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Abstract 

In an educational setting, every individual may not have equal access to opportunities 

(such as educational or financial resources) or outcomes (such as grades or evaluations), 

which could create a sense of inequality in the individual. Individuals may then attribute 

these inequalities to their personal efforts and abilities or to their circumstances. Past studies 

have focused on associations between inequalities (such as social or gender inequality) and 

educational aspirations (e.g., Guyon & Huillery, 2017; Chen et al., 2022). The present study 

assesses the main effects of perceived inequality and the attribution of outcomes to internal or 

external factors (also known as locus of control) on educational aspirations. The study also 

assesses whether the academic locus of control significantly moderates the impact of 

perceived inequality on educational aspirations. Utilizing a 1 (continuous measure of 

academic locus of control) x 3 (inequality: control vs. perception of inequality of outcome vs 

perception of inequality of opportunity) study design, participants’ aspiration scores were 

assessed. The participants included N=190 students enrolled in an undergraduate program. 

The results from a moderated multiple regression analysis indicated that perceived inequality 

did not significantly affect educational aspirations. Academic locus of control significantly 

positively affected aspirations. Academic locus of control also has a significant moderating 

effect on the impact of inequality. Specifically simple effects analysis indicated that 

perceived inequality has a significant positive effect on educational aspirations when there is 

an external locus of control. The study provides an understanding that inequality in an 

educational context may not impact every individual in the same manner and may differ 

according to specific factors (such as locus of control). 

Keywords; Perceived Inequality; Opportunity; Outcome; Locus of 

Control, Educational Aspirations 
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Layman’s Abstract 

Although education is significant for individual and societal growth, not everyone has 

access to equal educational opportunities (e.g., educational resources or funding) or outcomes 

(e.g., grades). This would then create a sense of inequality that may also affect students’ beliefs 

regarding their abilities to achieve their goals or desired outcomes in an educational context. 

Additionally, some students may view the outcomes as being caused by their own efforts or 

skills, while others may regard the outcomes as having been caused by external circumstances 

or fate. The present study assesses how this perception of inequality can affect aspirations in an 

educational setting. The study also assesses whether the way one observes their outcomes as 

being caused by external or internal factors (known as their locus of control) impacts one’s 

aspirations. Finally, the study observes whether the locus of control can strengthen or weaken 

the effect of one’s perception of inequality on educational aspirations. For instance, having an 

internal locus of control could enable one to view themselves as being more in control of their 

outcomes, which could potentially mitigate the effects of perceived inequality on aspirations. 

Although the study did not find an impact of perceived inequality on aspirations in an 

educational context, the results indicated a positive effect of internal locus of control on 

aspirations. The results show that viewing external factors as causes for one’s outcomes can 

strengthen the effect of perceived inequality on increasing aspirations in an educational setting. 

The study demonstrates that inequality is not perceived in the same manner by every 

individual, and its impact can change in intensity according to one’s locus of control. 

Keywords: Perception of Inequality; Opportunity; Outcome; Locus of 

Control 
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Introduction 

“The power of education extends beyond the development of skills we need for economic 

success. It can contribute to nation-building and reconciliation.”- Nelson Mandela 

Education is important in several ways for each individual and for society in terms 

of its functioning and growth. For instance, education has been observed to enable and 

promote the cohesion of social groups (Camilleri & Camilleri, 2016) and increase 

engagement in civic life (Lochner, 2011), which in turn can prevent conflict, enable societal 

growth (e.g., Lochner, 2004; Collier & Hoeffler, 2004), and decrease inequality (Kyllonen, 

2018). Education has also been observed to promote well-being and enhance mental health in 

specific populations (Chevalier & Feinstein, 2006; Courtin et al., 2019; Kondirolli & Sunder, 

2022). For instance, a decreased probability of anxiety (9.8%) and depression (11.3%)-related 

symptoms resulted from an additional year of education, according to a study by Kondirolli 

and Sunder (2022). However, not every individual in society may have equal access to 

educational opportunities and outcomes. For instance, in the United States, it was observed 

that in American public schools, one out of two students were from households with 

relatively lower incomes (Southern Education Foundation, 2015; Noguera, 2017). Individuals 

with lower incomes may not have equal access to educational resources and opportunities as 

those with higher incomes (e.g., Mayer, 2010). 

 Past research has indicated that there has been an increase in the diversity and 

variety of students studying at universities, with regard to their socio-economic background, 

nationality, gender, and age, among other factors (Morlaix & Suchaut, 2014; Rodríguez- 

Hernández et al., 2019). Based on all these factors, some students may have more access to 

educational materials or resources as compared to other students. (e.g., Dynarski, 2000; 

Mullainathan & Shaffir, 2013). Individuals experiencing inequality in a social or educational 

context may not obtain the benefits of education to the same extent as individuals who have 

access to quality education. When one experiences inequality, it can have negative or even 
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harmful repercussions or consequences on different dimensions of one’s life (e.g., Brown, 

2013). On a societal level, it is observed that reduced social trust and increased social strife 

result from inequality with regard to income (Kawachi et al., 1997; Wilkinson and Picket, 

2009; Gustavsson and Jordahl, 2008). Poverty and deprivation are also seen to result from 

inequality (Wilkinson and Picket, 2009; Cramer, 2003). Income inequality was also found to 

have detrimental effects on one’s psychological health (Ribeiro et al., 2017; Sommet et al., 

2018) and levels of happiness (Oishi, Kesebir, & Diener, 2011).  

Inequality has also been observed to be detrimental to individuals’ expectations 

regarding their mobility (Browman et al., 2019), which refers to movements within a 

distribution of socio-economic circumstances or the economic wellbeing of individuals 

(Galiani, 2007). Inequality has also been negatively associated with aspirations (e.g., Corneo 

and Jeanne, 2001; Genicot & Ray, 2017; Posel & Rogan, 2018; Chen et al., 2022). 

Aspirations have been associated with attainment in an academic setting (Webb, Lubinski, & 

Benbow, 2002; Shapka & Keating, 2006) and significantly predicting socioeconomic 

mobility or success later in life, during adulthood (Sewell & Hauser, 1975; Staff et al., 2010). 

Although several studies in the past focused on the negative impact of inequality on various 

factors, such as psychological health (Ribeiro et al., 2017) and aspirations (Chen et al., 2022), 

there have also been prior findings that focused on the positive effects of inequality (Albrecht 

& Albrecht, 2007; Rözer & Kraaykamp, 2013; Cheung, 2016). For instance, Cheung (2016) 

indicated that in rural areas of China, higher inequality was associated with greater life 

satisfaction and that this association was explained by hope (Cheung, 2016). Lower levels of 

hopefulness were explained to be caused by the view that one’s life and outcomes are 

controlled by factors outside of oneself (Brackney & Westman, 1992).  

