients of the main predictors—RD and perceived unfairness—
are graphically shown in Fig. 3. These results are based on multilevel models con-
ditioning on individual- and regional- level confounders, though omitted from the
coefficient plot (for the complete analysis, see Appendix A). The figure shown
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Table 1 Descriptive statistics

Data source SSK (2017) SS (2018) KSIS (2018)

Mean SD Min Max Mean SD Min Max Mean SD Min Max
(Individual level)
Happiness 642 135 1 10 7.05 125 0 10 6.67 169 0 10
Life satisfaction 5.81 2.01 0 10 325 063 1 5 6.12 168 0 10
RD 0 1 274 33 0 1 24 329 0 1 -3.2 312
Unfairness 0 1 299 3.04 0 1 -3.04 319 0 1 -3.59 2.97
RD*Unfairness 0.2 1.09 -541 794 0.14 1.06 -692 1048 0.16 1.11 -8.92 9.25
Age 0 1 2,13 183 0 1 207 12 0.11 1 -1.44 151
Female 0.5 05 0 1 053 05 O 1 0.5 05 0 1
Spouse 076 043 0 1 0.67 047 O 1 0.7 046 0 1
Education 0 1 -3.16 215 0 1 -3.14 281 -0.1 1.05 -3.25 0.85
Income 0 1 -2.85 205 0 1 -2.17 231 -0.01 098 -224 279
Trust 0 1 287 293 0 1 -5.11 225  -0.01 1.01 -498 224
Network 0 1 -1.51 123 0 1 -141 631 -0.04 098 -2.03 381
Liberal 0 1 278 244 0 1 2.7 27 -0.04 099 -2.54 228
Participation 0 1 298 305 0 1 -1.44 727 0 1.02 -09 526
Security 0 1 -3.8 186 0 1 -3.17 1.84 -0.01 1.02 -438 228
SRH 0 1 431 14 0 1 -4.77 1.88 -0.05 1.01 -3.52 145
(Regional level)
L2_RD 0 1 228 227 0 1 -1.71 1.81 0 1 -2.05 1.77
L2_Unfairness 0 1 29 38 0 1 231 1720 1 -1.94 2.1
N(L1/L2) 1,549/77 42,991/25 8,000/17

Note: Except for dichotomous variables (Female and Spouse), the rest have been standardized as
z-scores. RD: relative deprivation

Table 2 The association between perceived unfairness and relative deprivation

Data source Model 1

(DV =Relative deprivation)

Model 2

(DV =Relative deprivation)

Model 3

(DV =Relative deprivation)

(SSK) (SS) (KSIS)

Coef (SE) p Coef (SE) B Coef (SE) p
(Intercept)  6.457***  (0.307) 5.746%*%  (0.063) 5.942%%%  (0.155)
Unfairness  0.409***  (0.05) 0.195 0.302*%** (0.011) 0.123 0.498*** (0.037) 0.144
Age -0.006 (0.004) -0.051 -0.045*** (0.006) -0.043 -0.146*** (0.017) -0.124
Female 0.031 (0.064) 0.012 -0.01 (0.015) -0.003 -0.064# (0.034) -0.02
Spouse -0.21°% (0.093) -0.068 -0.158*** (0.018) -0.047 -0.315*** (0.044) -0.091
Education  -0.046 (0.039) -0.033 -0.164*** (0.008) -0.122 -0.2%%#%* (0.027) -0.097
Income -0.281*** (0.023) -0.304 -0.079*** (0.002) -0.2 -0.14%*%*  (0.008) -0.189
Adj.R? 0.139 0.09 0.103
N 1,549 42,991 8,000

Note: Robust standard errors are in parentheses. #p <.1, *p <.05, **p <.01, ***p <.001
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Fig. 3 Coefficient plots showing the relationships between relative deprivation, perceived unfairness, and
mental well-being

consists of Panel A based on SSK 2017, Panel B based on SS 2018, and Panel C
based on KSIS 2018. Each panel also consists of two parts, the top referring to
happiness as the outcome and the bottom based on predicting life satisfaction. Cal-
culation of the intraclass correlation (ICC), as shown in Appendix A, reveals that
approximately 14—-15% of the variance occurs between regions across the greater
metropolitan area of Seoul (based on SSK). This proportion decreases to about
3.2-3.6% within Seoul (based on SS) and further diminishes to about 1.5% across
the entire country (based on KSIS). In other words, the geographic context plays a
more critical role in shaping mental well-being in and around the capital rather than
throughout the nation’s provinces.

