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Preface 

The primary goal of the ILO is to contribute, with member States, to achieve full 
and productive employment and decent work for all, including women and young people, 
a goal embedded in the ILO Declaration 2008 on Social Justice for a Fair 
Globalization1, and which has now been widely adopted by the international community. 

In order to support member States and the social partners to reach the goal, the ILO 
pursues a Decent Work Agenda which comprises four interrelated areas: Respect for 
fundamental worker’s rights and international labour standards, employment promotion, 
social protection and social dialogue. Explanations of this integrated approach and 
related challenges are contained in a number of key documents: in those explaining and 
elaborating the concept of decent work2, in the Employment Policy Convention, 1964 
(No. 122), and in the Global Employment Agenda. 

The Global Employment Agenda was developed by the ILO through tripartite 
consensus of its Governing Body’s Employment and Social Policy Committee. Since its 
adoption in 2003 it has been further articulated and made more operational and today it 
constitutes the basic framework through which the ILO pursues the objective of placing 
employment at the centre of economic and social policies3. 

The Employment Sector is fully engaged in the implementation of the Global 
Employment Agenda, and is doing so through a large range of technical support and 
capacity building activities, advisory services and policy research. As part of its research 
and publications programme, the Employment Sector promotes knowledge-generation 
around key policy issues and topics conforming to the core elements of the Global 
Employment Agenda and the Decent Work Agenda. The Sector’s publications consist of 
books, monographs, working papers, employment reports and policy briefs4.  

The Employment Working Papers series is designed to disseminate the main 
findings of research initiatives undertaken by the various departments and programmes 
of the Sector. The working papers are intended to encourage exchange of ideas and to 
stimulate debate. The views expressed are the responsibility of the author(s) and do not 
necessarily represent those of the ILO. 

 

 

José Manuel Salazar-Xirinachs 
Executive Director 
Employment Sector 

                                                      
1 See http://www.ilo.org/public/english/bureau/dgo/download/dg_announce_en.pdf 
2See the successive Reports of the Director-General to the International Labour Conference: Decent 
work (1999); Reducing the decent work deficit: A global challenge (2001); Working out of poverty 
(2003). 
3See http://www.ilo.org/gea. And in particular: Implementing the Global Employment Agenda: 
Employment strategies in support of decent work, “Vision” document, ILO, 2006. 
4 See http://www.ilo.org/employment. 
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Foreword 

The ILO has consistently maintained that economic and social development are two 
aspects of the same process which sustain and reinforce each other.  The linkages are 
well illustrated by the four strategic objectives of the ILO.  Principles and rights at work 
provide the ground rules and the framework for development; employment and incomes 
are the way in which production and output are translated into effective demand and 
decent standards of living.  Social protection ensures human security and civic inclusion, 
and enables economic reform.  Social dialogue links production with distribution, and 
ensures equity and participation in the development process (ILO, 1999).
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Introduction 

The ILO introduced the concept of decent work in 1999. It was defined then as the 
“promotion of opportunities for women and men to obtain productive work in conditions 
of freedom, equity, security, and human dignity”. The concept places work at the fulcrum 
of economic opportunity and human rights, individual and social.  The sentiment that 
economic and social development are, in fact, two facets of the same process and, by 
implication, neither is sustainable without the other, situates work in an other than purely 
economic or material dimension. In short, it is a concept that evokes an important, non-
material dimension of economic activity, and of life. 

The inherent value of decent work is easily intuited by all, and its support as a worthy 
aim requires no particular evidence. People do not need proof that decent work is 
preferable to indecent work. Support for that which is, therefore, self-evident has 
flourished since 1999. This is reflected in the broad political endorsement that the concept 
and objective have received at multi-lateral and national levels. Indeed, it has made its 
mark politically.   

But, it is making its mark scientifically as well, in the social and natural sciences, 
through the burgeoning academic literature on the “economics of happiness”.  The stream 
of research on happiness is a confluence: one centred on how the discipline of economics 
evaluates well-being, the other on how research in psychology does the same.  Both are 
social sciences, both strongly grounded conceptually in a view of human behaviour, and 
both having the epistemological aim of understanding it.  Both inquiries have their own set 
of assumptions to explain behaviour.  Both explore it in a way that is largely contextual.  
But, as behaviour is more than contextual, so thus is happiness.  It is also physiological and 
genetic.  Medical research thus joins this confluence. 

The present paper begins on the conceptual level and distinguishes between how 
economics and other sciences might approach the question of well-being.  Methodological 
issues also arise in this discussion.  The second part of the paper approaches the matter 
empirically.  A non-comprehensive decent work index is constructed and applied to the 27 
countries of the European Union.  A simple econometric test evaluates the relation 
between this index and self-reported measures of well-being. 
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Standard economic explanations of well-being are found wanting 

Interest in the economics of happiness arose from the inadequacy of normal economic 
measures of well-being:  GDP per capita, gross national income, while useful in their own 
right, are nonetheless awkward and imperfect measures of well-being.  They are imperfect 
even in standard economic terms since, as aggregate national averages, they do not indicate 
the distribution of this well-being. In addition, and this is what is so closely aligned with 
ILO values, this research is an approach to well-being that rigorously accords non-material 
dimensions as vital components.  Pride, identity, fairness, inclusion or belongingness – in 
life, but also at work – become measurable indicators of the well-being that should be 
associated with growth or development. 

Through its focus on a fuller view of what constitutes well-being, it is a research 
agenda that has everything to do with the concept of decent work, and its findings are 
extraordinarily supportive of that concept. Worthwhile, then, is to take a closer look at just 
what the economics of happiness is all about.  

The interest in this topic is not particularly new, as, over time, a large amount of 
thinking in economics and organizational psychology has dwelt on how a happy and 
motivated worker is also a productive one: happiness does indeed show up on the bottom 
line! Many studies in this vein argue that “non-material” does not necessarily mean “non-
economic”1. It is also the case, explored in medical research, that environmental influences 
on the experience of happiness do, of course, exist, but that individuals also have a variable 
genetic predisposition to happiness.  Some people are simply genetically predisposed to be 
happier than others.  Both of these paths of understanding are undoubtedly highly and 
intrinsically valuable, but “happiness and productivity”, or “happiness and genetics” are 
not really the point here.  The point is that the non-material dimension of work appears to 
matter and if it does, should not policy address interest in this matter? 

Origins of inadequacy in explaining well-being 

In both the academic and policy communities, the traditional propensity in economics 
to define well-being in purely material terms is increasingly unsatisfying:  yes, maybe 
people do want that bigger, more luxurious automobile, but they also want clean air and 
less congested roads.  The thinking on viewing happiness in terms broader than material 
acquisition is not new in economics.  Adam Smith, Jeremy Bentham, and others in the 
nineteenth century were quite mindful of this – as was Aristotle many centuries before.   

