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ORIGINAL ARTICLE

Prejudices against the unemployed—
empirical evidence from Germany
Christiane Gross1, Thomas Gurr2, Monika Jungbauer‑Gans3,4 and Sebastian Lang3,4* 

Abstract 

Prejudices against the unemployed pose an enormous threat to their self‑confidence and can make it difficult for 
them to re‑enter the labour market, resulting in further long‑term unemployment. Given these high costs for the 
unemployed and for society as a whole, our knowledge of prejudices against the unemployed is surprisingly scarce. 
We focus on the question of what determines the strength of prejudice among employees. By applying social identity 
theory, we assume that people who are disadvantaged in the labour market in general, also hold stronger prejudices. 
In addition, we assume that social status mediates this association and that self‑efficacy moderates it. We use data 
from the German panel study “Labour Market and Social Security” (PASS) and show that some groups of people who 
are themselves disadvantaged in the labour market (women and first‑generation immigrants) have more prejudices 
against the unemployed; however, people with poor mental health have even fewer prejudices. Low social status (in 
terms of educational background, income, and job status) is associated with strong prejudices; however, social status 
does work as mediator to a minor degree only. People with low self‑efficacy in general (main “effect”) and first‑gener‑
ation immigrants in particular (moderating “effect”) have stronger prejudices. These results can be a starting point for 
developing measures to reduce prejudice and for the onset of a debate about the origins of prejudices against the 
unemployed.

Keywords: Attitudes, Prejudice, Stereotype, Stigma, Unemployment

JEL Classification: J15, J64, J71, E24

© The Author(s) 2020. This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License, which permits use, sharing, 
adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or format, as long as you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and 
the source, provide a link to the Creative Commons licence, and indicate if changes were made. The images or other third party material 
in this article are included in the article’s Creative Commons licence, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to the material. If material 
is not included in the article’s Creative Commons licence and your intended use is not permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the 
permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly from the copyright holder. To view a copy of this licence, visit http://creat iveco 
mmons .org/licen ses/by/4.0/.

1 Introduction
Differences in labour market outcomes according to 
social groupings—such as women and men, migration 
background or lack thereof etc.—are of substantial inter-
est in the social sciences. In addition to social groupings, 
researchers also use social mechanisms to try and explain 
these differences. These mechanisms can involve (e.g.) 
meritocratic explanations, such as differences in human 
capital and soft skills, or the effects of context character-
istics, e.g. company size and branch productivity. When 
differences remain that cannot be explained, researchers 
often come to the conclusion that these differences are 

due to discrimination or prejudices by employers against 
some groups. Additionally, qualitative research among 
the unemployed hints that these groups do experience 
being subject to prejudices:

“…it’s simple: There are people who just see you as 
an unemployed bum, I´d say. Roughly speaking, well, 
someone who just wants to spend his life on social 
welfare.” (German interview translated by Nicolette 
Steinbach).

Prejudices held by those selecting new employees 
may affect their decisions. Also, among the unemployed 
themselves, stigma-consciousness arising from the 
awareness of prejudices may reduce their self-esteem and 
the way they look for new or better jobs.

However, the prejudices that presumably influ-
ence chances in the labour market have seldom been 
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investigated directly: Are these prejudices widespread? 
And who is expressing them? This leads us to the follow-
ing research questions: Who are the people that actually 
hold these prejudices? And what factors foster the devel-
opment of or a predisposition towards prejudice? Who 
draws and strengthens the boundaries, and who con-
structs such (spoiled) identities? As identities are built in 
an interactive process between generalised others (peo-
ple who are more or less prejudiced) and the target per-
son (a person who is more or less stigmatised), there are 
two sides of the coin to be considered. This study focuses 
on the prejudices held by employed people, who may 
contribute to generating the stigma associated with being 
unemployed.

Stigma and the perception of stigma have negative 
effects on people’s self-confidence, their achievements in 
education, their health (Major and O’Brien 2005), their 
housing situation, their interaction with the legal system, 
and even their family ties. If unemployed people per-
ceive themselves to be stigmatised (as illustrated in the 
quotation above), they face these negative consequences, 
which are responses to the threat of stigma-based exclu-
sion (Miller and Kaiser 2001; Major and Eccleston 2005).

Both sides—the prejudiced and the stigmatised—have 
negative expectations of the interactions and especially 
the latter are afraid of being rejected, embarrassed, or 
ridiculed. These feelings result in the use of avoidance 
behaviour in interactions, which “mainly means foregone 
opportunities” (Crocker et  al. 1998: 543), and which in 
turn also means that members of the subordinate group 
are excluded in different functional relationships. This 
could contribute to an increasing social divide between 
status groups, or to social closure. Furthermore, individ-
uals who are affected by prejudices are more likely also to 
be prejudiced against other groups, resulting in a vicious 
circle.

The different strategies (e.g. withdrawal, acceptance, 
denial, and avoidance) for dealing with an inferior sta-
tus such as unemployment and the negative assump-
tions associated with it have mostly adverse, momentous 
effects. One effect could be a less successful reintegration 
of the unemployed into the labour market. As our own 
recent (Gurr and Jungbauer-Gans 2017) research shows, 
the unemployed assume that the employed are not will-
ing to accept them as equals. The unemployed learn how 
others perceive them through exposure to pejorative 
media coverage, insulting statements from politicians, 
and even everyday situations linked with incorporated 
social norms. This experience results in the unemployed 
thinking of themselves as not meeting society’s expecta-
tions. The following interview excerpt from a long-term 
unemployed individual illustrates this situation:

“I mean there are thousands of prejudices, the unem-
ployed are lazy and spend their days in front of the 
TV? They have too much money anyway? And they 
all have too many children? And you just have to put 
in a little effort, then you´ll find the right job.” (Ger-
man interview translated by Nicolette Steinbach).

