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COMPARING NEGATIVE ATTITUDES TOWARD THE UNEMPLOYED ACROSS 

EUROPEAN COUNTRIES IN 2008 AND 2016: THE ROLE OF THE UNEMPLOYMENT 

RATE AND JOB INSECURITY 

 

Abstract 

We explore how negative attitudes toward the unemployed are related to countries’ overall 

and long-term unemployment rate.  Insights from the risk attribution and position theory are 

combined with the in-outgroup conflict model, derived from migration literature. Multilevel 

analyses are performed on two waves (2008 and 2016) of the European Social Survey. 

Negative attitudes toward the unemployed are measured via the item “most unemployed 

people do not really try to find a job”. Results show that in countries with a high long-term 

unemployment rate and/or an increase in this rate, people are more likely to hold negative 

attitudes toward the unemployed. Moreover, this is more pronounced among people in 

secure job conditions (those with a permanent contract and/or perceiving job security).  

Keywords: cross-national research, unemployment, comparative public 

attitudes, Europe 
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Unemployment is not free from value judgments, and stereotypes (Furaker & 

Blomsterberg, 2003). Compared with other ‘needy’ groups, such as the disabled or elderly, 

attitudes toward the unemployed are often more negative and they are regarded as less 

deserving of social protection (Fridberg & Ploug, 2000; Van Oorschot, 2006, Van Oorschot 

& Meuleman, 2014). Single-country research into people’s attitudes toward the unemployed 

show that men and the younger population express more negative attitudes, whereas people 

who have previously experienced unemployment or currently face job insecurity are less likely 

to stigmatize the unemployed (Furaker & Blomsterberg, 2003; McFadyen, 1998). Available 

studies that compare multiple countries, only indirectly examine public attitudes toward the 

unemployed, for example by focusing on the legitimization of unemployment benefits 

(Blekesaune & Quadagno, 2003; Fraile & Ferrer, 2005; Fridberg & Ploug, 2000; Furnham, 

1983), governmental responsibilities for the unemployed (Mackonyté, Lomos, & Van 

Oorschot, 2014), and the perceived deservingness of the unemployed (Van Oorschot & 

Meuleman, 2014). These studies consider the negative social image of the unemployed as one 

of the explanatory factors for low public support for unemployment benefits, along with other 

factors such as trust in the government or fellow citizens (Van Oorschot & Meuleman, 2014). 

To date, only one study directly focused on attitudes toward unemployment from a 

comparative perspective. Comparing four Scandinavian countries, Kallio and colleagues 

(2013) found attitudinal differences between and within these countries, while no clear impact 

of institutional factors and the unemployment rate was established. However, the study focuses 

solely on the attitudes of social workers rather than the general population. In addition, the 

study compares countries with relatively similar institutional settings.  

Understanding variation in the social image of the unemployed and studying it in a 

more direct way help us unravel processes of stigmatization and discrimination toward the 

unemployed. Negative attitudes and stereotypes are involved with stigmas based on individual 
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character defects. The unemployed are assumed to possess negative attributes or 

characteristics such as being lazy and being less competent. This unemployment stigma can 

affect people’s health and future job opportunities (Karren & Sherman, 2012). Moreover, 

public attitudes are an important input in democratic processes. They are related to support for 

unemployment benefits (Van Oorschot & Meuleman, 2014) and could therefore limit the 

capacity of politicians to implement potential reforms (Fraile & Ferrer, 2005). 

In the current study, we examine negative attitudes toward the unemployed 

comparing a large number of European countries at the beginning and in the aftermath of the 

latest economic crisis. In doing so, we contribute to the existing literature in several ways. 

First, we focus on public attitudes toward unemployed people in a direct manner, by 

examining the degree to which respondents agree with the statement: “most unemployed 

people do not really try to find a job”. While stigmatizing attitudes toward the unemployed 

consist of several dimensions, Furakers (2003) claims that these have one underlying 

denominator, namely the perception the unemployed individuals lack the will and effort to 

find work. Agreement with this statement is indicative of an internal risk attribution, that is, 

the idea that the unemployed themselves are responsible for their ‘needy’ situation (Van 

Oorschot & Meuleman, 2014).  

Second, we explore how the level of unemployment impacts attitudes toward the 

unemployed. We use data from two waves (2008 and 2016) of the European Social Survey 

(ESS) which covers the general population of 29 European countries. We look at the overall 

unemployment rate and the long-term unemployment rate, because the latter reflects to a 

smaller extent cyclical variation in labor demand; for example due to mass lay-offs. This 

may be especially relevant in relation to attitudes toward unemployed people. A high overall 

unemployment rate can trigger individuals to use structural explanations for unemployment 

to a greater extent–such as a reduced labor demand due to an economic recession–while this 
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is less the case for the long-term unemployment rate. Europe is characterized by a high 

variation in overall and LT unemployment rates, especially because several countries have 

been more strongly affected by the recent recession and this at different times (Eurofound, 

2013). Unemployment rates range from 2,5% (Norway) to 11.3% (Spain) in the year 2008; 

and from 4.1% (Czech Republic) to 23.6 % (Greece) in the year 2016. LT unemployment 

range from 0.5% (Denmark) to 5.3% (Croatia) in 2008, and from 1.4% (Denmark) to 17.0% 

(Greece) in 2016 (Eurostat, 2016). Using the ESS data, we are thus able to compare 

differences in the unemployment rate across countries, and to focus on changes within these 

countries included in both waves (15 countries). 

Third, we also aim to contribute to the literature at the theoretical level. The common 

used risk attribution and risk position arguments in the deservingness literature are in our study 

combined with the in-outgroup conflict model, derived from the migration literature. In the 

following part we will explain how both theoretical perspectives may led to contrasting 

hypotheses regarding the impact of unemployment level, insecure job conditions and the 

interaction between both on negative attitudes toward the unemployed.   

 

Europe is characterized by a high variation in overall and LT unemployment rates, 

especially because several countries have been more strongly affected by the recent 

recession and this at different times (Eurofound, 2013). Unemployment rates range from 

2,5% (Norway) to 11.3% (Spain) in the year 2008; and from 4.1% (Czech Republic) to 23.6 

% (Greece) in the year 2016. LT unemployment range from 0.5% (Denmark) to 5.3% 

(Croatia) in 2008, and from 1.4% (Denmark) to 17.0% (Greece) in 2016 (Eurostat, 2016). 