While observing the positive effects of inequality through its interaction with factors 

such as hope (e.g., Cheung, 2016), it could also be possible that certain factors may mitigate 
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the impact of inequality on aspirations. For instance, prior research has shown that a feeling 

of powerlessness can result from limited access to resources and opportunities (Lachman and 

Weaver, 1998), and that one’s sense of control is shown to be lowered by inequality (To, 

Wiwad & Kouchaki, 2023). When one believed that their outcomes were determined by 

internal factors (such as effort or ability), it was shown to increase their aspirations (Cellini & 

Kantorowski, 1984; Gordon & Steele, 2015). It could, therefore, be possible that attribution 

of one’s outcome to internal factors may mitigate the impact of perceived inequality on 

aspirations.  

When one experiences inequality, one may view their outcomes as resulting from 

their own efforts or due to external factors. The impact of perceived inequality on aspirations 

can depend on the extent to which individuals feel these situations are within their control or 

outside their control. Building on past research and findings, the present study focuses on the 

impact of perceived inequality on aspirations in the educational context. The present study 

also aims to understand how having an internal or external locus of control affects aspirations 

and whether locus of control significantly moderates the relationship between perceived 

inequality and educational aspirations.  

Although studies have previously indicated that inequality can hinder aspirations and 

that an internal locus of control can enhance aspirations, the present study additionally 

observes the effects in an educational context and observes the moderating effects of locus of 

control, which enables a comparison between perceived inequality as well as their 

interactions with locus of control in assessing their effect on educational aspirations. This 

leads us to our primary research question: How do perceptions of academic inequality of 

opportunity and outcome affect students’ educational aspirations, and what role does locus of 

control play in the relationship between the two? 

Theoretical Background 
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Educational Aspirations 

Aspirations regarding one’s education have been explained as objectives or targets that 

are educational in nature that one sets for oneself based on the evaluation of one’s own 

capabilities or skills (Bandura, 1991; Seginer and Vermulst, 2002; Fraser & Garg, 2011). 

Individuals start envisioning their long-term goals and opportunities for the future during 

their adolescence (Chen and Hesketh, 2021). Educational aspirations have been observed as 

significant in determining not only educational outcomes but also aspects such as 

achievement (Sewell & Hauser, 1980; Marjoribanks, 2005; Rothon et al., 2011), life 

satisfaction (Ferrante, 2009), and self-efficacy beliefs (e.g., Uwah et al., 2008), by recent 

research. For instance, Sewell and colleagues, in their model observed that achievement and 

occupation attainment, are significantly impacted by individuals’ aspirations, which they 

found to be the most significant predictor among various other social-psychological 

predictors (Sewell & Shah, 1968; Sewell & Hauser, 1980; Rothon et al., 2011). 

Educational aspirations are not only observed to have a significant impact on these 

variables, but they are themselves impacted by determinants such as parental involvement, 

culture or ethnicity, and personality factors (Rothon et al., 2011). Accordingly, the 

determinants of academic aspirations are categorized into two distinct dimensions (Strand 

and Winston, 2008). One’s environmental or familial settings were associated with their 

'social dimension’ and one’s personal factors, such as efforts or traits, were associated with 

their ‘personal dimension’ (Strand & Winston, 2008; Rothon et al., 2011). A large body of 

research has also focused on socio-economic factors (e.g., Sewell and Hauser, 1980), such as 

the learning environment (Jia et al., 2021) or the levels of income (Teachman, 1987; 1998). 

Educational aspirations are also significantly determined, defined, and shaped by other 

significant individuals in a child's or adolescent’s life, such as their parents, peers, or 

teachers, according to past research (Sewell et al., 1969), especially in high school students. 
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Research has also emphasized aspects such as ethnicity (Qian & Blair, 1999; Berrington, 

Roberts & Tammes, 2016) and gender (Berrington, Roberts & Tammes, 2016) that are also 

found to be significantly associated with educational aspirations. For instance, regarding 

gender, Rampino & Taylor (2013) indicated higher educational aspirations and positive 

attitudes towards education among females than among males (Rampino & Taylor, 2013). 

Similarly, Berrington and colleagues (2016) indicate that there are higher aspirations among 

females in an educational context. Berrington and colleagues (2016) also indicate that 

aspirations tend to differ among racial or ethnic groups, such that minority groups (such as 

Black-African and Indian) indicated higher aspirations than white students (Berrington, 

Roberts, & Tammes, 2016). 

Research exploring another dimension, about personal factors, has focused significantly 

on self-efficacy beliefs (Bandura et al., 2001; Ansong et al., 2019), achievement (Saha, 1994; 

Seginer & Vermulst, 2002), and psychological health (Rothon et al., 2011), among others. 

For instance, Bandura and colleagues indicated that higher perceived efficacy enhances 

aspirations (Bandura, 1997; Locke & Latham, 1990; Bandura et al., 2001). Khattab (2015) 

indicated that individuals’ aspirations are required to be considered along with their 

expectations while assessing their achievement or performance in an educational context.  

Inequality and Aspirations 

The various determinants among the social and personal dimensions of factors 

influencing aspirations (Strand and Winston, 2008), such as levels of income (Teachman, 

1987; 1998), may also result in inequality of opportunities or outcomes. In other words, 

factors that impact aspirations can also affect inequality, and vice versa. For instance, self-

efficacy has been associated with aspirations (Bandura, 1997; Locke & Latham, 1990; 

Bandura et al., 2001; Rottinghaus et al., 2002) and with inequality (Meilstrup et al., 2019). 

The resulting inequality could, in turn, lower aspirations. Similarly, among social groups that 
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are disadvantaged, there is a lack of availability or accessibility to resources, opportunities, 

and environmental factors, which negatively impact aspirations (Fruttero et al., 2021; Graham 

& Pozuelo, 2021). 

Inequality could result from different sources based on class, income, ethnicity, gender, 

or other factors (e.g., Seguino, 2005). For instance, variations in income level (such as 

income inequality) based on gender (gender inequality) could impact individuals in distinct 

ways. An individual can experience inequality when they do not obtain the same job 

opportunities as others based on their gender. Inequality based on gender has also been 

observed to affect educational aspirations in the long term (Chen et al., 2022).  

Based on previous research on inequality and aspirations, we hypothesize that 

perceptions of inequality (of outcome or opportunity) would have a significant negative 

impact on the educational aspirations of students. In other words, students’ scores with regard 

to educational aspirations in the perceptions of inequality conditions are compared to their 

aspirations scores in the control condition to analyze the significant difference. The present 

study argues that inequalities in outcome and opportunity can both negatively impact 

educational aspirations. This hypothesis is also based on previous findings that indicate an 

inverse association between aspirations and educational outcomes (Ross, 2019; Graham & 

Pozuelo, 2021). Among social groups that were disadvantaged, fewer opportunities or a lack 

of resources and situational factors also negatively impact aspirations (Fruttero et al., 2021), 

which may also demonstrate inequalities in opportunities. 

Thus, based on the prior findings, we expected that educational aspirations may be 

lower in participants who are exposed to perceptions of inequality of opportunities (such as 

an unequal probability of getting selected to study at specific universities or gaining access to 

educational materials) when compared to the control group. Similarly, when one’s 

educational outcome is perceived as unequal (for instance, obtaining lower grades on a test), 
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this may lead students to believe that external factors (such as experiences of discrimination) 

that are not within their control could be the reason they received poorer grades or feedback 

compared to others and therefore could significantly reduce their educational aspirations. 