In this paper, we analyse whether groups with higher 
social status—who are more often involved in decisions 
relating to employee selection—or those who are disad-
vantaged in the labour market themselves, have greater 
prejudices against the unemployed. The latter may look 
for other groups that are also a target of social disap-
proval in search for a positive social identity, as explained 
in Sect. 3. Therefore, we enquire into whether prejudices 
among disadvantaged groups diminish when their social 
status is controlled for. This finding should reveal whether 
only those who really have an inferior social position in 
the social structure have greater prejudices against the 
unemployed, or, whether those who have (several) ascrip-
tive characteristics that may be the object of discrimina-
tion have greater prejudices against the unemployed in 
general. Second, we analyse whether those who think that 
everyone is in control of her or his own destiny regard 
the unemployed as more responsible for their social posi-
tion. Therefore, we investigate the moderating effects of 
self-efficacy among members of disadvantaged groups. 
The results can be used to identify situations (such as job 
advertising and selection processes) or measures (infor-
mation campaigns, adjustment of selection procedures 
or criteria, quotas, etc.) in order to reduce the prejudices 
themselves or to reduce the opportunities for an influ-
ence of prejudices on employment decisions.

The research question regarding which groups have 
more prejudices against the unemployed is answered by 
applying social identity theory. To test our hypotheses we 
analyse data from the German panel study “Labour Mar-
ket and Social Security” (PASS). In the 7th wave, we have 
used a newly developed scale to collect data on prejudices 
and stigmatisation (Gurr and Jungbauer-Gans 2013).

2  State of research
Modern industrial countries are characterised by their 
citizens’ high level of activity in the labour market to earn 
a living. Therefore, the active and employed citizen rep-
resents an ideal of the modern welfare state (Eichhorst 
et  al. 2008). Throughout Europe, several labour market 
measures have been implemented to stimulate employ-
ability, competitive orientation, and empowerment while 
also pursuing the strategy of promoting and demanding 
(e.g. Bröckling et al. 2004; Schönig 2006). These changes 
in welfare policies (see, for Australia Eardley 1999) can 
be described as a “global shift” (Sage 2012: 370; Lødemel 
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and Trickey 2001). This global shift turns away from a 
focus on providing the unemployed with benefit income 
and towards a focus on instruments and policies aimed 
at labour market integration and employability. Several 
studies (Larsen 2008 for a cross-national perspective; 
Dorey 2010 for the poor in the UK; Sage 2012) have pro-
vided evidence that these principles of reciprocal respon-
sibility are associated with a shift in the perception of 
unemployment. Therefore, these policies reveal a poten-
tial impact for everyone—i.e. for the employed as well as 
the unemployed—and have various implications. Oors-
chot (2000) and others (Oorschot and Arts 2005) found 
that “the group who was given the least support was peo-
ple on social assistance” (Larsen 2008: 149). The public 
was most in favour of support for old people, followed 
by support for the sick and disabled, then by needy fami-
lies with children, and lastly, by the unemployed. It might 
be reasonable to expect an increase in negative attitudes 
towards the unemployed in reaction to changes in labour 
market policies during the past one or two decades.

Recently, Groß (2016) published a noteworthy theo-
retical and methodological study on amplifiers of preju-
dices towards unemployed individuals. She asks how the 
general orientation of the enterprising self translates into 
individual attitudes in the climate of the recent labour 
market policy, leading to exclusive and repressive tenden-
cies in society and thus to a strong association of these 
attitudes, with prejudices against economically inefficient 
groups. She identifies an increasingly strong mediating 
effect of neoliberal guiding principles on the devalua-
tion of the unemployed in the eyes of those with a higher 
status. This kind of “social role model” (Groß 2016: 166) 
poses a legitimising myth and mediates between social 
dominance orientation and prejudices against unem-
ployed people. However, the question remains open as 
to who is holding negative preconceived judgments and 
what other factors foster the predisposition to and devel-
opment of prejudice.

The few contributions on the question of who holds 
negative stereotypes are ambiguous at best. As men-
tioned by Furnham (1982, 1983; a cross national analy-
sis for New Zealand and the UK: Furnham and Hesketh 
1989; for Barbados Furnham 1991; McFadyen 1998), con-
servatives and less well-educated people tend to support 
more pejorative individualistic explanations, and both 
groups view unemployment more often as individual 
failure. Furthermore, there is evidence from the U.S. that 
indicates a pervasive victim-blaming view of the poor and 
the unemployed (Kluegel and Smith 1981: 31; Kluegel 
1987). More precisely, they referred to the result appear-
ing to be rather paradoxical at first glance, in that the 
most negative attitudes towards the unemployed and the 
poor can be found among the least privileged members 

of their sample (Furnham 1982; Golding and Middelton 
1982). Contrary to these results, Krahn et al. (1987) could 
not identify any effects of occupation or income on atti-
tudes and only minor effects of education on attitudes. 
Krahn et  al. (1987) and Oorschot (2006) explained that 
the disapproving attitude towards the allocation of sup-
port to the unemployed is somewhat stronger among 
women, older people, and people with less education but 
is not affected by work ethic.

Mansel and Endrikat (2007) examine the tendency of 
prejudice towards the long-term unemployed on the 
basis of a survey on group-focused enmity. They con-
vincingly demonstrated that resentment towards the 
long-term unemployed increases continuously as an indi-
vidual’s “social position” declines. More precisely, Mansel 
and Endrikat (2007: 179) reveal in their model that a per-
son’s socio-emotional disintegration, individual upwards 
orientation, experience with powerlessness, and economic 
orientations lead to a devaluation of the long-term unem-
ployed. However, exceptions include individuals who 
perceive themselves to be precariously employed; they 
less often report devaluation of long-term unemployed.

