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Abstract
The frequency of the experience of particular emotions can be considered a measure of
subjective well-being and therefore an indicator of the quality of life in the overall population.
Key approaches to the sociology of emotions provide the theoretical background to this study.
On the basis of Swiss Household Panel (SHP) data for the years 2005-2011, a random effects
regression assessed relationships between the frequency of negative emotions (desperation,
anxiety and depression) and the parameters of individual socioeconomic status. The results
suggest that negative emotions are experienced differently along status- and resource-based
predictors such as education, income and occupational status. These associations persist when
controlling for key variables of mental health and stress research such as critical life events,
chronic stressors and social resources.
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Introduction[1]
1.1 The social stratification of wealth, power and status is a topic at the heart of sociology.
Nevertheless, sociological inquiry has often neglected the emotional consequences of
objective living conditions. The frequency of the experience of particular emotions can be
considered a measure of subjective well-being and therefore an indicator of the quality of life
in the overall population (Yang 2008). Anxiety and depression, in particular, represent two
major forms of psychological distress and 'uncomfortable subjective states' (Mirowsky and
Ross 1986: 24) that are closely connected. Anxiety includes feelings of fear or concern,
whereas depression involves feelings of sadness, worthlessness or hopelessness (Mirowsky
and Ross 1986).[2] The social gradient in various mental health disorders is well documented
(e.g., Matthews and Gallo 2011; Aneshensel et al. 1991; Murphy et al. 1991; Ritsher et al.
2001; Yu and Williams 2006). Much less attention has been paid to socioeconomic status
differences in experiencing 'everyday emotions' (Thoits 1989: 322) based on self-reports,
rather than psychiatric diagnoses (Horwitz 2013; Horwitz and Wakefield 2007). Correlates of
specific emotions such as anxiety, sadness or anger have recently been investigated in the
field of the sociology of emotions (e.g., Simon and Nath 2004; Simon and Lively 2010;
Jakoby 2013; Rackow et al. 2012). However, quantitative studies on emotional inequality are

still rare. Turner and Stets (2005: 293) have indicated that 'only tentative steps have been
taken in sorting out the (…) relationship between social structure and emotional arousal.' Thus
social structure can be analysed as a system of status and resource positions (Turner and Stets
2005). Furthermore, Schieman (2006) has pointed out that sociology has failed to link
emotions to mental health research. The present article aims to address these limitations by
analysing the association between status- and resource-based indicators of SES (Matthews
and Gallo 2011) and the frequency of negative emotions (desperation, anxiety and depression)
by controlling for key variables of mental health and stress research such as critical life
events, chronic stressors and social resources in a national sample. Prior studies on emotions
have not included these context variables (Simon and Nath 2004; Rackow et al. 2012).
Furthermore, the study complements the sociology of social inequality by highlighting the
emotional consequences of socioeconomic disadvantages (Gordon 1990). This approach links
the external reality of objective socioeconomic conditions and the internal reality of
individuals by focusing on emotions.
1.2 The paper is organised as follows. The following section outlines a sociology-of-emotions
perspective on the relationship between socioeconomic status and negative emotions.
Findings of mental health and stress research can be linked with the theoretical and empirical
work on the sociology of emotions. The next section introduces the Swiss Household Panel
(SHP) data as well as the variables and the methods used. A random effects regression was
applied to analyse socioeconomic status differences in negative emotions. The subsequent
section presents the findings before the final section draws conclusions and addresses
limitations of the study.

