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Abstract 
 
 
In dem Beitrag geht es um die Vorstellung von sozialpsychologischen Methoden zur Identifizierung 
von Klassismus als Verhaltensweise im Mobilitätsbereich. Klassismus soll als Diskriminierungsform 
gegenüber Personen aufgrund ihrer sozialen Klasse entlarvt werden. Durch die Analyse von 
Verhaltensweisen im Mobilitätsbereich soll durch ein aus der Diskriminierungsforschung abgeleitetes 
questionnaire erkannt werden, ob Klassismus manifestiert und reproduziert wird. Ziel davon ist gezielt, 
klassistische Verhaltensweisen offenzulegen, um auch Maßnahmen zur Bekämpfung von Klassismus 
im Mobilitätsbereich im Sinne einer inklusiveren Gesellschaft zu entwickeln. 
 
The article is about the idea of social psychological methods for identifying classism as a behavior in 
the mobility sector. Classism should be exposed as a form of discrimination against people based on 
their social class. By analyzing behavior in the mobility sector, a questionnaire derived from 
discrimination research should determine whether classism is manifested and reproduced. The aim of 
the study is to expose such a behavior in order to develop measures to combat classism in the 
mobility sector for a more inclusive society. 
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1. Introduction 

The big SUV at the front door, the own car, the private jet at the airport or the yacht at the 

next harbour? Even at a time when the climate and environmental movements are on the 

upswing with Fridays for future and with the Greens entering the German government, such 

owns seem to be a lifetime dream for some people in our population. For many decades, it 

was true that if you drive up in a big and expensive car, you have made it in material terms - 

even if the vehicle is only leased or financed on credit, which is not apparent (cf. Knierim 

2016, 52). Knierim (2016) is of the opinion that "especially in the pietistically influenced 

southwest of Germany" the Daimler or another limousine is considered a driving proof of 

wealth and righteousness (cf. ib.). It seems that for some, psychologically, one's own vehicle 

functions especially as a status symbol. In Maslow's hierarchy of needs, status plays a major 

role, but its definition via a vehicle takes place as an object. The status is externalised, 

according to Marxian thinking a kind of alienation. Is this appropriation process relevant to 

society? There are critical tendencies from sociology because it comes to a desired equality 

of people. For example, ways of thinking in which status symbols are acquired only on the 

basis of prestige ensure a separation from people who cannot afford them. This socially 

divisive materialised superiority thinking was given the social science term “classism” in the 

United States around 1900, which denotes prejudice or discrimination based on social status 

(cf. Kemper/ Weinbach 2016, 11). The term classism is formed similarly to sexism and 

racism to understand discrimination not only on the basis of ethnic or gender, but also on the 

basis of membership in a presumed class. Often this classism is related to an overuse of 

space that is harmful to the climate, which in the mobility sector is often demonstrated by the 

size of the car, the parking space or other luxury features. Classists individuals have an urge 

for status symbols, which is reflected not only in the mobility sector, but also in real estate 

issues, cultural issues and especially in the choice of partnership (cf. Jensen 2012; Leondar-

Wright 2005; Wondratschek 2020). Discrimination makes a significant contribution to an 

appropriated mindset of belittling and devaluing people (cf. Kemper/ Weinbach 2016, 51). It 

can be understood as a fundamental legal task to combat classist basic attitudes. First of all, 

however, the presumed need would be to survey how much classism can be found. In 

practice, revealing such attitudes is a major challenge for the social sciences, as their 

research can reach ethical limits when it "endangers the psychological well-being of 

participants" (cf. Scheytt 2020, 3). When considering the cause of classism, chronic inferiority 

complexes may play a role, which could trigger the subjects (cf. Häberlin 1947, 7). On the 

other hand, in order to avoid accentuation, socially desirable answers could be given, if it is 

made transparent that the research is conducted on personal tendencies towards classism 

(cf. Bogner/ Landrock 2015, 3).  
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Within this framework, this study aims to show how to detect classism, also in the sector of 

mobility, and thus create a basis for scientific research.  

