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Shame and humiliation are central to the understanding of poverty yet internationally 
comparable data on this dimension are missing. Based on existing indicators from related fields, 
this article suggests eight indicators to measure specific aspects of shame and humiliation that 
could start an in-depth debate around this topic. The indicators are the following: whether 
respondents would feel shame if they were poor; levels of shame proneness; perceptions of 
respectful treatment, unfair treatment and prejudiced treatment; whether respondents perceive 
that their ethnic, racial or cultural background affects their chances of getting jobs, services and 
education; whether respondents perceive that economic conditions affect their chances of 
getting jobs, services and education; and levels of accumulated humiliation 
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2 http://www.thecommonwealth.org/news/163125/020507rumeeting.htm [accessed 17-5-07] 
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3 Townsend argued that “the problem of Sen’s reiteration of the virtues of an ‘absolutist core’ to the meaning of 
poverty is the underestimation of the importance of needs other than for food” (1985: 664).  
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4 It has been argued that a main cause of World War II is the humiliation the German population suffered as 
consequence of the peace treaty that formally ended World War I. 
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5 Inequalities between culturally defined groups, unlike vertical inequality, which depicts inequality between 
individuals or households (See Stewart 2001). 
6 See Margalit 1996, Quinton 1997, Lukes 1997, Schick 1997. 
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7  Sen 1979, 1985b, 1987, 1993b, 2002. 
8 Particular emphasis should be placed on analysing ethical considerations and particularly to ensure that studies 
themselves do not induce feelings of shame among participants, or help to perpetuate it. 
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9 Some scholars working on the relationship of shame and humiliation with poverty do not emphasise differences 
between shame and humiliation (it is quite common to see both terms used synonymously). Although the 
differences of both emotions may not be vital for a conceptual discussion regarding the links between shame, 
humiliation and poverty, these are crucial for the design of sound indicators that allow generation of a basic set of 
information 
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10 Cronbach's alpha of 0.75 and stability of r = 0.67. 
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11 See Chapter 7 of the “Developing the ESS Questionnaire” report at 
http://naticent02.uuhost.uk.uu.net/questionnaire/que_development.htm [last accessed 14/05/07]. 
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12 For a comprehensive discussion of different measures of shame, see Tangney and Dearing (2002). 
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Do you agree/disagree with the following statement: 
 
1. I would be ashamed if I was poor. 
2. I would be ashamed if someone in my family was poor. 
3. People living in poverty should be ashamed of themselves. 
4. People who are not poor make people who are poor feel bad. 
 
How do you think most people in your community would answer the previous questions? 
 
5. I would be ashamed if I was poor. 
6. I would be ashamed if someone in my family was poor. 
7. People living in poverty should be ashamed of themselves. 
8. People who are not poor make people who are poor feel bad. 
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For each of the following listed feelings please place a number from 0 to 4, reflecting how 
common the feeling is for you.  
 
     4 = you experience the feeling continuously or almost continuously     
     3 = you experience the feeling frequently but not continuously     
     2 = you experience the feeling some of the time     
     1 = you experience the feeling rarely     
     0 = you never experience the feeling     
 
1.   Embarrassment 
2.   Feeling ridiculous  
3.   Self-consciousness  
4.   Feeling humiliated  
5.   Feeling “stupid”  
6.   Feeling “childish”  
7.   Feeling helpless, paralyzed  
8.   Feelings of blushing   
9.   Feeling laughable  
10. Feeling disgusting to others  
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Please circle the rating that best describes your feelings from “Not at all” (0) to “A great deal 
(6)”, including an option for ‘Don’t know’.  
 
1) To what extent do you feel that people treat you with respect?  

Please circle the rating that best describes your feelings from “Not at all” (0) to “A great deal 
(6)”, including an option for ‘Don’t know’.  
 
1) To what extent do you feel that people treat you unfairly?  
 
Data for this indicator comes from one negatively framed question. Responses are recorded 
using a seven-point Likert scale format. The data generated are based on perceptions. 
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Experiences of prejudiced treatment during the past three months due to one or more 
grounds for discrimination. 
 
1. Have you been treated in a way that you felt was prejudiced during the past three months? 
(Response alternatives: No; Yes, occasionally; Yes, on several occasions) 
 
2. Who treated you in a way that you felt was prejudiced? 
(Response alternatives: Health care services, School/work, Employment office, 
Police/judicial system, Social services, Social insurance office, Shops/restaurants, 
Bank/insurance company, Landlord/local housing office, Close relative, Unknown person in 
a public place, Other – open question). 
 
3. Why were you treated in a way that you felt was prejudiced? 
(Response alternatives: Ethnic or racial background, Gender, Sexual orientation, Age, 
Disability, Religion, Other – open question, ‘Don’t know’) 
 
Source: Adapted from The National Institute of Public Health 2006. 
 
 
Indicator 4: Whether ethnic, racial, or cultural background affect the chances of getting 
jobs, services and education. 
 
1. Do you think that someone’s ethnic, racial, or cultural background affects their chances of 
getting: (Response alternatives: No, yes, I don’t’ know) 
 
a. Access to public services/infrastructure 
b. Government jobs 
c. Government contracts 
d. Private sector formal jobs 
e. Public housing 
f. Educational opportunities at the pre-university level 
g. Educational opportunities at the university level 
  
Source: Centre for Research on Inequality, Human Security and Ethnicity (CRISE) 2006. 
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Indicator 5: Whether economic conditions affect the chances of getting jobs, services and 
education. 
 
1. Do you think that someone’s economic condition affects their chances of getting: 
(Response alternatives: No, yes, I don’t’ know) 
 
a. Access to public services/infrastructure 
b. Government jobs 
c. Government contracts 
d. Private sector formal jobs 
e. Public housing 
f. Educational opportunities at the pre-university level 
g. Educational opportunities at the university level 
 
Source: Centre for Research on Inequality, Human Security and Ethnicity (CRISE) 2006. 
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14 Centre for Research on Inequality, Human Security and Ethnicity, University of Oxford (see 
http://www.crise.ox.ac.uk). 
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15 Correspondence with Linda Hartling, 9 May 2007. 
16 Important work related to humiliation is currently being carried out by the Human Dignity and Humiliation 
Studies group, which “addresses the challenges of studying, preventing and healing humiliation”. This group is 
anchored globally, with a core affiliation to the Columbia University Network of Conflict Resolution (See 
http://www.humiliationstudies.org). 
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Indicator 1. Levels of accumulated humiliation. 
 
Data collection questions (Adaptation from Cumulative Humiliation Subscale, Hartling and 
Luchetta 1999): 
 
Please read each item below carefully and circle the rating that best describes your feelings 
from “Not at all” (1) to Extremely (5)   
 
Throughout your life how seriously have you felt harmed by being... 
 
1) ...excluded? 
2) ...put down? 
3) ...ridiculed? 
4) ...discounted? 
5) ...cruelly criticized? 
6) ...called names or referred to in derogatory terms? 
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