What appears to have been lost, as the discipline of economics progressed, may owe 
less to some sort of ideological bend in the road, than to the “scientification” of economics:  
“as economics grew more rigorous and quantitative, more parsimonious definitions of 
welfare took hold.  Utility was taken to depend only on income as mediated by individual 
choices or preferences within a rational individual’s monetary budget constraint” (Graham, 
2011, emphasis added).  Economists no longer needed to think broadly about happiness or 
the “common good” – happiness could simply be inferred from the choices that people 
made – their “revealed preferences”.  Happiness, well-being, life satisfaction became non-
issues:  if the individual has made a choice, then they must be happy about it, or, in the 
jargon of economics, find “utility” in it. 

                                                      
1A recent exploration of this link is in, “The value of happiness :  How employee well-being drives profits”, 
Harvard Business Review, January–February 2012.  It is also why we use the term “non-material” in this chapter, 
rather than “non-economic”, as there is, of course, an “economics of happiness”. 
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There is much wanting in this parsimony, the key doubts centring on the three 
highlighted words above – “choice,” “individual” and “rational”.  Choices are 
circumscribed or, indeed, can be unavailing.  The Nobel economist AmartyaSen argued 
compellingly that poverty is the absence of capabilities – capabilities, therefore, to choose.  
For the poor, “preferences” are not “revealed”.  What is revealed is an absence of choice.  
If choice is proscribed, then the very notion of “individual utility maximization” is quite 
limited.  Individual utility maximization when de-jargonized can be thought of simply as 
“what do I prefer, given what I can afford?”  The absence of choice, in Sen’s critique of his 
discipline, nearly makes a mockery of “preference”.  Not coincidentally, Sen was among 
the distinguished guest speakers at the 1999 International Labour Conference (ILC), where 
he advanced an other than purely “economic” construct of work. 

Utility is relative, not merely individual 

Perhaps more fundamentally limiting, however, especially in view of economics’ 
stature as a behavioural science, is that behavioural choices are not always about the 
individual, on the one hand, and exclude choices that individuals might like to make, but 
over which they have no control, on the other.  Standard economics reposes on a view of 
“behaviour” that is narrow indeed, limited in its capacity to explain and, worse still, 
sometimes giving the wrong answers as to what people truly want.  

A standard economic approach to behaviour cannot explain the comportment that 
people otherwise manifest, such as altruism, trust, compassion, the search for 
companionship, which are often not within the calculus of material gain or loss, or reliant 
upon a budget line.  The Harvard biologist, Edmund O. Wilson, in a seminal work, Socio-
biology (Wilson, 2000), found a biological basis for the altruism of certain species – an 
altruism nonetheless consistent with Darwin.   

For those exploring the economics of happiness, the conclusion is stark:  individual 
utility, call it preference, certainly matters, but many preferences are not only individual, 
but interdependent with the standing of others to whom we compare ourselves, or the 
“orbit of coercive comparison”.  A well-known natural experiment found that people 
would prefer to earn US$50,000, if others to whom they compared themselves were 
earning US$25,000, but would not prefer to earn US$100,000, if the others were earning 
US$200,000.  Similarly, it turns out that the adverse health consequences of 
unemployment are less great the more that people around you are unemployed (Wilson, 
2000, p. 9).  “How am I doing?”  This depends on how others are doing2.  

Another Nobel economist, George Akerlof (2007), and his colleagues have written 
extensively on “identity”.  A key insight of their work is that “people have views regarding 
how they and others should or should not behave”, and these are guides to behaviour 
beyond a simple price mechanism or rationality.  People “engage in activities because they 
care directly about their identity”. 

There is no purely material logic to these findings.  People are fundamentally social 
beings; their individual preferences are often not absolute, they are relative: 

We are inherently social creatures and our sense of self-worth and happiness derives in 
part from comparing ourself with others. If others’ wealth or income is different than ours, then 
we are more or less satisfied with our own level by comparison, regardless of our absolute level 
(assuming a minimal amount to meet basic human needs).  Consequently, if there are 
considerable differences in wealth and income in a society, then there are also likely to be 
higher levels of dissatisfaction.  Wealth and income are typically concentrated in a small 

                                                      
2Satisfaction with income is influenced by social comparison, but it is also influenced relative to the individual’s 
previous income trajectory. 



4 
 

proportion of the community, leaving the majority of people dissatisfied by comparison (The 
Sustainable Scale Project, 2003). 

The protest against the “1%” in the Occupy Wall Street movement owes its origin at 
least in part to this phenomenon. 

And, there are preferences that affect well-being, but over which people have no 
control.  Much evidence suggests, for example, that unemployment in general – not our 
own this time, as in the example above – and inflation are matters that affect well-being, 
but which are beyond control.  Some notional evidence of this is shown in the figure 
below.  In fact, it supports both points:  others’ problems influence people’s own well-
being; and there are some preferences, such as full employment, over which they are 
powerless, but which do matter. 

Figure 1. Life satisfaction and the unemployment rate in 2010 

 

Source: Author’s calculations from Eurobarometer survey and ILO unemployment rates. 

Analyses of self-reported well-being have potential, if untested policy significance.  
Well known, of course, is the initiative undertaken by the Kingdom of Bhutan since 1972, 
to give pride of place to a measure of “gross national happiness”, rather than relying upon 
the retroactive measures of economic output upon which GDP is based.  Less well known 
is its currency of interest among all countries: 

The General Assembly of the United Nations has added Bhutan’s model of Gross National 
Happiness (GNH) on its agenda to see whether it can be used as a development indicator.  In a 
non-binding resolution, the UN body called on member states to draw up their own measures of 
happiness based on Bhutan’s GNH principle.  The goal is to measure economics not only in 
terms of production and per capita revenue but also in terms of people’s sense of satisfaction 
(AsiaNews.it, 2011). 

