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Perceived Unemployment
The Sources and Consequences of Misperception
Abstract: A great deal of social research examines macro-micro linkages—for example, by examining how economic conditions influence people’s political attitudes
and behavior. Rarely, however, do researchers directly examine the mechanisms
linking macro-level conditions to individual-level attitudes and behavior, the accuracy of people’s perceptions of the larger context, or the consequences of their
misperceptions. In this paper, using data from two waves of the Polish Panel Study
(2003 and 2008), I examine individual and contextual sources of perceived unemployment as well as the consequences of perceived unemployment for economic
and political attitudes. Results suggest that people do not possess accurate information on levels of local unemployment in Poland; on average, they overestimate
the extent of local unemployment (some quite dramatically). Misperceptions of
unemployment vary in predictable ways; misperceptions are related to resources,
cognitive ability, and a heightened awareness of unemployment (e.g., by living
in the same household with someone who is unemployed or in a region with high
unemployment). Misperceptions of unemployment, moreover, lead to changes in
people’s economic and political attitudes. Actual rates of unemployment, however,
are not directly related to changes in people’s attitudes.
House argues that “all individual psychology and behavior occurs in and is influenced by macrosocial structures and processes” (1995: 387). Researchers frequently
combine aggregate data from contextual units, such as countries and neighborhoods,
with survey data to explore these macro–micro linkages. The focus of such research
is often on the mechanisms through which contextual conditions influence people’s
attitudes and behaviors. A great deal of research, for example, examines the effect
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of macroeconomic conditions on voting behavior (for recent reviews, see Duch
and Stevenson 2008; Lewis-Beck and Stegmaier 2007). Regardless of whether
they are included in the statistical models, people’s perceptions of macroeconomic
conditions are presumed to mediate the relationships between macroeconomic conditions, such as unemployment and inflation, and voting behavior. I demonstrate,
for example, that people’s disapproval of social change mediates the relationship
between macroeconomic conditions in Polish voivodships and individual occurrences of protest voting (Kunovich 2002).
Relatively few studies, however, have examined the accuracy of people’s economic knowledge—that is, whether people know the unemployment rate or the
rate of inflation (for exceptions, see Conover, Feldman, and Knight 1986; Holbrook
and Garand 1996). Exploring the accuracy of people’s perceptions is important for
several reasons. First, if people’s voting preferences are at least partly determined
by the performance of the economy, then it is important for people to have accurate perceptions to send a clear message to their elected representatives—“an
electorate that does not accurately perceive recent trends in the economy may not
appropriately reward or punish incumbent politicians as accountability demands”
(Conover, Feldman, and Knight 1986: 566). Second, if people’s perceptions are
inaccurate, then omitting perceived measures, as many studies do, may lead us to
draw incorrect conclusions about the existence of macro–micro linkages. Nonsignificant macro variables may simply reflect a mismatch between reality and
people’s perceptions of it.
The purpose of this article is to examine people’s perceptions of regional
unemployment in Poland. Three questions guide my analyses: (1) How accurate
are people’s perceptions of regional unemployment? (2) What are the sources of
people’s misperceptions? and (3) Do misperceptions change people’s economic
and political attitudes? This study makes several contributions to the literature on
economic voting and, more generally, to research in social psychology. First, this
article is among the first to examine the accuracy of people’s knowledge of the local
economic context; existing research focuses only on the national context. Second,
this article is among the first to examine the accuracy of people’s economic knowledge using a large and nationally representative sample; existing research is based
on several small regional samples. Third, I use multilevel modeling to identify both
contextual and individual-level sources of people’s unemployment misperceptions.
Fourth, using multiple waves of panel data, I examine the impact of unemployment
misperceptions on changes in people’s economic and political attitudes.
Misperceptions of Context
In this section, I review two literatures that examine people’s perceptions of the
larger economic and racial contexts within which they live. First, I review research
on real and perceived economic conditions and political attitudes and behavior.
Second, I review research on intergroup competition and ethnic and racial attitudes.
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I focus both reviews on the studies that evaluate people’s direct knowledge of the
unemployment rate, the rate of inflation, or the size of minority populations.
Real and Perceived Economic Conditions and Political Attitudes and
Behavior
There is a long history of research in political science examining the impact of economic conditions on political attitudes and behaviors (for recent reviews, see Duch
and Stevenson 2008; Lewis-Beck and Stegmaier 2007). This research—especially
at the aggregate level—suggests that voters hold elected officials accountable for
economic conditions. A recent cross-national study of thirty-four elections in ten
Central and East European countries, for example, suggests that unemployment
leads to decreases in electoral support (Roberts 2008; see also Bell 1997). Although
the relationship between economics and elections is consistent and strong at the
aggregate level, analyses based on survey data provide less consistent support
(see Weatherford 1983). This has led some to question the accuracy of people’s
perceptions of economic conditions. Despite Monroe’s call to “determine if there
is a distinct difference between perceptions and more objectively derived measures
of economic conditions and which phenomenon is more important politically”
(1979: 167), there remains little empirical research (Dolan, Frendreis, and Tatalovich 2009).
Several studies indirectly examine the relationship between real and perceived
economic conditions (see Dolan, Frendreis, and Tatalovich 2009; Duch and Stevenson 2008; Erikson, MacKuen, and Stimson 2002; Weatherford 1983). Dolan,
Frendreis, and Tatalovich (2009), for example, compute the percentage of survey
respondents stating that unemployment, inflation, or the economy is the most important problem facing the country. Correlations between these aggregated data
and actual unemployment rates, inflation, and the overall economy are .95, .39,
and .83, respectively. Although this provides evidence that people have a sense of
whether times are good or bad, it is not possible to evaluate the accuracy of specific