Using the ESS data, we are thus able to compare differences in the unemployment rate 

across countries, and to focus on changes within these countries included in both waves (15 

countries). 
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Theoretical Background 

Risk attribution and position hypotheses  

According to the external risk attribution argument (Maassen & de Goede, 1991, 

Van Oorschot & Meuleman, 2014), we might expect that an increase in unemployment rates 

will weaken negative attitudes, as people will be more likely to rely on societal explanations 

of unemployment than to focus on individual blame. During an economic crisis, 

unemployment becomes more widespread and randomly distributed, accompanied by an 

increase in job insecurity (Dixon, Fullerton, & Robertson, 2013). Also, individuals are more 

likely to be confronted with unemployment in their social network and informed by the 

media about the economic situation (Boomgaarden, van Spanje, Vliegenthart, & de Vreese, 

2011; Mutz, 1992). As a result, individuals are more likely to recognize that not only 

personal but also structural causes underlie the rising unemployment rate (Jeene et al., 2014; 

Maassen & de Goede, 1991). For example, a study in the Netherlands (Maassen & de Goede, 

1991) indeed found that public attitudes toward the unemployed became more positive 

during the economic recession of the 1980s. A more recent Dutch longitudinal study shows 

that during the most recent economic downfall, people were less likely to blame the 

unemployed for their situation and more likely to support unemployment benefits (Jeene et 

al., 2014). Based on this risk attribution argument, we expect that in countries with relatively 

higher unemployment rates and/or recent increases in these rates, people will be less likely 

to hold negative attitudes toward the unemployed (Hypothesis 1.a). 
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 This way of thinking is also partly in line with the social norm effect of 

unemployment (Buffel, Missinne, & Bracke, 2016; Clark, 2003). Being unemployed in a 

context of high aggregate unemployment may be less stigmatizing and shameful, because 

people share a common experience (Clark, 2003), and negative prejudice may become less 

prominent (Schwarz, 2012). By contrast, being unemployed in a context where only a 

minority of others are in the same position, may facilitate negative attitudes and social 

exclusion, and trigger the process of stereotyping (Wiggan, 2012). As unemployment rates 

are low, most people also have less direct and indirect experiences with unemployment. As a 

result, their attitudes may be less likely to be grounded in or influenced by every day 

experiences, but even more in and by media representations and stereotypes, where the 

negative ones dominate the positive counter stereotypes, especially in liberal welfare states 

(Hedegaard, 2014; Larsen & Dejgaard, 2013).  

In addition, the risk position argument assumes that self-interest is a motivational 

basic for perceptions concerning public welfare arrangements (Van Oorschot & Meuleman, 

2014) such as unemployment benefits. In the literature about the deservingness of welfare 

support, evidence was found for this argument, as the deservingness of unemployed persons 

is higher among people who perceive a higher unemployment risk (Van Oorschot & 

Meuleman, 2014). By extending this argument, we can expect that people in insecure job 

conditions, will hold less negative attitudes toward the unemployed compared to those in 

secure jobs (Hypothesis 1.b), as they are more prone to the risk of becoming unemployed 

and thus also to its negative image. In sum, taking the risk attribution and position argument 

together, we hypothesize that the negative relation with (rising) unemployment rates is more 

pronounced amongst the employed in insecure job conditions (Hypothesis 1.c).  

 [Figure 1] 

In-outgroup conflict hypothesis 
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In contrast to this first set of hypotheses, we can also argue that people’s attitudes 

toward the unemployed will be more negative in a context of high unemployment and/or 

individual job insecurity. People may perceive this situation as a large fiscal burden to 

society (Van Oorschot, 2006, Maassen & de Goede, 1991). The fear that insufficient funds 

will be left in times of personal need, enhances a negative perception of those who currently 

receive unemployment benefits (Maassen & de Goede, 1991). Especially with regard to 

long-term welfare recipients, public attitudes favor increasingly strict conditions for receipt 

of unemployment benefits, and enforcing the idea of mutual obligation (Eardley et al., 2000; 

Van Oorschot & Meuleman, 2014). 

 Conflicts between social groups may arise out of competition for scarce resources 

such as jobs, and welfare, and the public will be most likely to turn against those who are 

viewed as outsiders and profiteering from the welfare system (Billiet, Meuleman, & de 

Witte, 2014; Hatton, 2014; Meuleman, Davidov, & Billiet, 2009). The logic that the 

unemployed can also be considered as a kind of outgroup, more specifically as outsiders of 

the active working population (Furnham, 1983), shows parallels with research concerning 

discriminatory attitudes toward migrants, based on the in-outgroup conflict theory 

(Semyonov, Raijman, & Gorodzeisky, 2006). According this framework, we might expect 

that in countries with relatively higher unemployment rates and/or recent increases in these 

rates, people will be more likely to hold negative attitudes toward the unemployed 

(Hypothesis 2.a). 

Studies based on the in-out group conflict theory, indicate that anti-foreigner 

sentiment is more pronounced among those with a lower socioeconomic status, as they feel 

more threatened by the outgroup, especially in places with a larger proportion of foreign 

populations and/or poorer economic conditions (Billiet et al., 2014; Hatton, 2014; Meuleman 

et al., 2009; Semyonov, Raijman, & Gorodzeisky, 2006; Turner & Cross, 2015). Therefore, 
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drawing further parallels to this framework, we expect that people in secure job conditions 

will hold less-negative attitudes toward the unemployed compared with those in insecure 

jobs (Hypothesis 2.b). In addition, we hypothesize that the positive relation with (rising) 

unemployment rates is more pronounced amongst the employed in insecure job conditions 

(Hypothesis 2.c).  

[Figure 2] 

Lastly, it should be noted that all hypotheses regarding the impact of the level of 

unemployment also address expectations about changes in the unemployment rate. The 

change in unemployment rate is a very relevant indicator to capture the economic turmoil 

and insecurity faced by the population during periods of economic uncertainty (Stuckler et 

al., 2009). In addition, rising unemployment rates are closer to the everyday experience of 

individuals and will probably receive more media attention (Garz, 2014). Therefore, we 

expect that the results of the unemployment rate and changes in it will be in the same 

direction, but that the impact of changes in the unemployment level on attitudes toward the 

unemployed will be stronger.  