This review of research, into prejudice against the 
unemployed, shows that few studies to date investigate 
this question. There are some hints that groups who are 
disadvantaged in the labour market are more prejudiced 
against the unemployed, but most of the significant work 
in this area in the recent past has focused on attitudes 
towards a specific range of dimensions of the welfare 
state (Mackonytė et al. 2014; for an overview, see Sund-
berg and Taylor-Gooby 2013). These attitudes could be a 
driving force for negative stereotypes against the unem-
ployed or for the differing assumptions on the neediness 
of specific groups (Oorschot 2006; Groß 2016). However, 
given the thesis that the social political regime and labour 
market policy matters, we pose the question of whether 
the results that have been summarized from different 
countries in this chapter can be generalized, or, whether 
additional empirical evidence for Germany is needed.

In the following sections, we do not investigate atti-
tudes about specific welfare policies, social interven-
tions, or redistribution. Rather, we examine specific 
prejudices against unemployed people and the origins of 
these prejudices. This is the first study that systematically 
investigates which groups hold prejudices against the 
unemployed under the conditions of the German labour 
market and social regime.

3  Theory
Theories suitable for our research question are group con-
flict theory (Sherif and Hovland 1961; Sherif et al. 1961; 
Sherif 1966), the theory of social comparison (Festinger 
1954), and the approach of prejudice as self-image 
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maintenance (Fein and Spencer 1997). These theories 
were adopted, integrated, and/or refined by Tajfel and 
Turner (Turner 1975; Tajfel and Turner 1979) in their 
social identity theory. We therefore apply social identity 
theory (Tajfel 1974; Turner 1975; Tajfel and Turner 1979) 
to explain prejudices against the unemployed.1 Accord-
ing to Brown (2003), existing empirical evidence on this 
application of social identity theory is inconclusive. In 
applying social identity theory, we argue as follows:

(a) “Individuals strive to maintain or enhance their 
self-esteem: they strive for a positive self-concept” (Tajfel 
and Turner 1979: 40; Festinger 1954; Fein and Spencer 
1997). Prejudices can be a method used to achieve this 
goal (Fein and Spencer 1997) by looking down on others. 
Therefore, social identity theory is useful to explain the 
mechanism behind our research question.

(b) “Social groups or categories and the membership of 
them are associated with positive or negative value con-
notations. Hence, social identity may be positive or nega-
tive according to the evaluations […] of those groups that 
contribute to an individual’s social identity” (Tajfel and 
Turner 1979: 40). Therefore, people with a negative social 
identity would be expected to have stronger prejudices. 
Regarding this assumption, Tajfel and Turner (1979) also 
state that many definitions of the “social group” are too 
restrictive in this context. They define a group “as a col-
lection of individuals who perceive themselves to be 
members of the same social category, share some emo-
tional involvement in this common definition of them-
selves, and achieve some degree of social consensus 
about the evaluation of their group and of their member-
ship of it” (Tajfel and Turner 1979: 40). Using this defini-
tion, being employed is a sufficient category in the sense 
of social identity theory. According to Jahoda (1995), 
people draw a clear distinction between employed and 
unemployed individuals. Moreover, in Germany, being 
employed is an important part of most people’s self-con-
cept (Jahoda 1995).

Within the group of employed people we can iden-
tify several subgroups that are disadvantaged in the 
labour market. A lot of labour market studies investi-
gate whether gender, ethnic, age or weight discrimina-
tion can be observed in the labour market. With respect 
to wages, re-employment chances, job search duration, 

or leadership positions; this is sometimes done by using 
field experiments (e.g. for gender differences see: Behr 
and Theune 2018, for ethnic discrimination: Brenzel and 
Reichelt 2015; Nanos and Schluter 2014; Kaas and Man-
ger 2012; Braakmann 2009, for age discrimination: Hey-
wood et al. 2010, for weight discrimination: Katsaiti and 
Shamsuddin 2016; Bozoyan and Wolbring 2018). How-
ever, these studies look at concrete dimensions of labour 
market integration, and do not measure prejudices 
directly against the respective target group.

These disadvantages are one form (or at least one 
result) of a negative evaluation as mentioned above. We 
assume that (employed) women meet all three criteria 
defined by Tajfel and Turner (1979). Equally, we assume 
that people with migration backgrounds are a group of 
individuals, who perceive themselves to be in the same 
social category. Although this category can be further 
differentiated—in general—the same arguments should 
apply to all the subgroups equally. Moreover, they should 
share some emotional involvement and have some degree 
of consensus about the general evaluation of this group. 
The same applies to the group of people with special 
needs, mental health problems, poor self-rated health, 
and overweight or obesity—at least in the context of 
labour market disadvantages. Furthermore, all of these 
characteristics, specifying subgroups within the group of 
employed people, should be part of and relevant for the 
self-concepts of their members.2

(c) Tajfel and Turner (1979: 40) state that the “evaluation 
of one’s own group is determined with reference to spe-
cific other groups through social comparisons in terms of 
value-laden attributes and characteristics. Positively dis-
crepant comparisons between in- and out-group produce 
high prestige”. Accordingly, we interpret prejudices as a 
social comparison in terms of value-laden attributes. This 
idea is also supported by Fein and Spencer’s (1997) self-
image maintenance function of prejudices. Furthermore, 
these comparisons may occur between the in-group and 
multiple out-groups. The unemployed are therefore just 
one of several possible comparison groups, but it is a 
group for whom people can reach a positively discrepant 
comparison rather easily.

