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1. Introduction 

An influential argument maintains that, over the last few decades, economic and cultural shifts 

have depressed the subjective social status of low-skilled workers. This loss of subjective social 

status among the working class is widely seen as contributing to the mounting support for the 

radical right (Gidron and Hall 2017, Gidron and Hall 2019, Rydgren 2013). Standing in line for 

economic prosperity that no longer materializes, low-skilled workers increasingly feel like 

strangers in their own land (Hochschild 2016). The radical right is not alone in being depicted 

as owing its success to voters who feel threatened in their social status: Brexit has also been 

interpreted as the revolt of lower educated blue-collar workers who feel left behind (Goodwin 

and Heath 2016). 

This paper does not add another explanation for right-wing populism, nor does it look into 

the drivers of party support. Instead, it examines the micro-foundations of the claim that the 

subjective social status of the working class has fallen – in absolute or relative terms – over the 

last 30 years in Europe and the United States. While accounts of working-class marginalization 

abound, empirical studies into how subjective social status has evolved over time are 

exceedingly rare (for an exception, see Gidron and Hall 2017). This lack of evidence is 

surprising because workers’ loss of subjective social status seems to be largely taken for 

granted. 

However, it is not obvious that the working class enjoyed a better social standing a few 

decades ago. The retrospective construction of a better world that was lost is part of the radical 

right’s narrative (Taggart 2002). Yet it is a historical and may well be wrong. If low-skilled 

workers were already at the bottom of the status hierarchy in the 1980s, the possibility of a 

further drop may be limited. Sharp shifts in workers’ subjective social status also run counter 

to the reference group theory which expects individuals to primarily compare themselves to 

people similar to them, notably family, friends and co-workers (Evans et al. 1992, Merton and 

Kitt 1950). Therefore, if members of the same network experienced similar shifts in their 

economic fortune, their subjective social status may not have changed much over time.  

Of course, there are also compelling reasons to expect a widening class gap in subjective 

social status over the last three decades. In Europe and the United States, the 1980s represent a 

watershed moment, when income inequality had reached its lowest level of the 20th century and 

the Keynesian class compromise came to an end (Piketty 2019: 37). Thereafter, Reagan and 

Thatcher’s neo-conservative revolution, the implosion of the communist bloc, automation and 

globalization put the working class under growing pressure. While top incomes have soared, 

the bottom half of the population has since been treading water in many countries (Nolan and 

Thewissen 2018, Piketty 2013). 
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An open question is whose subjective social status has fallen most. As job growth over the 

last decades has been skewed towards high-paid and low-paid occupations in some countries 

(Dwyer and Wright 2019, Goos and Manning 2007), status anxiety may not be strongest in the 

bottom tier of society. Rather, it may be skilled workers and the “squeezed middle” who face 

the most pressure from technological change and suffer disproportionately from status anxiety 

(Gidron and Hall 2017: 66, Kurer and Palier 2019). 

What happened to the class gap in subjective social status is, then, an empirical question. 

Our paper examines how it changed for different classes between 1987 and 2017. Over this 

period, the economic fortune of working-class households varied widely across Western 

countries. Median household income evolved more favourably in Britain than the United States, 

in Norway than in Sweden, in Poland than in Hungary or in Switzerland than in Germany 

(Nolan and Thewissen 2018, Nolan 2020). These differences plead for a comparative approach. 

We thus present a comprehensive analysis of how the class gap in subjective social status 

evolved in these eight countries over the last 30 years. We do so by analysing individual-level 

data from the International Social Survey Programme 1987-2017 and the European Social 

Survey 2002-16. 

In what follows, our paper first clarifies the concepts of class and status. It then discusses 

the arguments pleading for or against an increase in workers’ social standing. This allows us to 

develop three hypotheses about whose subjective social status may have declined over the last 

decades in which countries. The ensuing sections present the data, method and measurement, 

and then show results for the absolute and relative evolution of subjective social status over 

time by class and education. The conclusion discusses the implications of our findings for the 

burgeoning literature on the radical right.  

 

2. Class, status and nostalgic bias 

Social status was famously distinguished from social class by Max Weber (1922). Although the 

two indicators of social advantage are correlated, they capture distinctive features of 

stratification. While class arises from the social relations of labour markets and has an objective 

economic basis, social status is rooted in a symbolic hierarchy and based on subjective 

perceptions that people occupy more or less honourable positions in society (Chan and 

Goldthorpe 2004). Class thus refers to economic resources and power, whereas status is based 

on cultural beliefs about honour, esteem and respect (Weber 2005 [1922]: 683).Status captures 

the extent of esteem that people believe is accorded them within society. It reflects people’s 

views about the recognition they receive relative to others and thus embodies their sense of 
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where they stand in society (Gidron and Hall 2017: 61). Status matters because many people 

care as much about social recognition as they do about money and power (Ridgeway 2014: 3).  

The issue at stake is whether class differences in subjective social status have widened over 

the last decades – the period of the Great Divide in economic fortunes (Stiglitz 2015) –, and 

notably whether the working class has fallen down the status ladder. In the public debate, 

working-class decline is an ever-present concern. Under the title “Insecurity forever, the rise of 

a new class”, the New York Times described the “anxious class” that loses ground in “an 

increasingly competitive economy that no longer values workers as much as it once did”. 

However, this article appeared in 1994 – and thus over a quarter of a century ago, years before 

the radical right would become a major political force. 

This argument raises the possibility that the subjective social status of the working class may 

have been stable over the last decades for the simple reason that it was very low to begin with 

(Ganzeboom and Treiman 1996: 214). It contrasts with the belief that everything was better in 

the good old days – a belief that is deeply rooted in society1. The romanticized recall of an ideal 

world that has been lost is particularly important for right-wing populism. By evoking nostalgia, 

this narrative plots the pure past against the corrupt present and blames the elite for the 

perceived decline in today’s society (Betz and Johnson 2004, Taggart 2002)2. 

Survey evidence suggests that this narrative falls on fertile ground. Gest and colleagues 

(2018) show that the feeling of nostalgic deprivation – the gap between individuals’ perceived 

current and past status –increases radical-right support in Britain and the United States. In the 

same vein, Britons who voted for Brexit were much more likely to declare that life is worse 

today than 30 years ago than Britons who voted against Brexit (Gidron and Hall 2019: 4). 

Similarly, Elchardus and Spruyt (2016) show for Belgium that support for populism is closely 

linked with a view of society being in decline. However, one single data point in time does not 

settle the question as to whether subjective social status really did decline over time – or whether 

we deal with nostalgic deprivation and thus a retrospective construction. 