knowledge with such analyses.
Two studies from the United States directly evaluate the accuracy of people’s
economic perceptions. These studies suggest that people are not able to estimate
national economic conditions very well at all. Conover, Feldman, and Knight examine the relationship between actual and perceived national rates of unemployment
and inflation as well as their sources using data from a three-wave panel study
(April 1982, November 1982, and April 1983) of 426 respondents from Lexington, Kentucky. They state: “our respondents’ estimates varied considerably: Some
people were accurate to within a tenth of a percent; others offered wild guesses of
inflation and unemployment running at ninety or one hundred percent; still others simply said they did not know” (Conover, Feldman, and Knight 1986: 575).
People’s estimates of unemployment were better than their estimates of inflation.
The authors suggest that this is the case because unemployment is “concrete and
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unambiguous” and because it “lends itself more easily [than inflation rates] to the
type of media coverage that is conducive to the information being remembered”
(ibid.: 569–70). Regarding unemployment, only 28 percent of their respondents
estimated the national unemployment rate correctly in all three waves (i.e., within
1 percent of the true rate); 20 percent and 31 percent were correct in one or two
waves, respectively; and 21 percent were incorrect in all three waves.
Holbrook and Garand, using cross-sectional data from Milwaukee county,
Wisconsin, in 1992, find that “many respondents do not have a clue as to rates of
unemployment and inflation” (Holbrook and Garand 1996: 359)—for example,
only 36 percent of respondents provided an estimate of the national unemployment rate that was within 2 percent of the correct rate and more than 15 percent
of respondents provided an estimate that was more than twice as high as the true
rate. The authors find that respondents overestimate national unemployment and
inflation rates by about 5 percent, on average.
What are the sources of these perception errors? Conover, Feldman, and Knight
(1986) argue that people learn about the economy from personal experience and
from the media and other opinion leaders. In the absence of specific knowledge
of the national unemployment rate and the rate of inflation, they argue that people
draw on their own personal experiences—for example, from being unemployed or
from information about the local economy—to generate an estimate. The authors
also argue that various biases shape these estimates—for example, people may react
to “changes that are large enough or dramatic enough to exceed some threshold of
perception” (Conover, Feldman, and Knight 1986: 567). They find that partisanship
and being unemployed are associated with differences in perceived unemployment. Similarly, Holbrook and Garand (1996) argue that personal characteristics
influence people’s willingness and ability to develop accurate perceptions. They
also point to economic threats, a lack of interest in politics and economics, and a
lack of exposure to the media as possible sources of error. Significant variables in
their model include socioeconomic status (SES), race, gender, personal economic
conditions, interest in politics, and exposure to newspapers.
Of these two studies that directly evaluate the accuracy of people’s contextual
knowledge, only one explores the consequences of these misperceptions. Holbrook
and Garand’s (1996) analyses suggest that misperceptions of unemployment and
inflation do not have a direct effect on voting behavior, feelings toward candidates,
or presidential approval ratings. There is some evidence, however, that they have
indirect effects on these outcomes through other variables.
Real and Perceived Intergroup Competition and Ethnic and Racial
Attitudes
The research reviewed above focuses on estimates of national unemployment and
inflation rates. How accurate are people’s perceptions of the local context? There
are no studies, to my knowledge, that explore the accuracy of people’s perceptions
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of the local economic context. Several studies in the field of ethnic and racial attitudes, however, evaluate the accuracy of people’s perceptions of the relative size
of minority populations at both the national and local levels.
One perspective that has been used to explain people’s attitudes toward ethnic
and racial groups is group threat theory. Group threat theory suggests that increases
in intergroup competition increase the dominant group’s sense of threat, which
leads to negative attitudes toward subordinate groups (see Blalock 1967; Blumer
1958; Quillian 1995). In empirical studies, researchers routinely include contextual
variables to measure intergroup competition including the unemployment rate, gross
domestic product (GDP) per capita, and relative group size (e.g., the percentage
of foreign-born residents). There is some evidence that real economic conditions
influence people’s ethnic and racial attitudes (see, e.g., Kunovich 2004; Quillian
1995, 1996; Semyonov, Raijman, and Gorodzeisky 2006, 2008). There is also
evidence suggesting that the actual size of subordinate populations is related to
ethnic and racial attitudes (Coenders, Gijsberts, and Scheepers et al. 2004; Dixon
2006; Quillian 1995, 1996; Semyonov, Raijman, and Gorodzeisky 2006, 2008;
Taylor 1998).
Although some scholars include measures of perceived economic conditions,
these measures are indirect in the sense that they only capture the extent to which
people think that times are good or bad—that is, they do not directly evaluate the
accuracy of perceived unemployment rates or other indicators of economic conditions. A few researchers, however, include measures of perceived group size (see
Alba, Rumbaut, and Marotz 2005; Dixon 2006; Nadeau, Niemi, and Levine 1993;
Semyonov, Raijman, and Gorodzeisky 2008; Semyonov et al. 2004; Sigelman
and Niemi 2001; Wong 2007). These studies suggest several general conclusions.
First, people frequently overestimate the size of minority populations—this is
true in the United States and in twenty-one European countries including Poland
without exception (see Alba, Rumbaut, and Marotz 2005; Semyonov, Raijman,
and Gorodzeisky 2008; Wong 2007). Second, members of the dominant group
are not the only ones who grossly overestimate group size—in the United States,
blacks and Hispanics also overestimate the size of the black, Hispanic, Asian, and
American Indian populations (see Alba, Rumbaut, and Marotz 2005; Sigelman and
Niemi 2001; Wong 2007). Third, people’s estimates are generally better for local
regions than they are for the country as a whole (see Alba, Rumbaut, and Marotz
2005; Wong 2007).
Gallagher (2003) argues, based on results from focus group and semistructured
interviews, that misperceptions of the size of the black population among whites in
the United States stem from media portrayals of blacks, the prevalence of identity
politics, and the sense that demographic changes in the United States have made
whites the numerical minority. Others argue that misperceptions of group size result