Methods 

Data 

Our analyses are based on round 4 (2008) and round 8 (2016) of the European Social 

Survey (ESS; www.europeansocialsurvey.org). The ESS has a repeated cross-sectional 

survey design, and both rounds include a comprehensive module on welfare attitudes. For 

each country, the ESS sample is designed following a strict, randomized probability 

procedure, and data is gathered by means of standardized face-to-face interviews. ESS 

information is representative for the general population aged 15 years and older living in 

private households, irrespective of their language, citizenship, and nationality. Round 4 

covers 30 European countries, and round 8 21 countries, but only the data of 17 European 
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countries is already available. Ukraine (included in Round 4) is excluded from our sample as 

the relevant macro level data was not available We restrict our sample to respondents aged 

between 18 and 80 in order to increase comparability across countries. We exclude 

respondents with missing values on the outcome variable attitude toward the unemployed 

(4.9%), or any of the covariates except income (see below). This results in an analytical 

sample of 59,852 respondents in the pooled sample with 37,058 in 2008 and 22,794 in 2016. 

(The sample size per country and the percentage of missing cases are shown in Appendix 1). 

Measurements 

Attitude toward the unemployed. Based on the question whether the respondents 

agree with the statement “Most unemployed people do not really try to find a job” (0=fully 

disagree to 4=fully agree) a metric variable is constructed to measure people’s negative 

attitude toward the unemployed. 

Individual determinants. Employment status is coded as a categorical variable. 

Respondents are employed, self-employed, unemployed, or non-employed (retired, 

homemaker, student, or inactive due to disability or sickness). Previous unemployment is 

coded as a dummy variable based on the question ‘Have you ever been unemployed and 

seeking work for a period of more than three months?’ Among the employed respondents, 

we include information on their level of job insecurity using conditional factors (Mirowsky, 

1999). Job insecurity is captured by two items. The first is a subjective measurement 

constructed as a dummy variable distinguishing between respondents who expect it to be 

(very) likely for them to be without a job during the next 12 months versus those who feel 

more secure about their job. We additionally include a more objective variable, which 

distinguishes between respondents with a permanent employment contract versus those with 

a temporary contract or no contract at all (Benach et al., 2014). Education is categorized into 

lower (no schooling or levels 0–2), medium (levels 3–4), and higher education (levels 5–6) 
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according to the International Standard Classification of Education-97 (ISCED-97). The 

income level of respondents is assessed by relative equivalent household income, using the 

Modified OECD equivalence scale (OECD, 2005). To improve the comparability of the 

weighted household incomes between countries, this control variable was categorized into 5 

categories: ‘low income’(<50% of the median income), ‘modest income’ (>50 and <80% of 

the median),‘high income’(>80 and <120% of the median),‘highest income’ (>120% of the 

median), and ‘missing values’. 

In addition, a number of relevant control variables are taken into account. We include 

gender (0=male, 1=female) and age (in years). Marital status has four categories: Married or 

cohabiting, divorced or separated, widowed, and single. The degree of religiosity is 

measured by the variables belonging to a denomination (yes or no) and frequency of 

religious services attendance (never to rarely, on special days, and often to very often). 

Being a member of a labor union or not is included as a dummy variable. In line with Van 

Oorschot (2006), we measure institutional trust by a summative scale measuring people’s 

confidence in the (welfare) state institutions of the police, the social security system, the 

parliament, and the justice system. Van Oorschot (2006) also included confidence in 

healthcare and the civil service, but this information is not included in the ESS, nevertheless 

the Cronbach's alpha is still high enough (0.8).  

Macro level determinants. Our key indicator for countries’ macroeconomic 

conditions is the unemployment rate (as a percentage of the active population), 

distinguishing between the overall unemployment rate and the LT unemployed rate (the 

proportion of people unemployed for 12 months or longer in the total active population, 

expressed as a percentage of the active population). We also control for the GDP per capita 

as a proxy for the country’s wealth. Using those indicators is also one of the most generic 

ways to describe the state of a country’s economy, as they reliably reflect economic and 
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labor-market conditions (Eurofound, 2013). In addition, social expenditures on 

unemployment protection in power purchasing parity (ppp) per head is taken into account 

and we also control for the period of the survey (Van Oorschot and Meuleman, 2014). To 

calculate these macro level variables, we use external data from Eurostat (2016). As these 

indicators are volatile and to capture lagged effects, we use the average score of three years 

before the survey year for the macroeconomic data; and of 2 years before the survey for the 

expenditure data as the data of 2016 is not yet available.  

 The macro level indicators per country and period are shown in the online Appendix 

2. In Appendix 3, the average level of agreement with the negative statement about the 

unemployed is given for all the categorical variables.  

Analysis 

Our analyses make use of multilevel modeling. In line with Fairbrother (2014), we 

consider the clustering of individuals within periods, clustered within countries, thereby 

attaining an adequate number of higher-level units and sufficient power at level 2. Since the 

ESS collected information regarding attitudes toward the unemployed in only two rounds, 

the number of units to include the period effect as a separate level of analysis is not 

sufficient (Stegmueller, 2013). In contrast to conventional multilevel modeling, which only 

allows for the inclusion of a uniform period effect across all countries, we can take into 

account the specific national economic conditions, and the degree to which the 

unemployment rate is increased or decreased, by nesting period effects for each country at 

level 2 and the country effects at level 3. Moreover, we are able to simultaneously model the 

cross-sectional effect of unemployment, which explains differences between countries, and 

the longitudinal effect of unemployment, which explain differences within countries over 

two time periods.  
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To include change effects at the period level and cross-level effects of unemployment 

at the country level in the same model, the change effects are group-mean centered. Group-

mean centering implies that the variables are measured as deviations from the group-mean, 

in this case the country mean of the unemployment rate over the two periods. The cross-

sectional effects at country level are grand-mean centered. In this way, the longitudinal 

effects of the change indicators are orthogonal to the cross-sectional effects.  

In sum, we have a three-level design of 43 different country years at period level 2, 

and 29 countries at country level 3, as not every country is included in both waves (15 

countries are included in both waves). Recently, this method has proven its additional value 

in other studies (Buffel, Beckfield, & Bracke, 2017). In order to test our hypotheses, 7 

models are estimated: The first model (Table 1) consists only of period and in the second 

model, the individual variables are included. In the third model, the macroeconomic 

variables are added to investigate whether a high unemployment rate and/or an increase in 

unemployment are related to individuals’ level of agreement with the statement “Most 

unemployed do not really to find a job”, while we take the individual and macro level 

control variables into account (Hypothesis 1.a and 2.a). We test Model 3 two times, once 

with general unemployment rate and once with the LT unemployment rate, but not together 

as they are too closely correlated (r = 0.89).  