2. Classism as a field of tension 

2.1. How classism is a problem  

The possession of status symbols was described by Max Weber (1980) as commonsality. It 

expresses hanging out the privileged position and appropriating a characteristic consciously 

or unconsciously: Distinction from lower perceived classes (cf. Weber 1980, 179). This form 

of discrimination has developed over long periods of time (cf. Halfdanarson/ Vilhelmssson 

2016, 33f). This leads to an internalisation and recognition of structures of denial with the 

feelings of devaluation (Kemper/Weinbach 2016, 51). 

Due to the clear demarcation, people from lower income strata acquire negative self-

concepts more frequently and the development is reinforced via advertising (cf. Dörre/ 

Scherschel/ Booth/ Haubner/ Marquardsen/ Schierhorn 2013, 198). The feeling of being left 

behind, despite the equal living conditions, triggers problem spirals that make the situation 

more precarious, both professionally and in terms of partnership (cf. ib.; cf. Dackweiler/ Rau/ 

Schäfer 2020, 111). Real status affinity increases that poorer people feel devalued because 

they are suggested by the upper class to be without inferiority. The assessment is shared 

that "the consequences of this inferiority souffléed into workers and workers' children for 

decades and centuries" could turn into aggression (Glawion 2019, 62; cf. Häberlin 1947, 60). 

For this reason, it should be shown what a politically explosive power classism possesses: 

discrimination against lower classes (downward classism) generates post-haste upward 

classism, which based on jealousy and envy (Liu 2011, 199f). Thus, prejudices against the 

rich and intellectuals also become entrenched from affected people of the working class 

(Kemper/ Weinbach 2016, 23). The social division reinforces each other and also solidifies 

intersectional sexism and racism (cf. Zitelmann 2019, 38). However, downward and upward 

classism can’t be equated, since "only the dominant groups have the power to make their 

prejudices structurally effective by means of oppression" (Kemper/ Weinbach 2016, 51).  

2.2. Connecting points in the mobility sector 

In the field of mobility, there are several representations of how classism might present itself. 

First of all, the most visible form of classism should be pointed out. Classism is consciously 

perceived when it is exposed (cf. Baron 2014, 226). This includes, for example, "setting cars 

on fire", "destroying prestigious luxury objects", "physically blocking access" or "occupying 

status objects". These are illegal activities ranging from civil disobedience to the use of 

violence against objects. Media attention is particularly high when physical violence is used 
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against objects and people, regardless of the nature of the problem. It is uncertain whether 

the actions can be attributed to the spectrum of left-wing extremism or whether they are 

carried out independently of political convictions, i.e. are "structurally" conditioned (cf. 

Treskow/ Baier 2020, 22; cf. Riekenberg 2008, 175). According to Treskow and Baier (2020), 

radical left-wing activists are enrolled at universities and thus tend to belong to the highly 

educated classes; the existing potential for violence of discriminated and frustrated people 

due to precarious living conditions is not based on political but socially structured motives (cf. 

Treskow/ Baier 2020, 42).  

In the case of downward classism, which is more invisible, the mind-set matters. It happens 

that disadvantaged people find out about the superiority thinking strategy of their 

counterparts, which devalues them. In most cases, it doesn’t happen directly, but indirectly, 

avoiding contact. Driving up in an expensive car, overusing space with the vehicle, using 

luxury vehicles such as private jets and yachts has one goal: isolation from society and 

avoidance of poorer people, which fuels prejudice against them, which is reproduced and 

maintained in their bubble (cf. Allports 1954). But is it the free choice of each individual? 

