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Abstract
This article examines to what extent a social norm to work moderates the relationship between 
employment status and subjective well-being. It was expected that the detrimental impact of 
non-employment on subjective well-being would be larger in countries with a stronger social 
norm. Using a direct measure of the social norm to work and employing data from 45 European 
countries, this study assessed subjective well-being levels of five employment status groups for 
men and women separately. Results showed that subjective well-being of unemployed men and 
women is unaffected by the social norm to work. However, non-working disabled men are worse 
off in countries with a stronger norm. Living in such a country also decreases the well-being gap 
between employed and retired men, whereas retired women are worse off in these countries. 
This effect for retirees disappears when a country’s GDP is taken into account, suggesting that 
norms matter less than affluence.
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Introduction

A vast body of research shows that unemployment is detrimental to well-being (e.g. 
Jahoda, 1982; Kassenboehmer and Haisken-DeNew, 2009; Shields and Price, 2005) 
and that it has an enduring effect even after re-employment (e.g. Clark et al., 2001; 
Oesch and Lipps, 2012; Winkelmann and Winkelmann, 1998). The relationship 
between employment status and subjective well-being1 is primarily explained by dif-
ferences in individual resources. However, norms in society about how individuals 
should behave with regard to employment may also be an important factor. In societies 
with a strong social norm to work, non-working groups may experience lower levels 
of social approval and acceptance than the employed, which may lower their well-
being. This study examines to what extent a social norm to work moderates the rela-
tionship between employment status and subjective well-being (defined as life 
satisfaction), using cross-national survey data.

Social norms are expected to moderate the relation between employment status and 
subjective well-being through two mechanisms. The first is known as the ‘stigmatization 
hypothesis’ (Kalmijn and Uunk, 2007). Individuals who deviate from existing social 
norms experience informal social sanctions (e.g. social exclusion, gossiping, etc.) from 
others, which create feelings of shame and inferiority and consequently reduce well-
being. Complying with a social norm, conversely, leads to approval and acceptance from 
others and thus to higher well-being. The second mechanism argues that social norms are 
an important factor in shaping predispositions (e.g. preferences) through internalization 
of these norms (Etzioni, 2000). Not complying with internalized norms generates guilt 
and self-sanctioning (McAdams, 1997), which is expected to decrease well-being. In 
contrast, compliance will lead to intrinsic affirmation (Etzioni, 2000). Both mechanisms 
predict that non-working individuals will have lower subjective well-being than 
employed individuals, because they experience internal or external sanctions for not 
complying with the social norm to work.

Considering the arguments above, it is expected that non-working individuals suffer 
from more sanctions in countries that hold a strong social norm compared to their coun-
terparts who live in weak-norm countries. As a result, the gaps in well-being between 
working and non-working individuals (e.g. the unemployed, retirees, homemakers and 
the disabled) are expected to be larger if the social norm to work is stronger.

So far, research on this topic is scarce. The few studies that are available use indirect 
measures of social norms, such as unemployment rates (Clark, 2003; Clark et al., 2008; 
Oesch and Lipps, 2012) or referendum data on unemployment benefit reduction (Stutzer 
and Lalive, 2004). In this study, the social norm to work is measured directly by coun-
tries’ work ethic, which is defined as the conviction that one should work. Work ethic 
therefore refers to the moral embeddedness of work and is substantively different from 
personal motives or preferences about work (De Witte, 2000; Niles, 1999). Earlier 
research shows that countries’ work ethic varies significantly across European countries 
(Stam et al., 2013).

Alongside indirect measures, all previous studies are limited to comparisons of 
regions within one or two countries; in contrast, this study will conduct a country-com-
parative analysis by using data on 45 European countries. Since variation in social norms 
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can be expected to be larger between countries than between regions within a country, 
this research design is more appropriate to study the moderating role of the social norm 
to work.