Linking emotions and socioeconomic status
2.1 Theoretical approaches in the sociology of emotions provide insight into the impact of
socioeconomic status positions on negative emotions. This section outlines Kemper's
structural theory (1978, 1981, 1991) that links power and status allocation with the arousal of
negative emotions and sketches Collins' (1981) concept of emotional energy. Both approaches
conceive of social relationships in terms of the two dimensions of status and power. For
Kemper (1981: 338), social structure is a general concept that applies to the macro level (the
relationship between categories such as male vs. female, organisation or social classes) and
also to the micro level of individual actors in interpersonal relationships. Emotions result from
real, anticipated or imagined outcomes of social interactions (Kemper and Collins 1990).
Power refers to "actions that are coercing, forcing, threatening, punishing, (…) producing
thereby a relationship of domination and control of one actor by the other" (Kemper 1981:
337). The other is overcome and complies involuntarily (Kemper 1991: 332). Status is a
'scalar dimension reflecting the amount of uncoerced, willing compliance, approval,
deference, reward, praise, emotional or financial support, even love, that actors accord each
other' (Kemper 1981: 337). These classes of situational events (decrements in power or status)
and attribution processes stimulate the same emotion. The latter refers to the agent of the
outcome, whether a loss or gain of status/power is attributed to the self, to another person or
to third parties (Kemper 1991: 333). According to Kemper (1978: 35), depression results from
a deficit in status, i.e., an insufficiency of reward and gratification given by others, for
example, as experienced in the rejection of one's work. Where the self or third parties are
made responsible for a status deficit, classic syndromes appear, such as despair, worthlessness
or apathy (Kemper 1978: 36). The core of anxiety, however, lies in an "imbalance in the
power relationships between actors, the one with relatively less power is vulnerable to the
encroachments of the other" (Kemper 1978: 35). In summary, a loss in one's own power or a
gain in power by others evokes anxiety. Particular emotions arise from particular 'social

relational outcomes' (Kemper 1981: 355). In line with Kemper, Collins (1981) also views
social interactions in terms of power and status that produce high or low levels of emotional
energy (Kemper and Collins 1990). Emotional energy can be understood as ranging from
solidarity, motivation and positive sentiments on the one hand to depression, fear and other
negative emotions on the other. Successful interaction rituals can create emotional energy,
whereas decreased emotional confidence results from experiencing rejection or lack of
success (Collins 1981: 1001-2). The power dimension refers to assuming a dominant position
within an interaction, which leads to emotional energy, or taking a subordinate position,
which reduces one's emotional energy (Collins 1981: 1002). This dimension primarily refers
to the area of work organisation (Kemper and Collins 1990). Status, by contrast, includes
situations that involve social inclusion or exclusion and increase or diminish emotional energy
(Kemper 1991: 6). One general implication of this account is that "persons with lower status
and power experience more negative feelings" (Simon and Nath 2004: 1139).
'Thus, the structure of inequality will correspond to the distribution of positive and negative
emotions, with higher-ranking individuals more likely to experience positive emotional
arousal than lower-ranking persons, with the result that emotions become yet one more
resource distributed unequally' (Turner and Stets 2005: 294).
2.2 Being low educated, unemployed and materially deprived can be understood as
manifestations of a low power-status position in accordance with Kemper (1978, 1981) and
Collins (1981). Education and income are general indicators of higher status positions
including characteristics such as job authority, power, control and autonomy (Schieman
2006). Economic hardship often results in experiencing injustice and threats to identity
(Schieman 2006). Particularly unemployment can be associated with resignation and
depression as the classic Marienthal study (Jahoda et al. 1978) has demonstrated impressively.
The authors described the effects at the individual, interpersonal and community level as a
state of apathy (Jahoda et al. 1978). In a more recent experimental study, Twenge et al. (2003)
have shown that social exclusion leads to a feeling of inner numbness that comes with
disordered time perceptions, a sense of futility and passivity. Unemployment is said to
produce high rates of intense sadness and depression-like symptoms connected with financial
strains and declining prestige, status and resources (MacDonald and Shildrick 2013; Shildrick
et al. 2010; Aneshensel 1992). Especially the long-term combination of financial hardship,
menial work and unemployment is related to depression and other poor health outcomes
among younger adults, as Shildrick et al. (2010) have identified.
2.3 Mental health research has emphasised that higher status positions are associated with
personal control and lower positions with powerlessness that leads to demoralisation and
hampers effective coping with difficult events or situations (Mirowsky and Ross 1989;
Aneshensel 1992; Thoits 2006). In general, low status positions increase the probability of
experiencing losses of prestige or control as well as failure to achieve valued goals. These
situations have been defined as context-specific sources of sadness (Horwitz and Wakefield
2007). In this regard, Illouz (2007: 73) has highlighted the unequal distribution of emotional
competence and psychological knowledge across social positions, establishing 'new
hierarchies of emotional well-being'. Emotional competence can be understood as selfawareness or the ability to find solutions to a problem. Positive effects are expected from
dealing with the self and social relationships by structuring biographies, handling failures and
crisis, or preserving a sense of security (Illouz 2007). Level of education is an important
indicator of emotional competence and psychological knowledge. Generally spoken,
education increases the ability to meet and solve problems on different levels of operation
such as thought, attention, communication or negotiation (Mirowsky and Ross 1989).

