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Abstract—In this study, unemployed blue-collar workers over the age of 45 (N =51) filled out a
questionnaire in 1975 and in 1977. It was shown that prolonged unemployment or re-unemployment leads
to depression, reduced hope, and financial problems, although none of these factors leads to prolonged
unemployment. Being employed or retired leads to a reduction of depression and financial problems.
Problems associated with the daily hassles of unemployment, such as financial problems and disappointed
hope play a role in the development of depression with prolonged unemployment. Potential third variables
that could cause both unemployment and depression—such as internal/external control, passivity,
sickness, and age—do no affect the effect of unemployment on depression.
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INTRODUCTION

Unemployment is an event of major importance in
the lives of workers and the number of unemployed
workers and the duration of unemployment increases
in most western industrialized countries. There is a
widespread belief that unemployment leads to psy-
chological depression. Most of the empirical studies
so far, however, have been cross-sectional so that it
is difficult to make causal arguments. An alternative
hypothesis is that depressed persons who are inactive
and pessimistic in their outlook [1] will be un-
employed much longer or will become unemployed
more readily. Only longitudinal studies can determine
which causal path is dominant. There are only a few
modern studies that have looked at the psychological

consequence of long term unemployment [e.g. 2]..

Another longitudinal study [3] done in the economi-
cally prosperous period of 1965 to 1968, found that
most unemployed workers got jobs relatively soon
after their factories shut down and, therefore, that
only a very small select group remained unemployed
for more than six months.

Another group of studies [4, 5] that related the
economic cycle (periods of unemployment) to psy-
chological dysfunctioning have been criticized for not
showing how the development of a psychological
disturbance is caused by an economic crisis and for
using untested assumptions on the time lag of such a
development [6, 7). Again, it is necessary to perform
longitudinal studies to look at the process of be-
coming depressed during unemployment.

Unemployment should not be conceptualized as
just one major life event (which seems to be the view
taken by [3]), but as a life event that leads to a whole
spectrum of daily hassles (cf. [8] for this distinction).
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Two in particular might contribute to depression
during prolonged unemployment: the daily financial
problems and the daily disappointment of not getting
a job.

Financial problems
At the time of the study, unemployed workers in

. the Federal Republic of Germany received 68% of

their last net income as unemployment compensation
for a period of one year. After the first year, the
unemployed received support similar to social welfare
at 58% of the last income (these percentages have
since been reduced). In all, the financial situation of
the unemployed is quite poor, even in a functioning
welfare state.

It is useful to describe the financial troubles of the
unemployed within the concept of learned help-
lessness [9, 10]. Learned helplessness is characterized
by passive, resigned, and inflexible behavior that is
tied to dysphoric feelings of depression and is caused
by repeated experiences of noncontrollable, aversive
situations. Control is the ability to influence condi-
tions according to one’s goals and needs [11]. Many
goals are related to spending money—minor goals
such as being able to got out to dinner or drinking
with friends, as well as major ones, such as giving
one’s child a proper education. The unemployed can
no longer reach these goals because of his reduced
income. The financial problems of the unemployed
increase with time, since savings are eventually ex-
hausted, and costly replacement (e.g. of clothing)
become necessary. Since financial problems are ex-
pected to increase the unemployed person’s depres-
sion, the financial situation is hypothesized to func-
tion as an intervening variable between
unemployment and depression.

Hope for control

The concept of control can be extended by not only
looking at the immediate control over one’s present
environment but also at the potential control one has

&
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in the future. This implies that one is able to with-
stand temporary loss of control as long as one is
confident of achieving control in the future. This
variable is, of course, strongly related to the concept
of hope; therefore it is called ‘hope for control’. A
decrease of hope is not just a matter of a sudden
change within a short period but, more importantly,
a matter of day-to-day disappointments that eventu-
ally lead to giving up hope (e.g. being told that one
is too old to get a certain job, etc.). Hope for control
should, therefore, be reduced with prolonged un-
employment.

The expected relationship between hope for control
and depression is theoretically complex. On one
hand, hope for control should reduce the psycho-
logical impact of unemployment. If a person believes
that it will be possible to find a job eventually or that
only more effort is needed to find one, he or she is less
likely to become depressed. On the other hand, a
person’s hope for control may turn out to be unreal-
istic if a new job is found (or if found quickly lost).
In such a case, a higher degree of hope for control will
actually lead to a higher degree of disappointment*.
In such a case hope may actually be counter-
productive and lead to a higher degree of depression.
Disappointed hope for control is, therefore, hypothe-
sized to function as an intervening variable in the
relationship between unemployment and depression.