Sociology has shown that freedom is unequally distributed. It is closely linked to social and 

monetarist status, which is already unequally distributed to begin with. Hanging out alienated 

prestige objects such as a luxurious car is therefore a classist action that makes visible the 

lack of freedom of others and wants to provoke them through unjust conditions. Accordingly, 

it’s no surprise that those who aspire to a higher level of narcissistic admiration are described 

from the outside as arrogant, wasteful, stingy and dishonest (cf. Leckert/ Richter/ Schröder/ 

Küfner/ Grabka/ Back 2018, 773ff). It is the result of seven experiments by US researchers 

that the upper class more often spreads untruths, cheats more often and takes the right of 

way from others in road traffic (cf. Piff/ Stancato/ Côté/ Mendoza-Denton/ Keltner 2012, 

4087f). The psychologists assume that members of higher social classes probably behave 

more immorally because greed is seen in a more positive light in this part of society (cf. Pfiff 

et al. 2012, 4089). The psychological studies offer clues as to how it can be possible to 

uncover classism.  

3. Research methods 

In the research method, it is necessary to choose how classism can be detected. In many 

studies on racism, the psychological component plays a crucial role. An attempt will be made 

to reveal attitudes and classist thought patterns. Because only the dominant groups have the 

power to make their prejudices structurally effective by means of oppression, this study only 

handles with downward classism. 
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3.1. Social psychological questionnaire based on the GMF model 

Social psychological studies can measure explicit prejudice. The precise portions of social 

distance are used in these studies (Correll 2010, 47f). From social psychology, a 

standardised survey of hundred people could be created with question programmes. Facts of 

classism can be categorised individually. “Negative prejudice”, “ability to indulge”, items 

about status and status symbol, “inacceptance of equal living conditions” and finally 

“encapsulation” are the categories. The respondents indicate how they feel about different 

facts (cf. Correll 2010, 47). This is about the factual situations in which the respondents show 

tolerance and understanding or behave in an intolerant, resistant and uncomfortable way. 

The study focuses solely on the emotional component (feelings of sympathy or antipathy), so 

inner psychological categories like narcissism or inferiority complexes can be regarded.. 

There are items that reveal general classism, others measure personal prestige affinity to 

vehicles. The exact group of people in question should be high status or rich. Specifically, 

however, stigmatising prejudice statements must be embedded. The influential GMF model 

of Wilhelm Heitmeyer, a right-wing extremism researcher, is used internationally in studies 

on group-related misanthropy (cf. Zick/ Küpper/ Hövermann 2011). The GMF model 

conceptualises group-based misanthropy as consisting of several individual dimensions, all 

of which are strongly interconnected (cf. Nolden/ Sudnik 2020, 13). The dimension of 

"devaluation through classism" of the GMF syndrome must be supplemented by mobility-

independent items. The selection of the group of people is oriented towards drivers of 

expensive car brands, users of private jets or yacht owners. A basic assumption is that the 

use of luxury vehicles also means financial wealth. Contact with the group of people can be 

established through salespeople. The survey can be conducted online.  

Figure 1: Categories of classism in the social psychological questionnaire 

Ability to 
indulge

Negative 
prejudice

status symbol

vulnerability 

and affinity

status 
vulnerability 

and egocentric 
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3.2. Qualitative semi-standardised interview 

In a large European anti-discrimination study, there is a need to record data on discrimination 

by authorities (cf. Ahyoud 2018, 28/ cf. Zick/ Küpper/ Hövermann 2011). Even it’s criticised 

that such an indicator is hardly representative of the discrimination and that classism is not 

even mentioned in this study, a new database could be created and bring a solution. The 

scientific goal of making classism measurable can be realised through a proactive interview 

study and capture "complaints from victims". It isn’t enough to set up a passive anti-

discrimination office for classism, which waits for reports, as this form is still one of the least 

researched types of discrimination in the European area. Disclosure can work through a 

proactive interview study, which should actively seek out affected people. Where should 

people be selected and interviewed? A sole selection of social hotspots or stigmatising poor-

looking people would not be sufficient for the study, because victims of classism can be 

suspected in every stratum and, on the other hand, the study doesn’t conduct any foreign 

categorisation via status profiling for ethical reasons (cf. Simon 2012, 1386). Travelling by 

train in Germany isn’t a privilege but largely a means of transport used by society as a whole, 

so train riders meet the requirement of a heterogeneous longitudinal section of the 

population. Interviewers who are able to address hundred people on the spot and create an 

appropriate atmosphere will be necessary for the implementation. In contrast to the first 

method, in which people are obviously looking for their own discriminatory ways of thinking, 

the interview study is about experienced discrimination. Furthermore, a multidimensionality is 

shown by including the mobility situation, namely in the question whether travelling by train is 

considered inferior and also whether classism is institutionalised, for example in ticket 

controls. The interview should be only semi-standardised, in which guiding questions are 

mentioned, but also open to personal experiences with classism.  