Education can enhance resources such as self-efficacy or mastery (Aneshensel 1992).
Empirical evidence in support of this can be found in bereavement research. For example, the
usage of counselling literature correlates with social class, constituting a coping resource
primarily for members of the middle class (Allen 2007).
2.4 Psychological and psychiatric research has documented an inverse relation between
socioeconomic status and mental disorders or related outcomes (e.g., Murphy et al. 1991;
Matthews and Gallo 2011; Ritsher et al. 2001; Gallo and Matthews 2003). However, several
studies report that they detected no relationship between SES and depression (for a review,
Yu and Williams 2006). Health statistics in Switzerland have documented the correlation
between various indicators of socioeconomic status (i.e., educational level, unemployment)
and self-reported depressive feelings. Overall, 5.2% of the Swiss population has been
diagnosed with major depression (Swiss Health Observatory 2013). Budowski et al. (2009)
have analysed the effects of cumulative disadvantages during youth, such as parental divorce,
financial hardship or a low level of parental education, on self-reported psychological health
in Switzerland.
2.5 With the exception of Simon and Nath (2004), Rackow et al. (2012) and Jakoby (2013),
sociological research on negative emotions drawing on survey data is still rare. In their
analysis of the General Social Survey (GSS) 1986, Simon and Nath (2004) found effects of
education and income on the frequency of sadness and anxiety. Persons with lower education
and household income report feelings of sadness more often than those with higher education
and income (Simon and Nath 2004; Simon 2002). Jakoby (2013) reported associations
between education, income and the frequency of sadness. Using data from the German SocioEconomic Panel Study (GSOEP), Rackow et al. (2012) found income to have negative effects
on anxiety. The association between level of education and anxiety can be attributed to
differences in income. Moreover, occupational prestige did not correlate with anxiety; it is
rather associated with anger (Rackow et al. 2012; Schieman 2006; Collett and Lizardo 2010).
2.6 Summarising the approaches above, we can think of emotions as an outcome of different
allocations of power, status and resources (Turner et al. 1995). This argument follows the
social causation hypothesis, which indicates that a low SES level causes psychological
distress (Ritsher et al. 2001). Level of education, occupational status and income account for
different distributions of status and power, in the sense described by Kemper (1981) leading
to different emotional experiences. Furthermore, we have to take into account context factors
such as critical life events, chronic stressors or a lack of social resources as proposed by stress
and mental health research (Pearlin 1989; Aneshensel 1992; Aneshensel et al. 1991; Kessler
1997; Thoits 2006). Critical life events are significant stressors or 'exogenous shocks' (Ormel
et al. 1999) linked with poor mental health. Undesirable life events such as the death of a
loved one or divorce are strongly associated with psychological distress. Chronic strains – for
example, ongoing interpersonal difficulties, illness, social and economic hardship – are also
important social stressors (Pearlin 1989; Aneshensel 1992; Thoits 2006). Social networks
(family, friends) are social resources that facilitate coping with demanding events or situations
by providing emotional or practical support (Thoits 2006). However, critical life events,
chronic stressors as well as social resources are not evenly distributed in society: those of low
socioeconomic status are more likely to experience chronic stress and a lack of (personal or
social) coping resources (Matthews and Gallo 2011; Turner et al. 1995; Aneshensel 1992;
McLeod and Kessler 1990; Thoits 2006). When systematically examining the association
between SES and negative emotions, we have to control for these context variables.

