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Abstract 
 

Radical changes in the organisation of work over the past decades have inspired scholars 
from various disciplines to study cross-national variation and developments in how 
individuals value work. Although this rapid accumulation of research has the potential to 
significantly improve our understanding of the value of work, absent is the necessary step of 
consolidating and integrating this contemporary knowledge. In this paper, we aim to provide 
an integrative literature review of empirical research on the value of work in advanced 
economies since the 1990s by analysing whether and how the value of work differs between 
advanced economies and how valuations have evolved over time. This paper identifies 
patterns and gaps in the current literature and provides recommendations for a new 
research agenda. The findings show that - despite tremendous societal changes over the 
past decades - cross-national and historical-comparative studies provide a rather stable 
picture. This raises the question whether patterns on the value of work are indeed that 
constant or whether there is happening ‘more beneath the surface’? In terms of gaps in the 
current literature we find that developments in general valuations of work over time are 
scarce and there is a need for more in-depth analyses and small-scale country comparisons 
to obtain a more holistic picture of cross-national variation and developments over time.  

 

Key words:  Cross-national comparisons, employment commitment, extrinsic and intrinsic 
rewards, job quality, job satisfaction, quality of work, work centrality, work 
ethic, work orientation, work values  



  
 

5 
 

1. Introduction 
 

Over the past decades, major changes have taken place in the labour market in advanced 
economies. Not only the nature of work transformed as a result of – amongst others – 
technological developments and globalisation, but also the size and structure of the labour 
market changed markedly under the influence of for instance the sharp increase in women’s 
labour force participation and demographic changes (such as population ageing and 
immigration). Workers and employers coped with profound changes in the organisation of 
work (including a trend towards more flexibility and out-sourcing) and there was a shift 
within families with respect to the balance between work and family lives. Both media and 
experts have paid particular attention to questions on how various macro-level 
developments affect the quantity of jobs. However, all these transformations also have a 
severe impact on how individuals experience and value work and the ‘utility’ individuals 
derive from their jobs - both in pecuniary and non-pecuniary terms.  

Over time, a large literature has emerged on the value individuals attach to their work cross-
nationally and on developments in the value of work. Although scientists, employers and 
employees share the notion that how work is organised has radically changed, we have yet 
to arrive at a coherent picture of the implications of these developments (Kalleberg, 2011; 
Osterman, 2013). This paper aims to contribute to this field by providing an integrative 
literature review of empirical research on the value of work in advanced economies since 
the 1990s. In this study, “value of work” in the first place refers to ‘general’ valuations of 
work, which is captured in concepts like the importance of work to one’s life (‘work 
centrality’), work ethic (e.g. ‘It is humiliating to receive money without having to work’) and 
‘employment commitment’ (e.g. ‘I would enjoy having a paid job even if I did not need the 
money’). These concepts are not dependent on employment status and could in principle be 
addressed by both workers and non-workers. Second, “value of work” may also refer to the 
value individuals derive from their jobs, which is captured in concepts such as ‘job 
satisfaction’ and ‘quality of working life’, as well as through attributes individuals consider of 
value in a job (‘work values’) and extrinsic and intrinsic rewards from work (‘job outcomes’). 
These concepts are thus by their nature restricted to those individuals currently employed.  

In general, valuations of work are unlikely to be gender-neutral. Gender ideology and 
perceived consequences of women working (such as the belief that a pre-school child is 
likely to suffer if his or her mother works) will have a different impact on work centrality and 
the value of work in the lives of men and women. Furthermore, socialization theory and 
social role theory predict that women will value other job facets than men. Earlier research 
has shown that the nature of gender-role attitudes varies substantially between nations (see 
for example Scott et al., 1996; Treas and Widmer, 2000; Crompton et al., 2005). Initially, 
there seemed to be a trend in most advanced economies towards consistently more 
egalitarian gender role attitudes, but research shows a flattening and even reversed trend in 
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some countries in more recent times (Scott et al., 1996; Brewster & Padavic, 2000; Brooks & 
Bolzendahl, 2004; Van Egmond et al., 2010; Cotter et al., 2011), which has led to the belief 
that there may be arising a new cultural frame in advanced economies with respect to 
women’s employment, blending aspects of feminism and traditional familism (Cotter et al., 
2011). 

The aim of this review is to break new ground by (a) analysing whether and how the value of 
work differs between advanced economies and how cross-national variation has been 
explained hitherto; (b) analysing whether and how the value of paid work has evolved over 
time (historical-comparative perspective) and provide an overview of relevant determinants 
that have been established in the literature; (c) identifying gaps in the literature and 
recommending new directions for future research on the value of work. 

 

2. Theoretical background 
 

Most scientific disciplines dealing with the value of work consist of both a positive and 
negative school. In economics, for instance, the neo-classical view is largely based on the 
assumption that working holds ‘disutility’ to an individual; the individual offers labour which 
requires compensation. More recent schools, such as the behavioural economists, do not 
see work as a mere sacrifice, but also incorporate the social and mental value or ‘utility’ 
individuals derive from their work.  

In principle, the value of work can be both about the value to an individual and to society. 
The value of work at the level of the individual addresses the question to what extent and 
how work has pecuniary and non-pecuniary value to an individual. Societal value refers to 
the extent to which work adds to the functioning and prosperity of society. In this paper we 
focus on the value of work to an individual. Various strands of economic, sociological and 
social-psychological theory provide a theoretical background for examining the valuation of 
work among individuals in different countries and over time. 