Another important contribution is that this study distinguishes among five employ-
ment statuses: employed, unemployed, non-working disabled, retired and (for women 
only) homemakers. Previous research mainly focuses on the employed and unemployed 
(Fryer and Payne, 1984). However, considering other employment statuses as well will 
increase insights into the way that social norms operate and it allows for a more exten-
sive test of the social norm hypothesis. In addition, this research will conduct separate 
analyses for both men and women, because it is expected that their well-being is affected 
differently by their employment status. The traditional assumption is that unemployment 
affects women to a lesser extent than men (Ervasti and Venetoklis, 2010), for instance 
because women have lower work commitment (Hakim, 1991). Furthermore, normative 
pressures with regard to work are expected to be smaller for women than for men, 
because in many (Western) societies the breadwinner role is more strongly assigned to 
men (Kassenboehmer and Haisken-DeNew, 2009).

Theory

The relationship between employment status and well-being

In the literature, there is a broad consensus about the deteriorating effect of unemploy-
ment on individual subjective well-being (Creed and Macintyre, 2001). Both longitu-
dinal and cross-sectional research shows that unemployment leads to a substantial loss 
of subjective well-being, regardless of which definition of subjective well-being is 
used (Frijters et al., 2004; Jackson et al., 1983; Shields and Price, 2005). Furthermore, 
many studies show that the decline in well-being is to a large extent due to the event of 
becoming unemployed and not to reverse causality (Creed and Evans, 2002; Shields 
and Price, 2005).

Paid employment is argued to be important for individuals’ well-being because it 
provides an income and fulfils various psychological needs (e.g. Jahoda, 1982; 
Nordenmark, 1999; Van der Meer, 2010). During unemployment, a person lacks both 
these pecuniary and non-pecuniary benefits (often referred to as manifest and latent ben-
efits: e.g. Creed and Watson, 2003; Jahoda, 1982; Paul and Batinic, 2010), a lack which 
is argued to lead to lower subjective well-being.

The loss of, or drop in, pecuniary benefits (income) during unemployment is argued 
to be detrimental to well-being because it restricts unemployed individuals in looking 
forward and planning their future. Moreover, it leads to relative poverty, which is argued 
to be psychologically corrosive (Fryer, 1998), for instance because it makes it more dif-
ficult to participate in society and therefore increases the chance of being socially 
excluded (Van Echtelt, 2010). The lack of non-pecuniary benefits during unemployment 
leads to lower well-being because a number of psychological needs cannot be fulfilled 
(Jahoda, 1982). The literature distinguishes five non-pecuniary benefits: time structure; 
shared experiences and contacts outside the nuclear family; shared goals; personal status 
and identity; and enforced activity (Jahoda, 1981). Even though employment may not 
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always be agreeable – for instance because of high job insecurity (e.g. Burchell, 2011; 
De Witte, 1999) or because of working more or less hours than preferred (being over- or 
under-worked) e.g. Muffels and Headey (2013), which are all factors that negatively 
affect subjective well-being – it is argued by other authors that unpleasant ties to reality, 
such as too rigid time structures or low status, are preferable to none at all (Grün et al., 
2010; Jahoda, 1981). Although paid employment is not the only institution that offers 
these non-pecuniary benefits, it is argued to be the dominant one and the only one that 
combines them with the necessity of earning a living (Jahoda, 1982).

These theoretical ideas about non-pecuniary benefits for the employed and unem-
ployed can be extended to other employment statuses in order to predict the relative 
well-being levels of the non-working disabled, retirees and homemakers alongside those 
of the employed and unemployed. The predicted rank order is based on the extent to 
which the groups have opportunities to compensate for the lack of non-pecuniary bene-
fits, which are usually provided for by paid work (the pecuniary benefits are empirically 
controlled for by relative household income). It is argued that the employed can obtain 
non-pecuniary benefits most easily compared to other groups (Paul and Batinic, 2010) 
and therefore they are expected to have the highest well-being, followed by the retired, 
the non-working disabled and the unemployed. For women, an extra group is distin-
guished, namely homemakers.2 They are expected to have the second highest well-being 
after the employed.

Homemakers can – compared to the other non-employed groups – most easily com-
pensate for the loss or lack of non-pecuniary benefits within the family sphere. They 
have a clear and important role: taking care of a household and children (if any). This 
may be seen as a full-time job, including recurrent activities that have to be undertaken 
each day. These activities (e.g. grocery shopping) will likely bring them into contact with 
others outside the household and provide a certain time structure. Homemakers are how-
ever expected to rank lower than employed women, because several studies show that 
they are less well off in terms of mental health (for an overview, see Ferree, 1984).