2.7 The aforementioned theoretical approaches and previous empirical findings provided the
basis for deriving the four hypotheses listed below. They suggest three distinct effects of
education, income and occupational status on the frequency of experiencing negative
emotions (desperation, anxiety and depression).
Hypothesis 1: The higher one's education, the less frequent are negative emotions.
Hypothesis 2: Unemployment leads to experiencing negative emotions more frequently.
Hypothesis 3: The higher one's income, the less frequent are negative emotions.
Hypothesis 4: The association between level of education, occupational status, income and
negative emotions persists upon controlling for context variables such as critical life events,
chronic stressors and social resources.

Data and method
3.1 The data used in this article are from the Swiss Household Panel (SHP). The principal aim
of the Swiss Household Panel (SHP) is to observe social change, in particular the dynamics of
changing living conditions and representative characteristics of the population of Switzerland.
It is a yearly panel study that follows a random sample of private households in Switzerland
over time and interviews all household members mainly by telephone. The SHP constitutes a
longitudinal database for Switzerland and is supported by the Swiss National Science
Foundation. The survey covers a broad range of topics and approaches in the social sciences.
Data collection started in 1999 with a sample of 5,074 households consisting of 12,931
household members. In 2004 a second sample of 2,538 households with a total of 6,569
household members was added; and since 2013 the SHP contains a third sample of 4,093
households and 9,945 individuals. Currently the SHP database holds information for the years
1999 to 2014.[3]
3.2 The present study used the seven waves from 2005 to 2011. The SHP data can be
classified as a balanced panel. A random effects regression for panel data (xtreg, re command
in Stata) was applied.[4] One advantage of the RE-estimator is that it provides estimates for
time-invariant variables. It combines within and between variation in the same regression, i.e.,
x changes over time and between groups (Verbeek 2008; Bryan 2011). The interpretation of
the coefficients includes both the within- and between-effect. The random effects model is
written as

where
is the constant,
the vector for independent variables and β represents the
estimates for the coefficients.
is treated as an error term consisting of two
components: an individual specific component, which does not vary over time (individual
effect
), and a second error term (residuals)
(Verbeek 2008: 364). The Breusch-Pagan
Lagrange multiplier test (LM) for random effects (xttest0 command in Stata) was applied as a
postestimation test for xtreg to ensure that the decision for random effects estimation and
against pooled OLS estimation was the proper choice (Wooldridge 2002). The null hypothesis
was rejected (chi 15704.33, p ≤.000), indicating that random effects can be considered to be
the appropriate model.
3.3 The dependent variable is the frequency of negative emotions (desperation, anxiety and
depression), which was measured on a scale from 0 (never) to 10 (always): 'Do you often
have negative feelings such as having the blues, being desperate, suffering from anxiety or