from a lack of political knowledge (Nadeau, Niemi, and Levine 1993), personal
experiences and perceived threat related to intergroup contact and residence in
areas with large minority populations (Alba, Rumbaut, and Marotz 2005; Nadeau,
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Niemi, and Levine 1993; Sigelman and Niemi 2001), and innumeracy (Alba,
Rumbaut, and Marotz 2005). Research in the United States and across a number
of European countries consistently suggests that overestimates are more likely
among women, the young, those with less education, those with greater personal
contact with minorities, and those living in areas with larger minority populations.
There is also some indication that overestimation is more likely among those not
currently married, the unemployed, urban residents, and those with low income
(see Semyonov, Raijman, and Gorodzeisky 2008).
Three studies examine the consequences of misperceptions of the size of minority groups. Alba, Rumbaut, and Marotz (2005) demonstrate that perceived group
size influences a variety of attitudes toward immigrants and other ethnic and racial
minorities in the United States. This study, however, does not include a measure of
actual group size. In Germany, the perceived size of the foreign-born population
increases preferences for their exclusion through perceptions of threat, while the
actual size of the foreign-born population is unrelated to both perceived threats
and exclusionary views (Semyonov et al. 2004). Dixon’s (2006) analyses of racial
prejudice in the United States, however, suggest that the size of the black population, but not perceived group size, is related to antiblack prejudice.
In sum, existing evidence suggests that people do not possess accurate knowledge of national economic conditions. People are better able to provide accurate
estimates of the relative size of minority populations in their local community
than in the country as a whole. The major sources of people’s misperceptions of
their economic and racial contexts are individual-level characteristics related to
resources, cognitive ability, and heightened awareness (e.g., based on being unemployed, contact with minorities). People’s misperceptions are also influenced
by local contextual conditions. Misperceptions of economic conditions have few
observable consequences (although these have been explored in only one study),
but overestimates of the size of minority populations are often associated with
negative attitudes toward minorities.
Unemployment in Poland
Unemployment and regional imbalances in unemployment have been highly visible
in Poland for a variety of reasons. First, even though a sizable proportion of workers were “excess workers” or among the “hidden unemployed,” the existence of
unemployment was not recognized by the communist regime (Brown 2007: 1477).
With the economic and political transitions, however, unemployment was officially
recognized and rose dramatically. It hovered between 10.6 percent and 13.9 percent
between 1995 and 1999 before peaking at 19.9 percent in 2002 (Central Statistical
Office of Poland 2010). Second, unemployment has been much higher in Poland
compared to other countries in Central Europe. Registered unemployment rates in
the Czech Republic, for example, remained in the single digits until 2004 when
they peaked at 10.2 percent (Czech Statistical Office 2010). Third, many have been
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critical of the Polish government’s “passive” attempts to reduce unemployment,
which “emphasize benefits to the unemployed with the implicit assumption that
market forces will provide reemployment opportunities in time” (Brown 2007:
1471). Fourth, regional differences in unemployment have persisted from the
early 1990s. Newell and Pastore (2006) document consistency in the inequality of
unemployment rates across voivodships from 1992 to 1997; correlation coefficients
for 1992, 1994, 1995, 1996, and 1997 all exceed .7. My own calculations, based
on voivodship-level unemployment data from Poland’s Central Statistical Office,
yield a correlation of .89 for 2000 and 2003.
Research suggests that industry, occupation, and individual characteristics influence the occurrence of unemployment in Poland. Herzog (2000) demonstrates
that the odds of unemployment are higher among those working in manufacturing;
construction; trade, hotel, and restaurant industries; and also among those working as clerks, in elementary occupations, in sales, and in craft trades. Similarly,
Tomescu-Dubrow (2007) demonstrates that the risk of unemployment is lower
for those working in occupations previously privileged by the communist regime
and higher for those in heavy industry, especially for those who did not move into
privately owned firms. Finally, unemployment in Poland disproportionately affects
women, the young, those who are not married, and those with less education (see
Gregory, Ingham, and Ingham 1998; Herzog 2000; Lovell 2007).
Research Questions and Hypotheses
Three questions guide my analyses. First, how strong is the relationship between
the voivodship-level unemployment rate and people’s perceptions of it? Given the
“concrete and unambiguous” nature of unemployment (Conover, Feldman, and
Knight 1986: 569–70), we might expect people’s estimates to be fairly accurate.
Also, research on perceived group size suggests that people’s estimates are better
for their own community than for the country as a whole—perhaps people have
accurate information on the local economy as well. However, given the dramatic
rise and persistence of unemployment after 1989, the severity of the problem, and
large regional imbalances, we might expect considerable inaccuracies including
the large-scale overestimation of unemployment.
Second, what individual and regional characteristics are associated with unemployment misperceptions? Some people will undoubtedly be more knowledgeable
about the unemployment rate in their region compared to other people. The literature
reviewed above suggests several groups of variables that may be relevant: resources,
factors that influence cognition, and a heightened awareness of unemployment from
personal experiences, group membership, and economic conditions in the local
context. I test the following hypotheses derived from this previous research:
Hypothesis 1. Unemployment misperceptions are greater among those with
fewer resources.
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Hypothesis 2. Unemployment misperceptions are greater among those with
lower cognitive functioning.
Hypothesis 3. Unemployment misperceptions are greater among those with
a heightened awareness of unemployment.
Third, to what extent are misperceptions of unemployment associated with
changes in attitudes toward the economy and polity? Previous research finds little
evidence for a connection between detailed economic knowledge and political attitudes and behavior (Holbrook and Garand 1996). Research on ethnic and racial
attitudes, however, suggests that overestimates of relative group size are associated
with negative attitudes toward out-groups (Alba, Rumbaut, and Marotz 2005; Semyonov et al. 2004). Research from the latter two studies also suggests that actual