 

Socio-economic perspective – The socio-economic perspective is rooted in Maslow’s (1954) 
need-gratification theory, describing a hierarchy of needs starting from physiological and 
safety needs, followed by needs for love and belonging, esteem, and finally self-
actualization. Higher needs become salient when lower needs are gratified. Inglehart (1977, 
1997) postulates that in post-modern societies people tend to take survival for granted and 
that such societies have experienced a value change from values related to economic 
achievement (extrinsic) to values related to enhancing self-expression (intrinsic). Put as the 
“scarcity hypothesis” this translates into the assumption that materialistic values are more 
important and work ethic is stronger in less developed countries, and their importance will 
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decrease with increasing affluence. The “modernisation perspective” then describes the 
process of declining traditional views in favour of more ‘modern’ values, which tend to be 
equivalent to ‘individualistic’ orientations such as self-determination and personal 
development.  

Adherence to the ‘needs principle’ may translate into different values of work for men and 
women. Vecerník (2006) for instance describes the situation that under the former 
communist regime in Czechoslovakia women’s earnings were conceived “as necessary but 
supplementary to family income … their work was regarded as secondary by society and the 
related expectations from work were moderate and focused on social contacts” (p.1225-
1226). This description relates to a hierarchy of needs in the sense that a female job in this 
context contains less elements of the ‘survival’ function than a male job. In a similar vein one 
could argue that in one, one-and-a-half and dual income households the value of work may 
differ substantially within and between the groups of men and women. Human capital 
theory also provides a framework for potentially different valuations of work between men 
and women from a socio-economic perspective (Becker, 1962, 1981; Polachek and Siebert, 
1993).  

 

Cultural perspective - Rather than the idea that individuals from a particular country place 
more emphasis on higher needs because their lower needs are gratified, the cultural 
perspective places more emphasis on higher needs because of culturally inherited traits. The 
cultural perspective emanates from Hofstede’s work (1980, 1991, 2001), who defines culture 
as the “collective programming of the mind which distinguishes the members of one human 
group from another” (Hofstede, 1980, p. 25). Cultural heritage is – amongst others – 
influenced by religious beliefs, political regimes and historical background. Translated into 
criteria for evaluating the value of work this for instance means that workers in 
individualistic countries value intrinsic job characteristics (such as self-actualization and 
autonomy) more than do workers in collectivistic countries, who rank economic and social 
goals higher than individual goals – i.e. regardless of their socio-economic position.  

In post-industrial societies the domain of paid work tends to provide, apart from the 
‘manifest’ financial rewards of paid work, also an important psychological function. Whereas 
in earlier times these psychological needs were often provided outside the work domain, in 
advanced economies the workplace increasingly seems to have become a central social 
institution as well (Jahoda, 1982) and there has been an increased interest in what is also 
called ‘workplace spirituality’ (Ashmos & Duchon, 2000). The ‘latent’ function of paid work 
refers for instance to the assignment of identity, meaning and purpose, as well as a sense of 
participation and community (Gill, 1999). Due to the changing role of the work domain as 
compared to other life domains over the past decades, especially in the life of women, the 
latent function may have evolved differently from the manifest function.  
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Institutional perspective – The institutional environments perspective emphasizes the role of 
institutional characteristics in shaping variation and developments in the value of work. 
Departing from the varieties of capitalism approach (Hall and Soskice, 2001), it can be 
argued that in coordinated markets economies (CME) employers are more committed to 
long-term employment relations, in which the value of work is likely to be more stable and 
of higher quality than in liberal market economies (LME). The employment regime 
framework [ER] differentiates within CMEs between inclusive and dualist regimes; ER thus 
assumes a more differentiated clustering of countries and expects the value of work to be 
more equally distributed in inclusive than in dualist CMEs (Gallie, 2007; Olsen et al, 2010). 
From a welfare scepticism view, media and scholars have often stressed the idea that 
generous social benefits may have disincentive effects and lead to the erosion of work ethos, 
threatening the sustainability of the welfare state. A welfare resources perspective, on the 
other hand, predicts that comprehensive welfare provision is rather a productive force, 
stimulating employment commitment and participation (Esping-Andersen, 1990; Van der 
Wel & Halvorsen, 2015) 

  

Post-industrial perspective - In line with Bell’s (1976) optimistic analysis of the post-industrial 
society, one school of thought (termed Post-Fordist theory or mutual gain literature) argues 
that new work systems have led to an improved quality of working life especially in terms of 
intrinsic rewards (such as job challenge and autonomy), working conditions (such as 
decreased physical workload) and in terms of material rewards (such as wages). In this view, 
changing product and labour markets, diffusion of information technology and participative 
management strategies – amongst others – lead to job enrichment and mutual 
improvements for both employers and employees (Handel, 2005; Greenan et al., 2013). In 
contrast, the critical view (termed Neo-Fordist theory), breathes Braverman’s  (1974) more 
pessimistic analysis of the post-industrial society and claims that the limited gains that may 
have accrued to employees are outweighed by increased effort requirements and insecurity. 
They argue that recent changes in labour markets and work organizations have put 
individuals under greater pressure and that for many workers material conditions (such as 
pay and job security) have actually decreased and earnings inequality grew (Handel, 2005; 
Kalleberg, 2009; Greenan et al., 2013). In this view, employers responded to the economic 
climate after the post-war growth period “by rolling back many of labor’s post-war gains and 
by institutionalizing a “lean and mean” philosophy of employment relations” (Handel, 2005, 
p.67).   
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3. Method 
 

3.1 Conceptualization of the value of work 
A first issue that a study on the value of work has to address is the question what level we 
are investigating; in this study we distinguish the general level and the individual level. The 
general level refers to the (moral) embeddedness of work and the role work plays in 
people’s lives; in a way this level may thus be perceived as containing ‘informal institutions’ 
on the valuation of work within certain societies. The individual level refers to personal job 
preferences and utility derived from working. 