The Role of the Locus of Control 

Inequality has been observed to have both positive and negative effects in prior 

research. Prior research has, for instance, indicated positive and negative effects of inequality 

on life satisfaction and subjective well-being, due to the aspect of hope (Cheung, 2016). Hope 

has been associated with whether an individual perceives outcomes to be caused by personal 

efforts and actions or by external factors. As a result of experiencing inequality due to 

discrimination or unequal levels of income, for instance (e.g., Brown et al., 2017), they could 

also think that, despite experiencing inequality, they can still have control over their 

outcomes or opportunities. When individuals think that they have control over their situations 

or outcomes, they may believe that their goals and objectives are more reachable or 

accessible, as compared to when individuals think that the situation is outside their control 

(Rotter, 1966; Rotter et al., 1972). 

Accordingly, researchers have indicated that the way students may attribute or explain 

situations or outcomes in their classroom predicts aspects such as their expectations or 

aspirations (Forsyth & McMillan, 1981). Weiner (1979) proposed a model that explains 

dimensions or types of attribution, which include locus of causality, stability, and 

controllability. Stability involves the consistency or changes in expectations regarding causes 

of events or outcomes following the feedback one receives (Weiner, 1979; Forsyth & 

Mcmillan, 1981; Flowers, Milner & Moore, 2003). For instance, when an individual 

attributes low grades to a lack of effort, the effort can change over time and would therefore 

be less stable than another cause, such as an inability, which could remain stable over periods 

of time. Controllability is the extent or degree to which an individual may perceive control or 
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have the ability to change the outcome or situation (Weiner, 1985; Forsyth & Mcmillan, 

1981; Flowers, Milner & Moore, 2003). For instance, when one perceives unequal income, 

one may either believe that they are less likely to be able to change this situation, which may 

indicate lower controllability. Locus of causality is associated with the location or position of 

the attribution of one’s behavior or actions (that are self-reported) to internal or external 

factors or causes (for instance, viewing that one’s own efforts are the reason for good 

performance). According to Weiner (2010), locus of causality is similar to and strongly 

associated with the concept of locus of control, which was proposed by Rotter (1966). 

While the aspects of stability, locus of causality, and controllability (Weiner, 1979; 

1985) provide an understanding of how causes are attributed, the present study focuses on a 

similar aspect that describes one’s perception of whether one attributes causes of their 

outcomes (such as the educational outcome of receiving a poor grade) to personal or external 

factors, which can interact with perceived inequality and can moderate the effects of 

inequality on their educational aspirations. Based on these prior findings, in terms of whether 

the students may explain educational inequalities in terms of internal or external factors, we 

hypothesize a significant positive impact of the internal locus of control on the students’ 

educational aspirations. 

Moderating effect of locus of Control 

Past research has indicated that when one experiences inequality, the extent to which 

they perceive the situation in a positive or negative manner relies on their perceived control 

over the situation (Budria et al., 2012). The study by Budria and colleagues (2012) indicated 

that individuals who perceive personal efforts in situations to play a key role in their 

outcomes tend to endure or tolerate inequalities to a greater extent than those who believe in 

external factors determining their outcomes. Persons with an external locus of control were 

observed to be more aversive towards inequality (Budria et al., 2012). When individuals with 
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an internal locus of control can tolerate inequalities to a greater extent, this may also have a 

positive impact on aspirations (by minimizing the impact of perceived inequality on 

aspirations). 

According to Brown, Rosnick, and Segrist (2017), when racial oppression or 

discrimination is experienced by individuals, it significantly results in a locus of control that 

is external, which also negatively impacts the way one values or regards education (Brown et 

al., 2017). Additionally, internal locus of control has been significantly associated with 

variables such as searching for advantageous or useful information (Phares, 1976) and greater 

achievement (Crandall, Katkovsky, & Crandall, 1965; Weiner, 1972), which have been 

positively associated with aspirations by past research (e.g., Khattab, 2014). Internal locus of 

control has also been linked to reduced anxiousness and increased self-esteem (Phares, 1976) 

which could also help cope with stressful situations (Cohen & Edwards, 1989), such as 

experiencing inequality. Although studies have observed the effects of locus of control on 

inequality and education-related expectations or goals separately, the present study argues 

that locus of control may strengthen or weaken the impact of perceived inequality on 

educational aspirations.  

Since locus of control is seen to impact aspirations (e.g., Burlin, 1976) and plays a 

crucial role with regard to contextual and personal factors (e.g., Prihadi et al., 2012; Brown et 

al., 2017), we argue that there could be a significant interaction between perceived inequality 

and locus of control, which could significantly impact educational aspirations. We therefore 

analyze the impact of perceptions of inequality and locus of control (as moderators) on 

educational aspirations among students to address the gap in previous literature. Therefore, 

we finally hypothesize that there is a significant moderating effect of locus of control on the 

relationship between perceptions of inequality (in an educational context) and students’ 

educational aspirations. For instance, the extent to which perceived inequality of outcome 
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(such as lower grades) impacts students’ aspirations may depend on the extent to which they 

believe that the outcome is within their control (having the ability to change or control their 

outcomes) or whether outcomes are based on external factors (such as discrimination or 

luck). 

The practical implications of the findings of the present study could potentially include 

applications within educational systems for dealing with perceived inequality among students 

or shaping their aspirations. Accordingly, based on the findings of this study with regard to 

locus of control, key efforts can be taken by the educational system to ensure practices and 

approaches to teaching that can enhance and shape students’ locus of control. 

Method 

Study Design 

A 1 (continuous measure of academic locus of control) x 3 (inequality: control vs. 

perception of inequality of outcome vs perception of inequality of opportunity) study design 

was utilized, in which students’ aspirations (as the dependent variable), were evaluated based 

on three different treatment groups. In the current study a between-subjects design is 

employed.  

Participants 

The participants include only those students enrolled in an undergraduate (bachelor) 

study program at a college/university in the United States. An adequate sample size was 

calculated using G*power analysis for F tests: Linear Multiple Regression, with α = .05, a 

power value of 1-β= .80 and an effect size of f= .05 (indicating large effect sizes), which 

indicated a minimal sample size of N= 196. A large effect size was utilized to compute 

effects of the variables that are relevant and applicable in the real-world setting. A large 

effect size would also help prevent the risk of either overestimating an effect or 

underestimating the actual impact of the variables. 
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According to the inclusion criteria of the present study, students had to be enrolled in 

an undergraduate program or an associate degree program at a college/university, to take part 

in the study. The study considered the students who had given their consent to take part in the 

study. The study, therefore, excluded students enrolled in a postgraduate program and those 

who were not enrolled in a bachelor study program at a college/university. The study also 

excluded students who did not provide their consent. 