In applying social identity theory, we assume that 
groups of employed individuals who are disadvantaged in 
the labour market perceive their status to be illegitimate 

1 There are various other theories dealing with prejudice, stereotypes, and dis-
crimination (for a meta-analytical analysis of different approaches, see Petti-
grew 2016). The two most important are system justification theory and social 
dominance theory. Neither will be discussed in detail here: (1) System justi-
fication theory (Jost and Banaji 1994) explains why prejudices exist but not 
who has stronger or weaker prejudices. (2) Social dominance theory (Sidanius 
and Pratto 1999) explains who has stronger prejudices but we do not have any 
measure of social dominance orientation (the central explanatory variable) in 
our data.

2 We do not consider e.g. lower or working class as disadvantaged groups in 
this context, as we consider (own) social class as a direct labour market out-
come (especially taking into account the measurement of social class). There-
fore, social class is no determinant of labour market disadvantages but rather 
a result of disadvantages (along with other factors). Additionally, we do not 
use age for defining disadvantaged groups as in our opinion we cannot apply 
Tajfel and Turner’s (1979) group argument on age as the perception of age is 
very fine grained.
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compared with that of individuals who are not disadvan-
taged. Due to the difficult situation of seeking positive 
identity, these individuals strive for positive discrepant 
comparisons and thus tend to devalue other groups such 
as the unemployed, as a group being easy to devalue. 
Therefore, we assume that disadvantaged groups have 
stronger prejudices against the unemployed than do 
more privileged groups (H1).

Additionally, we expect to find that social status is a 
mediator between disadvantaged groups and the degree 
of prejudice. We argue that it could, in fact, be a lower 
(subjective) social status that results in stronger preju-
dices against the unemployed. As disadvantages in the 
labour market tend to result in a lower social status and 
as social status is negatively correlated with prejudices, 
this social mechanism might partly explain the posi-
tive correlation between disadvantaged groups and the 
holding of strong prejudices. Therefore, the effect coeffi-
cients of the disadvantaged groups on prejudices should 
decrease when the individual social status is controlled 
for (H2). If this hypothesis holds and we could explain 
higher prejudices of disadvantaged groups by including 
the individual social status completely, this would con-
tradict Tajfel and Turner’s (1979) social identity theory in 
parts. We would then conclude that prejudices are pre-
sumably not a result of a negative social identity but a 
negative individual identity.

Finally, we assume that group members’ belief sys-
tems have a moderating effect. Tajfel and Turner (1979) 
define these belief systems as a continuum from individ-
ual mobility to social change that describes how people 
believe how society works. Individual mobility means 
that people are convinced that everyone is able to change 
her or his position in society on her or his own. Social 
change means that people are convinced that one’s own 
position in society can only be changed, if the position of 
one’s group in society is also changed. According to Tajfel 
and Turner (1979) people with a belief system rather on 
the individual mobility side of the continuum tend not to 
think in terms of groups. They tend towards individualis-
tic explanations (e.g. for success or failure) and therefore 
would not be expected to use out-group devaluation in 
order to gain a positive self-concept. Applying this view-
point to our research question, we expect to find weaker 
or no prejudices among disadvantaged groups for those 
who perceive the individual position in social hierarchy 
to be individually changeable (H3; for a summary of our 
hypotheses and the mechanisms assumed, see Fig.  1). 
These individuals tend to view everybody as being indi-
vidually responsible for their situation and do not think 
in terms of groups.

4  Data and methods
This study uses the factually anonymous data of the panel 
study “Labour Market and Social Security” (PASS). Data 
access was provided via a scientific use file supplied by 
the Research Data Centre (FDZ) of the German Federal 
Employment Agency (BA) at the Institute for Employ-
ment Research (project number  101267). This survey 
is designed for research on the labour market and pov-
erty in Germany (Trappmann et  al. 2010, 2013) and is 
conducted annually by the Institute for Employment 
Research (IAB). PASS data provide two subsamples with 
about 6000 households each per wave. The first sub-
sample includes households which receive Unemploy-
ment Benefit II, whereas the households and individuals 
of the second subsample are a stratified random sample 
of the German resident population. In the 7th wave of 
this panel study (conducted in 2013), a newly developed 
scale is included to measure prejudices against the unem-
ployed. The 7th wave includes the prejudice scale (Gurr 
and Jungbauer-Gans 2013) answered by employed peo-
ple only. We use this prejudice scale as our dependent 
variable.

4.1  Measures of prejudices towards the unemployed
Gurr and Jungbauer-Gans (2013) developed the prejudice 
scale based on qualitative research. This scale follows the 
percentage approach developed by Brigham (1971), well-
established in social-psychological research to discover 
the stereotypical beliefs of the employed towards the 
unemployed.

The scale includes the following five items3:
How many of 100 unemployed people…

… are really seeking a job?

Fig. 1 Overview of hypothesised relations

3 The original items in German are: „Wie viele von 100 Arbeitslosen…(a) 
suchen wirklich einen Job?, (b) erhalten höheres Arbeitslosengeld als wenn 
sie arbeiten würden?, (c) wollen einfach nicht arbeiten gehen?, (d) sind eigen-
tlich zufrieden mit dem, was sie an finanzieller Unterstützung bekommen?, (e) 
arbeiten schwarz?“.
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… have a higher unemployment benefit than their 
income would be?
… just do not want to work?
… are actually satisfied with what they receive as 
financial support?
… are illegally employed?