The inadequacy in meaning of purely economic numbers to express well-being is a 
sign, and a healthy one, of the times.  The Government of France commissioned an enquiry 
in 2009, headed by the Nobel laureates, Joseph Stiglitz and AmartyaSen, and the eminent 
French economist, Jean-Paul Fitoussi, “to identify the limits of GDP as an indicator of 
economic performance and social progress” (Stiglitz et al., 2009).  And, for 20 years now, 
the UNDP, through its human development index, has measured countries’ development 
using a yardstick well beyond economic data alone (and, in so doing, defining 
“development” as something other than purely economic). 
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Well-being and decent work 

The “new science” (Layard, 2005) of happiness is the result of the intersection of 
economics’ focus on “revealed preference” as an understanding of behaviour, and 
experimental psychology’s interest in “subjective” or “self-reported” perceptions of well-
being.  Often, reported happiness or well-being or life satisfaction, is used rather inter-
changeably.  There are some grounds for this, as they are related to each other, but they are 
not synonyms.  Ben Bernanke, Chairman of the Board of Governors of the U.S. Federal 
Reserve System notes that:  “researchers have distinguished between two related, but 
different, concepts – ‘happiness’ and ‘life satisfaction’.  They use ‘happiness’ to mean a 
short-term state of mind that may depend on a person’s temperament, but also on external 
factors, such as whether it is a sunny or a rainy day.  They use ‘life satisfaction’ to refer to 
a longer-term state of contentment and well-being” (Bernanke, 2010).   The semantics of 
the matter is not unimportant, but this report will use the term “well-being”, and draws 
conclusions on the growing scientific interest in the non-material dimensions of work.     

That the concept of decent work has gained such widespread acceptance since 1999 is 
due in large measure to its simple, but compelling perception that work indeed does have 
both material and non-material – human, social – dimensions.  In fact, the decency of work 
implies both such dimensions.  As to the former, for example, pay, an economic variable, 
can be said to be “decent”, the implication being that the amount is adequate for an 
individual’s consumption needs.  Yet, the decency of pay is, as noted above, also a relative 
measure that depends upon an orbit of comparison of those doing similar work.  If the 
work is the same, but there is great disparity in pay among those doing it, then pay might 
be judged as less than decent; unfair, even if, objectively, the pay is more than enough to 
live on.  While the adequacy of earnings is a quintessential economic indicator, it also has 
a non-material dimension relating to how fairness is considered and, in turn, affects well-
being. 

A third of a person’s life is spent at work.  A fair proportion of well-being depends 
upon the non-material dimensions of that activity.  Work, beyond income, conveys well-
being, or it does not.  This has been the singular insight of the concept of decent work:  
money matters, but it is not the only thing that matters in work.  It is not merely the 
income-generating, demand-derivative pursuit that is the stuff of labour economics 
textbooks: it defines people, and does so for better or for worse.   

 

The Easterlin paradox and thereafter 

An early and path-breaking entry into the economics of happiness literature was research published by 
the, then, University of Pennsylvania professor, Richard Easterlin (1974). He had examined data for the 
United States and concluded that, despite substantial increases in real income over time, Americans had 
become no “happier” as a result.  How was it that money and happiness were not positively related, as 
much conventional wisdom assumed they were?  This was paradoxical. 

A key foundation in the explanation is the difference between absolute and relative income.  Many 
studies have argued that, beyond the provision of basic needs – food, shelter, healthcare, children’s 
education – income becomes a less important determinant of one’s self-perception of well-being 
(Graham, forthcoming).  This is surely plausible on the surface:  indeed, increments to absolute income 
appear to produce the greatest effect on well-being in the poorest countries. 

Perhaps Easterlin’s chief contribution, however, was the notion that relative income matters in the 
perception of well-being.  What is one’s perception of well-being relative to changes in their income?  
How does one perceive their well-being relative to others with whom one compares oneself?  These are 
social barometers, not absolute or objective ones – and they matter to perceived well-being! 
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Lord Richard Layard (2005) extended this stream of research – one that has been associated with the so-
called “hedonic treadmill”, i.e. life satisfaction reverts to a “set point”, despite improvements in fortune 
(Brickman and Campbell, 1971). In Layard’s view, well-being can be increased by stepping off the 
relative income treadmill, or throwing sand in its gears i.e. through taxation policies. 

Easterlin’s findings have not been without challenge.  Reviewing data collected from the Gallup World 
Poll, the Princeton economist, Angus Deaton finds that:  “life satisfaction is higher in countries with 
higher GDP per head.  The slope is steepest among the poorest countries, where income gains are 
associated with the highest increases in life satisfaction, but it remains positive and substantial even 
among the rich countries; it is not true that there is some critical level of GDP per capita above which 
income has no further effect on life satisfaction” (Deaton, 2008). 

There are two, plausible, even if tentative conclusions to draw.  Absolute increases in income matter 
most to those who do not have adequate income to begin with.  Income as a measurement of well-being 
could, in reality, be measuring much more than income.  Easterlin and Layard find relative income to be 
a persuasive influence on well-being.  But, income is also a proxy measure of other dimensions of well-
being.  Wealthier countries have cleaner air, for example, or better education and healthcare systems – 
all dimensions that have traditionally comprised measurements of well-being.  Income pays for these 
dimensions and is in consequence difficult to dissociate from them.   Some non-material dimensions of 
well-being are not unrelated to economics. 

“Well-being”, understood as self-perception of satisfaction, does indeed have a strong 
economic component:  across countries, it is positively related to income, as revealed by 
global surveys, such as those by the World Values Survey Organization as well as Gallup 
World Polls (Deaton, 2008). This is no doubt part of the explanation of why a large 
majority of working men and women in over 100 countries deem work to be “very 
important” or “rather important”.  The Gallup results are shown in the figure below. 

Figure 2. How important is work to you? 

 

Source:  Author’s calculations from Gallup World Polls, 2011 

Clearly, however, the chief need here is to deconstruct the adjective “important” into 
its material and non-material dimensions. 

The health of the unemployed 

Unemployment strains the social fabric in ways that the Arab Spring demonstrated. 
Beyond its impact on social stability, there is also an extensive literature relating 
unemployment to the rise of economic crime rates (Papps and Winkelmann, 1998). 

Arguably, the most critical non-material dimension of work is its effect on health, 
both psychological and physical.  Much of the evidence of this comes from the rather 
extensive literature on the effect of unemployment on psychological well-being.  National 
survey data from the United Kingdom, for example, show that:  “unemployment appears to 
have a significant impact on the individual since it is associated with a rise in anxiety, an 
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inability to face up to problems, a loss of confidence and a reduction in self-esteem, the 
ability to enjoy day-to-day activities and the level of general happiness” (Theodossiou, 
1998). One important and consensual theoretical conclusion to draw from these findings is 
that, contrary to neo-classical economic theory, unemployment is involuntary:  as the 
unemployed experience significant disutility from their labour market status, it can be 
logically assumed that few would opt for it.  Indeed, in the British study, considerably 
higher well-being is reported by those even in low-paid work:  “Thus, in a sense, it appears 
that it is more important for human beings to have a job than just money” (Theodossiou, 
1998, p. 93). 

Figure 3. Reported well-being relative to a high-paid worker (benchmarked at 1) 

 

Source: I. Theodossiou, p. 92. 

Relative to a high-paid worker, an unemployed person is 250 per cent more likely to 
feel less happy, and 180 per cent more likely to lose confidence.  Medical research on the 
unemployed invokes phenomena such as “loss of control” and “learned helplessness” 
(Baum et al., 1986). Perhaps surprisingly, however, the low-paid worker often reports a 
higher level of well-being than the high-paid worker along the dimensions represented in 
the figure. 