According to Fig. 3, both relative deprivation and perceived unfairness are sig-
nificantly and negatively related to happiness and life satisfaction, net of controls
at individual and regional levels of analysis. The estimated coefficient for relative
deprivation, reflecting the self-assessment of a lower position in the socioeconomic
hierarchy, is -0.411 (p<0.001) for happiness and -0.29 (p<0.001) for life satis-
faction based on the SKK data. Using data on the Seoul residents only (SS), these
effects are -0.085 (p<0.001) and -0.114 (p <0.001), respectively. When considering
the national sample (KSIS), similar findings emerge: -0.314 (p<0.001) for happi-
ness and -0.406 (p<0.001) for life satisfaction. These robust results using different
sources of data highlight substantial adverse effects of experiencing relative dep-
rivation (proxied by a lower social status) on the two related yet distinct measures
of well-being, even after accounting for potential confounders. Next, turning to the
association between perception of societal unfairness and individual well-being,
we find consistent results. The coefficient for happiness is -0.313 (p<0.001) and
-0.352 (p<0.001) for life satisfaction among the regional Korean population in and
around the capital. Among Seoul residents more locally, these estimates are -0.043
(p<0.01) for happiness and -0.163 (p <0.001) for life satisfaction. Across the entire
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country more generally, the effects are -0.051 (p<0.01) and -0.085 (p<0.001),
respectively.

Overall, the influence of relative deprivation on individual happiness appears
to be more prominent than that of perceived unfairness (see Model 1, 3, and 5 in
Appendix). However, the findings regarding life satisfaction present a more nuanced
picture. First, in terms of effect size, the impact of perceived unfairness seems some-
what more pronounced on life satisfaction than on happiness. This is evident in the
standardized coefficients of perceived unfairness on life satisfaction, which consist-
ently tend to be larger across the three datasets. Second, perceived unfairness dem-
onstrates a relatively stronger impact on life satisfaction compared to that of relative
deprivation for the SSK and SS samples (refer to Model 2 and 4 in Appendix A).
However, this pattern is not replicated in the nationally representative sample. In
conclusion, perceived unfairness emerges as a more influential determinant of life
satisfaction than lower social status, particularly within Seoul and its immediate sur-
rounding areas.

The Interaction Effect of Relative Deprivation and Perceived Unfairness

To evaluate the validity of our heterogeneity model as illustrated in Fig. 1, we esti-
mated the interaction effect between relative deprivation and perceived unfairness on
the outcome measures. Main results are summarized in Table 3. All models adjust
for individual-level covariates but are not shown. In four of the six models estimated,
we find a statistically significant interaction. Specifically, except for Models 2 and 4,
we find supporting evidence that the impact of relative deprivation is heightened
by perceived unfairness, thereby differentially contributing to individual well-being.
This heterogeneous effect is visible in the SSK sample, but for happiness only
(b=-0.087, p<0.01). There is a similar finding based on the SS data comprising
Seoul residents, though the effect size becomes diminished (b=-0.045, p<0.001).
Lastly, in the nationally representative sample (KSIS), the interaction terms are sig-
nificant and negative for both dependent variables: happiness (b=-0.052, p <0.001)
and life satisfaction (b=-0.056, p<0.001). In contrast, the moderating role of per-
ceived unfairness on the primary link between relative deprivation and life satisfac-
tion does not receive empirical support from the SSK and the SS data.