 

 

Figure 1.  A framework for analysing the value of work 

 

Second, there is not one variable, nor a clear set of variables, that can undisputedly be 
thought of as summarising what constitutes “the value of work” to individuals. Moreover, 
theoretical and methodological advances on the subject of the value of work are closely 
related to data availability and comparability. Departing from these considerations we 
constructed a framework for analysing the value of work as shown in Figure 1. The main 
concepts analysed in this paper, capturing different dimensions of the value of work at the 
general level, then are: 

 Work ethic/ Entitlement and obligation norms – The concept of work ethic refers to 
the belief in work as a moral good and is based on a set of values centred around the 
importance of work. ‘No matter what one’s motivation to work is – money, power, 
social contacts – no matter if one likes certain aspects of a job or not, work ethics 
precedes these attitudes and evaluations as a core imperative that one should work’ 

VALUE  
OF WORK 

GENERAL LEVEL 

ROLE IN LIFE 
- Work ethic/ Entitlement and obligation 

norms 
- Employment commitment 

- Work centrality 

INDIVIDUAL LEVEL 

SUMMARY MEASURES 
- Job satisfaction 

- Quality of working life 

WORK FACETS 
- Work values/ job preference orientations  

((relative) importance of e.g. income, 
content, security, advancement, prospects) 

- Job characteristics/ job quality 
(e.g. extrinsic/ intrinsic rewards from work) 



  
 

10 
 

(Ter Bogt et al., 2005). Entitlement norms refer to the belief that individuals are 
entitled to have work (if they desire), representing the right of individuals and 
responsibilities of society and organisations. Obligation norms refer to the belief that 
individuals have a duty to contribute to society by working, representing the duty of 
individuals to organisations and to society (Harpaz & Fu, 2002). 

 Employment commitment – Would you continue to work if you had enough money to 
live comfortably without working? Employment commitment refers to the desire to 
work for work’s sake and captures non-financial and non-job specific work motivation 
(Warr, 1982). 

 Work centrality – Work is a basic and important activity for many individuals in 
advanced economies, often ranking second only to family and often of more 
importance to people than leisure, community and religion. Work centrality has been 
defined as individual beliefs regarding the value of work or as the degree of 
importance work plays in one’s life (Harpaz & Fu, 2002; Lu et al, 2016).  

The main concepts analysed in this paper, capturing different dimensions of the value of 
work to individuals, are: 

 Job satisfaction/ Quality of working life – Job satisfaction or quality of working life are 
summary measures containing information about how workers perceive their work 
life and how they feel about and evaluate their jobs. As such, these constructs have a 
cognitive dimension and hold an evaluative judgement about one or several aspects 
of a job. The multidimensionality of the constructs make them difficult to interpret 
and over time many questions have emerged on what these summary measures are 
capturing. However, since we do not consider the summary constructs in isolation we 
believe they still provide valuable, additional insight into cross-national differences 
and historical-comparative evolutions in the value of work (Green & Tsitsianis, 2005; 
Brown et al, 2008; Lopes et al., 2014).  

 Work values/ importance of work facets – Work values signify the importance 
individuals attribute to various job facets and shed light on the desirable states and 
goals that individuals seek through working (‘in general’, rather than from a 
particular job). Work values have also been termed job expectations, job 
preferences, job preference orientations, job values, judgements about work and 
(subjective) work goals. The most commonly applied classification divides individuals’ 
work values into an intrinsic and an extrinsic work orientation. An intrinsic work 
orientation refers to the idea that the main goal of the work being done is to be 
found in the work itself (and is as such related to self-actualisation and cognitive 
work values). An extrinsic work orientation has been used to denote that work is 
being done because of ‘outside’ goals, meaning, for example, the pay received for 
doing it (also referred to as material or instrumental work values). Besides these two 
basic dimensions, there have been suggestions for additional dimensions of work 
values, such as social or relational values (related to relations with co-workers and 
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supervisors) and prestige values (related to statues, influence and power) (Ross et al., 
1999; Harpaz & Fu, 2002; Turunen, 2011; Kalleberg & Marsden, 2013; Hauff & 
Kirchner, 2015) 

 Job characteristics/ job quality – Job characteristics or job quality provide insight into 
dimensions of the value of work and partly follow similar distinctions as work values, 
such as job characteristics on the extrinsic versus intrinsic dimension and the social 
climate, but also may include for instance working conditions, health and safety and 
training provisions. Warr’s “vitamin model” (1987) states that some job 
characteristics linearly relate to ‘good jobs’, such as earnings or the valued social 
position (like vitamins C and E), while other only if present within bounds, such as 
worker’s opportunities for skill use or variety (like vitamins A and D). Job quality as a 
whole is a complex concept to measure and there is not a single accepted definition 
in the literature. The choice of indicators is often driven by data availability. 