Besides nostalgic bias, another reason for doubting major shifts in subjective social status 

comes from reference group theory, which argues that individuals form a judgement about their 

own social standing by comparing it not to society as a whole, but to people around them such 

as family, friends and colleagues (Merton and Kitt 1950). As networks are homophilous and 

bring together people in similar occupations who are exposed to similar economic shifts 

(McPherson et al. 2001), inter-group comparison of subjective social status could well remain 

constant over time – because people in the same network move up (or down) together. In 

support of reference group theory, Kelley and Evans (1995: 166) find for six Western countries 

that “rich and poor, well-educated and poorly educated, high-status and low-status, all see 
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themselves near the middle of the subjective status ranking.” The reason is that even high-status 

people consider many acquaintances to be above them (family doctors looking up to medical 

school professors) and low-status people see others even lower (factory workers looking down 

on sweepers) (Evans et al. 1992: 465). 

 

3. Political and economic pressure on the working class 

Nostalgic bias and reference group theory notwithstanding, there are good reasons to expect the 

working class to have fallen down the status ladder. From the middle of the 19th century to the 

1970s, the central question in European politics revolved around the worker question and the 

place that the working class should occupy in society (Castel 1999, Esping-Andersen 1990). 

This is no longer the case. The working class is no longer the majority class and has been moved 

from the centre of the political scene to its margins3. 

In parallel to political marginalisation, economic developments over the past thirty years 

such as mass unemployment, trade union erosion, the spread of a typical jobs and wage 

stagnation have stalled the gradual improvement of living conditions for the working class (Hall 

and Lamont 2013). The working class has lost out from educational expansion and occupational 

upgrading and finds itself at the gradually less populated bottom-end of the social structure 

(Oesch 2013). The neoliberal turn in the 1980s and 1990s also redefined the criteria of what 

counts for social status, making individuals’ success on the market more central for public 

esteem (Hall and Lamont 2013: 4). While the prestige of highly educated professionals and 

managers increased, lower-skilled workers were forced to accept poorly paid jobs – jobs that, 

at the same time, may have provided increasingly weak social status. 

These changes in politics and the economy are also seen as having fostered a feeling of 

relative deprivation, where growing segments of the working class believe that they receive less 

than what they deserve, both in terms of material resources and social recognition (Elchardus 

and Spruyt 2016, Hall and Lamont 2013). Pushed to the fringes of the national community, the 

social integration of the working class may thus have become tenuous (Castel 1999, Gest 2016, 

Gidron and Hall 2019). 

 

4. Whose subjective status has declined? 

The argument of status anxiety comes in several versions. An influential version is associated 

with Gidron and Hall (2017: 63) who argue that economic and cultural developments in 

Western democracies have combined over the past 30 years to depress the subjective social 

status of lower skilled workers in manual, clerical and routine service occupations. The fall in 

subjective social status is expected to be particularly strong among white working-class men, 
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whose rank in the status-order has been additionally challenged by women’s and ethnic 

minorities’ quest for equal rights. Women and minorities are seen as “cutting in line” ahead of 

working-class men in the long wait for economic progress (Hochschild 2016). While Gidron 

and Hall (2017:63) put forward occupation and social class as the decisive locus of falling 

subjective social status4, their empirical analysis looks at how the social status of men and 

women without college education has evolved over time relative to that of all men and women. 

Their findings tentatively suggest that the subjective social status of lower-educated men has 

decreased in most Western countries, but results are descriptive, based on a few survey rounds 

only, and do not easily extrapolate to the entire working class. Still, our first hypothesis is that 

Gidron and Hall’s (2017) argument about working-class decline holds. 

Hypothesis 1: Over the last thirty years, the subjective social status of the low-skilled 

working class has declined both in absolute terms and relative to that of the (upper-)middle 

class. 

 

A second version of the status-anxiety argument sees social stratification in terms of three 

tiers. Its starting point is that job growth over the last decades has been skewed towards high-

paid and low-paid occupations at the expense of mid-paid occupations, notably in the US 

(Dwyer and Wright 2019, Wright and Dwyer 2003) and UK (Goos and Manning 2007, Oesch 

and Piccitto 2019). The idea is that intermediate jobs held by skilled production workers and 

office clerks – the skilled working class – are more exposed to automation and off shoring than 

low-paid service jobs. Therefore, rather than the bottom tier of society, it may be the mid-tier 

whose subjective social status has come under greatest pressure. These workers who are a few 

rungs up from the bottom of the social hierarchy may suffer most from status anxiety because 

“they still have a significant measure of status to defend” (Gidron and Hall 2017: 66). A telling 

example comes from an ethnographic study of bus drivers in France whose social representation 

is not bipolar, but tripolar, distinguishing three hierarchical levels: the top, middle and bottom. 

As bus drivers, they see themselves in the middle and feel under pressure not only from above, 

but also from below, notably from migrant workers and the unemployed (Schwartz 2011: 5). 

This argument fits the narrative of the “devalued” intermediate classes in the United States 

who perceive the elites from above and the minorities from below to be thriving at their expense 

(Hochschild 2016). Moreover, it echoes findings that the strongest supporters of the radical 

right are not the most deprived individuals, but production workers who are skilled (Bornschier 

and Kriesi 2013: 21) and who perceive their economic situation as middling (Im et al. 2019). 

Radical-right support has thus been explained by a relative decline of status and position in the 

income distribution (Bornschier and Kriesi 2013: 21, Burgoon et al. 2019). Likewise, Brexit 
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has been seen as an expression of “the social malaise of intermediate classes, the so-called 

‘squeezed middle’” (Antonucci et al. 2017: 2). This leads us to formulate a second hypothesis:  

Hypothesis 2: Over the last thirty years, it is primarily the subjective social status of skilled 

workers that has declined both in absolute terms and relative to that of the upper-middle class. 

 
5. Country differences in the evolution of status 

Our discussion suggests that workers’ subjective social status has evolved uniformly across the 

Western World. This assumption is not implausible if global shifts such as skill-biased 

technological change and off shoring put pressure on the working class everywhere. At the 

same time, national institutions such as the welfare state and macroeconomic policy, collective 

bargaining and minimum wages are likely to channel these shifts into different outcomes for 

working-class households in different countries (Gautié and Schmitt 2010).  

Our empirical analysis thus compares the evolution of subjective social status for eight 

countries. We select four pairs of countries that each share a range of cultural and geographic 

features, but diverge in the economic trajectory of the working class since the 1980s. These 

pairs comprise Britain and the United States, Germany and Switzerland, Hungary and Poland, 

Norway and Sweden. One could imagine additional – and different – pairs, but our selection is 

limited as long data series on subjective social status are available for only a dozen countries. 

While these eight countries were exposed to similar shifts in technology and trade, the 

working class fared much better in some countries than in others. This becomes clear from 

Figure 1 which shows the share of national income that went to the bottom half of the adult 

population between 1985 and 2015. While this share remained stable at 22 per cent in the UK, 

it dwindled from 18 to 13 per cent in the United States. Similarly, it stayed constant at 27 per 

cent in Switzerland, but shrank from 27 to 21 per cent in Germany. Households in the bottom 

half did somewhat better in Norway (where their income share went from 30 to 29 per cent) 

than in Sweden (where their share declined from 31 to 27 percent), but these changes are minor. 