These traits included laziness, complacency, duplicity, 
and a lack of willingness to work. The mean of the dif-
ferent items is the benchmark of their stereotyping value. 
Low values of the mean indicate that the respondents on 
average think that fewer unemployed individuals behave 
in a disapproved-of manner, whereas high values point to 
strong prejudices towards the unemployed.

These items differ significantly in the percentage val-
ues of the answers, as displayed in Fig. 2. The first item is 
the only one that is positively worded, i.e. in which a high 
value corresponds to a low level of prejudice.

We calculate the prejudice index as the average value 
of the five items (with the first item used in the reverse 
manner: 100-VAR). The prejudice index has a Cronbach’s 
alpha of 0.71, an empirical range from 2–100, and a mean 
of 40 (all within the sub-sample of employed people; see 
Table  1) and is almost normally distributed (see Fig.  3). 

We also performed a factor analysis including scree plot, 
both suggesting a one-factor solution. The percentage 
approach allows the interpretation: A value of 40 equals 
the opinion that on average 40% of unemployed people 
behave and think in a disapproved-of manner.

4.2  Cases and variables
We use the 4977 people from the 7th wave of the PASS 
data that have non-missing values for all five items of the 
prejudice scale and are employed with a monthly gross 
income over €400. We multiply imputed all missing val-
ues within the independent variables using the mi impute 
routine implemented in Stata (multiple imputation with 
chained equations) with k = 30. We use the dependent 
variable for the imputation model, but exclude cases with 
missing values within the dependent variable from the 
analyses as recommended by von Hippel (2007).

Table  2 describes the variables without any imputa-
tions. Since we describe disadvantaged groups, we coded 
female gender with 1 and use two dummy variables for 
migration background (1st and 2nd generation) with no 
migration background (including 3rd generation) as refer-
ence. Special needs is measured by asking, “Do you have a 
certificate of disability or have you applied for one?” with 
a simple yes/no answer option. Mental health problems 
were measured by asking “How much have you suffered 

Fig. 2 Distribution of items of prejudice index. Note that a high value 
of the first item indicates no or weak prejudices, whereas a high value 
of the other four items indicates strong prejudices

Table 1 Description of items of prejudice index

How many out of 100 unemployed people… Cases Mean SD Min Max

… Are really seeking a job? 4977 56.6 23.8 0 100

… Have a higher unemployment benefit than income? 4977 41.0 24.1 0 100

… Do not want to work? 4977 36.4 23.9 0 100

… Are satisfied with their support? 4977 35.1 25.2 0 100

… Are illegally employed? 4977 44.1 24.3 0 100

Fig. 3 Distribution of the prejudice index
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from mental health problems during the past 4 weeks?” 
using a 5-point scale from “not at all” to “very much”. All 
four categories from “little” to “very much” were set to 
“yes”, which explains the high share of 60% having mental 
health problems (see Table 2). Self-rated health is meas-
ured as a dummy variable with “very poor” and “poor” 
health set to 1 and the remaining 3 categories from the 
original 5-point answer scale to 0 as we expected poor 
health rather than good health to have an effect. We 
measure overweight and obesity by using the body mass 
index (BMI).4 As weight and height information are 

unfortunately not available for wave 7, we had to use 
information provided in wave 6. We think this is reason-
able, as we just use this information for creating catego-
ries, the time between the interviews is only 1 year and 
it is the only information we have. For the sake of com-
pleteness, we distinguish 4 categories instead of just an 
indicator for overweight/obesity: BMI < 18.5 is catego-
rized as underweight, 18.5 ≤ BMI < 25 as normal weight 
(as reference), 25 ≤ BMI < 30 as overweight, and BMI ≥ 30 
as obesity (WHO 2020).

Table 2 Description of the variables used

Cases Mean/
share

SD Min Max

DV: prejudice index (in percent) 4977 40.01 16.51 2 100

Gender (1 = female) 4977 0.49 0.50 0 1

Migration background 4883

 None 4011 0.82

 1st generation 541 0.11

 2nd generation 331 0.07

Special needs (1 = yes) 4974 0.09 0.29 0 1

Mental health problems (1 = yes) 4972 0.60 0.49 0 1

Self‑rated health (1 = poor/very poor) 4972 0.19 0.39 0 1

Body mass index 4189

 Underweight 82 0.02

 Standard weight 1886 0.45

 Overweight 1447 0.35

 Obesity 774 0.18

Self‑efficacy (loc, index) 4958 0.31 0.14 0 0.93

Highest educational attainment 4961

 Low (none, “Hauptschulabschluss”) 1316 0.27

 Medium (“Mittlere Reife”) 1987 0.40

 High (“Abitur”) 1658 0.33

Monthly gross income 4868

 1st quartile 1223 0.25

 2nd quartile 1212 0.25

 3rd quartile 1217 0.25

 4th quartile 1216 0.25

Job status (ISEI) 4890 42.65 15.31 16 90

Control variables

 Age in years 4977 43.04 11.14 17 64

 Work is most important in life 4976 0.62 0.49 0 1

 Agreeability index, Big 5 (1 = high) 3906 0.54 0.18 0 1

 Marital status (1 = married and same hh) 4952 0.49 0.50 0 1

Unemployed hh‑member (1 = yes) 4977 0.08 0.26 0 1

Unemployed in the past (1 = yes) 4977 0.04 0.19 0 1

Duration of unemployment in the past (in months) 4977 0.53 7.22 0 373

4 Calculated as BMI =
Weight in kg

(Height inm)2
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We measure self-efficacy by using a 0–1-normalised 
unweighted additive index that includes the following 5 
items rated on a 4-point scale (from 1 = fully applicable 
to 4 = not applicable at all): (a) I have a solution for every 
problem; (b) Even in unexpected situations, I think I will 
be ok; (c) I have no difficulty achieving my goals; (d) In 
unexpected situations, I always know how to behave; (e) 
I always succeed in solving difficult problems when I try. 
The index has a Cronbach’s alpha value of 0.80, which 
represents high reliability.