In the next two models (presented in Table 2), the conditional factors are included in 

order to test hypotheses 1.b and 2.b. In the last models (Model 6 and 7), we examine whether 

the impact of the (change in) unemployment rate is stronger for the employed with insecure 

job conditions. Therefore, cross-level interactions are estimated between employment status, 

insecure job conditions and the unemployment rate. These cross-level interactions will be 

conducted with the cross-sectional as well as the change measurement of the (LT) 

unemployment rate. For the models (Model 4-7) in Table 2, Markov Chain Monte Carlo 
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estimation procedures are used, as this approach has proved to be far more robust when 

including higher-level variables and cross-level interactions (Stegmueller, 2013).  

Results 

Descriptive results  

Figure 3 show the average score of agreement with the statement “Most unemployed 

people do not really try to find a job” by country and period. The corresponding numbers are 

presented in appendix 1. Despite quite different economic climates in 2008 and 2016, the 

periodical differences in the attitude toward the unemployed within countries and on average 

are relatively limited, while we do found some remarkable cross-national differences. A 

negative attitude toward the unemployed is most pronounced in central- and eastern Europe, 

but also in Cyprus, Turkey, Belgium and France there is a relatively high level of agreement 

with the negative statement about the unemployed. The negative attitude is the least 

pronounced in the Nordic countries. In some countries –such as Austria, Czech Republic, 

Ireland and Poland–the average level of agreement with the negative statement is 

significantly higher in 2016 than in 2008, while in other countries –such as in Belgium, 

Finland, the UK, Slovenia, Norway and the Netherland– the reverse has been observed.  

[Figure 3] 

Multilevel results 

The variance decomposition (not presented) shows that 9.3% of the variance of the 

level of agreement with the negative statement about the unemployed is located at the higher 

level. 7.8 % can be explained by differences between countries (ICC at country-level) and 

only 1.1 % by differences within countries between the two periods (ICC at country-period 

level). The variance at both levels is significant at the .01 % level. 

The difference in attitude toward the unemployed between the periods is not 

significant (Model 1, ICC macro levels=9.1), neither after taking the population composition 
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into account (Model 2, ICC macro levels=7.4). The individual control variables and the 

socioeconomic status characteristics explain around 2 % of the higher level variation.  

In Model 2, we find that older people are less likely to agree with the negative 

statement about the unemployed. Also single people are less supporting the negative image 

of the unemployed, while the widowed have a higher level of agreement with the negative 

statement than the married. We do not find a gender difference in the perception of the 

unemployed. Notwithstanding, the educational gap is strongly pronounced, with individuals 

with a low or middle educational level supporting more the negative statement. Regarding 

income, only the highest income category is less likely to agree with the negative image of 

the unemployed compared to those with an income between 80 and 120 percent of the 

median income. Further, being religious, defined as being a member of a denomination is 

positively related to the negative attitude toward the unemployed, while trust in institutions 

is also negatively related.  

With regard to the employment status related variables, as expected, the unemployed 

are less likely to report negative attitudes s compared to the employed, the non-employed 

and the self-employed, with the self-employed holding the most negative attitude toward the 

unemployed. In addition, being a member of a labor union and having experienced 

unemployed in the past also weaken the negative attitude toward the unemployed.  

[Table 1] 

In the third model, we see that GDP per capita is negatively related to the negative 

attitude toward the unemployed. The effects of the expenditure level on unemployment 

benefits and chances therein were not significant. As a sensitivity analysis, also the 

expenditure level on unemployment benefits divided by the number unemployed is used, but 

the results remain the same. The models are also estimated with both, the overall as well as 

the LT unemployment rate, but only LT unemployment rate is significantly related to the 
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attitude toward the unemployed. Therefore, in the table only these results are shown. In 

countries with on average a relatively high level of LT unemployment as well as in countries 

with an increase of the LT unemployment rate, individuals are more likely to agree with the 

statement “most unemployed people do not really try to find a job” than in countries with a 

lower LT unemployment rate and a weaker or no increase. This finding supports hypothesis 

2.a.  Moreover, the relation between change in LT-unemployment and attitude toward the 

unemployed is stronger than the relation with the average level of LT unemployment, which 

is also in line with our expectation. By the inclusion of the macro-level variables, another 

3% of the variance at the higher levels is explained and the variance at the country level is no 

longer significant.  

In model 4 and 5, which are presented in Table 2 and performed by the MCMC 

estimation procedure, we have added respectively the conditional factors job insecurity and 

type of contract with internal interaction effects. In line with hypothesis 1.b, we find that the 

employed with job insecurity are less likely to have a negative attitude toward the 

unemployed than the employed with job security. Temporary work is not directly related to 

the negative attitude toward the unemployed (Model 5). Hypothesis 1.b is thus only partly 

confirmed. However, in Model 7 of Table 2 we do find a significant negative cross-level 

interaction with temporary work and countries’ mean LT unemployment rate. Contrary to 

hypothesis 1.c and hypothesis 2.c, the positive effect of the LT unemployment rate on 

negative attitudes toward the unemployed is less pronounced among the employed in 

temporary jobs compared to the permanently employed (Model 7). The cross-level 

interaction with job insecurity and countries’ mean level of unemployment is not significant, 

but a marginal significant (p < .100) interaction term with the change variable of LT 

unemployment is observed (Model 6). The positive effect of an increase in countries LT 
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unemployment rate on the negative image of the unemployed is weaker among the employed 

with job insecurity.   

[Table 2] 

Discussion 

This cross-national study on the relationship between public attitudes toward the 

unemployed and the impact of the level of unemployment offers some important findings. 

First, we established substantial differences in the attitudes toward the unemployed between 

the European countries, but not between the years 2008 and 2016. Negative attitudes toward 

the unemployed are most pronounced in Central and Eastern Europe, and least in Northern 

Europe.  