The findings on the unemployed are not surprising and have, in fact, been intuited 
truths for centuries.  The French philosopher, Diderot, observed that: “work is something 
to which man is condemned by need, but something to which he owes his health”, while 
Sigmund Freud identified work as one of the two chief sources of psychological health, the 
other being love (Warr, 2007). Henry Ford believed “Work is our sanity.”   

Unemployment could indeed affect the perceived well-being of those who are not 
unemployed.  Figure 1 showed that, in countries with lower unemployment, more people, 
i.e. not only the unemployed, reported to being “fairly satisfied” with their lives (EU’s 
Eurobarometer survey)3. 

While there is broad consensus that the domains of psychological well-being are 
adversely affected by unemployment, that consensus also extends to physical health risks.  
One study comparing long-term unemployed men with a control group of employed 
workers found that: 

                                                      
3Warr, 2007, p. 41 for the Eurobarometer survey results.  The survey asks:  “on the whole, how satisfied are you, 
very satisfied (=4), fairly satisfied (=3), not very satisfied (=2), or not at all satisfied (=1) with the life you lead? 
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Days in bed during the six months averaged five for the unemployed and .9 for the 
employed. Visits to the physician were five times more in the unemployed than employed men; 
the unemployed men averaged taking twice as many medications as the employed men; self-
rated health was less favorable inthose who lost their jobs. Although the number of diagnosed 
illnesses did not differ between the groups, the presenting complaints for the increased number 
of physician visits were most often related to gastrointestinal, respiratory, and skin disorders 
(Linn et al., 1985).  

And, while we do not “yet understand how the physical health and mental health of 
nations are connected” (Blanchflower and Oswald, 2011), there is certainty at the 
individual level that psychological factors can have physical consequences, and vice versa.  
Unemployment-related stress, for example, can have adverse cardio-vascular 
consequences.  A relationship between psychological and physical health among the 
unemployed was found in the aforementioned study: 

Those who made more visits to their physicians had more symptoms of somatization, 
depression, and anxiety. More time spent in bed was associated with increased somatization and 
depression. Those who took more medications had more somatization and were less internal in 
their locus of control. Poorerself-assessed health correlated with several of the psychological 
states, such as more somatization, obsessive-compulsiveness, depression, and anxiety and less 
life satisfaction (Linn et al., 1985, p. 504). 

At the tragic extreme, many studies have found significantly higher suicide rates 
among the long-term unemployed (Dooley et al., 1996). More generally, studies also find 
that the unemployed, with no previous illness, tend to die younger than the employed 
(Doyle et al., 2005).   

Well-being, the macroeconomy and labour market structure 

The significance of this rising interest in the non-material dimensions of well-being is 
its potential to tilt the balance of macroeconomic policy-thinking towards more explicit 
service of what makes lives more satisfying to live: a sort of “macroeconomics as if people 
mattered”.  This is implicit in the UN General Assembly’s appreciation of Bhutan’s GNH. 
Evidence shows that as work becomes more decent in income terms, people’s concerns 
over corruption and interest in democratic governance increases (Banerjee and Duflo, 
2007). They are also more likely to invest in their children, an investment inter alia in 
future citizens.  Employed wage-earners are almost twice as likely as the unemployed to 
report having a general trust in people.  They also report a substantially higher propensity 
to have some type of civic engagement. 

A major review of factors affecting happiness in the world yields a consistent finding:  
“Unemployment is about ten times worse for happiness than inflation” (Graham, 2010). 
For governments wishing to pursue the well-being of their countries’ citizens, the implied 
macroeconomic policy message is rather clear:  inflation is less of an enemy than is 
joblessness4. 

Labour market structure matters as well. If, in one study cited earlier, low pay seems 
considerably more exempt from the sort of psychological ill-being that characterizes the 
experience of the unemployed, the same cannot be said for job insecurity. 

A broadly based empirical finding confirms that “there is a powerful link between job 
insecurity and low well-being”.  Self-reported well-being is substantially higher among 
those who deem it as “not at all likely” that they will lose their job, and substantially lower 
among those who report “it would not be at all easy to find another job” (Blanchflower and 

                                                      
4But policy implications from happiness economics findings are not always straightforward.  For example, victims 
of crime suffer less psychological trauma, the greater the number of victims.  Similarly, the psychological health 
of the unemployed is less damaged the greater the number of unemployed! 
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Oswald, 2011). Obviously, this finding does not apply to those voluntarily in temporary 
jobs. 

A collection of other studies finds that: 

Low job security is frequently associated with flexibility and this has significant adverse 
effects on self-reported psychological and physical health outcomes. Health deteriorates when 
people are anticipating job loss.  A study of British civil servants showed those who experienced 
job insecurity reported a significant worsening of self-rated health compared with those who 
experienced continuing job security. Women who experienced reduced job security reported an 
increase in long standing illness. Women also showed a larger elevation in blood pressure 
associated with reduced job security, marking them at risk for cardiovascular disease 
(Blanchflower and Oswald, 2011, p. 11). 

Medical research findings thus tend, in a sense, to confirm what might be called the 
health advantages of decent work: “Having secure employment in favourable working 
conditions greatly reduces the risk of otherwise healthy people developing limiting illness. 
Secure employment increases the likelihood of their recovery. These findings have 
considerable implications for both health inequality and economic policies” (Bartley et al., 
2004). 

Inequality, economic growth and well-being 

A certain consensus is emerging in studies on what actually constitutes well-being.  
Moreover, this consensus is generalized across countries.  As noted, income and well-
being are related, although with the previously discussed qualifications.  Health and 
happiness appear to be even more strongly correlated, again, however, with the 
qualification that health and healthcare systems are, to a certain degree, income-dependent.   

Other common findings are that marriage and religiosity tend to be positively related 
to well-being.  Age, too, is found to be related to well-being, albeit in a U-shaped fashion:  
well-being appears to be at its ebb around the age of 40.5 There are other findings, 
however, that have more implications related to the conceptual underpinnings of decent 
work. 

Some of these have to do with macroeconomic outcomes, other than unemployment, 
that relate to happiness.  A common finding, for example, is that inequality and well-being 
are directly related:  the greater the degree of inequality, the lower the level of well-being 
(Wilkinson and Pickett, 2009). Figure 5 provides visual support for this. Put another way, 
more equal societies show a higher degree of perceived well-being. This could be related 
to the finding that relative, rather than just absolute income appears to affect well-being.   