One implication of this discussion is that financial
problems and depression increase and hope decreases
with prolonged or repeated unemployment. This
hypothesis is opposite to Feather and Davenport’s
[12] expectancy theory which hypothesized that de-
pression decreases with prolonged unemployment,
since the motivation to work decreases. Feather and
Barber [13], seem to have taken a different point of
view in the meantime, one that is similar to ours.

The argument thus far has been that depression is
increased by prolonged unemployment (or repeated
unemployment) and that there are two variables that
mediate between the social fact of unemployment and
the psychological reaction of depression—the
financial problems and disappointed hope for con-
trol. It is possible to develop alternative accounts to
such an explanation. One approach is to say that
there are other variables (third variables) that pro-
duce a spurious correlation between unemployment
and depression; that is, the potential third variable
produces both prolonged unemployment and a high
level of depression.

Alternative accounts

Third variables of this kind could be
internal/external control, general activity level, age,
or sickness. Personality traits are often used as
explanatory concepts for unemployment, although
they are infrequently tested. The concept of
internal/external control is well suited for such an

*This hypothesis is similar to [12]. However, it is necessary
to analyze longitudinal data to test such a hypothesis
because hope may have a positive function on a
cross-sectional level. Furthermore, it is necessary to
look at the interaction of unemployment (or weeks
spent unemployed) and hope, not merely at one of these
variables alone.
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explanation. Externals are more passive than inter-
nals, and they do less well in achievement situations
[14]; they are also more depressive [15]. Thus, locus
of control might function as a third variable, simulta-
neously prolonging unemployment and producing
depression.

A similar argument can be made for general activ-
ity level. A low level of activity is assumed to be
related to depression [16]. Furthermore, laypeople
(like politicians) often suggest that the more active
person will get a job, while the more passive one will
stay unemployed.

Age is an obvious potential third variable. Older
people are not only more frequently depressed [17],
but they also find it harder to get jobs [18, 19]. Similar
arguments can be advanced for sickness. Sickly
people have more difficulties finding jobs and they are
also more depressed.

In summary, the following hypotheses were tested
in the study:

1. Prolonged unemployment increases depression
and financial problems and decreases hope for con-
trol. Depression, hope for control, and financial
problems do not lead to prolongation of un-
employment or to becoming unemployed again.

2. The variables that are associated with the daily
hassles of the unemployed—financial difficulties and
disappointed hope for control—function as inter-
vening variables that relate prolonged unemployment
to depression.

3. Variables that are not associated with the daily
hassles of unemployment—internal/external control,
activity level, age, and sickness—are not intervening
variables and do not produce both prolonged un-
employment and a higher level of depression.

METHOD

Sample

A questionnaire was administered twice—in July
and August 1975 and in January and February 1977.
To involve workers who were likely to be long-term
unemployed, only subjects above 45 years of age
were included. All of the subjects are unemployed
German, male, blue-collar workers.

At the time of the study, the unemployment rate
was moderately high in the Federal Republic of
Germany (around 4-5% in the years 1975 to 1977; cf.
[20-22]). Workers over the age of 45 in particular had
difficulties finding jobs [18].

The questionnaire was filled out in two of the four
employment agencies of Berlin (West). Since employ-
ment agencies each handle specific occupations, the
following occupations were dominant in our sample:
contruction workers, wood workers, transport oc-
cupations, metal and electrical workers. The employ-
ment agency usually asks workers to come to the
office at regular intervals. The agency employees
asked people of 45 years and older who came to the
agency in July and August to participate in the study
(on a voluntary basis). For administrative reasons,
the agency employees were not able to give us a
complete account of the number of people who
refused to participate, but judging from our inter-
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views with the agency’s employees and from the
overall rate of eligible people coming to the employ-
ment agency within these two months, the refusal rate
was very small.

In the first phase the questionnaire was adminis-
tered individually to 147 subjects. After finishing the
questionnaire, they were asked whether they would
like to participate in a later follow-up study, 92
persons gave us their addresses for this purpose. In
the second phase, 1977, the questionnaire was sent by
mail. Of the 92 persons who had given us their
addresses we could reach 82. Since we consulted the
police register (mandatory registration exists in the
Federal Republic of Germany) concerning the where-
abouts of those who had moved, we assumé that most
of the people not reached either had died or were in
the hospital. (In some cases we could verify this.) Of
the 82 persons, 63 filled out the questionnaire and
sent it back. This 77% return rate is quite acceptable
for a mail questionnaire. Unfortunately, only 51 of
these questionnaires could be used, because seven
subjects made errors in describing their individual
code (which we used to assure anonymity), and five
of the returned questionnaires had excessive missing
data.