In contrast, the proportion of income going to the population’s bottom half fell dramatically in 

the former socialist countries, with a larger relative decline in Hungary (from 45 to 29 per cent) 

than Poland (31 to 24 per cent). 
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Source: World Inequality Database https://wid.world/ 

Figure 1: Share of pre-tax national income that goes to the bottom 50 % of the adult population 
 

The working class did not only fare better in relative terms in some countries than in others, 

but also in absolute terms. The evolution of median household income in constant prices gives 

a good idea of how living conditions evolved for ordinary people over time. In the United States, 

the median household saw its income increase, on average, by a meagre 0.3 per cent per year 

between 1979 and 2013 as compared to an annual rise of 1.6 per cent in the UK over the same 

period (Nolan and Thewissen 2018). Similarly, the median household in Hungary lost 0.2 per 

cent per year (1991-2012), whereas it gained 1.4 per cent in Poland (1992-2013). In both 

Norway and Sweden, median households saw their income rise substantially, although income 

growth was stronger in Norway (2.4 per cent over 1979-2010) than Sweden (1.8 per cent over 

1983-2013). Finally, the median household’s income evolved almost as sluggishly in Germany 

as in the US, with an annual increase of 0.5 per cent between 1984 and 2010, half as much as 

in Switzerland (Nolan and Thewissen 2018, Nolan 2020). 

The stagnation of household income in Germany, Hungary or the US is likely to contrast 

with social expectations. Children raised in the three post-war decades were socialized in a 

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

1985 1990 1995 2000 2005 2010 2015

UK USA

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

1985 1990 1995 2000 2005 2010 2015

Switzerland Germany

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

1985 1990 1995 2000 2005 2010 2015

Norway Sweden

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

1985 1990 1995 2000 2005 2010 2015

Poland Hungary

https://wid.world/


LIVES Working Papers – Oesch and Vigna 
 

8 
 

period of steadily increasing incomes, with each new generation expecting to exceed the level 

of economic prosperity enjoyed by the previous generation (Inglehart and Norris 2017: 449, 

Gest et al. 2018: 1698). This seems no longer to be the case for many workers in the Western 

World, notably the United States (Chetty et al. 2017). Based on the evolution of relative income 

shares and absolute income over the last three decades, we formulate a third and last hypothesis 

that expects country differences: 

Hypothesis 3: Over the last thirty years, the subjective social status of the working class 

should have fallen more in the US than the UK, in Germany than Switzerland, in Hungary than 

Poland and, possibly, in Sweden than Norway.  

 

6. Data, measures and method 

6.1. Data 

Our empirical analysis is based on individual-level data from the International Social Survey 

Programme (ISSP). The ISSP is an academically driven cross-country collaboration that 

produces nationally representative surveys. While the ISSP includes more than 40 countries, it 

was founded in 1984 by just four countries and long-term data availability is limited to only a 

dozen countries. Therefore, our analysis focuses on the eight countries mentioned. However, in 

order to show that countries were not cherry-picked based on results, our robustness tests 

present findings for a larger group of nations for which long data series are available5. 

The question on subjective social status was included in the ISSP rounds 1987, 1992, 1999, 

and then between 2002 and 2017 annually (Norway and Sweden), biannually (Germany, 

Hungary and Switzerland) or less frequently (Poland, the UK and US).Our analysis attributes 

each ISSP round to the year when the survey was effectively fielded rather than the official year 

of a module6. This provides us with a maximum of 18 (Sweden), 17 (Norway), 15 (Hungary) 

and 12 (Germany) yearly data rounds and a minimum of 5 (UK), 9 (Poland and the US) and 10 

(Switzerland) yearly data rounds. We restrict our analysis to the working-age population from 

20 to 60 and leave away individuals with incomplete information. This provides us with 

analytical samples of a minimum of 500 respondents in Britain (1999) and a maximum of 3223 

respondents in Poland (1987). ISSP only provides weights for some years and some countries 

(e.g. none for Sweden). We thus show unweighted results, but our findings remain unchanged 

when using weights (results available from the authors). Table A.1 in the appendix shows the 

data availability and number of observations for each country and survey year. 
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6.2. Measures 

Our key dependent variable is subjective social status which we measure with the MacArthur 

scale – a single-item measure that captures an individual’s perceived rank in the social hierarchy 

(Adler et al. 2000). It is asks individuals to place themselves on a 10-point social ladder. The 

question states that “in our society there are groups which tend to be towards the top and groups 

which tend to be towards the bottom”. Respondents are then shown a vertical figure going from 

1 to 10 and are asked “where you would put yourself on [such] a scale from the bottom to the 

top?”. This question has been widely used in research on subjective social status (e.g. Kelley 

and Evans 1995, Evans and Kelley 2004, Lindemann and Sarr 2014, Van Noord et al. 2019).  

As a robustness test, we resort to two additional questions. A first question asks respondents 

to compare their job’s social status with the status of their fathers’ job when respondents were 

in their teens (on a 5-point scale)7. This question makes the reference person explicit and tells 

us how individuals in different classes see their own status relative to their fathers’ status when 

they were teenagers. This question about intergenerational status mobility was only asked in 

four ISSP rounds (1987, 1992, 1999, 2009)8. 

A second question asks people to indicate how satisfied they are with their life (on a scale 

from 0 to 10) and is measured with data from the European Social Survey (ESS). If the falling 

social status of the working class has gone along with resentment, anger and anxiety, this should 

also show in a decrease of life satisfaction. Earlier research suggests that subjective social status 

and life satisfaction are strongly correlated across Europe (Schneider 2019). ESS 2012 contains 

both measures and our analysis confirms this finding: The correlation between subjective social 

status and life satisfaction is 0.44 (Pearson’s R) and an increase by one point on the (11-point) 

social-status scale leads to an increase by 0.57 points on the (11-point) life-satisfaction scale. 

Since the question on life satisfaction is not asked in the ISSP, we resort to the eight rounds of 

the ESS that were carried out between 2002 and 2016. This has the added benefit of allowing 

us to replicate our analysis for the same countries (except the US) with a different data set. 

Table W.1 in the web-appendix shows the descriptive statistics. 

Since our measures of subjective social status and life satisfaction use three different scales 

(1-10, 1-5, 0-10), we standardize these scales into a common unit of measurement that goes 

from 0 (minimum status or life satisfaction) to 100 (maximum status or life satisfaction), 

making for easier comparison of results across models. 

Our key independent variable is social class. We follow Gidron and Hall (2017, 2019) and 

resort to a schema proposed by Oesch (2006), distinguishing five classes: (1) the upper-middle 

class of managers, professionals and large employers; (2) the lower middle class of associate 

managers, semi-professionals and technicians; (3) small business owners including self-
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employed artisans, shop owners and farmers; (4) the skilled working class of craftsmen, office 

clerks and skilled service workers; (5) the unskilled working class of operatives, farmhands and 

unskilled service workers. This schema has a hierarchical structure and comes close to the 

classification devised by Erikson and Goldthorpe (1992). As a robustness test, we do not 

separate the working class hierarchically into skilled and unskilled workers, but instead 

distinguish production workers, service workers and office clerks. This allows us to test the 

argument that is the traditional working class of (industrial) production workers whose 

subjective social status has declined. 