 

3.2 Identification of the literature 
The starting point for the literature review is the compilation of published empirical studies 
exploring and explaining the value of work. To create the sample, we started with an 
electronic database search for relevant overview studies covering cross-national 
comparisons and time-trends in the value of work in the time period between 1990 and 
2017. The electronic databases that were used to obtain the relevant literature were: ISI 
Web of Science, Scopus and Google scholar. Key words used included: ‘work centrality’, 
‘work ethic’, ‘work ethos’, ‘employment commitment’, ‘job satisfaction’, 'satisfaction at 
work’, ‘quality of working life’, ‘pay satisfaction’, ‘dissatisfaction’, ‘job quality’, ‘quality of 
working life’, ‘work values’ and ‘job values’. Our search furthermore included examination of 
references in empirical studies to other studies that may report on the value of work. Note 
that all concepts included in Figure 1, and therefore also in our key words, are in principle 
potential ‘output measures’ or ‘explained variables’ on the value of work. It would have 
been possible to also address the value of work as an ‘input measure’, or explanatory 
variable of a non-work explained variable, for example by including studies addressing the 
question to what extent and how work adds to the overall happiness or well-being of 
individuals. However, since we anticipated that including additional studies from this area 
would a) add an extra level of complexity to our analyses of the literature and b) such 
studies are likely to focus rather on the explanatory mechanisms than on cross-national 
comparisons or trends over time, we felt this research area would be beyond the scope of 
our literature review.  

We included overview studies examining the value of work 1) in at least two OECD countries 
or country clusters, and/or; 2) between at least two points in time and/or 3) providing an 
overview of research on determinants of the value of work in a cross-national or historical-
comparative framework setting. This means that - for instance - we did not include empirical 
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studies performing determinants of job satisfaction in one country in one year. Otherwise, 
our search would lead to an unmanageable amount of relevant studies. Since the primary 
goal of this study is to provide an outline of marked gaps in the literature in cross-national 
research and on time trends rather than summarizing the exact determinants and 
mechanisms underlying the value of work, we considered these to be just cut-off criteria. 
Future studies may want to address specific subareas in more detail. The search was 
completed in April 2017 and led to a sample of 35 relevant studies for cross-national 
research on the value of work in OECD countries and 23 relevant studies for changes in the 
value of work over time. As it turned out, cross-national and historical-comparative studies 
in this area predominantly include European countries (including non-OECD members such 
as Romania or Bulgaria) and the United States, while outcomes of other OECD countries (like 
Australia, Japan or Mexico) are often unknown or left out. To manage expectations, we 
therefore minimized usage of the umbrella term ‘OECD countries’ throughout the rest of this 
paper (unless a study is discussed with a specific focus on OECD countries, such as Clark, 
2005; Corneo, 2012) and instead choose to – more loosely – refer to the group of countries 
included as ‘advanced economies’. 

 

4. Results 

4.1 The value of work in cross-national comparative studies1 
To what extent does the value of work differ between countries? The upper panel of Annex 
A enlists the included cross-national studies regarding general valuations (i.e. general 
valuations of work which could in principle be addressed by individuals both inside and 
outside the workforce).  

Firstly, several studies address the variation in work ethic of the population by using 
constructs that capture work as a moral duty. These constructs include obligation norms; 
norms which derive from “standards of reasoning about internalized personal responsibility 
and social or institutional commitment” (Harpaz and Fu, 2002, p.642). Studies in this area 
tend to find considerable variation in work ethic scores between European countries. Many 
of the higher scores regarding work ethic can be found in countries in Central-Eastern 
Europe [CEE] and Southern European countries relative to countries in Continental and 
Nordic countries (Vecerník, 2003; Stam et al, 2013). Lindbeck and Nyberg (2006) and Corneo 

                                                      
1 Although cross-national findings in this study may suggest a certain extent of homogeneity in the groups of Nordic, 
Continental, Anglo-Saxon, Southern and CEE countries, some warning may be in place. Firstly, several studies consist of only 
a limited number of countries (for instance, one ‘representative’ country for the different welfare states), which tends to 
depend on country availability in the data used. That means that for instance Hungary is often the representative for CEE 
countries, whereas this country may differ substantially from other CEE countries in their valuation of work. Second, even 
when working with larger numbers of countries, some countries do not ‘fit’ their cluster allocation on a regular base. For 
example “Slovenia should not be bundled uncritically into the central and eastern European cluster as it displays 
characteristics that in many regards are rather similar to the continental countries” (Leschke & Watt, 2014, p. 12). 
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(2012) focus on another work norm by using the question ‘Here is a list of qualities that 
children can be encouraged to learn at home. Which, if any, do you consider to be especially 
important? Please choose up to five’. One of the qualities in the list is ‘Hard work’ and this 
measure is interpreted as an indicator of strong work ethic. ‘Strong work ethic’ was mostly 
found in Anglo-Saxon and Southern European countries and least in Nordic countries, with 
Continental European countries in between. 