Second, we find that negative attitudes toward the unemployed people are more 

pronounced in countries with a relatively higher LT unemployment rate and especially in 

countries with an increase in this rate. These results provide evidence for the in-outgroup 

conflict model and not the risk attribution model When the outgroup is relatively large or 

growing in size, they may feel more threatened by this group, in this case the unemployed, 

which increases stereotyping and stigmatization toward them. 

This line of reasoning only holds for the LT unemployment rate, but not for the 

overall unemployment rate. LT unemployment is more often perceived as substantial fiscal 

burden to society (Van Oorschot & Meuleman, 2014). Their reemployment chances are 

lower and their risk of poverty, health problems and social isolation higher (Virtanen, 

Kivimaki, Vahtera, & Koskenvuo, 2006). In addition, while the short-term unemployed 

people are more likely to be portrayed as ‘in between jobs’ by media coverage, the LT 

unemployed are more subject to stereotyping, such as being lazy and scroungers of the 

welfare system (Van Oorschot & Meuleman, 2014).  
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Moreover, in countries with a flexible labor market and a high job turnover rate, the 

general unemployment rate can be relatively high, but it does not need to be perceived as 

problematic because the LT unemployment rate is in comparison much lower. Denmark, 

characterized by a flexicurity labor market model is perhaps one of the most prominent 

examples here. In Denmark job protection is quite low, which makes it easier for employers 

to hire and fire employees (Van Kersbergen & Hemerijck, 2012). Unemployment benefits 

are quite generous as well. Hence, the average worker has a rather high unemployment 

likelihood, but he/she will be able to maintain a good standard of living while unemployed. 

Most unemployment will also be of a short duration, as the use of active labor market 

policies is widespread in an effort to reintegrate the unemployed back into the labor force as 

soon as possible (Duell, Thurau, & Vetter, 2016).  

Finally, LT unemployment rates reflect cyclical variations in labor demand, to a 

smaller extent than the current unemployment rate. The latter can trigger individuals to use 

more structural explanations of unemployment, which may cancel out the negative attitudes 

toward unemployment.  

Third, we find that people who experienced an episode of unemployment themselves, 

or who currently perceive job insecurity, are less likely to hold negative attitudes toward the 

unemployed. This finding is in line with previous studies (Furaker & Blomsterberg, 2003; 

McFadyen, 1998). It confirms the risk position argument: negative attitudes toward the 

unemployed are less pronounced among those who experience job insecurity, and thus fear 

of also becoming exposed to its negative image.  

Fourth, our results show that especially among those with a rather weak attachment 

to the labor market–the employed with a temporary contract, no contract or those who 

perceive job insecurity–the impact of (an increase in) the LT unemployment rate on the 

negative attitude toward the unemployed is weaker, while it is stronger among the hard core 
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of the ingroup, namely the permanently employed with job security. These findings neither 

support the in-outgroup conflict model nor the risk attribution and position argument.  

To understand these results, we refer to the recent literature on the dualization and 

flexibilization of the labor market, highlighting respectively the growing disparities between 

labor market insiders and outsiders on the one hand (Barbieri & Cutuli, 2016) and the 

blurred line between unemployment and temporary insecure employment on the other hand 

(Voßemer Jonas et al., 2016). The permanently employed are considered as the insiders. 

They are in powerful bargaining position, because the replacement of these workers has high 

transaction costs for employers, especially as the employment protection legislation of 

permanent jobs is strong (Barbieri & Cutuli, 2016). The outsiders refer to the unemployed 

and–by more recent definitions–the temporary workers, which have a higher risk of 

becoming unemployed (Rueda, 2014). Despite the heterogeneity of both groups, this 

distinction has political implications in terms of preferences on job protection and for social 

policy support ( (Barbieri & Cutuli, 2016; Burgoon & Dekker, 2010).  

In short, the recent interpretation of the insiders-outsiders dichotomization (Barbieri 

& Cutuli, 2016) does not necessarily completely overlap with the in-outgroup categorization 

based on the social group conflict model. In the application of the latter, the outgroup refers 

to the pool of unemployed people (Furnham, 1983), and all the employed are considered as 

the ingroup. Also the temporary workers and the insecure employed are included to the 

ingroup, as they have paid work, but temporarily and insecure, what brings them in 

competition with the reserve pool of workers (the unemployed). They are considered as the 

employment buffers, called in when demand expands, but pushed out again when it contracts 

(Bettio, 2012). This can explain why the in-outgroup can only be partly applied in order to 

understand differences in negative attitudes toward the unemployed.  
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More research is recommended here to further explore these findings, and to link 

countries’ macroeconomic conditions with institutional factors in order to get a better 

understanding of cross-national differences in the attitudes toward he unemployed. In 

particular, we think that it will be very relevant to explore the impact of active and passive 

labor market policies and the employment protection legislation on the attitudes toward the 

unemployed.  

Lastly, some limitations should be acknowledged. First, as we use a repeated cross 

sectional survey with only two time periods, it is not possible to draw any certain 

conclusions about the direction of the relationships and time trends. Therefore panel studies, 

and repeated cross-sectional studies covering a longer period and more time points, are 

recommended. However, related to the causality issue, we think that it is rather unlikely that 

the social image of the unemployed will have an impact on the average level of (LT) 

unemployment (over a period of three years before the survey), and especially not on a 

change in the (LT) unemployment rate. Otherwise, as the stigma of unemployment is high, 

unemployment as a lack of productivity signal to employers may be strengthened during the 

screening process. Increasing stigmatization of the unemployed can thus lead to worse 

employment chances, and higher risk of atypical jobs, such as temporary work (Biegert, 

2014).  

Second, in this study we start from the assumption that the public has a least a 

minimum amount information about the objective number of unemployed people, so that 

there is some overlap between the actual and the perceived level of unemployment. Further 

research including the perception individuals have about the level of unemployment would 

add value to the study. We also highly recommend the development of research that 

examines which role the media plays in stereotyping the unemployed, by focusing on media 

exposure and the way the unemployed are portrayed by the media. The stories and pictures 
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in the mass media may form an important basis for creating opinions toward recipients of 

welfare schemes, so the media content is also likely to influence who we think the 

unemployed are (Larsen & Dejgaard, 2013). However, a recent study has found that a 

predominantly negative debate about social assistance has rather a small overall impact on 

public opinion. People are especially looking for confirmatory information, what has led to a 

polarization of attitudes, instead of really changing the attitudes (Hedegaard, 2014).  