We measure social status by using educational back-
ground, income, and occupational status. Educational 
background is measured by the highest educational 
attainment with low educational attainment (includ-
ing the German “Hauptschulabschluss”/”Polytechnische 
Oberschule” 8th/9th grade and below/no graduation) as 
reference and two dummy variables indicating medium 
(including the German “Realschulabschluss”/”Mittlere 
Reife”/”Polytechnische Oberschule” 10th grade) and high 
educational attainment (“(Fach-)Abitur”/“Fachhochsch
ulreife”/”Erweiterte Oberschule” 12th grade). Income is 
measured by quantiles of the individual monthly gross 
income. We use the International Socio-Economic Index 
of Occupational Status (ISEI) for occupational status, 
which ranges from 16–90.

Age in years has a minimum of 17 and a maximum 
of 64. Age is used in the model as control variable to 
show the job status association with prejudice net of age 
effects. The agreement on “work is most important in life” 
is measured on a 4-point-scale with the two agreement 
categories building the 1 category and controls for the 
importance of work that is also associated with job sta-
tus. The “agreeability index” is a 0–1-normalised metric 
index generated by the unweighted addition of four items 
that are usually included in the so-called “Big  5” item 
battery. The share of missing values was especially high 
for the agreeability index since these data were merged 
from Wave 5 (from 2011), which included the personality 
traits. We assume personality traits to be quite constant 
over the life-course (or at least for shorter time spans 
such as the 2 years from 2011 to 2013), so a 2-year devia-
tion regarding the time of data collection should prove 
no more than a minor issue. Marital status was coded 
with a 1 for being married (including registered partner-
ship) and living together versus all other configurations, 
which were set to 0. Eight per cent of the respondents 
live together with (at least) one unemployed household 
member and 4% of the respondents had been unem-
ployed in the past. The duration of unemployment in the 
past measured in months ranges from 0 (for the 96% who 
had never been unemployed) to a long-term unemployed 
person of 373  months (which amounts to 31  years of 
unemployment).

4.3  Analytical strategy and limitations
We estimate straightforward linear regression models on 
the prejudice index with robust standard errors account-
ing for clustering within households. Model  1 includes 
the variables measuring being part of a disadvantaged 
group. Model 2 additionally includes measures of social 
status in order to model the mediation effect. Model  3 
finally includes self-efficacy and interaction terms of self-
efficacy, and each variable of being part of a disadvan-
taged group, to model the moderation effect.

In doing so, we face endogeneity issues and respec-
tively, reverse causality, that we cannot solve completely 
using the PASS data in a cross-sectional way. E.g. health-
related measures such as special needs or poor self-rated 
health can also result from poor labour market integra-
tion or a low agreeability, both associated with strong 
prejudices against the unemployed. If this is true, some 
results should be interpreted with caution. We can partly 
fix these issues by using control variables within our 
cross-sectional design. As control variables, we use age, 
the importance of work in life, and marital status, since 
these variables are associated with occupational status. 
Thus, we are able to estimate the association of occupa-
tional status and prejudices net of age, marital status and 
the opinion towards the importance of work. We control 
for agreeability as a personality trait, to detect the asso-
ciations with prejudices against the unemployed net of 
the general personality trait measuring openness towards 
others. We also control for several experiences with 
unemployment, since we expect them to be associated 
with both prejudices against the unemployed and social 
status in general.

5  Results
Table  3 shows the results. In line with Hypothesis  1 
(see Fig.  1) derived from social identity theory, we find 
stronger prejudices in females (plus 4.8  percentage 
points), first-generation immigrants (plus 6.1 percent-
age points), compared to no migration background, peo-
ple with special needs (plus 2.1 percentage points), and 
obese people (plus 3.1 percentage points) compared 
to those with standard weight in Model  1. Surprisingly 
underweight people also seem to have stronger preju-
dices (plus 4.3 percentage points, not significantly dif-
ferent from obese people). Contrary to our expectations, 
having mental health problems is associated with 2.1 per-
centage points less on the prejudice scale, and self-rated 
health is not significantly associated with the prejudice 
scale. With the two exceptions of mental health problems 
and self-rated health, being part of a disadvantaged group 
is associated with stronger prejudices.
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Table 3 Linear regression models (DV: prejudice index, multiple imputations with k = 30, cluster robust standard errors 
due to nesting in 4004 households)

Significance level: +p < .10, *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001

Models Model 1 coef. (t-value) Model 2 coef. (t-value) Model 3 coef. (t-value)

Constant 45.28*** (36.84) 57.89*** (40.92) 61.39*** (34.02)

Disadvantaged groups
Gender (1 = female) 4.81*** (10.65) 4.08*** (8.78) 3.00** (2.62)

Migration background (Ref.: none)

 1st generation 6.12*** (7.66) 5.13*** (6.45) 9.41*** (5.10)

 2nd generation 1.79 (1.89) 1.77 (1.90) 5.04* (2.18)

Special needs (1 = yes) 2.06* (2.51) 1.53 (1.96) –0.31 (–0.18)

Mental health problems (1 = yes) –2.10*** (–4.27) –1.95*** (–4.18) –1.69 (–1.46)

Self‑rated health (1 = (very) poor) 0.67 (1.12) 0.35 (0.61) 0.95 (0.63)

Body mass index (Ref.: std. weight)

 Underweight 4.29* (2.37) 3.73* (2.22) –0.48 (–0.11)

 Overweight 1.12 (1.92) 0.73 (1.31) 0.70 (0.51)

 Obesity 3.06*** (4.37) 1.38* (2.05) 1.04 (0.64)

Social status
Highest educ. attainment (Ref.: low, none, “Haupts‑

chulabschluss”)

 Medium (“Mittlere Reife”) –3.78*** (–6.49) –3.86*** (–6.65)

 High (“Abitur”) –9.19*** (–13.40) –9.13*** (–13.33)

Monthly gross income (Ref.: 1st qu.)