For a closer inspection of these statistically significant interaction effects, we cre-
ated four marginal plots that visually correspond to them. Each depicts a contin-
gent relationship between relative deprivation and predicted outcome at the mini-
mum value (represented by blue) and the maximum value (represented by red) of
perceived unfairness. In Fig. 4 (based on Model 1 in Table 3), the slope for the
red line (maximum value) is visibly steeper than that for the blue line (minimum
value), i.e., the relationship between RD and happiness grows stronger as a result
of greater perceived unfairness. Similarly, according to Fig. 5 (based on Model 3 in
Table 3), perceived unfairness strengthens the RD-happiness connection at its maxi-
mum value. However, paradoxically, it weakens this connection at the lowest end of
the perceived unfairness continuum: that is, low-status Koreans living in Seoul who
view their society to be fair are actually, on average, happier. This particular finding
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Fig.4 The interaction effect between relative deprivation and perceived unfairness on happiness (Data
source: SSK 2017)
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Fig.5 The interaction effect between relative deprivation and perceived unfairness on happiness (Data
source: SS 2018)

is consistent with our argument that there is no simple one-to-one correspondence
between social status and well-being. Rather, this relationship is powerfully shaped
(moderated) by whether and to what extent the person regards societal conditions to
be fair or unfair.
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Fig.6 The interaction effect between relative deprivation and perceived unfairness on happiness (Data
source: KSIS 2018)
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Fig.7 The interaction effect between relative deprivation and perceived unfairness on life satisfaction
(Data source: KSIS 2018)

Moving onto Fig. 6 (Model 5 in Table 3) and Fig. 7 (Model 6 in Table 3) using
the population-based sample (KSIS), we report a corroborative trend highlighting
the moderating role of perceived unfairness. In both figures, the slope for the red
line (representing the highest level of perceived unfairness) is much steeper than
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that for the blue line (representing the lowest level). Substantively, Korean adults
in general are less happy and less satisfied with life to the extent that they are rel-
atively deprived (as measured by lower status rank). And throughout the country,
natives who perceive the Korean society to be more unfair tend to be worse off in
terms of the two well-being measures. Importantly, related to the present study’s
central objective, this relationship is not constant but varies depending on the level
of unfairness. Those who view society as (un)fair and (il)legitimate are less (more)
susceptible to the negative effects of relative deprivation in terms of emotional hap-
piness and overall life satisfaction. However, we advise readers to exercise caution
in interpreting these results based on the KSIS sample, as the confidence intervals in
Figs. 6 and 7 are based on multilevel analysis without using robust standard errors
due to the small number of regional clusters.

Discussion

Employing a theoretical framework based on the concept of relative deprivation, we
showed that in the South Korean context individuals’ subjective well-being, meas-
ured by happiness and life satisfaction, is significantly impacted by their relatively
lower social status conditioning on perceived unfairness. Adjusting for relative dep-
rivation and other controls, we also found that perceived unfairness—a concept that
has largely escaped systematic attention in the literature—is a significant predictor
of the two well-being measures. Results from multilevel modeling indicate that both
relative deprivation (lower social status) and perceived unfairness exert independent
and joint influences on people’s well-being. Furthermore, as specified in our het-
erogeneity hypothesis, we additionally find that South Korean adults who consider
their society to be structurally illegitimate are especially worse off in terms of well-
being due to relative deprivation stemming from lower status position. The main
implication of our findings is that the magnitude of the connection between one’s
status rank and happiness/life satisfaction is not constant but contingent on a criti-
cal third variable: the degree to which a person considers societal conditions to be
fair or not. Using alternative datasets, we empirically confirmed this across different
model specifications: Individuals with higher levels of perceived societal unfairness
are, in turn, more susceptible to the negative psychological consequences of relative
deprivation.

In the literature, relative deprivation is generally defined as “the judgment that
one is worse off compared to some standard accompanied by feelings of anger and
resentment” (Smith et al., 2012, p. 203). Based on this recognition, a great deal of
research has been devoted to unpacking the link between relative deprivation, con-
ventionally measured in terms of status disadvantage (Quispe-Torreblanca et al.,
2020; Yang et al., 2019), and various health outcomes. By and large, prior stud-
ies have assumed that judging one’s status to be worse off necessarily and almost
by definition leads to “feelings of anger and resentment,” ultimately compromising
personal well-being. In contrast, our paper suggests that status disadvantage is a nec-
essary but may not be a sufficient condition for this outcome. That is, subjective rec-
ognition of one’s disadvantaged social status may or may not translate into negative
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emotions or produce psychological costs. This likelihood and the strength of con-
nection depend on a third variable, a moderator, that we have highlighted throughout
our paper.