Among the other non-working groups, retirees are expected to rank the highest on 
well-being. Retirement is a stable and predictable state, which makes planning ahead 
easier than it is for instance during unemployment (Strandh, 2000). Consequently, retir-
ees may engage themselves in enduring and demanding activities, such as volunteering 
and taking care of family members or grandchildren (Van Ingen, 2009), which will also 
provide non-pecuniary benefits. In addition, society may believe that retirees have 
‘earned’ their free time, which gives them status. Although previous literature shows that 
the transition from paid employment to retirement can in some cases be problematic 
(depending on the reason for retirement; see Hershey and Henkens, 2013), the above-
mentioned arguments predict that retirees have better opportunities to compensate for the 
loss of non-pecuniary benefits than the unemployed and the non-working disabled. 
Female retirees are expected to rank after homemakers because, although retirees may 
have earned their free time, their main role in society might also be played out (e.g. 
Adelmann, 1993), whereas homemakers may still play an important part in raising chil-
dren and running a household.

The unemployed and the non-working disabled are expected to have the most difficul-
ties compensating for the lack of non-pecuniary benefits through other activities. First, 
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unemployment is an uncertain and unpredictable state, which makes it more difficult to 
plan ahead and to engage in other activities. For many unemployed individuals, looking 
for a new job is the main daily activity, which in the first place may prevent them from 
having social contacts with others outside the nuclear family; and in the second place, 
instead of having a collective goal to strive for, they only have their personal goal of 
finding a job. In addition, their personal status and identity may also be very low; one’s 
job is an important source for personal validation and achievement. The non-working 
disabled are likely to have problems compensating, mainly because of their bad physical 
and/or mental health status (cf. Van Echtelt, 2010). In the models, however, it is possible 
to control empirically for health, which is why the non-working disabled are expected to 
rank higher on well-being than the unemployed.

The moderating role of a social norm to work

The key focus of this study is to investigate to what extent the social norm to work mod-
erates the impact of employment status on well-being. Social norms can be defined as 
‘informal social regularities that individuals feel obligated to follow because of an inter-
nalized sense of duty, because of a fear of non-legal sanctions, or both’ (McAdams, 1997: 
340). Not complying with a social norm is argued to have an impact in two ways: indi-
viduals sanction themselves because they do not comply with their internalized norms; 
and secondly, individuals experience external sanctioning, because they do not live up to 
the expectations of their social environment. The psychological consequence of internal 
sanctioning is feeling guilty, while external sanctioning generates shame (McAdams, 
1997). These consequences are expected to lower individual subjective well-being, 
because they may lead to, for instance, lower self-esteem and feelings of inferiority. With 
regard to a social norm to work, this implies that individuals who do not have a paid job 
experience a higher degree of sanctioning, which leads to lower levels of well-being 
compared to employed individuals.

From a country-comparative perspective, it is expected that in strong-norm countries, 
the gaps in well-being between working and non-working groups are larger compared to 
weak-norm countries. In strong-norm countries, non-working individuals will probably 
experience greater sanctions for not complying than their counterparts in weak-norm 
countries. Although all non-employed groups deviate from the social norm to work, 
some groups can be expected to be sanctioned more than others (e.g. McFayden, 1995) 
and thus to suffer more in terms of well-being. For instance, research on attitudes regard-
ing welfare expenditures suggests that not all needy groups in society are viewed as 
equally deserving,3 which may be related to differences in the degree of stigmatization 
these groups experience. The unemployed are often stigmatized as being irresponsible, 
lazy and dishonest; and they are blamed for how their lives turn out (Furåker and 
Blomsterberg, 2003; Maassen and De Goede, 1989). As a consequence, they may experi-
ence a higher degree of sanctioning than, for example, the non-working disabled who 
cannot be blamed for their situation. Van Oorschot (2006) finds that in European welfare 
states, the elderly are viewed as the most deserving, followed by sick and disabled indi-
viduals and finally the unemployed. Thus, it is expected that well-being gaps between 
employed and non-employed individuals are larger in strong-norm countries compared 
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to weak-norm countries and that groups that are more subject to stigmatization (i.e. the 
unemployed, the non-working disabled and retirees respectively) suffer most in terms of 
well-being when the social norm to work is stronger.