DisparagementStatus profiling

Ignorance
Cultural 

demarcation

Arrogant 
behaviour

Figure 2: Categories of classism in the semi-standardized interview 
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4. Discussion about evaluation 

Finally it should be discussed if the methods are able to detect classism. Although classism 

is still a neglected field in the field of sociology, there is a fundamental potential to reveal 

classism with both methods and to show it as a form of discrimination. With the first study, it 

could be shown that classist thought patterns are obviously lived out and can be linked to 

many inner-psychological problems. It can be assumed that it will not only show status 

thinking in the form of certain means of transport, but also the devaluing and discrimination 

against poorer people. However, Bogner and Landrock's (2015) fear that the test persons will 

only give socially accepted answers must be taken into account. It will be a challenge to get 

the study to people under the banner of anti-discrimination research; possibly one or the 

other salesperson will have sales-strategic concerns. However, a covert form of research, 

e.g. embedding some car design or driving comfort related items, is not considered 

necessary as classism is still too unknown.  

The second method, which involves greater effort, can be qualitatively more detailed. It can 

be assumed that classism is able to be addressed much more frequently if one can speak 

from a participant role. An attempt has been made to categorise the forms of discrimination: 

The one against rail passengers, the other one as a localised form, institutionalised 

discrimination and those with cross-location factors. So it is possible to show the explosive 

nature of classism as a phenomenon in society as a whole, and on the other hand to 

establish the relationship of classism to a devaluation of the train passenger, which can 

contribute to an understanding of the unequal treatment of different vehicles. The semi-

standardised interview doesn’t use a scoring system, but classism can be detected in a non-

hierarchical way at various points.  

It is expected that high status affinity over expensive vehicles is closely related to downward 

classism and minority complexes. In the second study, the breadth of the spectrum of 

classism increases. If Kemper and Weinbach (2016) are right, who speak of an 

internalisation of classism, high scores can be expected, maybe even record scores in anti-

discrimination research. With such an expectation, this empirically founded study would have 

been able to demonstrate that classism produces unequal living conditions and status-

related vehicles affinity – a possible appeal to confront classism consistently. 
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Appendix 

I. Social psychological questionnaire based on the GMF model 

On classism in mobility, the following questions could be imagined for car drivers: 

(1) "Would you like it, wouldn't you care, or wouldn't you like it so much if there were several 

sports cars parked next to your home?"  

(2) "Would you like it, would you not care, or would you not like it so much if your neighbour 

drove a sports car?" 

(3) "Using a scale of 1 to 10, please say how comfortable you would feel about a poorer man 

taking pictures of your car.?"  

(4) "Using a scale of 1 to 10, please say how sour you would feel about people criticizing 

your car." 

(5) "Using a scale of 1 to 10, please say how proud you would feel to drive a sports car."  

(6) "On a scale of 1 to 10, please say how annoyed you are with people saying you have a 

privileged lifestyle"  

(7) "Often financially poor people say they would like to have more money to travel. Using a 

scale of 1 to 10, please say how self-inflicted you think the poverty of such people is" 

(8) "Using a scale of 1 to 10, please say how unhappy you would become if a poorer rated 

neighbour suddenly flaunted a luxurious lifestyle."  

(9) On a scale of 1 to 10, please say how justified you think it is to say that doctors, lawyers 

and managers have earned a higher lifestyle, e.g. through more air travel, more expensive 

cars and real estate compared to other groups? 

Downward classism - Clear stigmatisation issues 

(C1) "Would you have problems travelling to work in a vehicle with the lower class?"  

(C2) "Do you think poor people should rather keep to themselves?" 