Secondly, variation between countries has been studied in terms of non-financial 
employment commitment [NFEC], referring to the non-monetary and non-job specific 
motivation to work (e.g. “I would enjoy having a paid job even if I did not need the money”). 
Studies addressing non-financial employment commitment among all citizens (Svallfors et al, 
2001; Snir, 2014; Van der Wel & Halvorsen, 2015) find that countries with the highest NFEC 
scores are mainly Nordic, Continental European and Anglo-Saxon while countries with the 
lowest scores were mostly CEE, Southern-European and non-European countries. Although 
NFEC could in principle be addressed by all citizens, some studies make a restriction by 
including only individuals currently in employed work (Hult & Svallfors, 2002; Hult & Stattin 
2009; Turunen, 2011) or use the so-called ‘lottery question’ (Kuchinke et al, 2011), which 
assumes one is currently working for pay; these studies show similar country patterns in 
non-financial employment commitment2. Given the low reliability measures in various 
studies on non-financial employment commitment based on 2-item scales (Cronbach’s alpha 
is often below 0,5), Hult & Edlund (2008) provide an alternative by identifying clusters of 
respondents with low, medium, high and mixed employment commitment profiles. In this 
study, low employment commitment was found to be more prevalent in Germany than in 
the Nordic countries Denmark, Norway and Sweden. 

Finally, work centrality refers to individual beliefs with respect to the importance of work in 
one’s life; this concept is in most studies we encountered applied only to individuals 
currently in employed work. Compared to the importance of other life domains work 
centrality tends to rank second to the importance of family in most countries (Harpaz & Fu, 
2002; Vecerník, 2003; Kuchinke et al, 2011). On an overarching level, the relative centrality 
of work seems higher if people live in poorer countries (Lu et al, 2016), but work centrality 
also varies to some degree between advanced economies (Kuchinke et al, 2011; Frege & 
Godard, 2014); Germany for instance scores relatively high on work centrality. 

 

  

                                                      
2 Although there is a substantial difference fort the United States between the NFEC and the lottery question; US ranks 
lowest on the lottery question in Kuchinke et al (2011). 
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Figure 2 Summary of findings: general valuations in cross-national studies 

 
 

The lower part of Annex A enlists the included cross-national studies regarding individual job 
valuations (i.e. valuations of the own job and job attributes which can be addressed only by 
individuals inside the workforce). Sousa-Poza & Sousa-Poza (2000) find that workers in most 
countries are in general quite satisfied with their jobs and presume this to be an indication 
of job satisfaction being predominantly based on comparisons with one’s own environment. 
The range of variation in job satisfaction seems higher within than across countries, but 
some cross-national differences are noticeable. First of all, workers from CEE countries often 
evince relatively low satisfaction with their work, also after controlling for demographic 
background variables and income (Blanchflower & Freeman, 1997; Sousa-Poza & Sousa-

2013), and experience greater inequality in the distribution of job satisfaction (Borooah, 
2009). Nordic countries report the highest levels of job satisfaction (Sousa-Poza & Sousa-

clear pattern in the ranking of Anglo-Saxon and Continental countries, while several 
Southern-European countries (apart from Spain) are often in the lower echelons (Sousa-Poza 
& Sousa-
2013). After controlling for variety in national response patterns, Kristensen & Johansson 
(2008) find that Nordic countries rank somewhat lower on job satisfaction while workers 
from the Netherlands were found to have the highest level of job satisfaction.  

Cross-national empirical studies on work values focus for the most part on European 
countries. In relative terms, the share of respondents indicating that ‘intrinsic values’ (such 
as having an interesting job) are of value to them tends to be larger than the share for whom 
‘extrinsic values’ (such as income) are of value (Clark, 2005; Kalleberg & Marsden, 2013). The 
findings furthermore show that extrinsic values are more important in countries with a lower 
level of socio-economic development, including CEE countries, and less important in richer 
countries (Vecerník, 2003; Borooah, 2009; Kaasa, 2011). No clear regularities or patterns 
were found with respect to the importance of intrinsic values (Kaasa, 2011). Zooming in on 
Western European economies, it was found that intrinsic values are stronger in Nordic 
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countries, whereas extrinsic values were stronger in Germany, Britain and Spain (Gallie, 
2007; Turunen, 2011). Hauff & Kirchner (2015) argue that different work values and their 
hierarchical organization are not independent of each other; they identify work value 
patterns for five advanced countries. Respondents from the USA consist of a relatively large 
group of ‘high demanders’ (valuing both extrinsic and intrinsic values highly), in Norway a 
relatively high share of ‘postmodern demanders’ was found (combining a moderate 
importance on job security, income and career opportunities with a high importance of 
having an interesting job and work independently) and in Hungary a relatively high share of 
‘income and security demanders’ was found. In both Germany and the United Kingdom 
‘moderate demanders’ and ‘postmodern demanders’ formed the largest groups.  

Dimensions of perceived job quality provide further insight into the utility individuals derive 
from their work. The patterns regarding extrinsic job quality show that on dimensions such 
as wages and job security CEE countries tend to score relatively low, followed by Southern 
European countries; Nordic and Continental European countries often report relatively high 
extrinsic job quality levels. Although rewards from wages are relatively high in Anglo-Saxon 
countries, they score lower on the security dimension of extrinsic rewards (Gallie, 2003; 
Davoine et al, 2008; Olsen et al, 2010; Leschke & Watt, 2014; Frege & Godard, 2014). 
Intrinsic job quality is more difficult to capture, as ‘intrinsic’ refers to different dimensions in 
various studies, but includes for instance having an interesting job or having a job considered 
useful to society. Nordic and Continental European countries often report relatively high 
intrinsic job quality levels, followed by Anglo-Saxon countries, whereas workers from 
Southern-European and CEE countries are less likely to gain high intrinsic value from their 
jobs (Blanchflower & Freeman, 1997; Sousa-Poza & Sousa-Poza, 2000; Gallie, 2003; Olsen, 
2010; Green et al, 2013; Frege & Godard, 2014). 