Data and measurement

The fourth wave of the European Values Study (EVS, 2010) was used. In 47 countries, 
a random sample of approximately 1500 respondents per country aged 18 and older 
completed a standardized questionnaire on basic human values in face to face inter-
views. The analyses did not include Azerbaijan (data anomalies) and Kosovo (lack of 
macro-data). Only respondents aged between 25 and 80 were included in the sample, 
in order to exclude students who had not entered the labour market yet and to increase 
comparability across countries, since some countries only surveyed respondents up to 
the age of 80. After this selection and the exclusion of respondents who had missing 
values on well-being (0.79%), employment status (2.5%), or any of the covariates 
(4.6%) except income, the analytical sample consisted of 50,934 respondents in 45 
countries.

Main individual-level variables

Subjective well-being was operationalized as general life satisfaction and measured by 
the following question: ‘All things considered, how satisfied are you with your life as a 
whole these days?’ The response categories of the 10-point scale were: dissatisfied (p. 1) 
to satisfied (p. 10). This question has often been used to measure subjective well-being 
(e.g. Frijters et al., 2004; Verbakel, 2012; Winkelmann and Winkelmann, 1998). 
According to Clark and Lelkes (2005) it has good psychometric properties and has been 
validated using physiological, statistical and behavioural techniques.4 Veenhoven (1984) 
argued that people use two sources of information in order to rate their lives: affective 
and cognitive. Their affective experience is used to assess how well they feel and thus 
how happy they are. Cognitive evaluations are used to compare their life with standards 
of how it should be; this leads to a certain level of satisfaction with life. The latter was 
preferred here, since the social norm to work also refers to a standard of how things 
should be. The average level of life satisfaction was approximately 7 for both genders 
(see Table 1).

Employment status was measured by self-reported statuses. The employed were 
respondents who worked full time, part time, or were self-employed. Furthermore, the 
unemployed, retired and non-working disabled were distinguished and, for women, also 
homemakers. Respondents who answered they were ‘in military service’, ‘students’ or 
‘other’ as well as men who indicated being a homemaker were excluded from the analy-
ses (2.5% for both genders).

Country-level social norm to work

The social norm to work was measured by the aggregated individual work ethic, which 
is the averaged sum of at least three valid scores on five items:5 ‘To fully develop your 
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talents, you need to have a job’; ‘It is humiliating to receive money without having to 
work for it’; ‘People who don’t work turn lazy’; ‘Work is a duty towards society’; and 
‘Work should always come first, even if it means less spare time.’ A number of previous 
studies used this set of items as an indicator for work ethic (e.g. Roest et al., 2009; Stam 
et al., 2013, 2014; Van Oorschot, 2006; Wielers and Raven, 2013). The construction of 
these items is based on the latent deprivation model (De Witte, 2000), which was dev-
eloped by Jahoda (1982) and consists of the five non-pecuniary benefits.

The theoretical rationale behind this scale is that a number of non-pecuniary benefits 
have to be obtained through paid employment, not through alternative sources. Central 
to all these items is the notion that work is a moral duty (De Witte, 2000). Respondents 
rated the items on a five-point scale. The average for each country was calculated and 
used as an indicator for the social norm to work, which runs from 1 (weak norm) to 5 
(strong norm). Additional factor analyses showed that all items load on one factor with 
an eigenvalue of at least 1 in all countries (Cronbach’s alpha ranges from 0.58 to 0.79). 

Table 1. Descriptive statistics on individual characteristics.

Minimum Maximum Males Females

 Mean SD Mean SD

Subjective well-being 1 10 7.02 2.28 6.92 2.33
Employment status  
 Employed 0 1 0.64 0.49  
 Homemaker 0 1      N.A. 0.17  
 Retired 0 1 0.25 0.24  
  Non-working 

disabled
0 1 0.02 0.02  

 Unemployed 0 1 0.09 0.09  
Age 25 80 49.52 14.81 49.93 14.76
Age squared 625 6400 2671.79 1517.74 2711.02 1523.42
Education 0 6 3.15 1.35 3.04 1.44
Partnership status  
 Married 0 1 0.69 0.61  
 Cohabiting 0 1 0.06 0.05  
 Dating 0 1 0.05 0.04  
 Single 0 1 0.11 0.08  
 Divorced 0 1 0.05 0.08  
 Widowed 0 1 0.04 0.13  
Having child(ren) 0 1 0.76 0.84  
Relative household
income (x1000 euros)