Individuals are allocated to different classes based on information about their current 

occupation or, where missing, on their partner’s occupation (as measured with ISCO-88 4-

digit)9, employment status (in order to separate employees from employers and the self-

employed) and, for employers, the number of employees they have (to distinguish large 

employers from small business owners). 

We replicate our analysis by using education instead of class as variable of stratification and 

distinguish three educational levels: (1) less than full upper secondary education; (2) upper-

secondary and post-secondary education; (3) university degree. Besides class and education, 

our models also control for survey year, age and gender. Table A.2 in the appendix shows 

descriptive statistics for all the variables used.  

 

6.3. Method 

In our analysis on how status evolved for different classes, we try to reduce short-term trendless 

fluctuations that may be due to common errors in surveys linked to coverage, sampling, non-

response or measurement. We do so by using locally weighted scatter plot smoothing 

(LOWESS) where the subjective social status of each class in a given year is calculated by also 

taking into account information from adjacent years, with nearest neighbouring years getting 

higher weights and more distant years lower weights. We then estimate for each single country 

a separate multivariate linear regression that is based on the following equation: 

𝑦𝑦𝑖𝑖  =   𝛽𝛽1  +  𝛽𝛽2𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑖𝑖  +  𝛽𝛽3𝑦𝑦𝑦𝑦𝑐𝑐𝑦𝑦𝑖𝑖  +  𝛽𝛽4𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑖𝑖 ∗ 𝑦𝑦𝑦𝑦𝑐𝑐𝑦𝑦𝑖𝑖  +  𝛽𝛽5𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑦𝑦𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑖𝑖  +  𝜖𝜖𝑖𝑖 

Our dependent variable yi measures the subjective social status of individual i. Our two main 

predictors are individuals’ social class 𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑖𝑖 and the survey year 𝑦𝑦𝑦𝑦𝑐𝑐𝑦𝑦𝑖𝑖 . The interaction term 

𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑖𝑖 ∗ 𝑦𝑦𝑦𝑦𝑐𝑐𝑦𝑦𝑖𝑖 accounts for a differential time trend in subjective social status across classes 

and thus shows relative change. 𝐶𝐶𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑦𝑦𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑖𝑖  include gender, age and education, and 𝜖𝜖𝑖𝑖 represents 

the error term. We facilitate the interpretation of results by graphically plot he predicted values 

of subjective social status over time for different class profiles10. 
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7. Descriptive results for subjective social status over time 

Figure 2 shows how the subjective social status of different classes has evolved over time in 

absolute terms. While these graphs are based on scatter plot smoothing, Figure A.1 in the 

appendix shows raw averages for each year and reminds us that the second 15 years under study 

(2002-2017) are based on more data points than the first 15 years (1987-2002). With respect to 

class differences in the levels of subjective social status, this figure shows that the members of 

the upper-middle class attribute themselves, on average, the highest social standing in each 

country and year, whereas the members of the unskilled working class perceive themselves 

everywhere to be towards the bottom of society. At the top, the upper-middle is followed by 

the lower-middle class and at the bottom the skilled working-class has the second-lowest status. 

Small business owners occupy an intermediate position. 

This rank-order confirms that our measure of status captures hierarchical differences in 

social standing. Yet our primary interest is not in levels, but in the time trend. In this regard, 

Figure 2 contradicts our expectations. The subjective social status of the unskilled and skilled 

working class remained basically constant in Britain, Poland, Sweden, and Switzerland. It 

possibly even increased in Germany (between 2002 and 2015) and the United States (between 

1987 and 2005). Hungary in the 1990s and Norway after 2005 are the two only countries where 

the subjective social status of the working classes decreased. Figure W.1 in the web-appendix 

shows the same graphs for six additional countries: Australia, Austria, Czech Republic, Russia, 

Slovak Republic and Slovenia. These figures provide additional evidence for the stability of 

subjective social status among the working classes. 
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United States 1987-2018 Britain 1987-2016 

  

Sweden 1992-2017 Norway 1992-2016 

  

Germany 1987-2018 Switzerland 1987-2017 

  

Poland 1992-2015 Hungary 1987-2017 

 

 

Figure 2: The evolution of subjective social status (on a scale from 0 to 100) by social classes 
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In order to compare our results to those by Gidron and Hall (2017), we replicate our analyses 

for three educational levels. When tracing the evolution of subjective social status by education, 

we observe the expected hierarchy with university-educated individuals having everywhere the 

highest social status and individuals without post-compulsory education the lowest status (see 

Figure A.2 in the appendix). However, the evolution over time in social status is again flat. The 

social status of both the low- and mid-educated group seems constant over time. Despite some 

fluctuations, the dominant trend clearly points towards stability. 

 

8. Multivariate results for subjective social status over time 

Of course, these bivariate relationships may hide large shifts in classes’ composition. This is 

the case if the mean age of working-class incumbents increased faster than in the other classes, 

if expanding university attendance changed the educational composition of the middle classes 

or if women’s growing employment changed the gender mix more in one class than another. 

Therefore, we estimate a multivariate linear model on the evolution of social status by class and 

education, keeping age and gender constant.  

Figure 3 shows how the predicted subjective social status evolved over time for a 40-year 

old man from either the upper-middle class with university education or the unskilled working 

class with compulsory schooling11. When comparing these two profiles that combine the 

highest class with the highest educational level and the lowest class with the lowest educational 

level, we observe larger disparities in subjective social status. Still, these estimates contradict 

the idea of an absolute decrease in the subjective social status of the unskilled working class in 

six out of eight countries: Germany, Hungary, Sweden, Switzerland, Britain and the US. In the 

US, their status seems to have increased. We only find a decreasing trend for Norway (after 

2007) and Poland (after 2012). 

While these figures throw doubt on our hypothesis of an absolute downward trend in the 

status of the working class, the status gap may still have widened in relative terms if the 

subjective social status of the upper-middle class increased (more) over time. We test this 

argument by estimating a regression on social status with class, time period and an interaction 

as predictors (as well as age and gender as controls). The interaction term between class and 

time period then tells us whether there is a differential trend in social status across classes. As 

reference period, we take the survey rounds before 2000 and compare them to the subsequent 

survey rounds which we merge into three five-year periods (2000-05, 2006-11, 2012-17).  
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United States 1987-2018 Britain 1987-2016 

  
Sweden 1992-2017 Norway 1992-2016 

  
Germany 1987-2018 Switzerland 1987-2017 

  
Poland 1987-2015 Hungary 1987-2017 

  
Figure 3: Predicted values and confidence intervals of subjective status (0-100) for a man aged 40 in 
the upper-middle (with tertiary education) or unskilled working class (without upper-secondary educ.) 
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The coefficients are shown in Table A.3 (appendix) and suggest that social status evolved in 

parallel for the unskilled working class and the upper-middle class in Norway, Poland, Sweden, 

Switzerland and, with the exception of 2006-11, Germany. In the United States, the unskilled 

working class made up ground in terms of subjective social status, whereas it clearly fell behind 

the upper-middle class in Hungary and, to a lesser extent, in Britain. Contrary to our first 

hypothesis, the gap in social status between the upper-middle and unskilled working class seems 

not to have widened over time in the majority of countries – with the exception of Britain and 

Hungary and thus there is no relative decline. 