To determine whether or not the respondents of
the second wave were different from those for whom
we do not have complete data (because they did not
send the questionnaire back or did not give us their
addresses), 40 two-tailed ¢-tests for independent
samples on variables of the first questionnaire were
computed. A multiple ¢-test is a very conservative test
when used in this way, because one would expect
more significant differences than a given P-value by
chance alone if there are correlations between the
variables. All of the variables that are discussed
in this paper were used, including age, education,
earlier experiences of unemployment, length of un-
employment at the time of the first wave, number of
unsuccessful attempts to get work, participation in
associations and continuing eduation, amount of
money in the bank, last pay, and major ilinesses.
There were only two significant differences
(P <0.05)—iess than would be expected by chance.
(These two differences are: those subjects for whom
we have complete data reported more frequently that
they did not get a job because there was a large
number of other applicants, and that their income
after unemployment was reduced markedly. This was
in contrast to the respondents who only participated
in the first wave.)

Only subjects for whom there were complete data
were included in the analyses. All of these persons
were unemployed in the first data collection phase.
The average length of unemployment was three to six
months at that time. In the second phase four groups
could be distinguished:

1. Workers who had found work again (N =15,
called ‘employed’).
2. Unemployed workers who had been unemployed

*The wording of the items, their factor loadings, and more
details on the factor structure will be provided upon
request from the senior author.
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throughout the whole data collection time (N =12,
called ‘unemployed’).

3. Workers who had worked in the meantime but
had lost their jobs again at the time of the second
measurement point (N = 14, called ‘reunemployed’).

4. Subjects who had retired by the time of the
second measurement (N = 10, called ‘retired’).

There are age differences between the groups
(F(3,47)=10.3, P <0.01). The mean for the em-
ployed is 53.5, for the reunemployed 47, for the
unemployed 54.5 and for retired 61.5 years. The
retired were early retirees since normal retirement age
was 65 at the time of the study.

Instruments

Depression was measured with a German trans-
lation of Zung’s [23] scale. According to an overview
of Hoffmann et al. [24], this is one of the most useful
instruments for such a purpose. Additionally, the
‘Hamburger Depression Skala’ [25] was employed in
the second wave. These two instruments correlate,
r=0.61 (P <0.001, N = 51). Since the relations are
similar for these two variables, but the Zung scale was
used at both measurement points, only the results for
the Zung scale are reported (abbreviated DEP,; for
the first measurement point and DEP,, for the second
one). Cronbach’s alphas were 0.80 in 1975 and 0.92
in 1977.

Financial difficulties were ascertained by asking
whether or not subjects were able to get by with their
income (‘Do you get by with your money?’). This
variable correlates substantially with the question
‘How many months can you live off your savings?’
(r=-040, P <0.01, N =49).

‘Hope for control’ (abbreviated CHOPE) was . a
newly constructed scale consisting of seven items.
Examples of the items are, ‘T can contribute so that
unemployment will occur less frequently in the fu-
ture’; “If one applies for a job often enough, then one
will get a job again’; and ‘when I do something, I
achieve what I have set out to do.” The scale consti-
tutes oné factor and is orthogonal to a scale of
internal/external control* [26]; Cronbach’s alphas are
0.58 for 1975 and 0.77 for 1977. An important
variable in this study is ‘disappointed hope’. This is
measured = with the multiplicative  variable
‘CHOPE, x unemployment’ since prolonged un-
employment disappoints the hopes.

Internal/external control (11 items) was a slightly
modified version of Levension’s [26] scale (alpha of
0.79 in 1975 and 0.81 in 1977). It had to be modified
to be orthogonally related to hope for control. A
higher score means more internal control.