unemployment rates may influence people’s economic and political attitudes. I test
the following hypotheses:
Hypothesis 4. Unemployment misperceptions change people’s economic
and political attitudes—those who overestimate local unemployment should
develop more negative perceptions of the economy and the polity.
Hypothesis 5. Voivodship-level unemployment rates have an independent
effect on changes in people’s economic and political attitudes.
Data and Measurement
Survey data are from the Polish Panel Study (POLPAN), 1988–2008 (Slomczynski et
al. 2008), available at the Leibniz Institute for the Social Sciences (www.gesis.org).
This is a national probability sample of Poles; data collection was supported and
administered by the Institute of Philosophy and Sociology of the Polish Academy of
Sciences. Interviews were conducted with respondents every five years from 1988
to 2008. New panel members have been added to the sample over time to deal with
attrition and to add younger cohorts (i.e., to maintain a nationally representative
sample). I include only those respondents who participated in both the 2003 and
2008 waves. The maximum sample size is 1,224.
Unemployment Perception Errors
Respondents were asked three questions in 2003 about the level of unemployment
in their voivodship, in the following order:
1. Do you think that in the past three years the level of unemployment in your
voivodship increased very much, increased somewhat, remained at the same
level, decreased somewhat, or decreased very much?
2. In your opinion, what is the rate of unemployment in your voivodship?
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3. In your opinion, what was the rate of unemployment in your voivodship three
years ago?
I use all three questions in my analyses, but I focus on perceived unemployment
in 2003. I subtract the actual unemployment rate in 2003 from the perceived unemployment rate in 2003 to measure unemployment perception errors in 2003.
Changes in Economic and Political Attitudes
I examine the effect of unemployment misperceptions in 2003 on changes from
2003 to 2008 in people’s attitudes toward: the intensity of conflicts between
managers and supervisees and between owners and employees, the functioning
of the economic system, the necessity of state-provided jobs, and the adequacy of
democracy. These items are phrased as follows:
1. Are conflicts between managers and supervisees very weak, somewhat weak,
somewhat strong, or very strong?
2. Are conflicts between owners and employees very weak, somewhat weak,
somewhat strong, or very strong?
3. Do you think that the current economic system functions in Poland very well,
quite well, neither well nor badly, quite badly, or very badly?
4. The state should provide jobs for everyone who wants to work. Do you
strongly disagree, somewhat disagree, neither disagree nor agree, somewhat
agree, or strongly agree?
5. Do you think that for people like you democracy is always the best form
of government, there is no difference between the two, or sometimes a
nondemocratic government is better?
A high score on all change variables indicates that a respondent’s attitudes have
become more negative over time—for example, believing that there are greater
conflicts in 2008 compared to 2003 or that the functioning of the economy is worse
in 2008 compared to 2003.
I include one additional outcome variable related to the government’s ability
to influence unemployment:
6. In your opinion, is the influence of the government on unemployment very
high, somewhat high, somewhat low, very low, or practically none?
I do not convert this final item into a change score because the number of response categories varies from 2003 to 2008.
Exogenous Variables
Other variables fall into three categories: resources, factors that influence cognition, and a heightened awareness of unemployment. I include two indicators of
resources: household income and Internet use. I log household income to reduce
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skew. Internet use is a dummy variable (1 = yes). Two factors that influence cognition are intellectual flexibility and innumeracy. I measure intellectual flexibility
with Raven’s test scores, which are based on the respondents’ evaluations of a
series of images. The final score represents the number of correct responses out of
ten. I measure innumeracy with an ordinal variable that indicates the respondents’
difficulty in processing numbers and dates; scores are based on the interviewers’
assessments at the end of the interview. I have divided this variable into a set of
dummy variables: decisively disagree (reference), rather disagree, rather agree, and
decisively agree. Heightened awareness of unemployment may come from personal
experiences, such as living with someone who is unemployed, membership in a
group that is disproportionately affected by unemployment, and residence in a region
with relatively high unemployment. Residing with someone who is unemployed
(1 = yes) and sex (male = 1) are dummy variables. Age is measured in years.
Regional unemployment is measured by the 2003 voivodship-level unemployment
rate (Central Statistical Office of Poland 2010).
I included missing data dummy variables in exploratory models; none of these
are statistically significant. Missing data in the final models are, therefore, recoded
to mean for interval-ratio level variables and to the reference category for dummy
variables.
Analytic Technique
I used multilevel methods (HLM 6.0) because the survey respondents are not
independent; they are nested within voivodships. Nonindependence can lead to
correlated errors and unequal error variances, which affect standard errors and tests
of statistical significance. Unemployment misperceptions are positively skewed. I
performed exploratory analyses on both the original and transformed unemployment
misperception variables. I present only the results for the original variable because
there is no difference in the conclusions and because they are easier to interpret.
Most analyses are from multilevel linear models. Results for the influence of the
government on unemployment are from a multilevel generalized linear model,
which controls for the ordinal nature of the dependent variable.
Results
How accurately do people perceive regional unemployment rates? Results suggest that
17.2 percent, 27.3 percent, and 55.1 percent of respondents provide estimates that are
accurate to within 1 percent, 2 percent, and 5 percent of the true regional unemployment rates. Also, 63.5 percent of respondents overestimate unemployment.
I present a scatterplot in Figure 1, and below it, a table showing basic descriptive
statistics to further examine the relationship between unemployment and perceived
unemployment. These suggest that the relationship is positive, but weak (Pearson’s
correlation = 0.194). Although the median values for unemployment and perceived
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Figure 1. Perceived Unemployment by Actual Unemployment, 2003:
Descriptive Statistics
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1.000
0.194*
19.4
20.2
10.0
16.0
26.0
5.7
17.8
23.5
3.3
16a