Yet, it is not only direct income inequality that is negatively related to well-being:  so, 
too, is inequality arising from indirectly income-related factors.  For example, the UNDP’s 
gender inequality index comprises measures of maternal mortality, fertility rates, women’s 
seats in national parliaments, labour force participation rates, and various indicators of 
reproductive health.  Figure 4 below shows a relatively strong correlation between indices 
of well-being and the UNDP gender inequality index. 

                                                      
5  Nattavudh Powdthavee, “Economics of Happiness: a review of literature and applications,” 
Chulalongkorn Journal of Economics, Vol. 19, No. 1, March 2007. 
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Figure 4. Two indices: life satisfaction and gender inequality 

 

Source:  the Eurobarometer Survey and the UNDP Human Development Report 2011. 

One rather surprising finding (shown in the figures below) is that: “strong economic 
growth is bad for happiness” (Graham, 2009; see also Deaton, 2008). Called the “paradox 
of unhappy growth”, this result could be associated with the higher level of uncertainty that 
growth might generate, or the unequal distribution of income gains arising from growth.  
In addition:  “dissatisfaction in rapidly growing countries is the result of the accelerated 
increase in expectations of material consumption, and competition for economic and social 
status” (Inter-American Development Bank, 2011). Whatever the reason, this is additional 
evidence that growth and well-being neither move in tandem nor are synonyms.  To sum 
up, at least from the point of view of perceived well-being, policies that either do not 
address inequality or focus inordinately on high growth alone, may be at the expense of 
well-being. 

Figure 5. The paradox of unhappy growth 

 

Source: Inter-American Development Bank, 2011. 
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In international reviews (and without further elaboration here), the following 
characteristics appear to apply to national senses of well-being (Blanchflower and Oswald, 
2011, pp. 20–21). 

• Low inequality. 

• High “social capital” and strong friendship networks:  for example, in addition to the 
“misery loves company” phenomenon of less loss of well-being among the 
unemployed if they are surrounded by others in the same labour market status, well-
being among the unemployed – irrespective of the unemployment rate – declines less 
the more the unemployed person is surrounded by a network of support. 

• Low unemployment and inflation. 

• High levels of democracy and democratic participation. 

• High trust. 

• Strong welfare states and public spending:  this may be a proxy measure for, for 
example, greater spending on education and healthcare, or lower inequality through 
taxes and transfer payments. 

• Low pollution. 

It is hard to mistake the consonance of these findings with the “freedom, equity, 
security, and dignity” that describe the non-material components of decent work. 

Key determinants of well-being at the workplace itself 

In any language, the question, “what do you do?” is elliptical.  Obviously, what is 
being asked is what work do you do? Similarly (although increasingly an anachronism), 
women might be asked, “do you work?”, the implication being whether she worked for 
pay, rather than the often demanding and economically discounted work that constitutes 
child-rearing or running a household. The semantic point is that people quite often identify 
themselves by their work. 

A survey by the French statistical agency, The National Institute of Statistics and 
Economic Studies (INSEE), finds that: “40 per cent of those questioned and 54 per cent of 
the labour force consider work to be one of the three elements that ‘best defines them’, it 
comes in second place far behind family”6. As Karl Marx put itin 1844: "Dans ma 
production, je réaliserais mon individualité, ma particularité ; j’éprouverais, en travaillant, 
la jouissance d’une manifestation individuelle de ma vie, et dans la contemplation de 
l’objet, j’aurais la joie individuelle de reconnaître ma personnalité comme une puissance 
réelle, concrètement saisissable et échappant à tout doute" (Marx, 1844). Pride, self-
affirmation, and self-esteem are causes of work satisfaction, but they are also the 
consequences of work performed in a favourable context. 

One medical viewpoint notes that:  “Work is perceived, therefore, as not only 
providing an income, but giving social legitimacy to our lives.  For many, it may be the 
principal source of personal identity, mediating the sense of being a valued person 
necessary for self-esteem.  A profession or trade gives us an identity – as a doctor, a 
teacher, an engineer, a motor mechanic, a secretary, an electrician, and so on.”  Work 

                                                      
6http://insee.fr/en/themes/document.asp?reg_id=0&id=1831 
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similarly gives a sense of belonging, both in the social relations it brings, but also in the 
sense of the contribution to society that working for an organization can engender (Fryers, 
2006). 

In the workplace, factors that affect well-being include:  “opportunity for personal 
control, opportunity for skill use, job demands, variety, environmental clarity, income 
level, physical security, supportive supervision, opportunity for interpersonal contact, and 
valued social position” (Warr, 2001). 

These non-material factors appear to be vital to well-being, but they do not always 
prevail. Succinctly, although from a far more comprehensive literature review, the 
evidence suggests7: 

• great decision-making power reduces rates of absence and turnover; 

• decision-making power increases level of performance and job satisfaction and reduces 
financial losses; 

• lack of decision-making latitude and recognition increases the risk of cardio-vascular 
diseases; 

• a clearly defined role decreases absenteeism and lateness; 

• low workplace support increases the rate of absence; 

• high support at work decreases the intention to quit jobs; 

• abusive supervision is associated with an increase in absenteeism; 

• high presence of interpersonal conflicts within a work team is associated with a 
reduction in performance; 

• the manager-subordinate relationship is the most commonly reported cause of stress; 

• managerial behaviour can have a significant impact on health outcomes of 
subordinates. 

                                                      
7This is a summary of the scientific literature in Jean-Pierre Brun (2008). See also Semmer (2007). 
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Life satisfaction and decent work: Can the link be quantified? 

In the foregoing sections, the strong conceptual link between self-reported 
measurements of well-being and the core tenets of the concept of decent work was 
presented, as were some empirical results.  Both uniformly show the high consistency of 
findings from the economics of happiness research and the concept of decent work. 

The present section delves more deeply into this link through some simple 
quantification between measurements of “life satisfaction” and some rather “reduced-
form” variables intended to capture proxy measures of decent work across its four pillars.  
For reasons of their availability (and comparability), the data are drawn from the 27 EU 
member States. 

Beginning first with a rather material dimension of work – income – the literature is 
quite consistent in finding that, indeed, money does buy happiness.  Thus, as distinct from 
the intra-national conclusions of the Easterlin paradox, cross-country comparisons of 
incomes and well-being show a strong positive relationship.  This is reflected in the simple 
correlation results below for 20 EU countries. 

Figure 6. GDP per capita in constant US dollars and life satisfaction index 

 

Source:  the Eurobarometer Survey and the ILO Key Indicators of the Labour Market 2011 

For a larger sample of countries, income-related well-being is also in evidence.  A 
qualification can nonetheless be made, as discussed below. 
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A standard deviation that is not so standard 

There is, then, compelling evidence from many sources that self-reported life 
satisfaction and income are positive correlates.  The figure below shows the same for a 
sample of over 100 countries with a Pearson coefficient of r = 0.67. 