The stability of the class gap is not quite as clear when comparing the evolution of social 

status between the skilled working class and the upper-middle class. While the differential is 

constant in Britain and Switzerland and even decreases in the United States, we observe a 

widening gap in Poland and, above all, Hungary. To a lesser extent, a relative status decline is 

also visible for the skilled working class in Germany in the period 2006-2011 and in Norway 

and Sweden after 2012. However, except in Hungary and Poland, the effect size reaches at most 

2.8 points and is thus small, given that the mean status scores of skilled workers lies between 

40 and 50 points (and status differs by 9 to 12 points between the upper-middle class and skilled 

working class). Moreover, there is no relative status decline for the skilled working class in the 

US, but a status increase. Overall, these results provide little support for our second hypothesis. 

 

9. Robustness tests 

9.1. Another measure of the working class 

We assess our findings by using a different class measure that does not hierarchically separate 

the skilled from the unskilled working class, but distinguishes, within the working class, 

production workers (such as assemblers and craft workers), service workers (such as sales 

assistants and waiters) and office clerks (such as secretaries and receptionists). The other class 

categories of small business owners, lower-middle and upper-middle class remain unchanged. 

This class measure allows us to test the claim that de-industrialisation has primarily put pressure 

on the traditional working class of production workers, whereas interpersonal service workers 

may have been less affected.  

Figure W.3 (in the web-appendix) compares how the predicted subjective social status 

evolved over time for a 40-year old male production worker, service worker and member of the 

upper-middle class. It shows again that service and production workers attribute themselves a 

lower status than do members of the upper-middle class. However, there is basically no 

difference between these two working-class categories. Not only do the confidence intervals 
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overlap, but also the point estimates are very close. These results invalidate our expectation of 

a stronger fall in the social status of production workers than among service workers. 

Another possibility is that the subjective social status of the working class has not declined 

on average, but has drifted apart internally as parts of the working class benefitted from rising 

living standards and another part was left behind. We test this idea of increasing heterogeneity 

within the working-class by tracing variance in social status by class over time. Figure W.4 (in 

the web-appendix) plots the standard deviation of our status measure for three classes over the 

last three decades. It shows that variance in social status is systematically higher among 

unskilled workers than skilled workers and, above all, the upper-middle class. However, with 

the exception of Norway and Sweden in the 1990s and Switzerland after 2012, we do not 

observe anywhere an increasing variance in status within the working classes. 

 

9.2. Social status compared to father’s social status 

As a further robustness test, we use a status measure where respondents compare the social 

status of their present job relative to the perceived status of their father’s job when respondents 

were aged 16. For this variable, Figure 4 reports predicted probabilities from a multivariate 

regression model and shows how middle-aged men perceive their status in an intergenerational 

perspective depending on whether they belong to the upper-middle class (with university 

education) or the unskilled working class (without upper-secondary education). Over time, 

unskilled workers provide a decreasing assessment of their status relative to their fathers in 

Britain, Germany, Hungary, Switzerland and the US, whereas the status was stable in the 2000s 

in Norway and Sweden. Overall, in the eyes of the unskilled working class, the status of their 

own job compared less favourably to the status of their fathers’ jobs in 2009 than it did for 

respondents in the 1990s. 

However, since these analyses are available for four surveys round sat most and stop in 2009, 

they are based on small samples and results are uncertain. We therefore resort to a formal test 

of period differences by regressing class, survey year and the interaction between class and 

survey year on intergenerational subjective social status, holding age and gender constant (see 

Table W.2 in the web-appendix). Between the early 1990s and 2009, the class gap in 

intergenerational status is basically constant in Hungary, Sweden, Switzerland and the US, 

whereas the disparity becomes larger in Britain, Germany, Norway and Poland. The differential 

tends to widen over time for both the skilled and unskilled working class. Note, however, that 

these estimates on the evolution of intergenerational social status often fail to reach statistical 

significance and are thus more tentative than the results for subjective social status. 
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United States 1987-2010 Britain 1987-2009 

  
Sweden 1992-2009 Norway 1992-2009 

  
Germany 1987-2010 Switzerland 1987-2009 

  
Poland 1987-2010 Hungary 1987-2009 

  
Figure 4: Subjective status of respondent’s job as compared to status of father’s job –for a man aged 40 in 
the upper-middle (with university education) or unskilled working class (without upper-secondary educ.) 
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9.3. Life satisfaction as a proxy for discontent 

Some readers may be sceptical about the substantive meaning of our measure of subjective 

social status. For this reason, we provide a last robustness test by replicating our analysis with 

a different measure – life satisfaction – and a different dataset – the European Social Survey. 

Workers who feel left behind and marginalized are likely to not only report lower social status, 

but also to have become less satisfied with their lives. Both earlier research (Schneider 2019) 

and our own analysis (see above) show that individuals’ subjective social status is closely 

associated with their life satisfaction (Schneider 2019). 

Figure 5 shows how life satisfaction evolved by class over the eight rounds of the European 

Social Survey that took place between 2002 and 2016. We estimate a multivariate regression 

on life satisfaction for a man aged 40 who is either in the upper-middle class and holds 

university education or in the unskilled working class and has less than upper-secondary 

education12. Results are plotted as predicted values and show that the members of the unskilled 

working class report systematically lower life satisfaction than those of the upper-middle class 

in each one of the seven European countries studied. Differences are small (and not statistically 

significant) in Sweden and Norway, but large in Britain, Germany and Hungary. 

However, concerning the evolution over time, there is downwards trend in life satisfaction 

among unskilled workers in any country – neither in absolute terms, nor in relative terms as 

compared to the upper-middle class. Two exceptions are Poland where the unskilled working 

class makes up ground and Hungary (as well as possibly Britain) where it loses ground relative 

to the upper-middle class. Elsewhere, the dominant pattern seems stability in absolute and 

relative terms over time. This pattern is consistent with the trendless fluctuation that we observe 

for the evolution of subjective social status.  
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United States, not available Britain, 2002-16 
 

 

Sweden, 2002-16 Norway, 2002-16 

  

Germany, 2002-16 Switzerland, 2002-16 

  

Poland, 2002-16 Hungary, 2002-16 

  

Figure 5: Predicted values of life satisfaction (from 0 to 100) for a man aged 40 in the upper-middle 
class (with university education) or unskilled working class (without upper-secondary educ.) 
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10. Conclusion 

Objective indicators show that over the last few decades the working class has been left behind 

in many respects in the western world. Notably, their real incomes have stagnated (Nolan and 

Thewissen 2018), while top incomes and income inequality have gone sky high (Piketty 2013). 