Accordingly, the study was conducted on 202 participants. After an initial screening 

12 participants had to be excluded from the study as they did not meet the inclusion criteria. 

The students were not enrolled in an undergraduate or associate degree program. They were 

instead enrolled in a master’s program or a specialization or professional study program. 

Therefore, the remaining number of participants was N=190 and their responses were 

analyzed for the study. The statistical power of the study is now, therefore, slightly lower 

than expected. 

Measures 

Perceptions Of Inequality (Opportunity and Outcome) 

 To manipulate perceptions of inequality (to assess its effects), the study presented 

informational videos on inequality of outcome and inequality of opportunity in the 

educational context and a neutral educational information-related control video. Participants 

were randomly assigned to the treatment conditions (‘outcome condition,’ ‘opportunity 

condition’ or a control condition), where they would then watch one of the three videos. 

Accordingly, one of the three videos was presented to participants. The ‘inequality of 

opportunity’ video demonstrated educational inequality of opportunity, such as accessibility 

to educational materials or schools of choice. An outcome video demonstrated inequality of 

outcome in an educational context (such as lower grades or performance feedback in 

comparison to others). The control video consisted of neutral facts regarding an academic 
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year at a university in the US (consisting of general timings and durations of each semester or 

activities within each semester). The contents of the control video were kept as neutral as 

possible to ensure that it did not have any depictions of inequality (of opportunities or 

outcomes) or related aspects. 

Following the presentation of the videos, three attention-check questions in each group 

(outcome, opportunity, and control group) were provided to note if the participants were 

paying attention to the videos. The multiple-choice questions were related to the content of 

each video presentation. For instance, questions such as “Which factor influencing 

educational opportunities was not mentioned in the video?” were included in the opportunity 

group. Questions such as “What cause(s) of inequality in educational outcomes were 

mentioned in the video?” were included in the outcome group. 

Manipulation Check 

The purpose of providing manipulation check questions was to check if the respective 

videos presented had an impact on participants’ perceptions as intended. The purpose of the 

manipulation-check questions was therefore to check for the effectiveness of the 

manipulation of perceived inequality, so that the impact of perceived inequality on 

aspirations can then be analyzed appropriately. Statements related to ‘perceived inequality of 

outcome’ such as “Some students get unequal educational outcomes compared to their peers, 

regardless of their efforts, knowledge, and skills” or related to ‘perceived inequality of 

opportunity’ such as “Some students encounter unique challenges that create unfair 

educational inequality in opportunities” were presented. Participants responded to these 

statements on a 7-point scale (0 = strongly disagree to 6 = strongly agree). This measure 

included five items each for inequality of opportunity and inequality of outcome. Reliability 

analyses were performed to assess the overall reliability of the measures. The scales 

measuring perceptions of inequality of opportunity and inequality of outcome, containing five 
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items each, had high reliabilities of Cronbach’s α =.844 and Cronbach’s α =.818, 

respectively. The data indicated a higher mean sample score in perception of inequality of 

opportunity as compared to perception of inequality of outcome. The data resulting from the 

assessment of perceived inequality of opportunity indicated a mean sample score of M = 

4.49, SD = 1.17. Perceived inequality of outcome indicated a mean sample score of M = 4.39, 

SD = 1.12. 

Educational Aspiration 

The use of questions to measure educational aspirations in the study assessed students' 

aspirations regarding their performance or achievement in an educational setting. For 

instance, questions such as “How important is achieving good grades to you?” and “How 

driven are you to perform well in the upcoming exam?” were assessed on a 6-point scale (1 = 

not at all to 6 = very much). These questions were developed in accordance with the 

population (undergraduate students) and the context of this study. The measure assessing 

educational aspirations, which contained 15 items, also had high reliability (Cronbach’s α 

=.868). The data resulting from the assessment indicated a mean sample score of M = 3.40, 

SD =.60. 

Academic Locus of Control 

In the present study, the measure to assess locus of control included 15 items 

associated with internal or external locus of control. The items included questions regarding 

both ‘personal feelings of control’ and ‘general feelings of control’. Statements such as “I 

consider myself capable of achieving success in life because I can rely on my efforts” or “I 

think that academic opportunities are available and accessible to those who seek them 

regardless of one’s socio-economic background and income” were assessed on a true-false 

scale (1 = true and 0 = false), with eight items (items 1, 3, 4, 6, 8, 10, 11, and 12) scored in 

reverse. The measure was utilized to explore the extent to which individuals may feel that a 
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particular situation or experience is within their control. Some items included were referred to 

in Trice’s (1985) Academic Locus of Control Scale. The data resulting from the assessment 

indicated a mean sample score of M =.56, SD =.17. The locus of control measure in the 

present study, however, had a relatively low reliability of Cronbach’s α =.611. 

Procedure 

Firstly, informed consent was obtained from participants regarding their willingness to 

take part in the study. Once the participants provided their consent and checked the audio, 

videos related to the perception of inequality of opportunity or outcome, or a control video 

were presented to the participants. The survey then included the following: 1) Attention-

check questions to make sure participants paid attention to the videos. 2) Next, questions 

related to educational aspirations were presented, after which 3) manipulation-check 

questions related to the videos on inequality (in the educational context) were presented. 

Here, manipulation-check questions related to inequality were utilized to analyze perceived 

inequality and to check for their manipulation by minimizing the time gap between the two as 

much as possible. 4) Then participants were presented with questions related to the academic 

locus of control. This was followed by questions regarding the demographic and socio-

economic background details of the participants.  

The demographic details of participants were obtained at the end, to be analyzed further 

in our study and discussions (details related to age, level of education, income, and ethnicity). 

This was done at the end to ensure that these questions do not influence the students’ 

responses and that the effect of the videos associated with perceived inequality accurately 

impacts the responses as required for the present study. If questions regarding demographic 

details are mentioned at the start of the survey, the students' responses can, as a result, be 

primed in such a way that they may think about their identity or background during the 

assessment, which could result in their response. As a result, the effectiveness of the intended 
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manipulation (of perceived inequality) could be diminished or could potentially lead to bias. 

This was followed by a debriefing by the researchers regarding the study and, finally, 

payment to the participants for their participation. Ethics approval was obtained for the 

present study. 

Statistical Analyses  

Prior to the analysis, an initial screening of the data to check for outliers or cases of 

missing data was performed.  

A moderate multiple regression analysis (MRA) is utilized to analyze the effect of 

‘perception of inequality’ and ‘locus of control’ on educational aspiration (a dependent 

variable). A moderated multiple regression analysis was performed utilizing SPSS’s 

PROCESS Macro (Hayes, 2013). The analysis is used to indicate the significant main effects 

of perceived inequality and locus of control on educational aspiration. The analysis also 

assesses the moderating effect of locus of control regarding the impact of perceptions of 

inequality on educational aspirations. The test was, therefore, used to indicate whether there 

is a significant moderating impact of locus of control on the impact of perceptions of 

inequality on educational aspirations, in addition to the main effects of perceived inequality 

and locus of control.  