Simply put, a low-ranked individual on the status hierarchy could accept the sta-
tus quo and may even take personal responsibility for it. By contrast, another indi-
vidual similarly positioned along the socioeconomic dimension could reject the
status quo and attribute personal predicament to an external source. In our view,
this is the critical link missing in the extant literature, which has to do with the fact
that subjectively assessed disadvantage (i.e., lower social status) must be viewed as
unfair and undeserving (Smith et al., 2012). Despite the common sensical nature
of this view, empirical findings remain highly fragmented and limited in the extant
scholarship. In the present study, we sought to rectify this issue by explicitly con-
ceptualizing and operationalizing ‘perceived unfairness.” The litmus test of our
hypothesis lies with the interaction term between relative deprivation and perceived
unfairness on the well-being outcomes. Based on a series of multilevel model speci-
fications, we demonstrated that indeed the strength of the relationship between rela-
tive deprivation and happiness varies significantly across the local, regional, and
national datasets. On the other hand, we found this interaction to be significant for
life satisfaction but using only the national sample.

Why does perceived unfairness moderate the relationship between relative dep-
rivation and happiness but fails to do so in the case of relative deprivation and life
satisfaction? This query requires clarification especially given the frequent inter-
changeability of happiness and life satisfaction (Medvedev & Landhuis, 2018). Hap-
piness is often portrayed as a subjective and emotional state. On the other hand, life
satisfaction entails a more cognitive, conscious, and rational assessment spanning an
extended period. The former is thus more sensitive and temporary, whereas the latter
is more durable and permanent. In the literature, subjective well-being is also con-
ceptualized and operationalized as a holistic measure encompassing both emotional
experiences and cognitive evaluations. According to some scholars, life satisfaction
is the cognitive facet of happiness (Olivos et al., 2021; Diener et al., 2018) defined
as a combination of the frequency and intensity of positive moods, the scarcity of
negative moods, and a component assessing the perceived ideal conditions of life
(Raila et al., 2015). In comparison with the concept of happiness, life satisfaction
thus demonstrates greater resilience to emotional turbulence as it involves reflective,
judgmental, and speculative processes.

Happiness is intricately linked to personal experiences and emotions, drawing
from a broader range of potential sources. By definition, it is more sensitive to indi-
vidual mood fluctuations, requiring a delicate balance that prioritizes more frequent
pleasant moods over unpleasant ones. Therefore, external factors, especially those
related to social integration, isolation, and the quality of interpersonal relationships,
significantly influence happiness (Delle Fave et al., 2016). It is also reported that
even when higher incomes contribute to an increase in life satisfaction, it may not
necessarily translate into a proportionate rise in the level of happiness (Kahneman
& Deaton, 2010). Furthermore, even though happiness is frequently considered the
ultimate life goal, individuals may willingly forgo it for other objectives such as
altruistic concerns (Ng, 2021).
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In light of this discussion, we posit that the constrained variability in the mod-
erating influence of perceived unfairness on the association between relative depri-
vation and life satisfaction can be partially explained by the nature of life satisfac-
tion itself. In contrast to happiness, life satisfaction is more stable and permanent
and, as such, it is more directly shaped by perceived unfairness. Put differently,
differential perceptions of unfairness play a limited role in modifying the connec-
tion between relative deprivation and life satisfaction. In comparison, we found the
interaction term to be more robust in predicting happiness across different samples.
This makes sense in view of the recognition that happiness as a concept is more
sensitive, unstable, and transitory. In both cases, relative deprivation connotes lower
subjective well-being: socioeconomic disadvantage implies, on average, less life sat-
isfaction and limited happiness. Yet, the magnitude of the empirical result hinges
on operationalization. When it comes to happiness as the outcome measure, percep-
tion of societal unfairness matters more. That is, the affective dimension of well-
being (happiness) is more susceptible to the interplay between relative deprivation
and perceived unfairness. A theoretical implication here is that ‘effect heterogene-
ity’ may depends on precisely how well-being is measured. It remains an empirical
question as to whether happiness and life satisfaction may be differentially related to
relative deprivation as a function of other moderators besides perceived unfairness.