−2.80 13.55 0.07 1.05 −0.04 0.94

Health 1 5 3.73 0.93 3.57 0.97
Religious 0 1 0.25 0.33  
Work ethic 1 5 3.71 0.75 3.63 0.77

Source: European Values Study (2010)
Notes: males: N= 22,440; females: N=28,494; in 45 countries.

 at PENNSYLVANIA STATE UNIV on May 9, 2016wes.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://wes.sagepub.com/


8 Work, employment and society 

There was substantial variation in countries’ work ethic; Iceland scored lowest with 2.81 
and Turkey scored highest with 4.24 (see Table 2).

Control variables

The control variables are: age and age squared; education: the first digit of ISCED, the 
International Standard Classification of Education, pre-primary or no education (0) to 
second stage tertiary education (6); current partnership status (married or registered part-
nership, cohabiting, dating, being single, divorced and widowed, cf. Verbakel, 2012); 
and having child(ren) – no children (0) and at least one child (1). Furthermore, relative 
household income6 was measured by the monthly household income in euros per month 
(corrected for purchasing power parity) minus the average monthly household income of 
the country of residence. Missing cases (17%) were imputed by the country mean and 
controlled for by a dummy variable. Other control variables are: health – self-reported 
state of health, 1 (very poor) to 5 (very good); and religiousness – attend church at least 
once a month (1) or less (0). Finally, controls are added for the individual’s work ethic, 
in order to rule out effects of the social norm being an artefact of varying population 
compositions between countries.

To pose a more stringent test of the effect of the social norm to work, robustness 
checks were performed by controlling for countries’ unemployment rate and GDP. 
Previous studies used unemployment rates as an indicator for the social norm to work, 
arguing that higher unemployment rates indicate a weaker social norm to work. However, 
the two appear to be positively correlated (r = 0.22; p = 0.000). This implies, first, that 
unemployment rates are not a good proxy for the social norm to work and, second, that 
unemployment rates may affect the moderating effect of the social norm to work. 
Unemployment rate was measured by the five-year (2004–8) average of the percentage 
of unemployed in the labour force per country.

Previous studies showed that GDP is negatively related to countries’ work ethic (e.g. 
Stam et al., 2013; the present study: r = −0.48; p = 0.000). Because economic affluence 
may reduce well-being gaps between employment statuses, neglecting GDP could result 
in overestimating the moderating effect of the social norm: part of its effect may actually 
be due to the moderating effect of GDP. GDP (per capita at current prices and purchase 
power parity) in US dollars was measured by a five-year average (2004–8). Unemployment 
rates and GDP were retrieved from the UNECE statistical database (2013a, 2013b).

Models

Multilevel regression models were used to analyse the data. These models take into 
account the nested structure of the data (here: individuals nested in countries) and allow 
for variance decomposition at the country and individual level. Scores on linear indi-
vidual and country-level variables are standardized: coefficients refer to the average 
individual in the average country. Model 1 includes the uncorrected effects of employ-
ment status on well-being. Model 2 adds the individual-level control variables and Model 
3 the interaction effects between employment status and the social norm to work on both 
the individual and the country level. The final two models are robustness checks that 
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Table 2. Descriptive results for country characteristics (ordered on social norm to work).

Country Social norm 
to work (a)

Unemploy-
ment (%) (b)

GDP per capita 
PPP in USD 
(x1000) (c)