depression?' Socioeconomic status was conceptualised by three traditional indicators that
capture resource and prestige components of SES: level of education, occupational status and
income. Although correlations among them may exist, these three indicators 'represent
distinct socioeconomic information' (Matthews and Gallo 2011: 5).[5] Level of education was
coded as 1=low (no school, compulsory school education, general upper secondary education)
2=medium (apprenticeship/vocational training, full-time school-based vocational training,
university entrance qualification) and 3=high (tertiary vocational training, university of
applied sciences, university degree). This study is particularly interested in the effect of
unemployment. Occupational status was coded as 1=active occupied, 2=unemployed and
3=not in labour force. These variables were included as dummies. Income was measured as
net income per year (household) using the OECD equivalence scale. The logarithm of income
was used.
3.4 The model was estimated while controlling for key variables used in mental health and
stress research and considering critical life events such as death of a close person (0=no,
1=yes), end of a close relationship (0=no, 1=yes) as well as chronic stressors (chronic illness
(0=no, 1=yes). The number of friends was included as a measure of social resources.
Respondents were asked: 'How many good and close friends do you have?' Additional control
variables included gender (0=men, 1=women) and civil status (1=single, 2=married,
3=divorced, 4=widowed). In the regression analysis, age was employed as a continuous
variable. The square of age tested for curvilinear effects. Nationality was coded as 1=Swiss,
2=Swiss and a second nationality and 3=other nationality. Finally, the language regions of
Switzerland (1=German, 2=French, 3=Italian) acted as controls. These variables were
included as dummies.[6]
3.5 To examine the relationship between socioeconomic status and negative emotions, four
models were estimated. The control model (Model 1) estimated the effects of gender, age,
civil status, nationality and Swiss language regions. Model 2 added educational level and
occupational status, whereas Model 3 accounted for income. This analytical strategy was
applied to test for possible distinct effects of education and occupation. The aim was to ensure
that these indicators do not simply measure income differences. The full model (Model 4)
included key variables of stress and mental health (critical life events, chronic stressors, and
social resources) to ascertain the association between SES and negative emotions.

Results
Table 1 presents estimates of the random effects regression for the general sample.
Table 1. Random effects regression on negative emotions

4.1 Model 1 reveals significant effects of gender, age, civil status, nationality and Swiss
language regions on the frequency of negative emotions. Women, other nationalities
(reference category: Swiss) and French- or Italian-speaking parts of Switzerland report
desperation, anxiety and depression more frequently, whereas married persons (reference
category: single) report negative emotions less frequently. The positive linear effect of age
and the negative effect of age squared indicate a curvilinear effect on negative emotions.
4.2 Model 2 shows that persons with medium and high education report negative emotions
less frequently, which supports Hypothesis 1. Another notable result is the effect of
unemployment on the frequency of desperation, anxiety and depression. Unemployed persons
report negative emotions more frequently than those active occupied, which indicates the
validity of Hypothesis 2. As predicted in Model 3, income has a negative effect; the lower the
income, the more frequent are negative emotions. This finding supports Hypothesis 3.
Furthermore, income accounts for a slight decrease in the coefficients for education. The
effect drops from – .219 to – .208 (medium education) and – .274 to – .248 (high education)
when controlling for income. This slight reduction in effect suggests a distinct effect of
education on the frequency of negative emotions. However, the decrease in effect size is
somewhat larger for the highly educated. The effect of unemployment slightly drops from
.462 to .452 when controlling for income. This result indicates a distinct effect of
unemployment on negative emotions. In an alternative model and separate analysis not shown
here, the effect of occupational prestige on desperation, anxiety and depression, as measured
by Goldthorpe's class schema, was non-significant. Previous research suggests that
occupational prestige is associated with anger (Rackow et al. 2012; Collett and Lizardo 2010).

4.3 Controlling for context variables in the full model, such as death of a close person, end of
a close relationship, chronic illness as well as the number of friends, has no impact on the SES
variables. The inclusion of key mental health and stress research variables does not alter the
association between SES and negative emotions. This is clear evidence in support of
Hypothesis 4. It is worthwhile to note the significant effect of being integrated in social
networks. The less close friends one has, the more frequent are negative emotions.
Furthermore, Model 4 shows that critical life events and chronic illness have significant
effects on the frequency of negative emotions.
4.4 When all variables are considered simultaneously, the relationship between the control
variables gender, age, civil status, nationality, Swiss language region and negative emotions
remain stable. The gender-effect is consistent with previous research on emotions (Simon and
Nath 2004; Rackow et al. 2012) as well as research on mental health and gender (e.g., Simon
2002; Simon and Lively 2010). The finding also corresponds with Simon and Nath's (2004)
observation of gender-specific rates of sadness, which hold after controlling for
socioeconomic status. Socioeconomic status differences cannot completely account for
gender-specific variations in negative emotions as implied by Kemper (1981). Model 3 shows
that the gender effect drops from –.644 to –.602 when controlling for level of education,
occupational status and income.
4.5 Table 2 reports the results of the random regression that was estimated separately for
female and male respondents to account for gender-specific effects of socioeconomic status.
Table 2. Random effects regression for female and male respondents