In interpreting our statistical results, the cultural context of Korean society may
be relevant. South Korea is commonly characterized as collectivistic, hierarchical,
and vertical rather than individualistic, egalitarian, and horizontal (Hofstede, 1980;
Schwartz, 1999; Triandis & Gelfand, 1998). Specifically, a deeply ingrained cultural
trait in Korea is the profound reverence for hierarchy and authority among indi-
viduals, encompassing both traditional values rooted in Confucianism and personal
attributes acquired through legitimate means such as achievement, wealth accumu-
lation, and reputation (You & Shim, 2013). Notably, the latter form of authority is
not fixed but rather adaptable and believed to be accessible to all, serving as a moti-
vating factor for South Koreans to pursue success and upward mobility by availing
themselves to fair opportunities.

The cultural context characterized by a predisposed array of symbolic resources,
or ‘cultural affordances’, can exert significant influence on psychological and behav-
ioral orientations, particularly pertaining to specific thematic domains, e.g., the
modulation of emotional engagement/disengagement and the cultivation of depend-
ent/independent self-conceptions (Kitayama et al., 2006).

Within societies sorted in terms of vertical rather than horizontal culture, such
as South Korea, the pursuit of distinction and the ostentatious display of privilege
hold considerable sway, appealing to individuals amidst the stratified social order. In
contrast, deference to hierarchy in the cultural milieu of South Korea is more intri-
cately tied to the adherence to socially sanctioned norms or the attainment of inclu-
sion within privileged social circles. This stands in stark contrast to the dynamics
observed in other vertical and individualistic societies like the United States, where
admiration is frequently associated with individual achievements, personal renown,
or occupational standing (Shavitt et al., 2011).

In Korean society, characterized by its unique blend of traditional values and
rapid modernization, there exists a distinctive emphasis on deferring to social
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prestige within the upper echelons of the hierarchy and aspiring for inclusion in
them. Scaling the social hierarchy is seen as imperative, as it not only reflects indi-
vidual effort and capability but also provides a sense of relief that one has success-
fully managed personal life in alignment with societal ideals. Other peculiar obser-
vations, including South Korean society’s tendency to accept significant disparities
in outcomes (Hwang, 2024) and income inequality based on meritocracy (Park,
2021), resonate with this description. This cultural milieu places considerable pres-
sure on individuals, with deviations from established social norms often resulting in
profound distress. Relatedly, interaction with individuals of higher social standing
has been found to adversely affect the mental well-being of South Koreans (Lee &
Kawachi, 2017). In light of these observations, our study highlights how in South
Korea perceived inequity in the societal distribution system powerfully engenders
negative psychological ramifications particularly for the well-being of lower status
members.

As we have articulated and demonstrated, individuals are likely to experience rel-
ative deprivation resulting in poor well-being when they cannot meet socially con-
structed standards of success due to factors beyond their control. From a societal
point of view, maintaining public mental health should be a top priority. The critical
issue is how to address the psychological needs of those who experience relative
deprivation associated with their disadvantaged status. As a fundamental feature of
capitalist economies, meritocracy can act as a primary incubator for overly intensi-
fied social comparison. As such, it can function as a social force not only compelling
individuals to compete for success but also misguiding them into accepting inequal-
ity as the result of a fair system (Markovits, 2019).