The most tangible sign that the quality of life of the working class has declined comes from 

mortality rates in the United States, showing that the life expectancy of lowly educated middle-

aged whites has been falling since 1999 (Case and Deaton 2015). 

Our paper’s goal has been to examine whether these objective evolutions are reflected in 

workers’ subjective assessment of their place in society. We thus tested the claim that the 

subjective social status of the working class has fallen over the last thirty years in Europe and 

the United States. Following Gidron and Hall (2017), we had expected to see a decline in the 

subjective social status of low-skilled (hypothesis 1) and skilled workers (hypothesis 2) in 

absolute terms as well as in relative terms when compared to the upper-middle class. Moreover, 

based on the income evolution of the population’s bottom half, we expected a stronger decline 

in some countries such as the Germany, Hungary and notably the United States where income 

inequality has soared than in Norway, Sweden and Switzerland where income inequality has 

remained more stable (hypothesis 3). 

We tested these three hypotheses by analysing all the available rounds of the International 

Social Survey Programme between 1987 and 2017. Contrary to our expectations, there is no 

downwards trend in workers’ subjective social status and no widening class gap in subjective 

social status over time. Rather, we find trendless fluctuation and stability in the subjective social 

status for the unskilled and skilled working class as well as for the lowly-educated. These 

findings prompt us to not only reject our first two hypotheses, but also the third expectation of 

systematic cross-country differences. The social status of the working class did not evolve 

differently in Britain, Germany or the United States than in Norway, Sweden and Switzerland.  

The only result that is in line with our expectations stems from the intergenerational status 

comparison. In 2009, working-class respondents evaluated their status less favourably relative 

to their fathers’ status than working-class respondents had done twenty years earlier. Over time, 

workers have thus come to perceive less status mobility – either because their own status has 

fallen or their fathers’ status has risen over time (as younger cohorts of fathers possibly 

benefitted from the upgrading of the occupational structure). Yet as we do not find any evidence 

for a decreasing trend in workers’ life satisfaction over the last two decades, we remain cautious 

in over-interpreting the result of declining intergenerational status. 
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Our results do not only throw doubt on the claim that workers have lost subjective status 

over the last decades (Gidron and Hall 2017, Hochschild 2016, Inglehart and Norris 2017), but 

are also at odds with cross-sectional findings where respondents perceive their status as having 

fallen over time (Gest et al. 2018). Two reasons potentially explain this divergence. To begin 

with, nostalgic bias and the belief that the world was better in the past is deeply rooted in society 

(and skilfully exploited by the radical right), even if it lacks an empirical basis. To the extent 

that unskilled workers were already at the bottom of the status hierarchy in the 1980s, the 

possibility of further falling down the status ladder may have been limited. Moreover, the 

observed stability in subjective status is fully consistent with reference group theory and the 

idea that individuals compare their status to people similar to them (Evans et al. 1992). If 

members of the working class jointly travelled downwards in the socio-economic hierarchy, 

these shifts may not have left any marks on their subjective status. 

What do our findings mean for the narrative that sees workers’ falling social status as a 

prominent driver behind the rise of the radical right? The narrative’s micro-foundations seem 

shaky because the working class reported similarly low levels of social status in the 1990s, 

2000s and 2010s. Recent research suggests that perhaps the main change in social status over 

time has not taken place at the level of class, but at the level of place (Adler and Ansell 2020, 

Carreras et al. 2019, Jennings and Stoker 2018, Rodríguez-Pose 2018). Rather than focussing 

on workers left behind, an alternative explanation may lie in communities left behind. As 

deindustrialization and globalization have concentrated opportunities and resources in a few 

thriving cities, residents in peripheral towns, declining industrial areas and rural regions may 

feel increasingly marginalized as a community. It may then be this collective loss of social 

status and broadly shared discontent at the geographical level that provide fertile ground for the 

radical right. 
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11. Notes 
1 A case in point is given by Veenhoven (2008: 53) who each year asked his incoming sociology 
students to vote on whether modernization over the last century had made society more or less 
livable. Year after year, a majority would state that it has made society less livable – although 
life expectancy doubled, literacy increased from below 20 % to above 80 % and income per 
capita grew many-fold (Piketty 2019: 32). 
2 A prominent example was Donald Trump’s campaign slogan to “make America great again”, 
thereby appealing to a mythical golden past (Inglehart and Norris 2017). 
3 The best illustration of this phenomenon is the extent to which incoming left governments in 
the 1990s shifted their appeal from the working to the middle class. A particularly clear case is 
the UK where the then Prime Minister Tony Blair invited Labour supporters to join his shift 
from “the old establishment to a new, larger, more meritocratic middle class” (Guardian, “Blair 
hails middle class revolution”, 15. 1. 1999). Similarly, in 1997 Labour’s deputy Prime Minister 
John Prescott allegedly remarked that “we’re all middle class now”. 
4 “Since social status is closely associated with the quality of a person’s occupation, these 
developments [in technology and the economy] are likely to have depressed the social status of 
many workers” (Gidron and Hall 2017: 63).  
5 These countries include Australia, Austria, Czech Republic, Russia, Slovak Republic and 
Slovenia. 
6 Among other differences, for Germany and the US, the data for the 2017 ISSP round were 
effectively collected in 2018. Our study thus covers the years 1987-2018 for these two 
countries.  
7 The question wording is: “Please think of your present job (or your last one if you don't have 
one now). If you compare this job with the job your father had when you were [ 14 / 15 / 16 ], 
would you say that the level or status of your job is (or was) … much higher / higher / about 
equal / lower / much lower than your father's.” 
8 For Germany, Poland and the US, the data for the 2009 module were effectively collected in 
2010. 
9 For some countries and survey rounds, occupations were measured at a less detailed level, 
notably for the Britain, Poland and the US in 1987 as well as Britain and Sweden in 1992. From 
2014 on, occupations were measured with ISCO-08 instead of ISCO-88. 
10 In our predictive margins, we show results that combine certain classes with certain education 
levels in order to avoid rare and atypical combinations such as being in the unskilled working 
class and having a university degree or being in the upper-middle class and not having any post-
compulsory schooling. 
11 In order to get rid of trendless fluctuation, these estimates and confidence intervals are again 
locally smoothened. For the exact estimates and confidence intervals, please see Figure W.2 in 
the web-appendix. 
12 These estimates and confidence intervals are again locally smoothened. For the exact 
estimates and confidence intervals, please see Figure W.5 in the web-appendix. 
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United States 1987-2018 Britain 1987-2016 

  
Sweden 1992-2017 Norway 1992-2016 

  
Germany 1987-2018 Switzerland 1987-2017 

  
Poland 1992-2015 Hungary 1987-2017 

  
Figure A.1: The evolution of subjective social status (on a scale from 0 to 100) by social classes 
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United States 1987-2018 Britain 1987-2016 