24

25

26

27

(2)
0.194*
1.000
20.0
24.2
82.0
3.0
85.0
12.0
18.0
30.0
10.8
1,155

*p < .001 (two-tailed).
a
I disaggregated the actual unemployment rates to the individual level to construct the
scatterplot and to compute the bivariate correlation. Each vertical cluster of cases in the
scatterplot represents a voivodship. The descriptive statistics for the actual unemployment
rate are based on the voivodship-level data.
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unemployment are close (19.4 percent and 20.0 percent, respectively), staggering
levels of overestimation by some respondents lead to an average perception error
of 4.0 percent. There is greater variation in perceived unemployment than unemployment—regional unemployment rates range from 16 percent to 26 percent, but
perceive rates range from 3 percent to 85 percent. The interquartile range suggests
that half the respondents believe that unemployment is between 18 percent and
30 percent while one-quarter each believes that it is below 18 percent or above 30
percent. Also, most of the overestimates end in zeros and fives (e.g., 30, 35, 40, 45),
which suggests that some people are simply guessing. In sum, there is considerable
confusion over regional unemployment rates and, on average, people overestimate
the level of unemployment in their region.
I present basic descriptive statistics disaggregated by region in Table 1. These
results suggest that mis-estimation and overestimation are common in all regions,
although they are worse in some regions than others. While more than 50 percent
of respondents in Kujawsko-Pomorskie and Opolskie provide estimates that are
within 2 percent of the true rates, less than 10 percent of respondents provide such
accurate estimates in Zachodnio-Pomorskie and Lubuskie. In Œl¹skie, 38.1 percent
of the 147 respondents overestimate the unemployment rate (which is 20.3 percent),
while 81.0 percent, 85.1 percent, and 93.4 percent overestimate unemployment in
£ódzkie, Podlaskie, and Lubelskie, respectively. Although there are exceptions to
this pattern, overestimation appears to occur less frequently in regions with higher
unemployment (seen by comparing the actual unemployment rates in the first column
of Table 1 to the second and third columns of Table 1: percentage that overestimate
unemployment and the weighted mean unemployment perception errors). One-way
analysis of variance results from HLM (not shown), however, suggest that most of the
variability in perception errors is within regions. The intraclass correlation is 0.013,
which suggests that only 1.3 percent of the variance in perception errors is between
regions (this estimate should be taken lightly, however, because between-group variability is underestimated when there is a small number of groups).
People clearly do not possess accurate information on current regional unemployment rates in 2003. Are their perceptions of the change in the unemployment
rate from 2000 to 2003 any more accurate? The scatterplot in Figure 2 suggests that
there is no relationship between changes in unemployment and people’s perceptions
of change (Pearson’s correlation = –0.012). In addition to the weak correlation and
flat bivariate regression slope, notice that quite a few respondents perceive a drop
in unemployment while unemployment has increased in all voivodships.
If people do not possess accurate information on the unemployment rates in
2000 and 2003, do they at least accurately perceive general trends in regional
unemployment? To answer this question, I compare respondents’ assessments of
whether unemployment has decreased very much, decreased somewhat, remained
the same, increased somewhat, or increased very much to: (a) the specific amount
by which unemployment has actually changed from 2000 to 2003, and (b) the specific
amount by which they believe unemployment has changed from 2000 to 2003. I pres-