N respon-
dents

Iceland 2.81 2.78 36.25 661
Netherlands 3.13 4.30 38.02 1,331
Finland 3.25 7.64 33.60 951
Northern Ireland 3.26 5.16 34.35 383
Sweden 3.29 6.90 35.81 808
Great Britain 3.30 5.16 34.35 1,205
Belgium 3.31 7.94 34.08 1,270
Croatia 3.44 11.00 17.11 1,118
Switzerland 3.44 4.02 40.93 1,066
France 3.47 8.80 31.30 1,269
Ireland 3.48 4.90 41.08 762
Latvia 3.49 8.52 15.42 1,217
Denmark 3.51 4.28 35.83 1,265
Malta 3.52 6.78 22.95 1,281
Poland 3.52 13.52 15.34 1,143
Lithuania 3.55 6.72 16.92 1,168
Spain 3.56 9.64 29.83 1,206
Bosnia 3.58 27.83 6.33 1,118
Estonia 3.58 6.72 18.82 1,273
Russia 3.58 6.92 13.36 1,136
Norway 3.59 3.44 52.25 925
Czech Republic 3.64 6.60 23.20 1,374
Belarus 3.65 1.26 9.81 1,145
Luxembourg 3.65 4.66 76.07 1,100
Serbia 3.69 18.38 9.44 1,203
Slovenia 3.69 5.62 25.50 1,090
Montenegro 3.71 24.76 10.37 1,168
Ukraine 3.72 7.08 6.29 1,213
Germany 3.73 9.66 33.41 1,760
Italy 3.73 7.06 30.33 1,119
Austria 3.74 4.62 36.20 1,200
Greece 3.81 9.06 26.52 1,268
Slovakia 3.83 13.82 18.67 1,273
Macedonia 3.86 35.84 8.79 1,151
Northern Cyprus 3.86 4.56 12.68 331
Armenia 3.88 7.72 4.81 1,111
Hungary 3.89 7.20 18.17 1,189
Moldova 3.89 6.38 2.55 1,187
Romania 3.89 6.94 11.42 1,113
Portugal 3.90 8.42 22.67 1,298
Georgia 3.93 13.96 4.09 1,228

 (Continued)
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Country Social norm 
to work (a)

Unemploy-
ment (%) (b)

GDP per capita 
PPP in USD 
(x1000) (c)

N respon-
dents

Albania 3.95 13.50 6.59 1,084
Cyprus 4.04 4.56 27.25 840
Bulgaria 4.11 8.74 11.22 1,194
Turkey 4.24 9.08 12.68 1,789
Mean 3.66 8.94 23.39  
SD 0.26 6.56 14.70  
Minimum 2.81 1.26 4.09  
Maximum 4.24 35.84 76.07  

Source: European Values Study (2010)
Notes: N=45 countries.
(a): Measured on a scale from 1 to 5: higher scores imply a stronger social norm to work.
(b): Five-year average for the period 2004–8, in percentages of the labour force (UNECE Statistical data-
base, 2013b).
(c): Five-year average for the period 2004–8 (UNECE Statistical database, 2013a).

Table 2. (Continued)

include countries’ unemployment rates and GDP and their interactions with employment 
status. Random slopes are included for all employment statuses, allowing the effects of 
employment status on well-being to vary between countries, except for the non-working 
disabled (samples were too small).

Results

Model 1 in Table 3 shows that for men, the employed, as expected, have the highest well-
being, followed by the retired, unemployed and non-working disabled. For instance, the 
well-being of non-working disabled men is 1.54 points lower on a 10-point scale, com-
pared to employed men. For women (Table 4), the employed and homemakers score 
highest on well-being, followed by the retired, unemployed and non-working disabled.7 
Furthermore, unemployment is more detrimental for men: the well-being of the unem-
ployed compared to the employed is 1.24 points (on a scale of one to 10) lower for men, 
compared to 0.91 for women.

In Model 2, the individual-level controls are added, which changes the ranking of 
employment statuses’ effects on well-being. This is mainly the result of controlling for 
health. Male retirees now have the highest well-being (0.15 points higher than the 
employed), followed by the employed, non-working disabled and unemployed. For 
women, homemakers, retirees and the employed have the highest well-being followed by 
the non-working disabled and unemployed. Again, unemployment is more detrimental 
for men than for women (-0.74 vs -0.58 points), compared to being employed; however 
the difference has become smaller. Retirement, on the other hand, is clearly more benefi-
cial for men.
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The bottom panels in Tables 3 and 4 display the random slopes of the employment 
statuses, which indicate that the size of the well-being gaps between the employed and 
all other groups varies between countries for both genders.