Figure 7. Self-reported life satisfaction and GNI per capita 
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Source: Author’s calculation on data from UNDP Human Development Report 2011. 

There are, however, at least four comments to make on this profile.  The first, as 
previously mentioned, is that money does matter when satisfaction with life is evaluated.  
Wealthier countries do report being more satisfied with life. 

The second refers to the inadequate proxy of an aggregate measure of income as an 
explanatory variable.  In essence, “money in the pocket” might matter, but GNI per capita 
is also highly associated with wealth-related provisions that a State might be able to 
provide.  So, is it only the money in the pocket that makes people satisfied, or the fact that 
healthcare and education systems are superior, the streets cleaner, civil rights more 
guaranteed and the rule of law more dependable, available and predictable?  All these are 
ancillary dividends of income quite beyond personal bank accounts. 

The third comment refers to what hides behind any aggregate number, and it is also 
income-related.  GNI per capita says nothing of the distribution of that income.  Indeed, an 
outlier removed from the country sample above, Qatar, has a GNI per capita of well over 
US$100,000 in 2005 PPP terms.  However, this says very little about its distribution 
among Qataris and cannot usefully explain how people evaluate the satisfaction of their 
lives.  Anticipating a major conclusion of this paper, it will be found that it is not just 
income that matters, but its distribution. 
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Fourth and finally, the data points presented in the figure above are not all that 
orderly.  This is seen in the figure below, when a US$20,000 cap is placed on the sample:  
for example, life satisfaction in otherwise poor countries shows a high degree of deviation. 

Figure 8. Self-reported life satisfaction and GNI per capita  
(constant 2005 PPP dollars)up to 20,000 threshold 
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Source: Author’s calculation on data from UNDP Human Development Report 2011. 

While the same positive correlation between satisfaction and income is evident, that 
relation is far less linear.  Two explanations are plausible.  First, and as mentioned, GNI 
per capita says nothing of its distribution.  Second, and not adequately captured in a purely 
economic explanation, satisfaction is simply not just a function of income.  This seems 
intuitive.  Beyond the fulfilment of basic needs, it is hoped that this would be the case.   
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Beyond income: Four proxy measures of  
the non-material dimensions of decent work 

This paper, however, is concerned with the non-material dimensions of decent work. 
Indications of these are represented by proxy measures across the four substantive 
components of the concept.  These measures are:   

• The UNDP gender inequality index is a composite index including mortality and 
fertility data, the number of seats in parliament held by women, an educational 
attainment variable, the labour force participation rate of women and various 
indicators of reproductive health.  Figure 4 showed a strong correlation between this 
index and the index of life satisfaction.  Discussion returns to this variable below. 

• The Gini index8, as a measure of relative income inequality and, by extension, equity 
(and security) in labour markets, as the inequality measure is also an implicit 
reflection of how tax and transfer payments serve to offer some social protection 
against market-determined risks.   

• The unemployment rate, as an indicator of labour market slackness, is used as a proxy 
measure of the state of productive employment.  

• The variations in the extent of collective bargaining coverage are used to show the 
institutional embeddedness of social dialogue in economies in interaction with 
distributive policies to extend the fruits of bargaining results.   

In every instance, the dependent variable is life satisfaction as revealed by the 
Eurobarometer surveys.  The independent variables are intended, respectively, as proxies 
for the four strategic objectives of decent work. 

A few tentative conclusions 

The correlation matrix shown in Table 1 below shows the degree of relatedness 
among the variables.  The difficulty of adducing causation from correlation has been 
previously described in this report. For example, does unemployment make people 
unhappy, or are unhappy people more likely to become unemployed?  While authors have 
addressed these issues through, for instance, using time-series panel data to evaluate the 
effect of a change in status on well-being, the issue of causality nonetheless remains an 
extant one in the present section.  (It can, however, be noted here that the causal relation 
between unemployment and unhappiness does appear to proceed from the former to the 
latter.) 

                                                      
8Initially, the male-female wage gap was selected as an (imperfect) indicator of gender-based discrimination in 
labour markets.  The measure is imperfect because gender-based pay gaps have both observable and non-
observable dimensions, and these cannot be disaggregated from the pay gap figures used.  In other words, there 
are “objective” explanations for the existence of a pay gap, e.g. education, tenure, even economic structure, and 
there are “non-objective” or discriminatory explanations for the gap.  Because wage gap data cannot fully reflect 
discrimination, regression results using this variable were not particularly strong.  The variable was thus dropped 
and the UNDP gender inequality index was substituted. 
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Table 1 

Correlation Matrix 

 Life satisfaction Gini index Gender inequality Unemployment rate Collective 
bargaining 
coverage 

 
Life satisfaction 
 

 
1 

 
.53 

 
-.79 

 
-.35 

 
.32 

 
Gini index 
 

  
1 

 
.33 

 
.54 

 
.25 

Gender inequality 
 

   
1 

 
.34 

 
.38 

Unemployment rate 
 

    
1 

 
.33 

Collective 
bargaining coverage 

     
1 

 

Source: author’s calculations based on data from Eurobarometer survey, UNDP Human Development Report 2011, ILO Key Indicators of the Labour 
Market 2011, and ILO Director-General’s Report to the International Labour Conference, “A New Era for Social Justice,” 2011. 

In order to draw the bold conclusions implied in this correlation, admittedly,much 
more to go on is needed. That said, some of the correlations presented in the matrix find 
broad support in the literature. In particular, the relatively strong negative relationship 
between unemployment and reported life satisfaction, shown above (and in Figure X) is 
corroborated by many others, including those whose work was reviewed in the preceding 
section. Similarly, the strongly negative relation between the extent of inequality and 
reported life satisfaction finds a good deal of support in the literature, and is consistent 
with the hypothesis that utility is relative, rather than just absolute. 

Three other observations are, at the very least, worthy of mention, if not resolution, at 
this juncture. The strong positive relation shown above between inequality and 
unemployment appears to be less prominent in existing literature.  Again, this is not readily 
explained by a simple quantitative test:  does the relationship, for example, derive from the 
fact that the more equal societies in this European sample are also the smaller, more 
homogeneous ones?  The former trait, smallness, might allow greater ease of labour market 
absorption. The latter trait, homogeneity, begs the question that: if societies are more 
unequal, is this because their ethnic mix, or mix between migrant and domestic labour, is 
more heterogeneous, and more to the detriment of some ethnicities than others? The 
question is merely posed, rather than answered by this paper. 