While belief in meritocracy as a legitimate means of distributing economic
rewards can generate positive results for all, perceived societal unfairness can cer-
tainly undermine the entire edifice. And to the extent that the status disadvantage
refuse to accept the status quo, they will suffer from feelings of not only inferior-
ity but also injustice. Clearly, in South Korea and elsewhere concerted efforts are
needed to provide better ways to alleviate their predicament. Unequal outcomes
may be inevitable in an economic system driven by meritocracy. For all members of
society to consider the collective result to be ‘fair,” however, the provision of equal
opportunities is a must. To that end, governments must institute (e.g., anti-discrimi-
natory) policies to remove obstacles and lower barriers for the socially weak to exer-
cise upward mobility. Only when the rules are perceived to be fair by its individual
members—especially those at the bottom of the socioeconomic hierarchy—can
society be considered ‘healthy.’

Our study has some data limitations. First and foremost, as is the case with
using most large-scale surveys, we are unable to specify causal identification. The
cross-sectional nature of the three datasets prevents us from discerning the direc-
tion of causation between relative deprivation, perceived unfairness, and well-
being measures. Korean adults who are less happy and less satisfied with life may
be more likely, for example, to rank themselves lower on the status hierarchy and
perceive their society to be more unfair. As such, our study is essentially correla-
tional, and we advise readers to keep this in mind when interpreting the results.
The cross-sectional nature of data further raises another issue. In our study, we
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treated perceived unfairness as the moderator, assuming that it precedes relative
deprivation as measured by lower self-assessed social status. Our decision was
based on theoretical reasoning rather than an empirical fact.

As graphically illustrated in our heterogeneity model, we reasoned that peo-
ple’s perception of how fair or unfair their society is can independently influence
their well-being. We further hypothesized that the level of perceived unfairness
would shape their self-assessment of status ranking. However, it is plausible that
the reverse may be true: low-status individuals may be more likely to regard their
society to be more unfair. Addressing this issue demands collecting and examin-
ing longitudinal (panel) data. Doing so is certainly beyond the scope of our cur-
rent study. We urge future researchers to design and utilize better-quality data that
can draw them closer to causal identification in general and, in particular, more
conclusively decipher the interrelationship between status ranking and unfairness
perception.

In terms of measurements, our main explanatory variable does not directly tap
‘social comparison.” The primary assumption in prior research is that lower-ranked
individuals engage in more unfavorable social comparison, as they are more suscep-
tible to compare themselves to those who are positioned higher on the status hierar-
chy. Yet, this may or may not be true. That is, social comparison could be driven by
status homophily. It could be the case that similarly ranked people are more likely to
benchmark one another in evaluating themselves and their lives. Social comparison,
therefore, is an assumed (not a directly tested) mechanism underlying or responsible
for the production of relative deprivation. More studies are quired that concretely
connect the link between social status and social comparison. That said, incorporat-
ing the concept of perceived unfairness in our study was a partial attempt to deal
with this widespread limitation in the literature. That is, by conditioning on this
variable we sought to, albeit indirectly, tackle the issue that two individuals belong
to an identical social strata may experience divergent well-being because of differ-
ential views concerning societal unfairness, which could be a byproduct of how they
socially compare themselves with respect to different reference groups.

Pursuit of social status is a fundamental human motivation and desire. As a zero-
sum game, by definition, status competition produces winners and losers—with the
former enjoying greater well-being vis-a-vis their lower-status counterparts. Indeed,
a great deal of research has been devoted to the role of “the local ladder-effect”
(Anderson et al., 2012) in explaining the inequality of well-being, highlighting the
psychological and mental costs of status disadvantage. While fully acknowledging
the insights provided by earlier studies, our research stresses the importance of tak-
ing into consideration whether or not lower-status individuals consider their relative
disadvantage as something they deserve. To the extent that they do not, i.e., regard
their society to be structurally unfair, then status disadvantage becomes more tightly
coupled with well-being disadvantage. Based on multiple datasets on the South
Korea population, our analysis largely confirmed this heterogeneous association. As
a test of greater external validity, it would be interesting to replicate our findings
using data from non-East Asian countries. Cross-national investigation could poten-
tially reveal different results across macrolevel cultural and institutional contexts,
further adding to our understanding of the issue at hand.
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