Simple effects analysis would be used in addition to the moderated MRA if the analysis 

found a significant moderation effect of the academic locus of control (refer to the results 

section). Apart from examining the impact of locus of control on the relationship between the 

independent variable (perception of inequality) and the dependent variable (educational 

aspiration), the simple effects analysis assesses the impact of perceived inequality on 

educational aspirations in accordance with specified levels of the moderator. For instance, the 

analysis can study the impact of perceived inequality on aspirations with high and low levels 

of internal locus of control. The analysis would, therefore, examine the extent to which the 
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impact of perception of inequality on educational aspiration could be significant, in 

accordance with the specific levels of locus of control (internal or external). The analysis 

would also assess the effects of locus of control on educational aspirations within the 

perceived inequality condition and the control condition. 

Results  

Data Screening 

Prior to the analysis, an initial screening of the data to check for invalid entries, 

outliers, or cases of missing data, was performed. Accordingly, out of the 202 participants, 12 

needed to be excluded as they were not enrolled in an undergraduate program and hence, did 

not meet the inclusion criteria. Furthermore, the data was checked for any significant outliers 

that may influence the findings. The case-wise diagnostics indicated the presence of one 

outlier, which had a negative standardized residual of -3.075. This case had an educational 

aspiration score of 26, which was significantly smaller than other scores on the variable and 

can be considered an outlier. However, the largest cook’s distance of this outlier was .065 

(much smaller than 1), indicating that the outlier was not influential on the rest of the data, 

and therefore need not be removed. Thus, the remaining number of participants was N = 190, 

and their responses were included in the study. The results from the analyses are elaborated 

below. 

Randomization Check 

Randomization checks were performed to check whether the categorical (such as 

gender or socio-economic status) and continuous variables (such as age) within the data are 

distributed equally across the treatment groups. For instance, the chi-square test was utilized 

to compare the means of categorical variables in the data. No statistical significance was 

found, indicating that the data was randomized sufficiently. 

Manipulation of Perceptions of Inequality of Opportunity 

Firstly, the effect of the treatment groups (outcome group, opportunity group) and 
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control group on perceived inequality of opportunity was analyzed using ANOVA. The results 

from the analysis revealed that the F test was significant (see Table 1). The post-hoc 

comparisons, indicated a significant mean difference in perception of inequality of 

opportunity between the opportunity group and the control group (mean difference = 2.678, p 

=.023). There was also a significant mean difference in perception of inequality of 

opportunity between the outcome group and the control group, mean difference = 3.911, p 

<.001, which was unexpected. Additionally, there was no significant mean difference 

between the outcome group and the opportunity group, mean difference = 1.233, p = .432. 

Table 1 

Means, Standard Deviations and One-Way Analyses of Variance Indicating the Effect of the 

Manipulation on Perception of Inequality of Opportunity and Outcome 

Measure Opportunity 

Group 

Outcome 

Group 

Control 

Group 

F (2,187)   η2 p 

M SD M SD M SD 

Perception of 

Inequality 

(Opportunity) 

4.582 1.255 4.828 .997 4.046 1.119   7.786*** .076 <.001 

Perception of 

Inequality 

(Outcome) 

4.656 1.059 4.578 1.095 3.908 1.101   8.916*** .087 <.001 

***p<.001 

Manipulation of Perceptions of Inequality of Outcome. 

The significant difference in perceptions of inequality of outcome was assessed by 

comparing its significance between the treatment groups and control group. The results 

indicated that the F test was significant (refer to Table 1).  Further, post-hoc comparisons 
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revealed that, there was a significant mean difference between the outcome group and the 

control group, mean difference = 3.350, p = .002. There was also a significant mean 

difference between the opportunity group and the control group, mean difference = 3.736, p 

<.001, which was again unexpected. There was no significant mean difference in perception 

of inequality of outcome between the opportunity group and the outcome group, mean 

difference = .386, p = .914.      

The manipulation was not effective for both variables (opportunity and outcome) in 

their respective treatment conditions. It can be observed that even though there was a 

significant difference in perception of inequality (of outcome or opportunity) between their 

respective treatment groups and the control group, there was no significant difference 

between the two groups themselves with regard to the perception of inequality. To understand 

further, a correlation analysis was performed between the measures of perception of 

inequality of outcome and perception of inequality of opportunity. It was identified that the 

two measures had a significantly high correlation, r =.871, p <.001. This suggests that the 

effect of perceived inequality of outcome and opportunity is similar, and there is no good way 

to distinguish between them. Furthermore, highly correlated variables can result in 

multicollinearity-related issues during regression and model interpretation. The issues include 

a lack of stability in coefficient computation, and decreased accuracy in the interpretation of 

the effect of each variable. To avoid this problem, the effects of perceptions of inequality of 

outcome and opportunity on educational aspirations are grouped together as perceptions of 

inequality. This is compared with the control group in order to assess the overall impact due 

to the perception of inequality. 

Confirmatory Analysis 

The assumptions for the regression analysis were tested. To test the assumption of 

normality, the Kolmogorov–Smirnov test was utilized. The test was significant with regard to 
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educational aspirations, D (190) = .076, p= .009, perceptions of inequality of opportunity, D 

(190) = .110, p= <.001, and perceptions of inequality of outcome, D (190) = .090, p = <.001, 

indicating that the sample distribution is significantly different from a normal distribution. 

However, the F-test is fortunately robust against this violation of normality since the sample 

size is large enough with N >15 in each group. The other assumptions, such as linearity and 

homoscedasticity, were also checked and sufficiently met (refer to Figure 1 in the appendix).           

           Next, a moderated regression analysis was performed to test the effects of perceptions 

of inequality and the academic locus of control. The test was also used to assess whether 

locus of control significantly moderated these interactions between perceptions of inequality 

and educational aspirations. Moderation analysis was conducted using SPSS’s PROCESS 

macro (Hayes, 2013).  

The analysis indicated that the effect of perception of inequality (the contrast variable 

referring to experimental groups vs. control groups) on educational aspirations was not 

significant (as indicated by the values in Table 2). Therefore, the results of analyzing the 

effects of perceptions of inequality contradict the initial hypotheses that perceptions of 

inequality (of outcome and opportunity) would have a significant negative impact on 

educational aspirations. 

          The impact of academic locus of control on educational aspirations was also analyzed. 

The results indicated that there was a significant effect of academic locus of control on 

educational aspirations (see Table 2). These results therefore confirm with the second 

hypothesis that internal locus of control has a significant positive effect on educational 

aspirations. 

Table 2 

Moderated Multiple Regression Analysis  

Measure                  B SE B     t   p 
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Constant 53.238 [51.942] [54.534] .656 81.061 <.001 

Perception of Inequality  .986 [-.409] [2.381] .707 1.394 .164 

Academic Locus of Control  1.054 [.563] [1.546] .249 4.236 <.001 

Perceived Inequality x Academic 

Locus of Control (Interaction) 

-.550 [-1.088] [-.012] .272 -2.017 .045 

Note R2=.103 

 The interaction between the perception of inequality (contrast) and the academic 

locus of control (moderator) was significant (as indicated in Table 2), indicating that the 

impact of the predictor (perception of inequality) on educational aspiration was moderated 

significantly by academic locus of control. Although perceptions of inequality did not have a 

significant main effect on educational aspirations, it did have an interaction effect with 

academic locus of control.  