(C3) "Do you think poorer people tend to commit more crime?" 
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N. Main topic Point allocation Points 

(1) Ability to indulge Like it = 5 

Wouldn’t care= 0 

Don’t like = 5 

 

(2) Ability to indulge Like it = 5 

Wouldn’t care= 0 

Don’t like = 5 

 

(3) Negative prejudice 10=1, 9=2,…  

(4) Vulnerability of the status symbol 1=1, 2=2,…  

(5) Status symbol affinity 1=1, 2=2,…  

(6) Vulnerability of the status 1=1, 2=2,…  

(7) Egocentric conception about status 1=1, 2=2,…  

(8) Inacceptance equal living 

conditions 

1=1, 2=2,…  

(9) Inacceptance equal living 

conditions 

1=1, 2=2,…  

(C1) Encapsulation Yes = 35 

No = 0 

 

(C2) Encapsulation Yes = 35 

No = 0 

 

(C3) Negative prejudice Yes = 35 

No = 0 

 

 

35 points or more, the person has discriminatory attitudes in the form of classism.  

Below the value, further tendencies can be recognised:  

Inferiority complexes could be disclosed in the case of a high score on (1), (2), (4), (5), (6), 

(8) and (9). A form of narcissism could be disclosed of a high score on (3), (6), (7) and (9). If 

the ability of indulge would be low, but the inacceptance of equal living conditions, the person 

would have also discriminatory attitudes. Only a high score in (5) wouldn’t express a form of 

classism, but an enthusiasm for sports cars.  
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II. Qualitative semi-standardised interview 

The interview should be only semi-standardised, with guiding questions, but also open to 

personal experiences of classism.  

(1) "Do you feel or know any relatives who are ignored because of having less money?" 

(2) "Do you think people here in [location name] feel similarly about this?" (reasons?) 

(3) "When travelling by train, have you experienced someone being belittled and can you 

describe it?" 

(4) "Have you ever had the feeling of being labelled poor by other travellers?" 

(5) "Did anyone ever make you feel inferior because you travel by train?" 

(6) "Did you ever find yourself unable to take part in conversations because the person you 

were talking about things that only affect rich people?"  

(7) "Have you ever experienced a rail employee mocking fare dodgers?" 

(8) "Do you experience debates on your train journey in which third parties are blasphemed 

about the financial situation?" 

(9) "Between you and me, do you experience such debates in private?" 

(10) "Are there people who give special preference to people in their immediate circle 

because they are rich?"  

(11) "Do you remember a particular commuting situation during our trip where you were 

upset by a person's arrogant behaviour?" 

N. Main topic Classism in the 

mobility sector 

Rating 

(1) Ignorance  Possible discrimination on the basis 

of capital 

(2) Ignorance  Possible prejudices/ experiences of 

classism in that location 

(3) Disparagement x Possible discrimination on the basis 

of status 

(4) Status profiling x Experienced discrimination on 

status profiling 

 



IV 
 

N. Main topic Classism in the 

mobility sector 

Rating 

(5) Disparagement x Rail travel is devalued, possible 

discrimination on the basis of status 

(6) Cultural demarcation  Encapsulation, dependent on 

intention 

(7) Disparagement x Possible experience of 

institutionalised classism 

(8) Disparagement x Possible discrimination on the basis 

of capital 

(9) Disparagement  Possible discrimination on the basis 

of capital 

(10) Status profiling  Possible positive discrimination on 

the basis of status 

(11) Arrogant behaviour x Possible experiences of arrogance 

based on classism 

 

In qualitative studies, it is relevant to examine the cause in detail. If money and status are the 

trigger point of discrimination, it can be mentioned classism. The more often those motives 

play a role, the more extreme classism is manifested. One answer can be enough, that a 

person was discriminated in the form of classism. For analysing the mobility sector 

externally, a confirmed answer to (5) would show also a inferior-thinking of a sustainable 

collectivistic vehicle in connection to a person. A classism that may has created many 

inequalities in transport. (7) checks, if there might be institutional classism in the current train 

system. The other items about the mobility sector are limited only locally in the rail travel.  