Recently, overall job quality indices seem to be gaining ground in the literature, partly in 
response to the aims formulated in the European Employment Strategy on this topic (Muñoz 
de Bustillo et al, 2011; Fernández-Macías et al, 2014). These indices often include extrinsic 
and intrinsic job quality measures, but also for instance attributes on working conditions, 
health, safety and work intensity. The pattern emerging from these studies is roughly the 
same as outlined above: Nordic countries often score relatively high on job quality indices, 
followed by Continental and Anglo-Saxon countries, whereas workers from Southern and 
especially CEE countries tend to have relatively low job quality index scores (Fernández-
Macías et al, 2014; Leschke & Watt, 2014). Finally, given that quality consists of multiple 
facets and job characteristics do not necessarily have to be ‘gradational’, Van Aerden et al 
(2013) opt for a typological approach towards employment quality, finding for instance that 
SER-like jobs [SER=standard employment relationship] are more prevalent in Nordic 
countries. 
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Figure 3  Summary of findings: individual job valuations in cross-national studies 

 
How have cross-national differences in value of work constructs been explained? With 
respect to general level valuations, it was found that between-country variation in work 
ethic was hardly explained by composition effects, but to a much larger extent by 
institutional and cultural characteristics of the countries – such as religious heritage and 
welfare state generosity (Stam et al, 2013; Shirokanova, 2015). In contrast with general level 
valuations, individual level characteristics and composition effects do seem to play a 
relatively large part in explaining individual level job valuations (Gallie, 2007; Pichler & 
Wallace, 2009). Although institutional and cultural characteristics of countries are also 
expected to play a role, we mainly encountered ‘circumstantial evidence’ in this area. 
Several authors (e.g. Blanchflower & Freeman, 1997; Vecerník, 2003) refer for instance to 
the legacies of the communist regime as an explanation for the relatively low job satisfaction 
levels and different job values and characteristics in CEE countries. Workers’ deprivation of 
market modes during communist times may have led to poorer working conditions as 
workers often neither had an ‘exit’ option nor a ‘voice’ option to change things for the 
better. This legacy is also reflected in the characteristics of a job they consider important in 
their jobs (e.g. rewards, job promotions) (Vecerník, 2003; Borooah, 2009). In several CEE 
countries having a well-paying job thus has a relatively strong effect on job satisfaction, 
whereas in many (other) countries, having an interesting job, having good relations with 
one’s boss, work pressure and the amount of security embodied in a job have relatively 
strong effects (Sousa-Poza & Sousa-Poza, 2000; Borooah, 2009, Lopes et al, 2014).  

 

4.2 The value of work in historical-comparative studies 
Annex B provides an overview of the included studies with respect to developments in both 
general and individual job valuations over time. Although it is sometimes put forward that 
general valuations of work (e.g. work ethic, employment commitment, the centrality of 
work) would be declining in advanced societies over time due to changing institutions and 
modernisation (Lindbeck and Nyberg, 2006) the findings do not necessarily support this 
view. Corneo (2012) finds no sign of a declining work ethic among citizens in any of the OECD 
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countries. His study shows that between 1981 and 2008 the share of those who believe hard 
work is an important quality for children to learn has been rather stable or increased (for 
instance in Italy and Anglo-Saxon countries). Harpaz and Fu (2002) also find a highly stable 
pattern of work centrality and entitlement norms among those in the workforce in Israel 
between 1981 and 1993, while obligation norms are moderately stable. Also in the United 
Kingdom (1985-2001 and 1997-2005) and Sweden (1997-2005) non-financial employment 
commitment among those currently in employment seems rather stable (Rose, 2005; Hult & 
Stattin, 2009). However, there indeed are some studies indicating a declining trend. 
Highhouse et al (2010) find a relatively steady downward trend in employment commitment 
in the United States from 1980 through approximately 1993, levelling off from 1994 to 2006. 
However, note that Corneo (2012) found – with a different measure – an increasing trend in 
the United States. Hult & Stattin (2009) find employment commitment has decreased 
between 1997 and 2005 in Hungary and Denmark.  

 

Figure 4 Summary of findings: general valuations in historical-comparative studies 

 
 

Overall job satisfaction seems to be either stable or declining in advanced economies that 
have been examined (Jürges, 2003; Clark, 2005; Green & Tsitsianis, 2005; Handel, 2005; 
Olsen et al., 2010); both Great Britain and Germany witnessed a decline in job satisfaction 
during the early ‘80s and the ‘90s (Jürges, 2003; Clark, 2005; Green & Tsitsianis, 2005). 
According to Olsen et al (2010) findings on job satisfaction in West-Germany, Great Britain, 
Norway and USA mainly show stability in the period between 1989 and 2005. Handel (2005) 
also finds a constant pattern in job satisfaction for the USA between 1989 and 1998. Using a 
different measurement form, Green et al (2016) find that job-related well-being was stable 
in Great Britain between 2001 and 2006, and declined during the crisis years between 2006 
and 2012.3 