 2nd quartile –1.29* (–2.02) −1.41* (‑2.22)

 3rd quartile –1.93** (–2.93) –2.16** (–3.28)

 4th quartile –3.66*** (–5.01) –4.03*** (–5.53)

Job status (ISEI) –0.11*** (–5.88) –0.11*** (–6.23)

Disadvantaged groups*self-efficacy (self-eff.)
Self‑efficacy (self‑eff., index) –11.45** (–3.01)

Female*self‑eff. 3.23 (0.96)

1st generation*self‑eff. –13.72** (–2.60)

2nd generation*self‑eff. –9.82 (–1.56)

Special needs*self‑eff. 6.13 (1.29)

Mental health problems*self‑eff. 1.27 (0.36)

(Very) poor self‑rated health*self‑eff. –1.01 (–0.24)

Underweight*self‑eff. 12.83 (1.02)

Overweight*self‑eff. 0.02 (0.00)

Obesity*self‑eff. 0.75 (0.16)

Control variables
Age in years –0.19*** (–8.56) –0.20*** (–9.06) –0.19*** (–8.99)

Work is most important in life 4.02*** (8.46) 2.54*** (5.55) 2.54*** (5.55)

Agreeability index, Big 5 –5.95*** (–4.22) –5.21*** (–3.86) –5.12*** (–3.81)

Marital status (1 = married and same hh) 0.69 (1.33) 1.12* (2.30) 1.13* (2.34)

Unemployed hh‑member (1 = yes) 1.68 (1.80) −1.04 (−1.14) −0.76 (−0.84)

Unemployed in the past (1 = yes) 0.99 (0.87) –1.09 (–0.98) –0.94 (–0.86)

Duration of unemployment in months 0.05 (1.88) 0.04 (1.43) 0.04 (1.53)

N 4977 4977 4977

R2 0.073 0.168 0.178

R2adjusted
0.070 0.164 0.173
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Hypothesis  2 assumes that social status at least partly 
explains this association (stronger prejudices held by 
members of the disadvantaged groups); people with a 
high status should not feel that their social identity is 
threatened by unemployed people, and only those with a 
low status should be able to foster a positive social iden-
tity by devaluing the unemployed (see Fig. 1, social status 
as mediator). In general, a high social status is associated 
with weaker prejudices against the unemployed and this 
raises the share of explained variance from 7.0% to 16.4% 
(comparing the R2

adjusted of Models 1 and 2). However, the 
social status variables only slightly reduce the “effect” of 
the disadvantaged group variables except for obesity 
(comparing the coefficients of the disadvantaged group 
variables from Models 1 and 2). The coefficient for obe-
sity is reduced by more than half.5

Hypothesis  3 postulates that disadvantaged employees 
have weaker prejudices the higher their self-efficacy, since 
they do not think in terms of groups and therefore do not 
strive for a positive social identity but rather a positive 
individual identity (see Fig. 1, self-efficacy as moderator). 
We modelled this using interaction terms for each disad-
vantaged group with self-efficacy. However, the results in 
Model 3 are mixed: Self-efficacy itself is associated with 
weaker prejudices (minus 11.5 percentage points with 
additional interaction terms and minus 10.7 percentage 

points for Model 3 without interaction terms; not shown 
in Table  3). This is just the association we expected to 
find. However, most interaction terms with self-efficacy 
are not significant except for first-generation immigrants. 
First-generation immigrants show decreasing prejudice 
with increasing self-efficacy (see Fig.  4). Therefore we 
find only very limited support for hypothesis 3.

In summary, people from a disadvantaged group in 
the labour market–such as female employees, first-gen-
eration immigrants, and those with special needs – have 
stronger prejudices (in line with Hypothesis 1). Although 
social status is strongly associated with weak prejudices, 
it does not explain the strong prejudices of the disad-
vantaged groups (contrary to Hypothesis  2, there is no 
mediator effect). The stronger prejudices within the dis-
advantaged groups are not weaker for those with a high 
self-efficacy except for first-generation immigrants, as 
stated in Hypothesis  3 (self-efficacy as moderator). But 
at least Model  3 reveals the expected main effect. Peo-
ple with a high self-efficacy have weaker prejudices, 
which may be explained by their tendency not to think in 
terms of groups but of individual mobility. First-genera-
tion immigrants show decreasing prejudices against the 
unemployed, the higher their self-efficacy (Hypothesis  3 
can in part be supported).