Dolnoœl¹skie
ZachodnioPomorskie
Pomorskie
KujawskoPomorskie
Œwiêtokrzyskie
Œl¹skie

Voivodship

10.6

7.3
32.7

52.6
46.2
34.0

26.0

25.6
20.5

21.9
19.1
20.3

Percent
Actual
who
unemare
ployaccument rate to
rate within 2
(2003) percent

52.6
76.9
38.1

48.8
41.8

42.4

2.8
4.0
4.2

1.9
2.3

1.3

4.1
4.4
4.4

3.7
3.7

3.1

0.1
0.9
–0.3

–0.6
–0.5

–1.5

35
25
75

33
40

62

Percent
who
overestimate
unemWeightployed
ment Mean mean a Median Range

–6.9
–4.1
–10.3

–8.6
–10.5

–18.0

Min.

28.1
20.9
64.7

24.4
29.5

44.0

Max.

8.5
10.0
7.0

10.0
12.0

10.0

IQR

–1.9
0.9
–2.3

–5.6
–2.5

–6.0

6.6
10.9
4.7

4.4
9.5

4.0

8.1
6.0
13.2

8.9
7.8

12.0

Lower Upper
quartile quartile St. dev.

Unemployment perception errors

Unemployment Perception Errors, 2003: Descriptive Statistics by Voivodship

Table 1

38
52
147

41
55

66

No.

112
international journal of sociology

8.8
32.5
41.0
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–14.1
–11.3
–9.7
56.0
44.0
32.1

25.4
42.2
32.0
31.6
62.9
53.7
60.3
12.3
5.0
10.0

15.5
7.0
12.0
12.8
8.5
16.0
10.0
–1.3
4.0
2.1

–4.6
0.2
0.0
–1.2
–2.1
–2.3
0.3
11.0
9.0
12.1

10.9
7.2
12.0
11.6
6.4
13.7
10.3
12.1
7.9
9.2

10.8
9.5
7.9
9.2
11.5
11.6
11.7
58
76
47

34
80
83
32
114
153
79

a
The weighted means are empirical Bayes estimates from a one-way analysis of variance model in HLM, which adjust for differences in voivodshipspecific sample sizes listed above. I rank the voivodships by the weighted means.
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Figure 2. Perceived Change in Unemployment by Actual Change in
Unemployment, 2000–2003
40.0

Change in perceived unemployment rate

36.0
32.0
28.0
24.0
20.0
16.0
12.0
8.0
4.0
0
–4.0
–8.0
–12.0
–16.0
–20.0

0

.5

1.0 1.5 2.0 2.5 3.0 3.5 4.0 4.5 5.0 5.5
Change in actual unemployment rate

6.0 6.5 7.0

ent these results in Table 2. Notice that there is no relationship between the ordinal
perceived change variable and the actual change in unemployment (see Panel A)—the
F-statistic is nonsignificant and the mean actual change in unemployment is roughly
the same for all respondents. Although people seem to be largely unaware of regional
unemployment rates and general trends in them, they at least provide estimates that
are consistent with their own prior beliefs (see Panel B). Except for the six respondents who believe that unemployment has decreased a great deal, respondents were
generally consistent in their responses across the three questions on unemployment—
that is, those who selected “decreased somewhat” provided specific unemployment
estimates that match this earlier statement and the mean perceived change becomes
positive and increases across the categories of the ordinal variable.
What are the sources of people’s unemployment perception errors? Misperceptions of regional unemployment rates are related to seven individual-level variables
(see Table 3). The intercept, 4.96 percent, is the expected prediction error for an
individual with zeros on all dummy variables and average scores on all interval-ratio
variables (e.g., a woman of average age). Results for the individual-level variables
support all three hypotheses. First, prediction errors are smaller among those with
higher household incomes and among those who use the Internet. Those who use
the Internet make prediction errors that are 2.2 percent smaller, on average, than
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Table 2
Perceived Change in Unemployment by Actual Change in Unemployment,
2000–2003: Analysis of Variance Models
Panel A
The level of unemployment in
the past three years has . . .
Decreased very much
Somewhat decreased
Remained at the same level
Somewhat increased
Increased very much
Don’t know
Total
F = 2.065 (df = 5, 1,218)
Eta-squared = 0.008