4.6 Auxiliary interactional analysis of the general model (not shown here) revealed that the
negative effect of income on negative emotions is significantly greater for women. When we
focus on socioeconomic status, Model 2 and Model 3 reveal interesting differences in the
effects for women and men. Whereas education, unemployment and income have significant
effects on negative emotions of women, only one effect of education can be identified for
men. Men with medium and high education report negative emotions less frequently than men
with low education. By contrast, income and occupational status have no statistically
significant effects. Model 3 shows that the education effect for female respondents slightly
drops from – .232 to – .217 (medium education) and – .316 to – .275 (high education) when
controlling for income. However, income can explain part of the effect of the coefficient for
high education. The effect of unemployment slightly drops from .564 to .548 when
controlling for income. As noted before, these results suggest three distinct effects of
education, occupation and income on the frequency of negative emotions among women. It is
interesting to note that low income and unemployment are not linked with desperation,
anxiety and depression reported by men. Controlling for context variables in the full model
has no impact on these associations.

Conclusions
5.1 On the basis of Swiss Household Panel (SHP) data for the period from 2005-2011, the
random effects regression assessed relationships between the frequency of negative emotions
and the parameters of individual socioeconomic status. Contrary to previous studies on mental
disorders, the analysis is based on everyday subjective feelings as measured in a national
sample (Thoits 1989). The analyses revealed distinct effects of education, income and
unemployment on the frequency of negative emotions. These associations remain stable and

persist upon controlling for key variables discussed in mental health and stress research such
as critical life events, chronic illness or social networks. The findings suggest that level of
education, occupational status and income account for differences in the allocation of power
and status in accordance with Kemper (1978, 1981) and Collins (1981). Education must be
regarded as a key resource for emotional well-being, for example in terms of psychological
knowledge (Illouz 2007, 2008). Low income and unemployment are also linked to more
frequent feelings of anxiety, desperation and depression. However, the effect of
unemployment should not be understood solely in terms of economic deprivation. Job loss
can impair status, power, prestige and the identity of individuals as well (Shildrick et al.
2010). Therefore the findings emphasise the timeliness of the classic Marienthal study
(Jahoda et al. 1978), which showed the state of apathy to be a major consequence of
unemployment. Unemployment bears the potential for "exclusion from full participation in
the social system" (Aneshensel 1992: 34), and anxiety, desperation and depression can be
interpreted as emotional outcomes to this exclusion. Conversely, employment must be
regarded as an important 'socioenvironmental factor for emotional functioning' (Aneshensel
1992: 30). In the face of the current EU financial crisis, which has come with high
unemployment rates predominantly in Southern Europe, this finding sheds critical light on the
emotional consequences of job loss for those affected.
5.2 Overall, the results confirm previous studies on SES and mental health or specific
emotions such as anxiety or depression (e.g., Mirowsky and Ross 1989; Simon and Nath
2004; Rackow et al. 2012). Structurally conditioned inequalities lead to emotional inequalities
in a society: the lower one's position in the social power and status structure, the more likely
are chronic experiences of negative, low arousing emotions (e.g. anxiety, sadness, apathy)
independent of critical life events or coping resources. Yet the impact of financial hardship
and unemployment on desperation, anxiety and depressive feelings differs between men and
women. The results suggest that women tend to internalise stressful situations (material
deprivation, unemployment), which leads to negative emotions. Research on men and
depression (e.g., Oliffe and Phillipps 2008; Ogrodniczuk and Oliffe 2011) has shown that men
tend to externalise stress instead of verbally communicating emotions. In line with the
gendered-response hypothesis, male depression does not become manifest at the emotional
level but finds expression in substance misuse, anger or aggression instead (e.g., Mirowsky
and Ross 1995; Simon and Lively 2010; Ogrodniczuk and Oliffe 2011). Self-reports
presuppose awareness and transparency of subjective feelings (Ahmed 2012). Against the
background of gender-specific feeling and display rules (Hochschild 1979, 1983), according
to which women are more likely to talk openly about feeling sad or report symptoms of
depression, anxiety and sadness can be regarded as 'feminine emotions' (Brody 1997)
reflecting socialised norms about legitimate feelings as well as unequal social and economic
roles (Hopcroft and Bradley 2007). Emotions are always social and historical constructs, as
Ahmed (2010, 2012) has demonstrated for happiness.[7] However, in the course of the
changing ideals, roles and norms of masculinity, one could assume greater emotional
awareness and the acknowledgement of feelings of sadness as a disposition appropriate to
younger men in the future as well. Yet further research into the emotional consequences of
low male status positions is needed.
5.3 In line with these arguments, the results also indicate possible cultural differences in
interpreting and responding to questions about negative emotions. People living in the Frenchand Italian-speaking parts of Switzerland report desperation, anxiety and depression more
frequently. These differences cannot be explained by socioeconomic status. In contrast,
different 'emotional cultures' (Gordon 1990: 146), including specific norms or beliefs in
regard to emotions, might account for this finding. It is possible that higher emotional