General activity level was ascertained by two in-
dices of leisure time activities (such as reading, going
out to a pub, etc.) and participation in clubs, associ-
ations, and the labor union. Sickness was measured
by a rough index based on the question in the 1977
questionnaire, ‘Were you seriously ill during one of
the following years? (referring to the years 1972 to
1976). Furthermore, there was a question on the
diagnosis by a physician. One question asked the age
of the subject. There were a few missing values. If
only one or two items in a scale were missing, they
were replaced by the mean; otherwise the scale value
was counted as missing value.
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Methods of analysis

Analyses of covariance were used throughout. They
were used to test for differences between the four
groups in depression, hope for control, and financial
problems in 1977 using the relevant 1975 scales as
covariates to control for starting values. Addi-
tionally, the differences between the scores for 1975
and 1977 were analyzed by one-tailed t-tests. To
increase power for these tests the two unemployed
groups (unemployed and reunemployed) and the two
non-unemployed groups (the retired and employed)
were combined.

The hypotheses with regard to intervening vari-
ables and third variables were also tested by analysis
of covariance—using DEP,;, the intervening, and the
third variables as covariates. According to our hy-
pothesis, the intervening variables should substan-
tially reduce the difference in DEP,; between the un-
employed and reunemployed on the one hand and the
employed and retired on the other hand, but par-
tialling out the third variables should not reduce the
impact of unemployment on depression.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Unemployment, depression, hope for control and
Jinancial problems

It was hypothesized that long-term unemployment
is associated with the daily hassles of increasing
financial problems and decreasing hope for control.
These daily hassles in turn lead to an increase of
depression. This implies that little hope for control,
depression, and financial problems do not produce
long-term unemployment but are themselves caused
by prolonged unemployment.

In Figs 1, 2, and 3, the results of these variables at
the two measurement points for the four groups—the
unemployed, the reunemployed, the employed, and
the retired—are presented. There were no significant
differences between the four groups in 1975; at that
time all the subjects were unemployed. However, the
ANCOVAs show significant differences between
these groups in 1977 for financial problems
(F(3,44)=22.45, P <0.0001), controlling for
financial problems,;; and for depression in 1977
(F(3,46) = 5.90 P <0.005), controlling for DEP;.
The ANCOVA is marginally significant for CHOPE,
(F(3,46) = 2.63 P =0.06), controlling for CHOPE,;.
Hope for control (Fig. 1) decreases in the un-

3.5 -~
® Retired
.,
H
§_ 30+ * Employed
=
o »*
Reunemployed
25k Unemployed
3 \ |
1976 1977

Fig. 1. Hope for control across the two measurement points,
differential according to the groups of retired, employed,
unemployed and reunemployed in 1977,
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Fig. 2. Financial problems across the two measurement

points, differentiated according to the groups of retired,
employed, unemployed and reunemployed in 1977.

46 |- * Unemployed
as|-
* Reunemployed
F
5 .
@ 40|
3z
E .
[=4 L)
o
a
g 35 « Employed
Q L2
o \
« Retired
301
- 1 L

1975 1977

Fig. 3. Depression (Zung rawscores) across the two mea-
surement points, differentiated according to the groups of
retired, employed, unemployed and reunemployed in 1977.

employment (£(25) =3.01, P <0.01). There is no
significant increase in the retired and employed.
With length of unemployment, financial problems
(Fig. 2) become worse (2(24) =2.75, P < 0.05), while
they are reduced in the employed and the retired
(1(23) = —4.41, P <0.001). Similarly, depression
(Fig. 3) increases in the two unemployed groups
(2(25) = —3.08, P'<0.01) while it decreases in the
retired and employed (¢(24) = 1.76, P < 0.05). Thus,
the data contradict the hypothesis that there is an
adjustment to unemployment with time or with re-
peated experience of unemployment. Rather, depres-
sion, financial problems, and to a certain extent hope
for control are negatively affected by prolonged or
repeated unemployment.

Intervening variables and the relationship between un-
employment and depression

We hypothesized that disappointed hope for con-
trol and financial problems function as intervening
variables in the development of depression in the
prolonged and repeated unemployed. When these
two variables are used as covariates in the analysis of
covariance, the differences between the groups are
no longer significant. As shown in Table 1, the
differences of the adjusted means for the groups are
much smaller than the respective differences of the
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Table 1. The process of becoming depressed while unemployed (ANCOVAS: independent variable: employment status, dependent variable:
depression,y;;, Zung raw scores)

Means of DEP,,

Covariates Employed Retired Reunemployed Unemployed F-value P-value
Observed means:
_ 355 32.40 44.21 46.56
Adjusted means:
Intervening variables:
Financial problems,;, DEP; 36.49 35.99 42.50 43.70 1.15 0.340
Disappointed CHOPE,,
DEP;;* 38.23 41.30 0.58 0.451
Financial problems,;,
disappointed CHOPE,;,
DEP;* 39.17 40.39 0.07 0.797
Alternative explanations:
I-E control,s,
general activity levelst,
sickness}, age, DEP,; 33.31 3425 43.20 45.70 3.79 0.019

Note: DEP = depression (lowest value = 20, highest value = 80), CHOPE = hope for control.
*The employed and retired are taken together so that it is possible to form the multiplicative term disappointed hope

(CHOPE,; x unemployment).

tTwo indices of general activity levels: leisure time activities,; and activities in associations and labor unions,s.