Why collective bargaining coverage emerges as so weakly related to inequality is also 
a puzzle, the origins of which might be merely statistical. (The sample does not have many 
observations to go on.) Other explorations have found a relatively strong relationship 
between collective bargaining coverage and inequality (Hayter, 2002).  At present, these 
questions remain unanswered.  It would seem promising, however, that a simple regression 
experiment could add further insight into, at least, the significance of inequality on 
reported life satisfaction, and on unemployment.  These are visualized in the two figures 
below. 
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Figure 9. 

 

To obtain an early sense, prior to a modelling exercise, of whether these measures of 
decent work do bear a relationship to reported life satisfaction, a rank-on-rank correlation 
was made. Countries were first ranked on the basis of their reported life satisfaction.  The 
four decent work measures were then ranked across countries in the following way: 

 

Where dw is the decent-work index for country n, g is the Gini index, gi is the gender 
inequality index, c is the extent of collective bargaining coverage, and u is the 
unemployment rate.Thus, a “country score” or rank was then calculated by aggregating all 
four ranks for an individual country and dividing by four. Consequently, the four measures 
comprising the index are equally weighted, there being no obvious rationale for weighting 
one more highly than another. The results are shown in the figure below9.  

                                                      
9Of the EU 27, the comparison in this figure drops to 20, as a result of the absence of data on collective bargaining 
coverage in some of the countries.  More crucially, the figure presents a “ranking” of countries on the basis of four 
criteria, argued to be proxy measures of decent work.  It can, as such, in no way be considered a ranking of 
countries on the basis of “decent work”; there are simply too many component measures missing.  There is, in 
consequence, little reason to name the countries in the ranking, as to do so would be misleading, if not outright 
erroneous. 
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Figure 10. Rank-on-rank correlation of life satisfaction and the decent work index (1 = “best”) 

 

The first observation is that there does appear be a clear correlation between the 
ranked measure of decent work and reported life satisfaction in a country.Moreover, with r 
greater than 0.5, the correlation is slightly higher than any of the pair-wise correlations in 
the matrix. 

Two outliers appear of interest and invite some speculation.The first is that the United 
Kingdom appears to report a much higher level of life satisfaction than would be 
“predicted” by the decent-work measures.Although not presented here, this is a feature 
shared by other Anglo-Saxon countries and might even suggest that the very correlation 
shown above is a spurious one.Further analysis does not confirm this conclusion, however, 
and discussion will return to this in the conclusion. 

The second outlier reported in the figure is the converse of the British case:while 
Romania reports the lowest life satisfaction in the sample, it scores considerably higher in 
the decent-work measures.Two observations might be made here.The first, Romania joins 
a group of countries in Central and Eastern Europe (CEE) where reported life satisfaction 
is far lower than income alone might predict (Deaton, 2008). Thus, while the inter-country 
relationship between life satisfaction and the level of GDP per capita presents in almost a 
linear fashion, the CEE countries tend to cluster together as outliers, well below where 
they “ought” to be in measured satisfaction.Authors have attributed this inter alia to the 
continued travails of economic and political transition in those countries – greater 
uncertainty, rising inequality, the fact that not everyone’s standard of living was improved 
by the transition – resulting in the empirical finding that many lives appear, in fact, to be 
worse off than they were in the previous political economy regime. 

The second observation is that, while inequality might be rising in Romania and 
elsewhere in the region, it remains a region of relative income equality, the consequence of 
its political economy under communism.Unemployment, at 7.3 per cent, is not 
astonishingly high in Romania:in fact, it remains a country with well over 1.2 million 
subsistence farmers, which might have absorbed job losses in the Great Recession, thus 
yielding a (relatively) “low” unemployment rate more akin to that of a developing 
country.Finally, while trade unionism weakened substantially in the early transition years 
in the region, as the unions acquired new functions, the collective bargaining coverage rate 
in Romania remains at 73 per cent (and thus ranked highly in decent-work measures 
above), while it is, for example, only 35 per cent in Hungary. 
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Taking a closer look 

Adding a bit more rigour yields results that are consistent with the exploration thus 
far undertaken.The analysis now leads to the construction of an ordinary least squares 
multiple regression model built on two assumptions.The first is that the proxy measures of 
decent work discussed earlier are likely to be appropriate predictors of the level of life 
satisfaction.The second is that the relationship can logically be assumed to be linear i.e. the 
more decent is work, the more satisfied people are.This can be expressed in the following 
manner: 

ls= β + gx+ cx + gix + ux + e 

where the dependent variable ls is life satisfaction, β is the intercept, g is the Gini 

index, c the extent of collective bargaining coverage, gi is the gender inequality measure, u 

is the unemployment rate, and e is an error term. The regression results are presented on 
the following page. 

An initial problem to resolve was hinted at in Figure 7 above, showing a rather strong 
correlation between income and life satisfaction among countries.A legitimate question is 
the extent to which the four independent variables, intended as proxies for non-material 
dimensions of work, are, in fact, “hidden proxies” for the level of income?Three variables 
would seem exempt from the suspicion that income drives results.These are the income 
inequality measure, the unemployment rate and the level of collective bargaining 
coverage.As to the last, an argument could be made that collective bargaining coverage is 
indeed income-dependent and substantially lower in poor countries with large informal 
economies.This is arguably true, but does not apply to the sample of countries selected 
here: relatively wealthy countries of Western Europe and formerly Communist countries of 
the CEE. 

One variable nevertheless remains suspicious, and that is the gender inequality 
variable.As described earlier, it is the UNDP’s composite measure incorporating vectors 
such as mortality rates and reproductive health.These are quite likely to be income-
related.In consequence, the construction of the gender inequality variable for this paper’s 
model chose only: (i) the share of women in parliament; and (ii) the labour force 
participation rate of women.The hypothesis is that neither of these measures is plausibly 
income-related. 

The effort, therefore, has been to identify variables, which are as distant from income 
dependency as possible, to the extent that, what is being analysed here is truly the non-
material dimensions of work. 

A few firmer conclusions to draw 

A few noteworthy conclusions can be drawn. First, and fundamentally, the null 
hypothesis that there is no relationship between life satisfaction and these measures of 
decent work can be rejected.In this model, satisfaction and decent work are indeed related, 
as summarized in Table 2 below.To over-summarize, in a sentence, it is preferred to be 
more rather than less equal over a range of dimensions. 

The two variables that emerge as the most significant predictors of life satisfaction are 
the income inequality variable, and that of non-income dependent gender inequality 
variability.The two other variables, collective bargaining coverage and unemployment, 
turn out to be not significant, with the former even having the “wrong” sign.These are 
possibly casualties of model misspecification, as well as peculiarities of the chosen 
sample.Indeed, bivariate regressions using these variables, respectively, return results that 
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are both of the right sign and significant.Figure 11 below offers some visual support of 
this. 