expressivity in French- or Italian-speaking Switzerland compared to the German-speaking
parts of the country explain this relationship. Another explanation refers to the French- and
Italian-speaking Swiss population being more oriented toward and having a stronger sense of
belonging to the neighbouring countries of France and Italy respectively. This can lead to a
more distanced relationship to German-speaking Switzerland and feelings of exclusion and
alienation in one's own country as a consequence of being in such a minority position (Jakoby
2013). Further research is needed to understand the association between the Swiss language
regions and the distribution of negative emotions.
5.4 The research presented here also has limitations, which need to be discussed. First, there
are several methodological issues related to the dependent variable. The SHP data integrated
the experience of three emotional states such as desperation, anxiety and depression into a
single question. Future research should discriminate between anxiety and depression and
focus on specific emotions and, for example, different age effects on these emotions
(Mirowsky and Ross 1989). Technically speaking, it is impossible to differentiate between
inner feelings and the communication of these emotions. Only the latter can be measured by
self-reports in general social surveys. Self-reports may be affected by display rules and social
desirability (Hochschild 1983; Thoits 1989). However, drawing on von Scheve (2013), we
can assume that these norms largely correspond with unconscious affects. Moreover, the
analysis is restricted to the frequency of emotions, whereas the SHP data does not provide any
information on the intensity of negative emotions. Second, key elements of emotions are
perceptions and appraisals of situational objects and events (Turner and Stets 2005). In this
perspective, it is subjective interpretations of inequality and cognitive appraisals of status,
power or resource allocations that elicit negative emotions. With regard to Switzerland[8], we
could assume that this could lead to a generally lower awareness of social inequality in the
face of socioeconomic prosperity. Lucchini et al. (2014) have stated that 'material deprivation
may appear a statistically insignificant and socially invisible phenomenon' in Switzerland.
Nevertheless, perceptions of relative income or unemployment in a country with high material
living standards as well as high living expenses such as Switzerland may affect the occurrence
of feelings of depression and anxiety. Feelings of exclusion and inferiority resulting in
negative emotions could be the outcome of subjective definitions of lower-ranking individuals
in an affluent society. However, we can only speculate on these theoretical mechanisms
because the use of secondary data does not allow a more thorough exploration thereof (for
similar arguments, see Rackow et al. 2012). Experimental methods would be one possible
direction for further research on unobservable cognitive appraisals.
5.5 Why is it important to know about emotional inequality? First, social hierarchies produce
emotional hierarchies and vice versa. A poor emotional condition has negative effects on the
possibility of participating in society: it is a disintegrating factor. Whereas anger often sparks
motivation and activity for change or rebellion, anxiety and depression may lead to passivity,
resignation or social withdrawal of lower-status individuals (Rackow et al. 2012; Schieman
2006; Fields et al. 2006). Consequently, an unequal distribution of emotional states can
contribute to the reproduction of existing social conditions by driving or stifling the potential
for action and social mobility (Collins 1981). Thus, emotional experiences are embedded in
contemporary "therapeutic culture" (Illouz 2008). The medical category of 'depression' masks
social inequality and structural reasons for sadness or anxiety. Instead of addressing deeper
causes, technical remedies along the lines of medical-pharmaceutical interventions or
psychiatric counselling are offered; an approach that results in an 'individualisation of social
problems' (Conrad 2007) as well as the stigmatisation of individuals as mentally ill.
Moreover, studies have documented the relationship between parental depression and
depression in their offspring (e.g. Ritsher et al. 2001). Psychological research has also