Third, we are aware of the fact that using one item to capture the social image of the 

unemployed is very limited and will give us only a rough proxy of individuals’ attitudes 

toward the unemployed. However, this item covers the most common stigmatizing attitude 

toward the unemployed people –namely the view that there is a lack of will and effort among 

the unemployed to find work (Furaker & Blomsterberg, 2003)– and it is the only relevant 

item in the ESS explicitly referring to the unemployed. Nevertheless, we recognize that even 

when the item refers to the unemployed–who are officially defined as “jobless people of 

working age who want to work, are available to work, and are actively looking for work 

(ILO, 1994)”–we still do not know about who the respondents exactly think when there is 

asked to their level of agreement with the statement “Most unemployed people do not really 

try to find a job”. It is possible that they rather think about the inactive in general or, for 

example, about the ‘discouraged workers’, who are officially not unemployed as they are no 

longer actively looking for work (Dooley, 2003). However, this does not need to be a 

problem, because we are interested in the way people think about the unemployed and 

whether they are stereotyped as those with a lack of will to find work.  

Lastly, we have to take under consideration that there are only two waves of the ESS 

with information about attitudes toward the unemployed and that not every country is 

included in both waves. As a result, we can only compare the period 2008 with 2016, and the 

gap between the time points is quite large (8 years). Wave 4 (2008) is at the beginning of the 
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European crisis and wave 8 (2016) is just after the crisis, but some countries are still in the 

recovery phase. Therefore, we do not have adequate data in order to test the effect of the 

crisis (Eurofound, 2013). Nevertheless, we are still able to test the impact of the 

macroeconomic context and changes therein, as we have information of 29 countries and 43 

country-years. By relying on Fairbrother’s (2014) method, which has been shown to be 

successful even with only a small number of periods and unbalanced data (Buffel, Beckfield, 

& Bracke, 2017), we are able to estimate contextual as well as change effects of the 

unemployment rate on the attitude toward the unemployed.  

In conclusion, further research on the social image of the unemployed across more 

time periods and linking it to countries’ institutional settings is recommended to obtain a 

deeper insight into this under-examined scientific and policy relevant topic. Not only 

individual but also macro-level factors seem to play. A worrisome observation is that in 

countries where long-term (LT) unemployment is a salient problem, the public attitudes 

toward the unemployed are more negative, what can make this vulnerable group even more 

susceptible for health and other problems, like finding new work because of discrimination 

and stigmatization. Therefore understanding the negative stereotyping of the unemployed is 

also highly relevant at the societal level. At a theoretical level, the prime aim of this study 

has concerned the development of insights into the negative attitude toward the unemployed 

from two theoretical points of view, and by combining theoretical perspectives from the 

migration studies, the welfare state support and deservingness literature and research about 

the dualization of the labor market. Our findings point to the fact that the two theoretical 

arguments–the in-outgroup conflict model and the risk attribution and position theory–do not 

need to exclude each other, but can be used together at different levels, respectively at the 

macro level and the individual level.  
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FIGURE 1: Conceptual model of the external risk attribution hypotheses  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

FIGURE 2: Conceptual model of the in-outgroup conflict hypotheses  

 

 

Macroeconomic conditions  

(LT) unemployment rate 

Increase in (LT) unemployment rate  

              

Negative attitudes 

toward he unemployed:  

“Most unemployed 

people do not really try 

to find a job”  

- (H1.a) 

- (H1.b) 

+ (H1.c) 

Macroeconomic conditions:  

(LT) unemployment rate 

Increase in (LT) unemployment rate  

              

Negative attitude 

toward the 

unemployed:  

“Most unemployed 

people do not really try 

to find a job”   

Employment status: 

-Unemployed –Employed (secure vs. 

insecure)  

                      Perceived job insecurity 

                      Temporary contract 

+ (H2.a) 

 

+ (H2.b) 

+ (H2.c) 

 

Employment status: 

-Unemployed –Employed (secure vs.  

                       insecure)  

                       Perceived job insecurity 

                       Temporary contract 



NEGATIVE ATTITUDES TOWARD THE UNEMPLOYED 

 29 

0

1

2

3

4

S
w

ed
en

D
en

m
ar

k

N
o

rw
ay

Ic
el

an
d

Ir
el

an
d

S
w

it
ze

rl
an

d

L
at

v
ia

G
re

ec
e

S
p
ai

n

N
et

h
er

la
n

d
s

B
u

lg
ar

ia

E
st

o
n

ia

A
u

st
ri

a

G
er

m
an

y

L
it

h
u

an
ia

F
in

la
n

d

A
v

er
ag

e

C
ro

at
ia

P
o
rt

u
g
al

F
ra

n
ce

C
ze

ch
 R

ep
u

b
li

c

U
n

it
ed

 K
in

g
d
o

m

T
u
rk

ey

B
el

g
iu

m

R
o

m
an

ia

H
u

n
g

ar
y

S
lo

v
en

ia

C
y

p
ru

s

P
o
la

n
d

S
lo

v
ak

ia

L
ev

el
 o

f 
ag

re
em

en
t

'Most unemployed people do not try to find a job'

2008 2016

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

FIGURE 3: Countries’ average level of agreement with the statement “Most unemployed 

people do not really try to find a job” per period   
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Table 1 

Employment status, macroeconomic variables and control variables regressed on the 

negative image of the unemployed people 

 

  

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 

 Measures b se  b se   b se   

Intercept 2.042 0.057 *** 1.678 0.056 *** 1.659 0.055 *** 

Period (ref. 2008) 2016 -0.052 0.040  -0.011 0.039  0.099 0.076  
Individual level variables          
Age_cen    -0.002 0.000 *** -0.002 0.000 *** 

Gender (ref. Men) Female    -0.012 0.009  -0.015 0.009  
Marital status (ref. Married)          
  divorced or separated    0.009 0.014  0.007 0.015  
  widowed    0.036 0.018 * 0.033 0.018  
  single - never married/civil partnership    -0.040 0.012 *** -0.040 0.012 *** 

Education (ref. High)          
  Low    0.217 0.013 *** 0.220 0.014 *** 

  Middle    0.145 0.012 *** 0.149 0.013 *** 

Income level (ref. High)          
  low (<=50% of median income)    0.030 0.016  0.033 0.017 * 

  middle (50-80% of median income)    0.016 0.013  0.016 0.014  
  highest (>120% of median income)    -0.051 0.011 *** -0.058 0.011 *** 