                                                      
3 Note that these studies include only a small fraction of OECD countries, and we did not encounter for instance any studies 
on changes in job satisfaction in CEE countries. 
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Based on absolute measurements of work values, some studies find that work values have 
been rather stable in OECD countries (Clark, 2005; Vecerník, 2006), whereas others find – at 
odds with modernisation theory - an increasing appreciation of especially extrinsic values 
(Harpaz & Fu, 2002; Turunen, 2011). Handel (2005) and Gallie et al (2012) find an increase in 
intrinsic or nonmaterial job values for both the USA and Great Britain, accompanied by a 
growing importance of job security in the USA and a growing importance of good pay in 
Great Britain. Other studies, using relative job values, also find an increasing priority placed 
on income (Karl & Sutton, 1998; Clark, 2005; Kalleberg & Marsden, 2013); note though that 
these studies are restricted to Anglo-Saxon countries. Job security became less important for 
British workers (Clark,2005), whereas an increase in the relative priority of job security was 
found in the USA (Karl & Sutton, 1998; Kalleberg & Marsden, 2013). Modest support for 
Inglehart’s modernisation thesis is provided by the study by Hauff & Kirchner (2015), who 
find a relatively high and increasing share of ‘post-modern demanders’ (a cluster of 
individuals who attach moderate importance to job security, high income and career 
opportunities, and high importance to having an interesting job and work independently) in 
for instance Norway.  

Finally, does the evolution of job outcomes show a clear improvement or decline? Overall, 
job quality tends to show relative stability or rather small changes over time and often 
follows inconsistent trends (Clark, 2005; Olsen et al, 2010; Green et al, 2013; Fernández-
Macías et al., 2014). In terms of trends in extrinsic job rewards, workers in various advanced 
countries did not seem to evaluate their earnings or promotion opportunities very 
differently over time (Clark, 2005; Handel, 2005; Brown, 2008; Olsen, 2010), but there is 
controversy – even for the same countries and time periods – on whether job security 
actually increased or decreased (cf. Clark, 2005; Handel, 2005; Brown et al, 2008; Olsen, 
2010); Clark (2005) finds that job-security satisfaction fell for British workers in pooled but 
not in panel data during the same period. Similarly, evidence on changes in intrinsic rewards 
from work also point into different directions – sometimes even for the same countries. For 
instance, Handel (2005) finds a significant decline in interesting work among US workers, 
whereas Olsen et al (2010) find a significant increase among US workers. More consistently, 
several pieces of evidence show detrimental evolutions in the area of work intensity and 
physical and emotional strain as well as decreases in work complexity and work autonomy 
(both procedural and content) in various advanced economies (Clark, 2005; Brown, 2008; 
Olsen et al., 2010; Greenan et al, 2013; Lopes et al, 2014).  
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Table 1 Summary of findings: individual job valuations in historical-comparative studies 

  Summary of findings Geographical coverage 
Job satisfaction • Various studies find that JS has been rather stable Germany, GB, Norway, US 
 • Though declining during some periods/ countries  

('80s, crisis) 
Germany, GB  

Work values • Various studies find that WVs have been rather stable Various countries 
 • Some studies find an increasing appreciation of 

extrinsic values 
Various countries 

Job quality • Extrinsic and intrinsic JQ seems relatively stable Various countries 
 • If any changes, they tend to be either small or follow 

inconsistent trends 
 

  • Exception: consistent findings in the area of increasing 
work intensity/ physical and emotional strain 

Various countries 

 

In explanatory terms, changes in job satisfaction are only to a limited extent explained from 
compositional shifts and changes in individuals’ wo rk values (Jürges, 2003; Clark, 2005; 
Handel, 2005), but are rather attributed to the intensification of work effort, declining task 
discretion or work autonomy, and increases in stress and hard work (Clark, 2005; Green & 
Tsitsianis, 2005; Lopes et al., 2014). During the crisis years in Britain, the fall in job-related 
well-being was partly accounted for “by accelerations in the pace of workplace change, rising 
job insecurity, increased effort and changing participation” (Green et al., 2016). 

Kalleberg and Marsden (2013) find that groups most vulnerable to insecurity (with respect to 
their job, employability and economic situation) were most apt to place high importance on 
income and security and that recent cohorts place greater emphasis on income relative to 
security, short hours and accomplishment. Furthermore, especially groups such as clerical 
and blue-collar workers seem to have experienced deteriorating conditions (Handel, 2005; 
Lopes et al, 2014). Brown et al (2008) show that changes in HRM practices did not explain 
much of the observed changes in satisfaction with sense of achievement over time, while job 
security and management responsiveness did. At the meso-level, Greenan et al (2013) show 
that occupation is an important predictor in variations in quality of working life. Olsen et al 
(2010) observe an converging trend in job security and work intensity over time. 
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5. Conclusion: a research agenda 
 

In the past few decades, research on the value of work has made substantial progress 
towards a more coherent picture of how transformations in the organisation of work have 
impacted individuals’ experiences and valuations of work across nations and time. 
Collectively, the sociology, economics, management, psychology and industrial relations 
literatures have employed a rich and diverse set of theories, concepts and empirical findings 
in studies on the value of work. These studies have uncovered numerous notable findings of 
which the main insights have been addressed in the previous section.  