Mean actual
change,
2000–2003
2.6
3.0
3.5
3.4
3.3
3.5
3.4

No.
6
48
189
484
433
64
1,224

Std. dev.
1.4
1.2
1.3
1.4
1.4
1.5
1.4

Panel B
Mean perceived
The level of unemployment in
change,
the past three years has . . .
2000–2003
Decreased very much
Somewhat decreased
Remained at the same level
Somewhat increased
Increased very much
Don’t know
Total
F = 51.340 (df = 5, 1,133)
Eta-squared = 0.185

9.8
–1.3
1.5
4.1
7.2
4.8
4.6

No.
6
47
182
451
410
43
1,139

Std. dev.
8.8
6.6
3.6
3.9
6.2
6.1
5.6

those who do not. Second, Raven’s test scores and innumeracy are related to unemployment misperceptions. With each additional correct answer to Raven’s test,
prediction errors decrease by about half a percentage point. Misperception errors
are also larger for those respondents who have difficulty processing numbers and
dates—they are more than 5 percent larger for those in the “decisively agree” category. Third, misperceptions are related to factors that may increase awareness of
unemployment. Respondents who live in the same household with an individual
who is unemployed overestimate the regional unemployment rate by 1.6 percent,
on average. Misperception errors are negatively related to age—that is, each addi-

Cognition
Raven’s test score
Difficulty processing dates and numbers
Decisively disagree (reference)
Rather disagree (1 = yes)
Rather agree (1 = yes)
Decisively agree (1 = yes)

Resources
Household income (logged)
Uses the internet (1 = yes)

Intercept

0.133

0.697
0.963
1.731

0.986
0.413
5.092

0.521
0.804

0.672

SE

–0.536

–1.520
–2.198

4.960

Slope

Unemployment Perception Errors: The Best Multilevel Model

Table 3

0.157
0.668
0.004

0.000

0.004
0.007

0.000

p

–0.379
–1.475
1.699

–0.797

–2.541
–3.773

3.518

95% CI lower

2.351
2.301
8.485

–0.275

–0.500
–0.623

6.402

95% CI upper
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72.1
102.83245
0.40398
18.8
14
0.173

Percent voivodship-level variance explained

Residual individual-level variance
Residual voivodship-level variance
χ2
df
p

0.748
0.022
0.600
0.113

0.035
0.000
0.007
0.009

0.111
–0.159
–2.814
–0.586

3.045
–0.074
–0.461
–0.101

Note: The following variables are centered around their grand mean: household income, Raven’s test score, age, and actual unemployment rate.
All other variables are uncentered.

8.1

1,155
16

1.578
–0.117
–1.637
–0.344

Percent individual-level variance explained

No. (individuals)
No. (voivodships)

Heightened awareness
Unemployed person in house (1 = yes)
Age (in years)
Sex (male = 1)
Actual unemployment rate (2003)
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Figure 3. The Relationship Between Unemployment Perception Errors and
Actual Unemployment

Unemployment perception errors: Adjusted means
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18
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Actual unemployment
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Note: The relationship is net of the individual-level variables listed in Table 3.

tional year of age reduces the error by .117 percent. Men make smaller prediction
errors than women do; men’s errors are 1.6 percent smaller, on average. Taken
together, these individual-level variables explain about 8.1 percent of the variance
in people’s misperceptions.1
Preliminary results from Figure 1 and Table 1 suggested that voivodship-level
characteristics might also explain people’s misperceptions of unemployment. There
was some indication that perception errors were smaller in regions with higher rates
of unemployment. Results in Table 3 support this idea and contradict H3. Each
one-percentage-point increase in unemployment reduces the average perception
error by about 0.3 percentage points. Taken together, the individual and voivodshiplevel variables explain nearly all the regional variation in perception errors. Only
0.4 percent of the residual or unexplained variation is between regions [0.40398
/ (0.40398 + 102.83245)]. I depict the relationship between unemployment and
unemployment perception errors in Figure 3.2
What are the consequences of people’s misperceptions of regional unemployment?
Can these misperceptions change people’s attitudes toward the economy and polity?
Table 4 includes the results from six multilevel models that contain both the unemployment rate and the perception error as independent variables. The coefficients

–0.005
–0.000
–0.015
–0.011
–0.020
–0.005

1,040
1,113
1,144
1,005
1,086

Slope

0.027

0.011

0.012

0.015

0.009

0.011

SE

0.854

0.087

0.355

0.331

0.973

0.632

p

Actual unemployment rate (2003)

1,053

No.

–0.012

0.003

0.007

0.007

0.005

0.003

Slope

0.006

0.002

0.003

0.003

0.002

0.002

SE

0.033

0.165

0.008

0.016

0.044

0.172

p

Unemployment perception error (2003)

Notes: Results are from six multilevel models. The dependent variables are listed in the first column; high scores reflect “negative” attitudes (e.g.,
the functioning of the economic system is worse in 2008 compared to 2003). In addition to the actual unemployment rate and the unemployment
perception error, I control for the 2003 score on the dependent variable, age, sex, education, household income, and labor force status.