An analysis of the interaction between locus of control (as the predictor) and 

perception of inequality (as a moderator), indicated that perception of inequality also had a 

significant moderating effect on the impact of locus of control on educational aspirations (b = 

-.550, SE = .272, t = -2.017, p =.045). The nature of these effects is explored using simple 

slope and simple effect analysis.  

Simple effects analysis 

As mentioned before, the nature of the moderating variable is studied through two 

techniques, namely simple slope, and simple effect analysis. The former is generally used 
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when the independent variable is a continuous while latter is used for a categorical 

independent variable. To understand the interaction effect between locus of control and 

perception of inequality, we consider two cases: a) the effect of perception of inequality on 

educational aspirations, moderated by academic locus of control; and b) the effect of 

academic locus of control on educational aspirations, moderated by perception of inequality. 

For the first case, a simple effect analysis was performed to check the significance 

of the moderation. The simple effects analysis utilizing an ANOVA indicated that perception 

of inequality has a significant effect on educational aspirations when there is an external 

locus of control, F (1, 186) = 5.264, p= .023. The analysis shows that when there is an 

external locus of control, there is a significant difference between perceived inequality 

condition and the control condition with regard to the effect of perceived inequality on 

aspirations, mean difference = 4.886, p = .023. Perception of inequality does not have a 

significant effect on educational aspirations when there is an internal locus of control, F (1, 

186) = .243, p =.622.  

To quantify the nature of this moderation effect, a simple slope analysis was 

utilized using multiple regression.  The aim is to analyze the effects of perceptions of 

inequality on educational aspirations for more internal locus of control (or external locus of 

control). The results reiterated that there is a significant effect of perceived inequality on 

educational aspirations only for an external locus of control.  Furthermore, this effect is 

significantly positive when there is an external locus of control (b = 2.443, SE = 1.065, t = 

2.294, p =.023). Moreover, with an internal locus of control, the perception of inequality did 

not show a significant effect on educational aspirations (b = -.470, SE = .954, t = -.493, p = 

.622). Thus, the impact of perceived inequality on increasing aspirations is significant, when 

individuals view their outcomes as being caused by external factors rather than internal 

factors.  
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Similar analyses were performed for the second case to study the effect of locus 

of control on educational aspirations. The effect of locus of control on aspirations was found 

to be significant for all cases of perception of inequality, pertaining to both the experimental 

group (F (1, 186) = 3.932, p = .049) and control group (F (1, 186) = 13.146, p < .001). To 

study the nature of this effect, a simple slope analysis was employed with the continuous 

centered value of locus of control for two levels of perception of inequality (-1 for control 

group and 1 for treatment group). The results indicate that the internal locus of control has a 

significant positive effect on education aspirations with the impact being higher in the control 

group (b = 1.802, SE = .458, t =3.932, p = <.0.001) than the treatment group (b = .702, SE = 

.296, t = 2.371, p = .019). Thus, the effect of locus of control on education aspirations is 

significantly positive with or without perceived inequality, with the impact being higher in 

the latter than the former. 

Exploratory Analysis 

Further exploratory analysis was utilized to explore whether the level of income of 

individuals has a significant moderating effect on the impact of perceived inequality on 

educational aspirations. The reason why this analysis was performed was that prior studies 

indicate that income is positively associated with higher aspirations (e.g., Lee et al., 2012) and 

that socially disadvantaged groups experience lower aspirations than socially more advantaged 

groups (Khattab, 2003; Appadurai, 2004; Lee et al., 2012). The present study assesses whether 

the level of income strengthens or weakens the impact of perceived inequality on educational 

aspirations. 

Accordingly, a moderated multiple regression analysis was used to assess the moderating 

effect of income on the impact of perceived inequality. The analysis indicates that income does 

not have a significant moderating effect on the impact of perceived inequality on aspirations, 

(b = -.536, SE = 1.023, t = -.524, p = .600). 
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Discussion 
 

Firstly, the analysis indicated that there was no significant main effect of perceptions of 

inequality (of outcome and opportunity) on educational aspirations among the undergraduate 

students. Regarding the impact of inequality on aspirations, there are two distinct lines of 

research that are opposing in nature (Posel & Rogan, 2018). One line of research indicates 

that inequality has a negative impact on aspirations (Corneo and Jeanne 2001; Halleröd 2006; 

Ray 2006), especially for socially disadvantaged groups, while another line of research 

indicates that inequality can enhance aspirations (e.g., Stark 2006). While the former 

approach argues that unequal outcomes can result in lower aspirations when the situations or 

conditions of living for those in higher socio-economic classes can seem inaccessible 

(Halleröd 2006), the latter approach researchers argue that when the success or mobility of 

others (in an upward direction) can be viewed as advantageous to an individual, their 

aspirations for better outcomes can increase. The indications here differ from previous studies 

that indicated that inequality has an impact on educational aspirations. A study by Chen et al. 

(2022) also stated that gender inequality experienced by adolescents has a negative impact on 

their educational aspirations for an extended period of time. There is, however, a limited 

number of studies indicating the impact of perceived inequality (or equality) on educational 

aspirations (e.g., Baker et al., 2014). 

The finding that perceived inequality does not have a significant main effect on 

aspirations can be explained by the fact that there may be other factors impacting aspirations 

in the educational context, which in turn could reduce the impact of perceived inequality, 

making it insignificant or buffering its effects. For instance, other determinants such as 

personality, culture, or ethnicity and the involvement and support of parents can also be 

significant in influencing aspirations (e.g., Teachman & Paasch, 1998; Strand & Winston, 

2008; Rothon et al., 2011) and could mitigate the impact of perceived inequality or how 
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individuals deal with and cope with it. However, the present study is restricted in its ability to 

include different variables (such as parental support and involvement) due to the lack of 

availability of data and resources and the possible confounding effects of these variables.  

The findings can also be explained by the fact that individuals enrolled in an 

undergraduate program may already have clear-cut or decisive goals, which may be less 

responsive to influence by external factors such as perceived inequality, as compared to 

children or adolescents (who may have less defined goals) who may be more subjective to 

change or influence by environmental factors. For instance, according to Arnett (2004), 

uncertainty is experienced by adolescents as an important factor in the growing-up years or 

the developmental period. According to prior findings, a lack of certainty about educational 

goals at the age of 16 or later can have a more negative consequence for individuals than 

uncertainty at a younger age (for instance, at age 13), where they do not have to meet critical 

turning points regarding significant decisions to be made. Accordingly, their educational 

goals may change as they grow older or at the point of graduating high school (Arnett, 2004; 

Gutman et al., 2012; 2014). 