Model 3, which is the main model in which all hypotheses are tested simultane-
ously,8 shows that the advantageous well-being position of retired men in countries 
with an average norm to work vanishes if norms are stronger than average: each unit 
increase in a country’s social norm to work, decreases the average well-being of 
retired men with 0.15 points on a 10-point scale, compared to employed men. For 
female retirees a negative effect of the social norm is found as well. The reduction in 
the random slope of retirees (Model 3 versus Model 2) signals that variation in coun-
tries’ social norm to work explains part of the variation in the size of the well-being 
gap between employed and retired men and women. The well-being gap between non-
working disabled and employed men increases too when the norm to work is stronger. 
Each unit increase in the social norm lowers well-being by 0.36 points. These results 
are in line with the hypotheses. Interestingly, the unemployed are not differently 
affected by the normative climate than the employed. The substantial cross-national 
differences in well-being gaps between the employed and unemployed (as indicated 
by the significant random slope for the unemployed) cannot be explained by variation 
in the social norm to work. This is surprising since the unemployed are expected to be 
most harmed by the social norm to work. Figure 1 is a graphical representation of the 
findings showing, at varying levels of the social norm to work, the well-being gaps 
for all employment categories compared to the employed. Clearly, non-working 
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1–10) for men and women by the social norm to work.
Source: European Values Study (2010). 
Notes: Weak norm: Iceland (-3.28); strong norm: Turkey (2.26). Well-being gaps higher than zero: higher 
well-being than employed individuals. Calculations based on Model 3, Tables 3 and 4, estimated for married, 
non-religious fathers/mothers with average scores on age, education, income, health and work ethic.
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disabled men (and women, though not significantly) and retired men and women are 
most affected by the social norm.

Models 4 and 5 show the results of the robustness checks.9 Model 4 shows that inclu-
sion of the unemployment rate and its interactions does not affect the impact of the social 
norm. Higher unemployment rates do decrease the well-being gap between employed 
and unemployed women: the gap decreases by 0.14 points with each unit increase in the 
unemployment rate. Because the social norm to work is included in this model, the effect 
of unemployment cannot be interpreted as such, as previous studies claimed;10 unem-
ployment rates thus are not a good proxy for the social norm to work.

Model 5 shows that differences in GDP explain the moderating impact of the social 
norm on the well-being gap between employed and retired men and women (Model 3). 
The fact that the well-being position of retirees relative to employed individuals is worse 
in strong-norm countries is thus not explained by (self-) sanctioning, but by the lower 
levels of GDP that are common in these countries. For non-working disabled men, the 
effect of the social norm does not change.

Conclusion and discussion

This article focuses on the question to what extent a social norm to work moderates the 
relationship between employment status and subjective well-being. By using a direct 
measure for the social norm to work and employing a large-scale cross-national dataset, 
this study assessed the well-being levels of five employment status groups for men and 
women separately.

The results show variation in well-being between the employed and non-employed, 
but also within the latter group. In average-norm countries, retired men had a relatively 
high well-being compared to employed men, whereas both unemployed men and women 
had the lowest well-being; even lower than the non-working disabled. Retired women 
and homemakers displayed the same level of well-being as employed women. In addi-
tion, it is observed that men suffered more from unemployment than women. Furthermore, 
men benefited from retirement, whereas retired women had only as much well-being as 
employed women (in average work-norm countries).

The relatively poor position of the unemployed has been found in previous studies as 
well (e.g. Bjørnskov et al., 2008; Winkelmann and Winkelmann, 1998). Presumably, 
unemployed individuals have the most difficulties compensating for the lack of non-
pecuniary benefits (cf. Paul and Batinic, 2010). Moreover, the results suggest that there 
are also other sources beside paid employment that provide non-pecuniary benefits (cf. 
Jahoda, 1982), since the well-being of retirees and homemakers is as high or even higher 
compared to that of the employed. One may argue that these groups may have more 
freely chosen their status, compared to the non-working disabled and the unemployed, 
which might explain their relatively high levels of well-being. Note that substantial dif-
ferences in well-being also exist between individuals within a certain employment status 
group (for instance retirees, see Hershey and Henkens, 2013),11 a finding which this 
study has not addressed. Future research is needed on this issue.

With regard to the main interest of this study, it is found that a strong social norm to 
work reduces the well-being of retired men and women and non-working disabled men 
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relative to their employed counterparts. The moderating effect of the social norm for 
retirees appears to be statistically confounded by countries’ GDP; retirees in strong-norm 
countries do not have lower levels of well-being because they are stigmatized, but 
because they live in less prosperous countries with, presumably, fewer facilities for 
retirees.