Of course, the selected measures of decent work do not explain all of satisfaction in 
life, and this could be the consequence of many factors.“Omitted variables” frequently 
diminish explanatory power, most notably income.It may also be true that the variables 
chosen are not the best ones for capturing decent work (as the ILO’s own, much broader 
identification of decent work indicators, clearly suggests). 

On the purely speculative plane, however, the imperfect fit of this model is not 
necessarily an undesirable outcome.Perhaps the model’s conclusions are, in fact, 
suggesting that:“work is important, but it is not ‘all important’; there are other dimensions 
of life outside the workplace which make mine a satisfying life.”Consider, for example, 
Figure 7’s strong correlation between life satisfaction and the UNDP’s Human 
Development Index.The latter is a composite of life expectancy, years of education and 
income.The correlation below excludes the income variable10. In no way, of course, can 
the merely relative importance of work be unimpeachably inferred by the model’s results. 
Neither, however, are the results inconsistent with such a conclusion. 

Figure 11. Two indices: life satisfaction (x axis) and the UNDP Human Development Index 

 

Source:  UNDP Human Development Report 2011 and Eurobarometer Survey 2011 

The multivariate model yields a higher explanatory outcome than bivariate 
regressions based on the individual independent variables.Doubts about the explanatory 
power of the variable on collective bargaining coverage are perhaps not too surprising, as it 
is not logically straightforward why its extent would matter to life satisfaction, unless it is 
related to decent-work variables that may matter more, such as relative income equality, a 
lower gender-based wage gap, or some other consequence of it on outcomes not measured 
by the model. 

It will be recalled that the collective bargaining coverage variable was selected as a 
proxy measure of the extent of social dialogue or participation.In fact, this variable is not 
really designed to service this aim, as it is legal extension, rather than dialogue, that is 
often the main means through which collective bargaining coverage arises.This is 
dramatically so in France where, for example, trade union membership is in single digits, 
while the coverage of collective bargaining agreements extends to the vast majority of 

                                                      
10Admittedly, however, one encounters the same problem as with the gender inequality variable, e.g. years of 
schooling and life expectancy are highly likely to be income-dependent, and the figure above may merely be 
showing proxy measures of income. 
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workers.Thus, it is perhaps the case that this variable is not a particularly good indicator of 
the true extent of participation.  

The weak results of the unemployment variable are perhaps more surprising in view 
of the rather extensive (and consensual) literature on the relationship between 
unemployment and well-being.Many factors could account for this, such as sample 
composition. For example, an unemployment rate in one of the transition countries might 
not be a good indication of underemployment and the latter’s effect on well-being.It is not 
inconceivable, however, that there could be something akin to a hysteresis effect in play 
here; that is, a country with sustained high unemployment simply “gets used to it”.Such an 
explanation, moreover, would find support in the economics of happiness literature:lottery 
winners experience a momentary rocketing increase in well-being, and then return to their 
prior steady state; those who become physically disabled see their well-being plummet 
before returning to its prior level.This paper’s results, of course, prove none of this, but are 
not inconsistent with similar findings elsewhere. 

Figure 12 
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Table 2 

Estimated model 
Dependent variable:Well-being 

 
Variable Description of the variable OLS Coefficient 

T-Statistic in Parentheses 

C Constant 3.033 *** 
(3.948) 

G Gini index -.0492 ** 
(-2.574) 

GI Gender inequality .0174 ** 
(2.865) 

CB Collective bargaining Coverage -.0016 
(-.4398) 

U Unemployment rate .0067 
(.3164) 

Note: *** significant at the 2.5% level;** significant at the 5 % level; 

R-Squared:.70291;Adjusted R-Squared:.57087;F-Statistic:5.3235 
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Conclusion 

This paper had two modest ambitions.The first was to relate the findings of the 
growing literature on the “economics of happiness” to the main tenets of the concept of 
decent work.The complementarity between the two is close indeed. The second was to 
explore empirically the relationship between a measure of life satisfaction and proxy 
measures of decent work. 

The latter is quite obviously very preliminary thus far, and perhaps raises more 
interesting hypotheses than answering questions in any definitive way.There are certainly 
many omitted variables here (e.g. a direct use of the data on social protection).Omitted 
variables are also inherent in the very research question. Although this paper makes the 
argument that decent work and self-reported well-being are conceptually similar, and 
likely to be related in a causal way, there is more to life than work and the material, as well 
as non-material outcomes, that work conveys.That said, the effort in this paper has been to 
“firewall” any income-related dimensions of well-being from the analysis. 

Some might well argue that these results are hardly “non-obvious”:people presumably 
prefer decent to indecent work; people presumably prefer to be satisfied than 
dissatisfied.Both propositions are likely to be true, but these matters are not the subject of 
this paper.  

A second contention to be made on the “not obviously non-obvious” nature of the 
paper’s results might arise from the sample selection (Europe), and simply be phrased as 
follows:“Of course, we’ll see a strong correlation between decent work measures and the 
European social model as the latter is the closest in the world to the values of decent work 
and, indeed to the values of the ILO and its European origins.”There is plausibility in this, 
but, once again, this is not the paper’s focus. 

Three replies to the foregoing suggest themselves. First, it is not Europe as a 
monolithic entity that is being explored here, but differences across European 
countries.Second, the approach taken in this paper is something more – or potentially 
something more – than just measuring a presumed continental European affinity for decent 
work.The reason is quite simply that the dependent variable was not, “how would you rate 
your satisfaction with the concept of decent work?” It was: “are you satisfied with your 
life?”, constraining no possible construction of how a person might interpret this question, 
whether at work or not. Third, the paper’s empirical analysis deliberately excludes a 
material independent variable (e.g. GDP per capita), and dwells solely on non-material 
dimensions.On the one hand, the inclusion of an income variable (level, not distribution) 
would likely drive the model’s results, given the strong correlation between income and 
life satisfaction, as shown in Figures 7 and 8.This, indeed, could possibly diminish to 
insignificance some of the other independent variables.On the other, each of the four 
independent variables chosen bears no obvious relation to the level of income.As such, the 
results can be confidently said to be income-independent and reflect solely non-material 
dimensions of work. 

What the paper offers, then, is twofold.First, it is an analysis, not hitherto undertaken, 
of the close complementarity of the emerging literature on the economics of well-being 
and the concept of decent work.Second, it offers empirical support to the proposition that 
the non-material dimensions of decent work are indeed related to how people evaluate their 
satisfaction with their lives as a whole.By extension, this second point would seem quite 
consistent with those who argue that economic policy should not be unduly obsessed with 
“nominal” targets, such as the inflation or growth rate, important though these are, to the 
exclusion of “real” targets.An “employment target” is an example of the latter.More 
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broadly still, if economic policy were to target “well-being”, then equality targets, as well 
as employment targets, would appear to matter. 
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