6  Conclusion
In modern societies, working is not only important for 
earning a living but also for social recognition. In this 
paper, we have investigated which groups hold the great-
est prejudices towards the unemployed. We have applied 
social identity theory to explain differences in negative 
attitudes towards the unemployed. According to this the-
ory, people who belong to groups that are disadvantaged 

Fig. 4 Interaction of self‑efficacy and migration background on prejudice index. Note: black baseline represents reference category (no migration 
background)

5 We conducted additional robustness checks to test for any heterogeneous 
effects for the disadvantaged groups and social status. We estimated 6 addi-
tional models, 1 for each disadvantaged group variable interacted with all 
social status variables (analogous to model 3). As there could be almost 3 sig-
nificant interaction effects just by chance (with 54 additional parameters), and 
we do find only 3, we conclude that we do not have enough evidence for het-
erogeneous effects and therefore do not report these results in detail.
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on the labour market have, in general, difficulties finding 
a positive identity. Hostility is elicited when they strive for 
a positive self-identity in comparison with another group. 
These individuals find such a group in the unemployed, 
which led to our hypothesis that disadvantaged groups 
would be expected to have greater prejudices towards 
unemployed people than do more privileged groups. The 
second research question asked whether their social posi-
tion might be the reason for disadvantaged groups in the 
labour market to hold stronger prejudices towards the 
unemployed. The third research question was whether 
only those among the disadvantaged groups who think 
that everyone is responsible for her or his own destiny 
are prejudiced against the unemployed.

By analysing data from the panel study “Labour Mar-
ket and Social Security” (PASS), we found that on aver-
age, people think that 40% of the unemployed behave in 
a disapproved-of manner as measured by the prejudice 
index that was computed as the mean of the five items. In 
line with the first hypothesis derived from social identity 
theory, we found that women, people without German 
citizenship, people with special needs, those with poor 
self-rated health, obese, and underweight people hold 
greater prejudices. However, our results show that people 
with mental health problems have fewer prejudices than 
do people without such problems. It is possible that peo-
ple with mental health problems are more sympathetic 
and sensitive (which has only partly been considered 
by means of the agreeability index, controlled for here). 
Whether they are more empathetic could be investigated 
subsequently if a suitable scale for measuring empathy 
becomes available with prejudice data.

The second hypothesis expected prejudices to stem from 
an inferior social position of disadvantaged groups. In 
the empirical model, the effects of disadvantaged groups 
should diminish after social status is controlled for. The 
coefficients for gender, migration background and people 
with special needs only slightly decreased in the second 
model, controlling for social position. The coefficient of 
obesity is reduced by more than half in this model. All 
indicators of social position (education, income quartile 
and occupation) significantly confirm that prejudices are 
less prevalent among persons with higher social status. 
We can conclude that social status does not fully explain 
that women, people with first-generation migration back-
ground, people with special needs, underweight and 
obese people have more prejudices against the unem-
ployed. Hypothesis 2 is therefore confirmed only to a 
minor degree.

In general, we find a negative effect of self-efficacy 
on prejudices—being in line with the social iden-
tity theory. Nevertheless, the third hypothesis, which 
expected a moderating effect of self-efficacy, could only 

be confirmed for people with a first-generation migra-
tion background. People with a first-generation migra-
tion background and high self-efficacy have even fewer 
prejudices. The main effect of first-generation migra-
tion background increases in the third model. All other 
interactions of disadvantaged groups and self-efficacy 
proved not to be significant. Therefore, we conclude that 
except for people with a migration background there is 
no moderating effect of the belief that individual agents 
are responsible for their own social positions.

Future research should address the puzzling results for 
people with mental health problems. Do these individuals 
have fewer prejudices because they are more sympathetic 
and sensitive? The results also indicate that mentally ill 
people may come from higher social strata, which partly 
explains their fewer prejudices.

It should be noted that higher self-efficacy, higher lev-
els of education, and a higher social position in the labour 
market are strongly associated with weaker prejudices 
towards the unemployed. Among the control variables, 
stronger prejudices were found together with the attitude 
that work is the most important thing in life. A high value 
of the agreeability was associated with fewer prejudices.

Furthermore, one of the most important shortcomings 
here is that we could not make use of the panel design of 
the data since the prejudice index has only been meas-
ured once thus far. Future research should therefore make 
use of panel data to investigate the interplay of attitudes, 
personality, social positions, and labour market condi-
tions. Doing so would also provide further opportunity to 
address the limitations of this study regarding endogene-
ity and reverse causality as described in Sect. 4.3.

We can conclude that social identity theory is at least 
to some extent suitable for explaining most of the results. 
Most of the investigated groups disadvantaged in the 
labour market have a higher level of prejudice against 
unemployed people, which is in line with previous 
research showing stronger prejudices for less-privileged 
groups. Negative attitudes towards the unemployed do 
exist, and they increase if more or larger groups become 
disadvantaged in the labour market feeling that their 
social identity is at risk. Moreover only a very small part 
of these stronger prejudices can be explained by individ-
ual social status. And finally, we do not find the expected 
moderating effects of self-efficacy but we do find the 
expected main effect just in line with social identity the-
ory. All in all our results rather support social identity 
theory in explaining prejudices (against the unemployed).

The results from our study do not suggest that the 
global shift in labour market policy from welfare to 
workfare (which places more responsibility on individu-
als) leads to greater prejudices; however, the data are not 
ideal for addressing this question since self-efficacy may 
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be considered a relatively stable personality trait that is 
a source of resistance rather than an object of a general 
policy change. Measuring the degree to which respon-
sibility is truly assumed by individuals would be a more 
suitable operationalisation of this element.

Actions for reducing prejudices against the unem-
ployed should address the target groups we highlighted in 
this contribution—especially disadvantaged groups, peo-
ple with a poor educational background, and those with 
low job status, all of whom are most likely to have strong 
prejudices. Otherwise, the tendency of weak groups to 
develop prejudices could legitimise fine-grained social 
hierarchies and intensify social division. On the other 
hand, the result that prejudices are less often found 
among people with higher social positions suggests that 
they are not so relevant in the new employee selection 
process. In order to reduce prejudice against the unem-
ployed, social policy and labour market measures that 
reduce disadvantages of different social groups or at least 
the size of disadvantaged social groups seem to be most 
appropriate.
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