Interestingly, no effect of the social norm was found for the unemployed, whereas the 
well-being gap with the employed varies substantially between countries. Nor can coun-
tries’ unemployment rate or GDP account for this variation. Note that multilevel regres-
sion models allow for including only a limited number of country-level predictors, 
because the number of degrees of freedom is limited. In the analyses, up to eight country-
level predictors are included simultaneously, which might cause statistical power issues 
(Snijders and Bosker, 1999) and might render significant results non-significant. Future 
research might be able to include more countries, perhaps at more points in time, to 
tackle this problem. Analysing longitudinal country data could also tackle the problem of 
causation, which is inherent in cross-sectional research.

As alternative country-level explanations for the variation in the well-being gaps 
between the employed and unemployed, Eichhorn (2014) suggests that differences in the 
age dependency ratio are important; unemployment causes well-being to deteriorate 
more in societies with a greater proportion of the elderly, because falling out of a rela-
tively small and homogeneous working age group results in greater perceived differ-
ences from one’s reference group, than when this group is larger. Price inflation also 
matters: the higher the inflation, the more corrosive is unemployment for well-being, 
because unemployment already induces economic insecurity and inflation makes, for 
instance, personal savings worth even less (Eichhorn, 2014). Inflation might also play a 
role in this study, as the data were collected at the beginning of the worldwide economic 
crisis; arguably there were substantial differences in inflation between countries.

Another limitation of this study is related to the way the employment status groups are 
defined; they are based on self-categorization. McFayden (1995) suggests that the risk of 
being stigmatized affects how respondents categorize themselves. For instance, unem-
ployed individuals who are at risk of stigmatization might categorize themselves not as 
unemployed, but in alternative socially acceptable groups (e.g. homemaker, retired), in 
order to avoid stigma (McFayden, 1995). If this is the case, the effect of the social norm 
could be biased for certain non-working groups. Another factor which might cause 
biased estimates is the small sample of the non-working disabled. In order to obtain more 
reliable estimates for this group, future studies should try to increase the number of 
respondents in this specific group.

Alongside the main results, the analyses showed that unemployment rates are not a 
good proxy for the social norm to work. First, because they correlate positively to the 
social norm, instead of negatively as was argued in previous studies; and second, because 
the moderating effect of the unemployment rate exists, even when the effect of the social 
norm to work is controlled for. Future studies are encouraged to explore alternative expla-
nations for this finding, for example by studying social comparison mechanisms in a 
qualitative research design. Such a design might also uncover to what extent individuals 
subjectively experience normative pressures and social sanctions when it comes to work.

 at PENNSYLVANIA STATE UNIV on May 9, 2016wes.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://wes.sagepub.com/


Stam et al. 19

Funding

This research received no specific grant from any funding agency in the public, commercial, or 
not-for-profit sectors.

Notes

 1 The terms ‘subjective well-being’ and ‘well-being’ are used interchangeably.
 2 In most countries, the number of male homemakers is too small to comprise a separate group.
 3 The extent to which needy groups are considered to be deserving of public support (Jeene 

et al., 2013).
 4 For more information on the validity of life satisfaction data, see Kahneman and Krueger 

(2006).
 5 Including only respondents who answered the full set of items gives the same results.
 6 Controlling for absolute income (corrected for household composition) instead of relative 

income gives the same results.
 7 All differences in well-being between employment status groups are significant for both 

genders.
 8 Model 3 was also estimated for working age (25 to 60 years) men and women only, as the 

social norm to work may apply especially to this group. Results show that only the negative 
effect of the social norm for non-working disabled men becomes significant at the 5 per cent 
level. This is possibly due to the reduction in sample size when age is restricted (765 instead 
of 928 for men and women combined).

 9 Fixed effects analysis (see Möhring, 2012) does not alter the main conclusions concerning the 
social norm to work.

10 Even if the social norm is excluded from the models, the coefficients for the unemployment 
rate and its interactions do not reach significance.

11 Cf. standard deviation in well-being for the employed: 2.09; for the non-working disabled: 
2.56; for the unemployed: 2.63; for the retired: 2.48; and for homemakers: 2.37.
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