  Missing    -0.007 0.014  -0.009 0.015  
Belonging to a denomination (ref. No)    0.049 0.011 ***    
Attending religious services (ref. Rarely)          
  On special days    -0.016 0.012  -0.016 0.012  
  Very often    0.010 0.013  0.008 0.013  
Institutional trust (1-20)_cen    -0.045 0.002 *** -0.048 0.002 *** 

Belonging to a labor union (ref. No)     -0.080 0.012 *** -0.083 0.012 *** 

Ever been unemployed (ref. No)    -0.122 0.010 *** -0.123 0.010 *** 

Employment status (ref. unemployed)          
employed    0.336 0.020 *** 0.338 0.021 *** 

self-employed    0.417 0.025 *** 0.419 0.025 *** 

non employed    0.330 0.021 *** 0.332 0.021 *** 

Country-level variables          
Mean LT-unemployment       0.051 0.026 * 

Mean expenditures on unemployment benefits (in 

ppp)/1000 

   

   0.117 0.191  
Period-country level variables          
GDP per capita (/1000)       -0.011 0.005 * 

Change in LT-unemployment       0.078 0.032 ** 

Change in expenditures on unemployment beneftis 

(in ppp)/1000 

   

      -0.725 0.574   

 Variance: Country 0.082 0.024 *** 0.065 0.019 *** 0.020 0.012  
                  Country-Period 0.019 0.005 *** 0.011 0.004 ** 0.027 0.010 ** 

                  Individual 1.131 0.006 *** 1.104 0.006 *** 1.102 0.006 *** 

ICC (higher levels) 0.091   0.074   0.044   
-2 Log Likelihood 184850.2 183330.510 175817.452 

* p  < .050 ** p <  .010 *** p  < .001 (N individual = 59, 852; n period-country = 43; n country = 29) 
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Table 2 

 Job insecurity, temporary work and cross level interactions regressed with long term unemployment regressed on the negative image of the 

unemployed.  

 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 Model 7 

Measures b se  b se  b se  b se  

Employment status (ref. Unemployed)             

Employed 0.349 0.021 *** 0.334 0.021 *** 0.332 0.021 *** 0.329 0.022 *** 

x job insecure (ref. Job secure) -0.034 0.016 *    -0.044 0.016 **    

x temporary work (ref. Permanent work)    0.017 0.017     0.019 0.017  

Self-employed 0.422 0.025 *** 0.418 0.025 *** 0.418 0.026 *** 0.413 0.025 *** 

Non-employed 0.335 0.021 *** 0.331 0.021 *** 0.323 0.022 *** 0.325 0.022 *** 

Mean Long term unemployment rate 0.051 0.026 * 0.052 0.026 * 0.042 0.021 * 0.039 0.027  

Change Long term unemployment rate 0.078 0.032 * 0.079 0.032 * 0.036 0.024  0.077 0.032 * 

Interaction with employment status             

mean LT unemployment x employed          0.017 0.009  

mean LT unemployment x employed x temporary work          -0.014 0.007 * 

mean LT unemployment x self-employed          0.008 0.010  

mean LT unemployment x non-employed          0.013 0.009  

change LT unemployment x employed       0.007 0.011     

change LT unemployment x employed x job insecure       -0.017 0.009 a    

change LT unemployment x self-employed       0.009 0.013     

change LT unemployment x non-employed       0.001 0.011     

Variance: Country 0.020 0.012  0.019 0.012  0.021 0.013  0.020 0.012  

                 Country x period 0.027 0.010 ** 0.027 0.010 ** 0.023 0.009 ** 0.026 0.010 ** 

                 Individual 1.102 0.006 *** 1.102 0.006 *** 1.097 0.006 *** 1.101 0.006 *** 

a p< .100; * p<.050; ** p<.010; *** p<.001. (N individual = 59, 852; n period-country = 43; n country = 29) 

The models are controlled for all the individual variables and macro level variables of model 2 in Table 1 
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(ONLINE) APPENDIX  

Appendix 1: The initial sample size, the % of missing cases and the %  of missing values on the outcome variable, the final sample size and the social image 

of the unemployed per country and period.  

  2008 2016 2008 2016   

 Sample sizes and % of missings in total and on the outcome variable 
“Unemployed people do not really try 

to find a job”   

  Total N Tot. % missing cases % missings on outcome variable  Final N Total N Tot. % missing cases % missings on outcome variable Final N x SD x SD 
Anova 
sign. 

Austria 2 126 30.7 4.4 1474 1 938 17.9 2.757 1591 1.964 0.031 2.102 0.028 *** 

Belgium 1 616 10.8 0.2 1441 1 632 12.1 0.307 1435 2.260 0.028 2.077 0.028 *** 

Bulgaria 2 115 36.0 4.3 1354     1.908 0.032   
 

Switzerland 1 689 15.0 1.1 1435 1 405 14.4 3.461 1202 1.760 0.027 1.725 0.028 
 

Cyprus 1 152 32.1 4.0 782     2.430 0.040   
 

Czech Republic 1 914 20.9 1.3 1514 2 165 18.7 1.834 1760 2.170 0.030 2.354 0.027 *** 

Germany 2 593 15.1 1.2 2202 2 650 13.2 1.688 2301 1.967 0.022 2.038 0.021 * 

Denmark 1 487 10.5 0.6 1331     1.512 0.026   
 

Estonia 1672 8.4 2.4 1542 1 855 17.6 0.760 1528 1.947 0.026 2.083 0.026 * 

Spain 2 368 26.2 2.0 1748     1.862 0.026   
 

Finland 2 010 16.4 0.1 1681 1 778 11.1 0.395 1581 2.006 0.026 1.831 0.027 *** 

France 1 903 7.9 0.4 1752 1 872 12.8 0.699 1632 2.139 0.029 2.115 0.030 
 

United Kingdom 2 151 18.5 0.9 1752 1 778 18.0 0.851 1458 2.232 0.024 1.971 0.027 *** 