Next, the results indicate that there is a significant effect of the academic locus of 

control on educational aspirations. This is specifically in line with prior studies that indicate 

significant positive associations between internal locus of control and greater career-related 

goals (Cellini & Kantorowski, 1984) and education-related goals (Gordon & Steele, 2015). 

Flowers, Milner, and Moore (2003) found that a greater internal locus of control was 

positively associated with educational aspirations among high school students. Similarly, 

internal locus of control was found to have a significant positive effect on aspirations in the 

career context (Burlin, 1976; Al-Bahrani et al., 2021). The positive association between 

internal locus of control and aspirations can be explained by the fact that individuals with 

higher internal locus of control may experience more confidence or higher self-esteem 
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(Saadat et al., 2011), such that they may feel more confident regarding their skills or abilities, 

which may enable them to believe that education-related goals are accessible or are within 

their reach. 

The present study indicates that locus of control also significantly moderates the 

impact of perceptions of inequality on educational aspirations. Specifically, there is a 

significant positive effect of perceptions of inequality on educational aspirations when there 

is an external locus of control. The results were unexpected in terms of their effects on the 

impact of perceived inequality. For instance, it was initially expected that a greater internal 

locus of control would weaken the impact of higher perceived inequality on educational 

aspirations (therefore increasing aspirations). 

The reason for the expectation is that internal locus of control would weaken the 

impact of higher perceived inequality because internal locus of control is significantly related 

to aspects such as higher self-esteem (Phares, 1976) and the ability to cope with stress (Cohen 

& Edwards, 1989), which could mitigate the impact of perceived inequality and may increase 

aspirations as a result. Additionally, individuals with an external locus of control were found 

to show higher levels of aversion towards inequality (Budria et al., 2012). 

The results of the present study indicate that the effects of external locus of control are 

unexpected. However, they can be explained by the fact that an external locus of control 

could result in individuals perceiving that the unequal situation is not their fault or because of 

their own lack of skill or ability. The belief that they do not lack skill or ability could enhance 

self-esteem and enable them to continue believing that the goals are within their reach and to 

have higher aspirations. To explain further, prior findings have indicated positive aspects of 

the external locus of control (Organ & Greene, 1974; Spector, 1982), especially as a 

protective aspect for coping (e.g., Specht et al., 2010). For instance, studies have also 

indicated that individuals with an internal locus of control are more likely to engage in self-
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blame or take responsibility over unfavorable consequences or actions than those with an 

external locus of control (Abdallah, 1989; Koekse & Kirk, 1995). In this manner, an external 

locus of control could mitigate the effects of inequality. 

On the other hand, individuals with an internal locus of control may have beliefs that 

result in expectations that are not sufficiently met, which may reduce their self-esteem, and 

can also result in frustration among the individuals (Schorr & Rodin, 1982). Individuals with 

an internal locus of control are observed to engage in self-blame during situations that are 

problematic (Koekse & Kirk, 1995) or in which they experience inequality. These factors 

could, in turn, negatively impact educational aspirations. However, the results in the present 

study indicate that when there is an internal locus of control, it does not significantly 

moderate the interaction between perceived inequality and educational aspirations. 

Strengths and Weaknesses 

The study has different strengths based on its methodology and design. a). Having a 

control group enabled the study to establish a baseline or benchmark against which a 

comparison could be made between the experimental groups and the control groups. As all 

three groups (both experimental groups and the control group) are comparable and similar 

from the beginning regarding specific characteristics (such as age, gender, and socio-

economic status), any variation or differences caused in their results could be explained by 

the intended manipulations by the experimental conditions. The participants were assigned 

randomly to the conditions (experimental or control conditions), enabling a better procedure 

to control for specific extraneous or confounding variables, make sure that the groups are 

comparable, and eliminate possible biases. b) Additionally, the scales measuring perceived 

inequality and educational aspirations were found to have high reliabilities, ensuring greater 

internal consistency and precision in the findings regarding the variables. c) The statistical 

tools that were utilized to test the hypotheses, such as moderated multiple regression analysis, 
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enabled an assessment of the multiple factors in a simultaneous manner, including their 

interaction and their impact on educational aspirations. d) Finally, utilizing a 1 (continuous 

measure of academic locus of control) x 3 (inequality: control vs. perception of inequality of 

outcome vs. perception of inequality of opportunity) between-subjects design enabled a 

shorter period of study as opposed to a within-subjects design since every student was 

provided only with one treatment (such as outcome, opportunity, or control). In contrast, in a 

within-subjects design, every individual would be provided with several treatments, which 

can increase the duration of the study. 

Although the study has strengths and positive aspects, as discussed above, there are a 

few limitations. Firstly, the manipulation check showed that perceptions of inequality (of 

outcome or opportunity) were significantly different between treatment groups and the 

control group, but not between experimental groups, indicating that the manipulation was not 

completely successful. 

 Further analysis shows that perceptions of unequal outcome and opportunity are 

significantly correlated and that their effects had to be studied jointly as ‘perceptions of 

inequality’ to avoid multicollinearity. Jointly assessing perceived inequality was necessary 

because their lack of differentiation could also result in an increase in the standard error of 

the regression coefficient, which could negatively impact the precision of the study. Apart 

from its negative impact on assessing population parameters, multicollinearity could also 

result in misleading evidence about the significance of predictors (by underestimating their 

significance or overestimating their value). Conceptually, a lack of differentiation can also 

result in a diminished understanding of the distinct impact of the variables (unequal outcomes 

and opportunities) on aspirations. These issues could be solved by combining the 

subcategories of the highly correlated variables. 

Another limitation was that the study observed the effects of perceptions of inequality 



PERCEIVED INEQUALITY AND ASPIRATIONS                                                                           31 

 

 

and its interaction with locus of control, at one point in time. There are, however, possibilities 

that the effects of inequality or the levels of aspirations can be changed over time (e.g., 

Arnett, 2004; Giasson et al., 2019) or could exist due to other factors in the environment, 

such as parental support (Sewell and Shah, 1968; Teachman and Paasch, 1998), which cannot 

be captured by the present study. By assessing these factors over time and keeping track of 

these relevant socio-economic factors or intervening variables, this can provide a more 

comprehensive assessment and understanding of how the impact of perceived inequality may 

vary across time or situations (Binatli, 2012; Gugushvili et al., 2019). For instance, according 

to Gugushvili and colleagues (2019), individuals may perceive changes in inequality in 

several ways (such as personal interactions or observations). An increase in perceived 

inequality was seen to result in poorer health and well-being (e.g., Gugushvili et al., 2019). 

This can help assess the long-term impact of exposure to inequality, which may also be 

closely linked to real-life situations (individuals could be dealing with inequality over long 

periods of time or across contexts). 