  
Sweden 1992-2017 Norway 1992-2016 

  
Germany 1987-2018 Switzerland 1987-2017 

  
Poland 1992-2015 Hungary 1987-2017 

  
Figure A.2: The evolution of subjective social status (on a scale from 0 to 100) by education 
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Table A.1: Number of observations with non-missing values in analytical sample of ISSP data rounds (ages 20-60) 
  1987 1992 1999 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 

CH 703 - - 637 682 - 715 - 643 - 808 - 792 - 844 - 817 - 721 - 

DE 749 2,238 834 885 - 1,652 - 1,961 - 1,968 - 1,724 - 2,126 - 2,163 - 2,031 - 1,036 

GB 866 727 500 - - - - - - - 596 - - - - - - 850 - - 

HU 1,902 850 803 644 611 659 639 645 - 699 744 - - 602 688 - 669 710 717 - 

NO - 1,032 937 1,069 1,085 1,023 1,016 944 817 725 1,016 877 1,221 942 1,005 893 973 756 - - 

PL 3,223 1,201 583 845 - - 858 - - 833 - 844 - - 704 - 1,129 - - - 

SE - 558 787 682 761 833 903 769 836 782 733 718 647 592 623 544 671 614 619 - 

US 1,110 899 858 - - 906 - 1,094 - - - 2,006 - - - 1,711 - 1,898 - 760 
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Table A.2: Descriptive statistics of variables in analytical sample of ISSP data rounds (ages 
20-60) 
 

 CH DE GB HU NO PL SE US 
Subjective social status (mean 
from 0 to 100) 54.7 54.4 49.8 39.6 57.4 43.2 56.6 56.2 
Subjective social status relative to 
father (mean from 0 to 100) 61.3 57.1 57.6 62.5 54.7 60.9 52.7 56.8 
 
Social class (in %)         

Upper-middle class  21.8 15.5 24.1 10.5 24.5 11.3 22.4 21.9 
Lower-middle class 24.5 23.0 12.0 14.9 26.2 16.5 24.0 18.1 
Small business owners  9.8 6.7 7.7 6.8 7.3 17.5 7.2 8.5 
Skilled working class  31.6 39.8 34.6 42.6 30.5 37.3 27.7 31.7 
Unskilled working class  12.2 15.0 21.7 25.2 11.5 17.5 18.8 19.8 

 
Education (in %)         

Less than upper secondary 
education 40.7 49.9 51.9 51.9 19.2 40.8 37.4 11.8 
Upper secondary education 38.2 32.5 29.0 38.0 39.4 41.7 26.9 60.0 
University tertiary education 21.4 17.6 19.1 10.1 41.4 13.6 35.7 28.2 

 
Age (in years) 41.1 41.0 41.1 41.2 41.2 40.2 41.8 40.1 
 
Gender (in %)         

Men 49.6 49.3 44.7 45.5 47.2 46.8 47.2 45.1 

Women  50.4 50.7 55.3 54.5 52.8 53.3 52.8 54.9 
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Table A.3: Linear regression on subjective social status (from 0 to 100) 
   US GB SE  NO DE CH PO HU 
Class (ref.: Upper-middle 

class)    

 

     

 

Skilled working 
class -8.89*** 

-
11.62*** -9.34*** 

 -
11.04*** 

-
11.90*** 

-
14.18*** -9.04*** -8.53*** 

  
(0.98) (1.02) (1.17)  (1.02) (0.86) (1.77) (0.93) (0.94) 

 Unskilled working 
-
13.46*** 

-
15.81*** 

-
14.67*** 

 
-
15.46*** 

-
17.88*** 

-
17.25*** 

-
13.97*** 

-
10.68**
* 

 
class (1.12) (1.13) (1.31)  (1.19) (1.04) (2.23) (1.06) (0.96) 

Years (ref. : 1987-1999)    
 

     
 2000-2005 4.05***  4.30***  3.03*** 1.72 -0.50 7.33*** 4.43*** 

  
(1.46) 

 
(1.10)  (0.95) (1.14) (1.55) (1.64) (1.28) 

 2006-2011 2.57** -0.32 4.14***  1.69* 2.74*** 2.71* 9.57*** 4.63*** 

  
(1.09) (1.75) (1.02)  (0.90) (0.97) (1.59) (1.50) (1.47) 

 2012-2017 3.92*** 6.39*** 4.86*** 
 

-1.17 8.67*** 4.48*** 7.16*** 
11.52**
* 

  
(1.05) (1.43) (1.01)  (0.91) (0.91) (1.54) (1.44) (1.31) 

Interactions  (ref.: Upper-middle 
x 1987-1999)    

 

     

 

Skilled working 
class  4.87**  0.13 

 
-0.78 0.15 1.94 -3.32* -4.58*** 

 
x 2000-2005 (2.00) 

 
(1.45)  (1.22) (1.31) (2.03) (1.84) (1.46) 

 

Skilled working 
class  2.54* -1.47 -1.64 

 
-0.75 -2.06* 0.16 -2.55 -5.97*** 

 
x 2006-2011 (1.39) (2.24) (1.37)  (1.17) (1.10) (2.04) (1.74) (1.64) 

 

Skilled working 
class  -0.53 0.04 -2.82** 

 
-2.01* -0.08 1.01 -2.86* -6.54*** 

 
x 2012-2017 (1.35) (1.89) (1.38)  (1.20) (1.05) (2.00) (1.69) (1.46) 

 Unskilled working 9.76***  2.13  1.79 0.60 2.25 -3.17 -7.92*** 

 
class x 2000-2005 (2.30) 

 
(1.59)  (1.46) (1.61) (2.58) (2.06) (1.58) 

 Unskilled working 5.80*** -4.16* -0.23  1.53 -3.48*** -3.42 -2.51 -9.09*** 

 
class x 2006-2011 (1.57) (2.43) (1.51)  (1.41) (1.32) (2.57) (2.03) (1.75) 

 Unkilled working 1.77 -2.07 -2.24 

 

0.94 0.20 1.65 1.84 

-
12.54**
* 

 
class x 2012-2017 (1.50) (2.20) (1.59)  (1.49) (1.28) (2.55) (1.83) (1.53) 

Male 1.65*** 1.91*** 0.83***  -0.12 -0.22 0.21 0.89** 0.03 

  (0.39) (0.61) (0.29)  (0.25) (0.25) (0.40) (0.38) (0.33) 

Age  0.03* 0.06** -0.08***  -0.02** -0.04*** 0.06*** -0.20*** -0.15*** 

  
(0.02) (0.03) (0.01)  (0.01) (0.01) (0.02) (0.02) (0.01) 

Constant  57.49*** 53.74*** 63.14*** 
 

64.79*** 61.78*** 59.31*** 55.58*** 
51.50**
* 

  
(1.04) (1.37) (1.03)  (0.92) (0.92) (1.57) (1.10) (1.02) 

     
 