In terms of gaps in the current literature, we conclude from the findings that there are only a 
few studies addressing how general valuations of work (i.e. concepts like work ethic, 
employment commitment, work centrality) have been changing over time. Although it is 
sometimes put forward that general valuations of work would be declining in advanced 
societies over time due to modernisation and changing institutions (Inglehart, 1997; 
Lindbeck and Nyberg, 2006), findings in this area seem hardly conclusive. 

Furthermore, we conclude that there is a need for more in-depth analyses and small-scale 
country comparisons to obtain a more holistic picture of cross-national variation and 
developments over time. For instance, the findings on Nordic countries show relatively low 
work ethic combined with high employment commitment and high individual job valuations. 
Although puzzling at first sight, these findings may be explained from more in-depth analyses 
of the different constructs and an examination of the constructs in relation to the 
institutional or cultural embeddedness. In addition, the findings in this literature review lead 
us to the observation that in the present form several outcomes seem to be affected by 
methodological issues: different measurements of the same construct sometimes lead to 
different outcomes for the same country, several studies depart from low reliability 
measures on their dependent variables (e.g. with employment commitment and work ethic) 
and some concepts seem to suffer from the fact that individuals from different countries 
“scale” responses differently (Hofstede, 1985). Blanchflower & Freeman state (1997):  

“Americans may be relatively optimistic, with an “everything will work out” mentality that leads them to respond more 
positively than a comparable British group to the question “Are you satisfied with your job” even though their true 
satisfaction, on some objective scale, is the same as that of the (possibly more reserved) British” (p.449).  

Kristensen & Johansson (2008), using anchoring vignettes, indeed find cross-national 
differences in the way individuals perceive subjective questions about job satisfaction. Hauff 
and Kirchner (2015), studying work value patterns, find a relatively high share of what they 
term ‘high demanders’ among American respondents; individuals who value every work 
dimension to be ‘very important’ with a high probability. Although a high importance of both 
extrinsic and intrinsic work values may be the effect of a comparatively low socio-economic 
security system combined with high individualism (fostering the importance of values in 
both the area of income and security ánd independent work), it may also indicate Americans 
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have different response patterns. And Frege & Godard (2014) find that “German workers 
are, in an objective sense, better-off [in terms of job quality that U.S. workers], but this 
tends to be masked by their more critical evaluative standards” (p.960). To account for the 
issue of variety in national patterns of response, some studies add responses to unrelated 
questions that may index national patterns of response in their analyses (Blanchflower & 
Freeman, 1997) or compare results from ‘subjective’ outcome measures with more 
‘objective’ outcome measures (e.g. ‘job satisfaction’ and ‘work-related health problems’ in 
Lopes et al, 2014). Other authors have circumvented the problem by focusing on trends 
rather than levels in the value of work (Corneo, 2012; Green & Tsitsianis, 2005; Green, 2006; 
Lopes et al, 2014). In-depth analyses and small-scale country comparisons using a 
combination of different constructs may further advance the understanding of the value of 
work and provide more insight in the various dimensions of the value of work in today’s 
changing labour markets. 

Finally, we turn attention to our suggestions for new directions for future research on the 
value of work. These recommendations are not intended to be exhaustive, but rather 
represent our perceptions of the most impactful directions scholars may pursue. First, 
despite tremendous societal changes over the past decades, cross-national and historical-
comparative studies seem to show a rather stable picture. These findings raise the question 
whether patterns on the value of work are indeed that constant, or whether there is 
happening more ‘beneath the surface’? For instance, little attention has been paid thus far 
to inequality in the value of work (some exceptions include Clark, 2005; Borooah, 2009), 
which is in sharp contrast with the emergence on research in the area of wealth and income 
inequality (Piketty, 2014). From a post-industrial perspective, large variation and 
developments regarding the value of work are expected by types of employment relations, 
sector of industry etc., but thus far this area of research has received only limited attention. 
Accordingly, another aspect that merits attention in research on the value of work in cross-
national and historical-comparative settings is gender – also in a life course perspective 
(Treas & Widmer, 2000); as most studies tend to treat gender rather as a ‘control factor’ 
than making a true notion of potential gender differences. Along with the increase in female 
labour force participation, the role of the work domain is likely to have changed and along 
with emancipatory movements regarding the combination of work and motherhood 
(traditional, feminist or egalitarian essentialism; see Cotter et al., 2011) work facets may 
have changed accordingly. Moreover, with the increase in one-and-a-half and dual earner 
families the role of work may have changed for both men and women differently, and the 
role of the work domain as a social institution may have gained prominence (Jahoda, 1982). 
Some studies (e.g. Kalleberg & Marsden, 2013) have started to explore ‘underlying 
movements’, but thus far this research area remains largely unexplored territory. 

Second, the meso level – largely absent in any explanatory analysis of cross-national findings 
and historical-comparative studies – may deserve a larger role in future research on the 
value of work. The value of work is not only determined by individual traits and macro-level 
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factors, but is also expected to be highly influenced by attitudes and behaviour of meso level 
actors, shaping and interacting with the other levels in determining the value of work. The 
changing organisational structures and demand for workers (for instance reflected in the 
increase in blended organisations, contingent work, gig work), the role organisations play in 
establishing new working environments and their effects of human capital accumulation are 
all important aspects on their central role in influencing the value of work of individual 
workers.  
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