discussed the intermediate role of negative emotions (anxiety, depression) in connecting SES
with health outcomes (Gallo and Matthews 2003; Matthews and Gallo 2011). In particular,
consequences of class-based inequalities among socioeconomic disadvantaged young adults
have negative effects on health outcomes and education and employment careers (MacDonald
and Shildrick 2013).
5.6 Whereas Horwitz (2013) has diagnosed an 'age of anxiety' and Ehrenberg (2010) has
claimed depression to be a typical emotion in contemporary society, the results of this study
specify these global assessments. Anxiety, desperation and depression are the characteristic
emotions of less-educated, poor and unemployed persons, in short, of the disadvantaged
among the Swiss population. These social facts often remain unnoticed in scientific and media
discourses on social inequality. The emotional condition cannot be separated from the
economic condition.

Notes
1

This study has used data collected by the Swiss Household Panel (SHP) based at the Swiss
Foundation for Research in Social Sciences FORS, University of Lausanne. The survey is
financed by the Swiss National Science Foundation.
2

Irrespective of the fact that the literature distinguishes between emotion and feeling because
of the lower level of awareness involved in emotions (Turner and Stets 2005), the two terms
are used synonymously here. In line with Turner and Stets (2005), I understand emotion as an
overarching concept that includes other phenomena such as 'feelings' as well.
3

http://forscenter.ch/en/our-surveys/swiss-household-panel/, retrieved on 9th November
2014.
4

The option 'robust' was added to control for heteroscedasticity.

5

Studies that used multiple measures of SES were best able to capture health implications
(Matthews and Gallo 2011: 4-5). Furthermore, Hauser and Warren (1997) have questioned the
validity and reliability of socioeconomic indexes of occupational prestige. Both authors have
argued that the global use of composite indexes of socioeconomic status is scientifically
obsolete (Hauser and Warren 1997: 177).
6

Due to non-applicability after random effects regression, the VIF (variance inflation factor)
command in Stata was used after the linear regression model to check for multicollinearity
(pooled OLS). A variable whose VIF values are greater than 10 may merit further
investigation. The results show acceptable values for all independent variables.
7

For the history of anxiety and depression, see Horwitz (2013) and Horwitz and Wakefield
(2007).
8

Switzerland has a stable economy, a low unemployment rate and has achieved one of the
highest per capita incomes in the world (unemployment rate (2015): 3.3%, gross domestic
product (GDP) per capita (2013): 78,432 Swiss Francs). See Swiss Federal Statistical Office:
http://www.bfs.admin.ch/bfs/portal/de/index/themen/03/03/blank/key/registrierte_arbeitslose/
entwicklung.html,

http://www.bfs.admin.ch/bfs/portal/de/index/themen/04/02/01/key/bip_einw.html (retrieved
on 21st January 2016).
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