Finally, the study examines the effects on aspirations among undergraduate students in 

the United States. However, at this point, students may already have an idea about their 

educational or career-related goals (at least to some extent). Although this could be helpful in 

assessing aspirations with more clarity and reliability, since participants may have a clearer 

understanding regarding their aspirations, assessing the variables among children or 

adolescents could also be helpful, as it could indicate more variation and responsiveness to 

change due to factors such as perceived inequality as compared to older college-going 

participants (Arnett, 2004; Gutman et al., 2012; 2014). This could be because aspirations 

among children and adolescents could still be developing as compared to older participants 

(Arnett, 2004; Gutman et al., 2012; 2014). 
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Implications 

The present study has several implications. In terms of its theoretical implications, this 

study helps understand the consequences of perceived inequality in an educational context, 

especially when we also consider whether an individual attributes his or her outcomes to 

personal effort or to external circumstances. For instance, the study indicates that inequality 

does not have significant effects on educational aspirations, especially when there is more 

internal locus of control. When there is an external locus of control, however, perceived 

inequality significantly positively affects educational aspirations. 

The main effects of locus of control on aspirations were found to be positive, like those 

found in other studies (Flowers, Milner, and Moore, 2003; Gordon & Steele, 2015). 

However, the effects of perceived inequality and how it interacts with locus of control were 

different from those found in other studies (Budria et al., 2012; Chen et al., 2022). This gives 

us a new way to think about the variables. The findings can provide an understanding of 

factors that may mitigate the impact of perceived inequality or reduce its negative impact on 

aspirations. For instance, the findings indicated that when perceived inequality interacts with 

an external locus of control (luck or fate), it has a significant positive effect on aspirations. In 

a similar vein, another finding by Cheung (2016) suggested that hope was responsible for the 

positive association between inequality and life satisfaction and well-being. In this situation, 

an external locus of control seems to mitigate the negative impact of perceived inequality on 

educational aspirations, which may be the reason the interaction leads to an increase in 

aspirations. Similarly, the study provides an understanding of factors (such as external locus 

of control and hope) that could mitigate the impact of perceived inequality on different 

variables (such as aspirations or life satisfaction). 

The findings also indicate there can be differences among individuals regarding the 

impact of perceptions of inequality on their educational context. In other words, perceived 
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inequality may not impact every individual’s aspiration in a similar manner. The extent to 

which it has a positive or negative impact on aspirations may differ according to whether an 

individual has an internal or external locus of control in an educational context. 

Additionally, the findings indicate that the main effects of the variables (perceived 

inequality and locus of control) differ from their interaction effects. While perceived 

inequality does not have a significant main effect on aspirations, when it interacts with an 

external locus of control, however, the variable has a significant positive effect on 

educational aspirations. On the other hand, these have significant implications regarding the 

interaction effect of the variables. This provides an understanding that the impact of 

perceived inequality on individuals would differ when assessed together with other variables 

in comparison to being assessed by itself. 

Finally, the findings also indicate that perceived inequality in opportunity and 

perceived inequality in outcome have a significant correlation. This suggests a similarity 

between the two types of inequality and their impact on educational aspirations. The study 

therefore emphasizes the importance of assessing the correlation between different types of 

inequality to prevent multicollinearity issues, while assessing its impact. These indications 

may also demonstrate the similarities or association between educational opportunities and 

outcomes. 

Future Directions 

The present study examines how perceptions of inequality can impact aspirations and 

how locus of control can moderate these effects. Prior studies indicate that academic 

achievement, expectations, and performance were observed to be associated with self-esteem, 

self-regulation, and academic self-perception (Saadat et al., 2012; Chen and Hesketh, 2021). 

It could be useful to assess the interaction of these factors with perceived inequality and their 

impact on aspirations. For instance, previous literature has indicated a positive association 
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between self-esteem and internal locus of control (e.g., Saadat et al., 2012). When including 

self-esteem as a moderator in assessing the relationship between perceived inequality and 

aspirations, the initial expectations of researchers could be that higher self-esteem could 

weaken the negative impact of perceived inequality on aspirations. The findings of the 

present study indicate that an external locus of control and higher perceived inequality can 

increase educational aspirations. Future studies can also explore the role of self-esteem 

among the interactions between locus of control and perceived inequality, to assess whether 

self-esteem involves possible protective mechanisms that help increase aspirations. 

Although locus of control (Rotter, 1966; Rotter et al., 1972) and controllability 

(Weiner, 1985) both assess perceived control, their effects on perceived inequality and 

aspirations can also be compared by future studies to indicate if there is any difference in 

their impact. For instance, the findings of the present study indicate that when there is an 

external locus of control, perceived inequality increases aspirations. Studies can also assess 

whether controllability has a moderating effect on the impact of perceived inequality on other 

relevant dependent variables. For instance, prior studies have indicated that controllability 

has a significant positive effect on stress (Miller, 1979; Cutrona & Suhr, 1992). A further 

study could explore the moderating effect of controllability on the impact of perceived 

inequality on stress, in an organizational context. The findings can further improve our 

understanding of the underlying mechanisms of the two variables and their interactions with 

perceived inequality. This exploration can, hence, further enhance the robustness of the 

findings. 

 The variables of the present study can also be analyzed among different age-groups 

(such as children or adolescents). It could be useful and interesting to note differences in the 

impact of perceived inequality and locus of control on education aspirations (since aspirations 

would be developing at this stage, and possibly more responsive to change). For instance, an 
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adolescent may still be deciding or exploring various educational goals (Arnett, 2004; 

Gutman et al., 2012; 2014), which may be more readily changed or influenced by 

environmental factors such as inequality, than an older participant who is already enrolled in 

a field of study and has more clear-cut educational goals and expectations that may be less 

responsive to change (e.g., Gutman et al., 2012; 2014). Comparing the findings with this 

study can help assess whether the interaction between variables can differ according to the 

age of an individual. 

Conclusion 

The present study indicates that there are no significant effects of perceptions of 

inequality on educational aspirations, especially for those with an internal locus of control. 

This can be explained by other factors that may be mitigating the effect of inequality on 

educational aspirations, such as parental support, which may positively affect aspirations 

(e.g., Sewell and Shah 1968; Teachman and Paasch 1998). This can also be explained by the 

negative effects of internal locus of control, especially during problematic situations when the 

internal individuals may resort to self-blame or may assume responsibility for unfavourable 

consequences (Abdallah, 1989; Koekse & Kirk, 1995). There is also a significant positive 

effect of academic locus of control on educational aspirations, which is in line with previous 

research (Flowers, Milner, and Moore, 2003; Gordon & Steele, 2015). This could be because 

individuals may feel more confident regarding their abilities, which may enable them to 

believe that educational goals are more accessible. The locus of control has a significant 

moderating effect on the impact of perceived inequality on educational aspirations. 

Specifically, when there is an external locus of control, it strengthens the positive impact of 

perceived inequality on educational aspirations, which could be explained by the positive 

aspects of the external locus of control (Organ & Greene, 1974; Spector, 1982), especially as 

a protective factor for coping (e.g., Specht et al., 2010). There are several potential 
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implications for this study. For instance, this finding can help provide an understanding of 

how there can be some factors (such as an external locus of control) that may mitigate the 

negative impact of perceived inequality. Further research can build on the findings of this 

study by addressing the limitations of the present study in terms of its methodology and 

measures and comparing the findings with relevant variables. 
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Figure 1 
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