     
Observations 10,501 3,599 12,789  16,409 18,414 7,376 10,223 11,588 
R-squared  0.05 0.14 0.10  0.10 0.15 0.12 0.09 0.11 

Standard errors in parentheses : *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
All models include controls for age and gender. For two classes (lower-middle class and small business owners), main effects 
and interaction effects are not shown. 
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14. Web-Appendix 
 
 

Australia 1992-2017 Russia 1992-2017 

  
Austria 1987-2018 Slovenia 1992-2017 

  
Czech Republic 1992-2017 Slovak Republic 1992-2017 

  
Figure W.1: The evolution of subjective social status (on a scale from 0 to 100) by social classes 
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United States 1987-2018 Great Britain 1987-2016 

  
Sweden 1992-2017 Norway 1992-2016 

  
Germany 1987-2018 Switzerland 1987-2017 

  
Poland 1987-2015 Hungary 1987-2017 

  
Figure W.2: Predicted values of subjective status for a man aged 40 in the upper-middle class 
(with tertiary education) or the unskilled working class (without upper-secondary education) 
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United States 1987-2018 Great Britain 1987-2016 

  
Sweden 1992-2017 Norway 1992-2016 

  
Germany 1987-2018 Switzerland 1987-2017 

  
Poland 1987-2015 Hungary 1987-2017 

  
Figure W.3: Predicted values and confidence intervals of subjective status (0-100) for a man aged 40 
for three classes: upper-middle class, production workers or service workers 
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United States 1987-2018 Great Britain 1987-2016 

  
Sweden 1992-2017 Norway 1992-2016 

  
Germany 1987-2018 Switzerland 1987-2017 

  
Poland 1987-2015 Hungary 1987-2017 

  
Figure W.4: The evolution of variance in the subjective social status of three social classes (standard 
deviation on a scale from 0 to 100, evolution over time smoothened with lowess) 
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 Britain, 2002-16 
 

 
Sweden, 2002-16 Norway, 2002-16 

  
Germany, 2002-16 Switzerland, 2002-16 

  
Poland, 2002-16 Hungary, 2002-16 

  
Figure W.5: Predicted values of life satisfaction (from 0 to 100) for a man aged 40 in the upper-middle 
class (with university education) or unskilled working class (without upper-secondary education)
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Table W.1: Descriptive statistics of variables in analytical sample of ESS rounds 1-8 (2002-16), respondents aged 20-60 
  CH DE GB HU NO PL SE 

Satisfaction with life (0-100)  79.7 70.0 69.8 57.6 78.2 67.8 77.8 

 
Social class         

 Upper-middle class (%) 22.2 17.7 20.8 10.9 21.6 16.2 20.5 

 Lower-middle class (%) 24.4 22.0 16.0 15.3 24.9 15.5 23.5 

 Small business owners (%) 10.6 8.7 11.1 8.3 6.4 15.5 7.7 

 Skilled working class (%) 31.2 37.4 30.8 38.8 33.9 34.0 28.7 

 Unskilled working class (%) 11.6 14.2 21.2 26.8 13.2 18.8 19.6 
 
Education         

 Less than upper secondary educ. (%) 14.5 7.8 35.3 17.5 9.0 22.8 12.0 

 Upper secondary educ. (%) 52.6 60.7 22.4 63.4 47.0 55.5 53.6 

 University tertiary educ.(%) 33.0 31.5 42.4 19.1 44.1 21.8 34.5 
 
Gender Men (%) 48.4 50.4 44.6 45.9 53.3 48.9 50.5 

 Women (%) 52.6 49.6 55.4 54.1 46.8 51.1 49.5 

Age  39.3 39.5 39.6 39.1 38.7 37.1 10.2 

Total number of complete observations 9025 14360 10462 7910 9074 9170 9035 
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Table W.2: Linear regression on the subjective status of respondents' job compared to the 
perceived status of their father’s job when they were 16 (on a scale from 0 to 100) 
 
   US GB SE NO DE CH PO HU 
Class (Ref. upper-middle 

class) 
        

 
Skilled working class -4.52** -9.58*** -11.18*** -12.07*** -8.51*** -0.93 -11.20*** -7.20*** 

 
 

(1.83) (1.79) (2.77) (2.39) (1.42) (2.75) (1.77) (1.67) 

 
Unskilled working class -6.91*** -14.05*** -16.17*** -16.07*** -13.77*** -3.36 -18.34*** -13.64*** 

 
 

(2.16) (1.97) (3.24) (2.58) (1.71) (3.46) (2.00) (1.68) 

Years (Ref. 1987-1992)         

 1999 -4.86* -1.50 2.67 0.98 -4.18*  -1.07 -9.72*** 

  (2.51) (3.32) (2.75) (2.55) (2.49)  (3.39) (3.06) 

 2009 -5.21** -5.31* 6.03** 3.05 -1.61 -3.53 -2.77 -14.62*** 

  (2.48) (2.79) (2.77) (2.41) (2.38) (2.95) (2.71) (3.33) 

Interactions         
 

 
Skilled working class -3.18 -7.08* -0.23 -2.66 1.79 

 
-3.81 -1.73 

 
x 1999 (3.32) (4.06) (3.77) (3.29) (2.86)  (3.86) (3.50) 

 
Skilled working class -2.08 -3.34 -3.98 -10.46*** -2.87 -2.18 -3.12 0.19 

 
x 2009 (3.22) (3.61) (3.90) (3.22) (2.79) (3.78) (3.21) (3.71) 

 
Unskilled working 0.66 -5.21 1.44 -3.68 1.06 

 
5.36 -2.45 

 
class x 1999 (3.70) (4.48) (4.32) (3.94) (3.62) 

 
(4.38) (3.81) 

 
Unskilled working -4.62 -7.83** 1.02 -5.94 -7.59** -2.71 -8.13** -0.61 

 
class x 2009 (3.66) (3.94) (4.37) (4.02) (3.36) (4.76) (3.74) (4.03) 

          
Male  6.96*** 5.97*** 5.96*** 7.39*** 4.72*** 8.92*** -0.46 2.63*** 

  (0.99) (1.10) (1.13) (0.96) (0.71) (1.38) (0.81) (0.83) 

Age  0.46*** 0.38*** 0.41*** 0.51*** 0.28*** 0.29*** 0.22*** 0.17*** 

  (0.05) (0.05) (0.05) (0.04) (0.03) (0.06) (0.04) (0.04) 

Constant 42.42*** 49.72*** 38.66*** 39.78*** 51.81*** 48.77*** 63.17*** 66.72*** 

  (2.34) (2.41) (2.81) (2.57) (1.88) (3.47) (2.24) (2.11) 

         
Observations 3,777 2,639 2,014 2,868 4,366 1,441 4,032 4,062 
R-squared  0.06 0.10 0.11 0.15 0.07 0.06 0.07 0.08 

Standard errors in parentheses: *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 

Coefficients for two classes (lower-middle class and small business owners) – with main effects and interaction effects – are 
not shown. 
 
 