Greece 1 986 23.3 1.3 1523     1.804 0.030   
 

Croatia 1 409 38.3 2.5 870     2.054 0.035   
 

Hungary 1 438 27.1 0.4 1048     2.287 0.036   
 

Ireland 1 662 16.2 0.5 1392 2 566 29.5 2.763 1809 1.741 0.028 2.003 0.027 *** 

Lithuania 1 823 38.0 3.3 1130     1.993 0.034   
 

Latvia 1 858 27.1 1.3 1355     1.791 0.031   
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Netherlands 1 670 14.9 1.8 1421 1 562 16.6 1.627 1303 1.879 0.025 1.740 0.027 *** 

Norway 1 438 7.4 0.2 1332 1 410 10.1 0.284 1267 1.575 0.024 1.401 0.024 *** 

Poland 1 504 22.8 1.5 1161 1 582 24.9 1.802 1188 2.613 0.029 2.710 0.028 * 

Portugal 2 131 40.9 3.2 1259     2.129 0.030   
 

Romania 2 036 50.0 4.9 1018     2.276 0.035   
 

Sweden 1 661 8.8 0.4 1515 1 421 14.7 2.599 1212 1.475 0.023 1.447 0.026 
 

Slovenia 1 201 30.7 2.0 832 1 201 26.2 1.179 886 2.413 0.034 2.177 0.036 *** 

Slovakia 1 739 27.1 1.7 1268     2.720 0.027   
 

Turkey 2 253 31.3 3.4 1548     2.248 0.032   
 

Iceland     822 22.0 1.733 641   1.599 0.038 
 

Total 50 475 26.6 1.9 37058 27 637 17.5 1.566 22794 2.022 0.006 1.984 0.007   
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Appendix 2: Countries’ average scores on the macroeconomic and institutional variables, per period 

 Unemployment  

rate 

Long term  

unemployment  

rate 

GDP per capita  

Social expenditures  

on unemployment  

(in ppp per head)  

  2006-2008 2014-2016 2006-2008 2014-2016 2006-2008 2014-2016 2006-2007 2014-2015 

Austria 4.8 5.8 1.3 1.7 31933.3 36433.3 488.8 579.9 

Belgium 7.6 8.3 3.8 4.2 30366.7 33800.0 960.7 1107.5 

Bulgaria 7.2  4.0  10433.3  26.9  

Switzerland 2.9 4.9 1.6 1.8 39600.0 45966.7 342.8 366.9 

Cyprus 4.1  0.7  26466.7  265.4  

Germany 8.7 4.6 4.8 2.0 29966.7 35366.7 513.3 385.9 

Denmark 3.7  0.6  31866.7  591.2  

Estonia  6.8  2.6  21333.3  90.4 

Spain 9.3  1.8  26266.7  522.9  

Finland 7.0 9.0 1.5 2.2 30366.7 31200.0 576.8 780.5 

France 8.1 10.3 3.3 4.6 27633.3 30266.7 471.1 610.7 

United Kingdom 5.4 5.4 1.3 1.7 28633.3 30766.7 160.8 128.1 

Hungary 7.6  3.5  15666.7  105.6  

Ireland 5.2 9.5 1.5 5.4 36666.7 46700.0 457.3 894.2 

Latvia 6.9  2.0  14433.3  64.7  

Netherlands 4.3 6.8 1.3 2.8 35200.0 36733.3 454.0 562.5 

Norway 2.8 4.2 0.5 1.0 46533.3 45933.3 158.1 266.4 

Poland 10.2 7.6 5.0 3.0 13600.0 19500.0 73.2 50.5 

Portugal 8.9  3.8  20866.7  243.7  

Romania 6.4  3.2  11233.3  31.1  

Sweden 6.5 7.4 0.9 1.4 32500.0 35233.3 475.3 368.7 

Slovakia 11.4  8.4  17200.0  84.2  
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Slovenia 5.1 8.9 2.3 4.8 22466.7 23600.0 127.1 161.4 

Czech Republic 5.6 5.1 3.0 2.3 20966.7 24800.0 110.6 146.5 

Greece 8.4  4.3  24033.3  250.8  

Croatia 10.0  5.9  15600.0  39.5  

Lithuania 5.3  1.8  15233.3  56.9  

Turkey 9.4  2.4  12066.7  7.6  

Iceland 6.8 4.0 2.7 0.5 25488.7 35166.7 308.2 235.0 

Sources:  Eurostat: ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/labour-market/labour-market-policy 
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APPENDIX 3: Bivariate regression on the negative image of the unemployed people 

 N x̅ SD sig.   N x̅ SD sig.  

Period     Employment status     *** 

   2008 37058 2.022 1.114 ***    self-employed 4753 2.105 1.099  

   2016 22794 1.984 1.088      unemployed 3350 1.708 1.176  

Gender        non employed 23698 2.081 1.106  

   men 29023 2.002 1.108     employed 28051 1.964 1.087  

   women 30829 2.013 1.100        Perceived job insecurity     

Marital status    ***          jobsecure 22139 1.948 1.069 *** 

   married/in civil partnership 32954 2.024 1.102           jobinsecure 5912 2.027 1.147  

  divorced or separated 6420 1.992 1.127       Type of contract     

   Widowed 4297 2.160 1.123           unlimited contract 23215 1.952 1.080 *** 

   Single 16181 1.940 1.089           Limited or no contract  4836 2.025 1.116  

Education     Unemployment history     

   low 10615 2.158 1.138 ***    never been unemployed 43025 2.046 1.091 *** 

   middle 9559 2.122 1.113     ever been unemployed 16827 1.908 1.130  

   high 39678 1.940 1.087  Member of labor union     

Income    ***    No membership 47590 2.065 1.106 *** 

   <=50% of median income 5913 2.074 1.158     Membership  12262 1.786 1.067  

   50-80% 9314 2.037 1.114       

   80-120% 17094 2.005 1.092       

   >120% 19110 1.945 1.083  Metric variables Pearson's correlation  

   missing 8421 2.077 1.119  Age 0.020   *** 

Member of denomination    Institutional trust -0.135   *** 

   No 24409 1.936 1.094 *** Macro level variables     

   Yes 35443 2.056 1.109  Unemployment rate 0.107   *** 

Attending religious services     Long-term unemployment 0.143   *** 

   rarely to never 32860 1.960 1.102 *** GDP per capita -0.151   *** 

   on special days 12730 1.990 1.095  Social expenditures on unemployment -0.063   *** 

   very often 14262 2.134 1.107       

* p  < .050 ** p <  .010 *** p  < .001 (N individual = 59,852; n period-country = 43; n country = 29) 


