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Effects of the recession

Even if you don’t follow politics, you are unlikely to 
have missed the fact that we are currently in the 
second worst global economic recession of the last 

100 years. In the December 2013 e-review I looked at 
some of the psychology underlying the causes of the 
recession, in particular the possible role of groupthink 
and narcissism, and what this can tell us about the debate 
over the role of situation and individual disposition in 
social behaviour. This e-review focuses on how the 
recession has affected us on a psychological level.

Optimism and consumer 
behaviour
One of the more obvious things we would expect 
to change as the result of an economic recession 
is consumer behaviour. In 1930, the economist 
Keynes worried that a general lack of optimism was 

stopping people from spending in a way that might 
have shortened the Great Depression. In the 1950s 
recession, American psychologist George Katona (1959) 
researched factors affecting consumer behaviour in a 
recession and concluded that negative messages from 
the media influenced people to be more cautious with 
their spending.

This reduced optimism in times of recession has 
been confirmed more recently, and it extends beyond 
consumer confidence. De Hauw and De Vos (2010) 
compared the career and salary expectations of young 
people entering the workforce in 2009, a year after the 
start of the current recession, with those of a cohort 
from 3 years earlier. Compared with the control group, 
the recession group had significantly reduced optimism 
regarding their social life and work–life balance, though 
not necessarily about their finances.
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Activities
1 Design a study to investigate changes in 

social attitudes before and during the current 
recession. Think in particular about what 
attitudes you are most interested in and how 
you will obtain your two groups of participants.

2 For reasons of space I haven’t discussed the 
impact of recession on mental health here. 
That would make an interesting piece of 
independent study.

Weblinks to follow up
Read about the effect of the recession on young 
people’s job prospects in this article from the 
Guardian: http://tinyurl.com/jw5o86e
Read more about workplace behaviour during a 
recession here: http://tinyurl.com/pco8kzy

Workplace behaviour
Given that our job security is tied up with economic 
conditions, it is unsurprising that our behaviour at work 
changes in a recession. Managements tend to adopt a 
tougher and more uncompromising approach to staff, 
who in turn tend to work longer hours to the detriment 
of their social and family lives. Redundancy has 
serious effects on stress and mental health. According 
to the 2010 European Social Survey, people who suffer 
redundancy in a recession often do not ‘bounce back’ 
when they start a new job but instead tend not to 
commit to new roles for fear of further job-loss.

Presenteeism costs the economy more than 
absenteeism

For those looking to escape redundancy in times of 
recession, presenteeism can be a problem. Presenteeism 
takes place when people work long hours unnecessarily, 
or come to work when ill so as to look like model 
employees when people are selected for redundancy. 
Presenteeism can lead to reduced performance and 
more future sick time, and it is estimated to cost the 
British economy around twice as much as absenteeism.

Social attitudes
The recession appears to have interesting effects on 
social attitudes. Disturbingly, there is some evidence 
to suggest that recession increases awareness of 
racial difference, and so potentially increases racial 
discrimination. Rodeheffer, Hill and Lord (2012) 
showed white participants images of biracial people 
(created artificially by blending pictures of black 
and white faces using special software) in situations 
suggesting either economic hardship or prosperity. 

Participants were more likely to identify them as 
black when they were pictured in situations suggesting 
economic hardship. This suggests that we are more 
likely to judge people to be members of an out-group 
when there are fewer resources to go around.

On the other hand, there is also evidence to suggest 
that in times of recession young people become more 
aware of social issues. Park, Twenge and Greenfield 
(2013) compared attitudes in American 12th grade 
students in 2008–2010 (recession) with those from 
2004–2006 (no recession). They found significantly 
more pro-environmental behaviour and more concern 
for others in the recession group, suggesting that 
attitudes become more prosocial in recession. You can 
read both these studies in full by searching using Google 
Scholar.
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