1Six questions on serious illnesses in the years 1971 to 1976,

unadjusted means. When both intervening variables
are partialled out, the differences between the
employed/retired and the unemployed virtually dis-
appear. (A dichotomized variable had to be used to
construct the term CHOPE;; x unemployment =
disappointed hope for control; therefore the em-
ployed and retired were combined, as well as the
unemployed and the reunemployed.) Thus, financial
problems,; and disappointed CHOPE,; are related to
depression in the long-term unemployed. '

When the potential alternative explanatory
variables—namely internal/external control, general
activity level, sickness (separately measured for each
of six years up to 1976), and age—are all used as
covariates (in addition to DEP,) the differences
between the employed, retired, unemployed, and
reunemployed remain stable (cf. Table 1). Thus, these
variables cannot explain the impact of long-term
unemployment on depression.

GENERAL DISCUSSION

Obviously, there are important limitations in inter-

preting this study: the subjects were all older, male,
blue-collar workers, thus reducing the cultural, age,
and sociological variance. Furthermore, the number
of subjects is small and ‘experimental mortality’ is
high, although there are no important differences
between those who participated at both measure-
ment points and those who did not complete the
study. On the other hand, the impact of un-
employment on depression has been suprisingly
strong and consistent. Unemployed and re-
unemployed subjects reported decreased hope for
control (Fig. 1), increased financial problems (Fig. 2),
and increased depression (Fig. 3); people do not seem
to adjust to unemployment. Furthermore, the retired
and employed showed decreasing levels of financial
problems and depression over time. Thus, employ-
ment seems to help to reduce one’s depression. Be-
cause of the longitudinal nature of this study, it was
possible to show that initial depression, hope for
control, and earlier financial difficulties were not

responsible for the relationship between prolonged
unemployment and depression and did not predict
unemployment.

The results of this study seem to contradict Cobb
and Kasl’s [3] results. Depression did not increase
with time of unemployment but seemed to be a stable
personality trait in their study. However, the un-
employed of their study apparently got jobs relatively
easily; six months after the shutting down of the
factories only 12 out of 96 persons were still un-
employed. Thus, they could not study the effects of
the hassles of prolonged unemployment. Our results
suggest that it is not so much the one-time life event
‘unemployment’ that leads to depression but the
long-term exposure to the daily hassles of un-
employment (financial problems and disap-
pointments) that increases depression. Apparently,
people recover from depression after they find a job
or retire.

This study has some implications for the onging
discussion of the relationship of economic cycles of
crises and booms with psychological disturbances
[4,6]. The question is whether there is a time lag
between becoming unemployed and developing a
psychological disturbance. Although we did not
study the time frame of the development of depres-
sion directly, it follows from the increase of depres-
sion in the unemployed within the 1.5 years of this
study that long -term unemployment has an impact on’
depression over and above the depression that occurs
immediately after loosing a job. The differences be-
tween the results of this study and Cobb and Kasl’s
work suggests that depression increases within the
time period of six to 18 months of unemployment. A

similar time period was suggested by Warr [27).

Feather and Davenport {13] hypothesized that
depression decreases with longer periods of un-
employment because the motivation to work is re-
duced, thus decreasing the psychological pressure to
find employment. Although we did not measure
motivation to work and do not want to argue that
motivation to work is not an important variable (cf.
(28], for further evidence on this variable) there is no
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support in this study for a decrease of depression over
time.

It is interesting that the two scales related to
personality constructs—general activity level and
internal/external control which seemed to be particu-
larly good candidates for explaining both prolonged
unemployment and depression—do not explain the
differences of DEP;; between the groups. Similarly,
DEP,s does not produce the effect of prolonged
unemployment on depression. The more objective
conditions such as financial problems and the disap-
pointment of hopes, seem to be more important.

These results might have practical implications. A
good financial condition may shield the unemployed
from depression and it might not be useful to increase
the hopes of the unemployed [29].
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