1. Change from 2003 to 2008 in
perceived conflict between managers
and supervisees
2. Change from 2003 to 2008 in perceived
conflict between owners and employees
3. Change from 2003 to 2008 in the functioning
of the economic system
4. Change from 2003 to 2008 in the extent to
which the government should provide jobs
5. Change from 2003 to 2008 in attitudes
toward democracy
6. Government’s impact on unemployment
in 2008

Dependent variables

The Consequences of Unemployment and Unemployment Misperceptions

Table 4
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for these two variables are net of controls including age, sex, education, household
income, labor force status, and lagged versions of the dependent variables (i.e.,
from 2003). Contrary to H5, regional unemployment rates are not associated with
any of the outcomes. The unemployment perception error, however, is associated
with four outcomes, and the direction of the coefficients support H4. Those who
overestimate regional unemployment become more negative over time—that is,
they increasingly perceive conflicts between owners and employees, they grow
more critical of the functioning of the economic system, they increasingly favor
state-provided jobs, and they are more pessimistic about the government’s ability
to influence unemployment. In sum, only misperceptions about regional unemployment change people’s views of social conflicts, the economy, and the polity.
Discussion and Conclusions
Results from these analyses suggest several general conclusions. First, not only
do many people lack specific knowledge of regional unemployment rates in 2000,
2003, and the change from 2000 to 2003, but they also do not accurately perceive
general trends in regional unemployment from 2000 to 2003 (i.e., that rates have
increased). Overestimation is both the most common and, in absolute terms, the
“larger” mistake (probably because actual unemployment rates are closer to 0
than to 100, which limits the absolute size of underestimates as compared to
overestimates).
Second, in support of H1 to H3, individual-level characteristics related to resources, cognition, and a heightened awareness of unemployment are associated
with unemployment misperceptions. Those who are more likely to overestimate
the unemployment rate in their region are those with lower household income and
those who do not use the Internet; those who are less intellectually flexible and who
have difficulty processing dates and numbers; and women, younger respondents, and
those who live with someone who is unemployed. Regional economic conditions
also influence people’s perceptions. On average, perception errors are smaller in
regions with higher unemployment. This result contradicts H3.
Third, people’s misperceptions of regional unemployment rates change their
economic and political attitudes, but the actual rates do not. In support of H4, those
who overestimate regional unemployment in 2003 become more pessimistic from
2003 to 2008 with respect to the intensity of social conflicts between owners and
employees, the functioning of the economy, and, perhaps most alarmingly, the
adequacy of democracy. They are also more likely to support state-funded employment in 2008. In opposition to H5, regional unemployment rates are unrelated to
all outcomes. They have, at best, small indirect effects on attitude change through
perceived unemployment.
In addition to these three general conclusions, the results suggest two implications for future multilevel research in social psychology. First, the regions that
serve as political and administrative divisions for states and sampling areas for
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survey researchers may not be relevant to survey respondents. Unfortunately, it is
not possible to determine with certainty whether people’s estimates of the national
unemployment rate or the unemployment rate in their local labor market are better or worse than those for their voivodship. People’s overestimates, however,
are higher in regions with lower unemployment and lower in regions with higher
unemployment. This pattern is consistent with the idea that people’s perceptions of
unemployment are shaped by national rather than local economic conditions.
The apparent irrelevance of voivodship-level economic conditions in this study
may stem partly from a focus on national economic news in the media, but also
from recent changes in the definition of the voivodships themselves. Territorial
divisions in Poland were reorganized in 1999. As part of this reorganization, the
number of voivodships was reduced from forty-nine to sixteen. The previous categorization system consisting of forty-nine voivodships had been in place from
1975. Results from this study should give pause to researchers who do not find
relationships between macro- and individual-level data. Nonsignificant contextual
variables may simply reflect the irrelevance of administrative divisions in the minds
of the public. Researchers should work to identify which contexts are relevant to
people (e.g., counties and municipalities) and use caution before they declare that
any context does not matter—especially when they are lacking data on perceptions
of context.
Second, a comparison of the results from this study to similar research on perceived group size suggests that the relevant contextual unit and the processes that
generate misperceptions may vary depending on the “thing” that is being perceived.
In studies of perceived group size, respondents provide better estimates for the local
community than for the country as a whole. Although speculative, the pattern of
results from this study suggests that people may be better able to predict national
unemployment rates. Moreover, those who live in areas with larger minority populations are prone to overestimating the size of minority populations. By contrast,
this study demonstrates that the overestimation of unemployment occurs in regions
with lower unemployment rates. Researchers should, therefore, work to identify the
most relevant social context for whatever it is that they are studying and to uncover
the unique processes that account for misperceptions of it.
Notes
1. I included other variables in exploratory models, none of which are significant: marital
status, education, city size, the number of friends, the number of books, having cable television, labor force status (including being unemployed), fear of job loss, self-assessments of
mental and physical health, distress, and authoritarian-conservativism.
2. I included other voivodship-level variables in exploratory models: the change in
unemployment from 2000 to 2003; the ratio of male to female unemployment; age-specific
unemployment rates (i.e., for those ages twenty-five to thirty-four, thirty-five to forty-four,
forty-five to fifty-four, and fifty-five to fifty-nine for women and fifty-five to sixty-four for
men); the duration of unemployment (i.e., the percentage unemployed for less than three
months, three to six months, six to twelve months, and twelve or more months); and vari-
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ability in unemployment rates across powiats (districts) within voivodships. These variables
are not related to unemployment perception errors.
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