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I like work; it fascinates me; I can sit and look at it for hours.
—MARK TWAIN

I’m a great believer in luck, and I find  
the harder I work the more I have of it.

—THOMAS JEFFERSON

It’s true hard work never killed anybody,  
but I figure, why take the chance?

—RONALD REAGAN

Working hard for something we don’t care about is called stress.  
Working hard for something we love is called passion.

—SIMON SINE 
motivational speaker and  

organization consultant

The dictionary is the only place where success comes before work.
—MARK TWAIN

Your work becomes a dance with light and the weather.  
It takes you to a place within yourself.

—ANNIE LEIBOVITZ 
portrait photographer

The reason a lot of people do not recognize opportunity is because  
it usually goes around wearing overalls looking like hard work.

—THOMAS EDISON

We don’t live to work. . . . We work to live.
—ATTRIBUTED TO GENERATION Y

My vocation is my vacation. I love what I do.
—NICK CANNON 

musician
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INTRODUCTION
We talk a lot about work in public policy. On any given week, Canadian politicians, industry asso-
ciations, unions, and many others talk about labour-market participation, labour-market challenges, 
skills gaps, training the next generation of Canadian workers, gender equality in the workplace, in-
come highs, income lows, income medians, regional labour markets, and on and on. We discuss and 
debate the empirical evidence. We argue vociferously about the best ways to maximize outcomes. News 
broadcasters dedicate significant chunks of airtime to “jobs reports,” and the House of Commons 
and legislatures across the country are filled with speeches from parties across the spectrum about 

“hard-working Canadians” and “the middle class.” And it’s not all just talk: Employment and Social 
Development has more employees in it than any other federal department save National Defence and 
Canada Revenue Agency. If collecting taxes and national defence are the two more important activities 
of any national government, it’s clear that jobs and work are next.

And yet, in a very real sense there is a large hole in our public discussions about work. Our public 
debate on work and employment focuses on its economic outcomes such as wages, contributions to 
GDP, and individual and household incomes. But work is about more than money. Debate often 
disproportionately focuses on wages, but wages are only one part of what occurs in employment; and 
paid employment is only one type of work. Work has other benefits and challenges that cannot be 
measured by paycheques alone. This paper will explore the link between work and various non-mone-
tary outcomes, including the following:

INDIVIDUAL SOCIALIZATION ELEMENTS: Work is a community that include basic friendships, 
a community of practice (i.e., carpenters as tradespersons are a community in their own right), a place 
where conflict is brought and resolved, where individuals are often habituated in democratic practices 
and learn to manage disputes and to navigate power structures and authority. But it is also a place 
where one is “known,” which means that work also contains . . .

PSYCHOLOGICAL ELEMENTS: Work is a significant shaper of one’s identity. “What do you do?” is 
among the first questions asked when one meets another person, and many people identify themselves 
with work. While this can have obvious challenges and can be unhealthy, work is a personal marker 
of who you are. “I’m a lawyer” or “I’m a mother/father” or “I’m a land surveyor” or “I’m a nurse,” and 
so on. And it’s not just identity. Work also contributes to satisfaction, “usefulness,” and other healthy 

WORK IS ABOUT  
MORE THAN MONEY
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psychological characteristics. The link between unemployment and depression is one example of what 
can go wrong when work is missing. This leads to . . .

HEALTH ELEMENTS: There has been a focus on health and safety as an issue within workplaces, but 
is there a case to be made that work itself—with its routines, and in combination with psychological el-
ements—is good for the mind and body? How? What are the effects of work on an individual’s health?

COMMUNITY ELEMENTS: What are the links between employment and other communities? Is 
there an effect of employment/unemployment on families (e.g., links to divorce, children), or on 
neighbourhoods and communities (e.g., do employed people volunteer more, give more to charity)? 
What about particular populations that are underrepresented in our current employment context? 
Does work have unique benefits for such populations?

The underlying motivation behind this paper is to collate scholarly work that will provide policy-mak-
ers with a single source that can inform major policy debates. The aim for this paper is not to privilege 
any particular policy response but to raise awareness within our political debates about the multi-
faceted character of work and its benefits. While there is a broad consensus in Canada about the 
importance of work, and while many of our policies are aimed at encouraging work (Canada Workers 
Benefit, for instance), support for these policies often finds its basis in economic terms alone. In a 
world where much debate occurs about the “future of work,” and where many are concerned about its 
scarcity, a review of the data that underscores the importance of work as a broader human endeavour 
can assist in shaping new proposals for a variety of government programs. This in turn can make space 
for civil-society organizations, including but not limited to business firms, to contribute to the devel-
opment of a “work-first” culture.

 
METHODOLOGY
In our survey, wherever possible, the literature that is cited will refer to studies that often review other 
studies that arrive at the same conclusion. As well, an emphasis will be placed on the more sophisti-
cated studies that establish a cause-and-effect or causal link between work and the various outcomes, 
as opposed to simply an association or correlation. The causal link is important for dealing with the 
underlying causes as opposed to the symptoms, and for establishing where policy interventions should 
occur. It is also important for predicting future changes when the underlying causes may change.

Many people, and many policies, focus on the importance of work and the encouraging of it. But what, 
exactly, is it that work does for us? Why do we seem to care so much about work, and why is it that the 
primary goal of our policy debate focuses on its financial aspects? While not discounting the financial 
effects of work (indeed, financial benefits are linked to work’s other benefits), this paper will lay out 
the case for the non-financial effects of work.
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WORK AS  
PUNISHMENT

We will begin with non-financial outcomes from work that are 
related to individuals (their physical and mental health). We will 
then move to outcomes related to families and finally to communi-
ties. We will conclude by making the case for greater emphasis on 
the non-monetary aspects of work and a need for rethinking our 
policy framework around work.

 
HISTORICAL EVOLUTION  
AND CONTEMPORARY 
CONCEPTS OF WORK
Prior to outlining the literature on the non-monetary aspects of 
work, a brief introduction will be provided on the various per-
spectives associated with the historical evolution of the concepts 
of work. Excellent treatments of that varied evolution are giv-
en, for example, in Budd (2011), Cuilla (2000), and Muirhead 
(2004). That evolution included various notions of work: work as 
punishment for Adam’s sin and his banishment to toil in hard la-
bour; work to be done only by slaves as necessary for the produc-
tive leisure and fulfillment of others (Aristotle and Plato); work as 
a moral imperative (Protestant work ethic of Luther and Calvin); 
wage labour as part of the evolution of capitalism with the neg-
ative consequences of alienating people from themselves (Marx); 
and modern concepts involving work done for the purpose of 
earning income to finance consumption and leisure activities as 
well as to establish status and illustrate success.

Most of these concepts associate work with disutility and view it 
as being done for some purpose other than its intrinsic value. This 
is also the case with respect to conventional treatments of work in 
modern labour economics textbooks (e.g., Benjamin, Gunderson, 
Lemieux, and Riddell 2017). In that framework, utility is ob-
tained from income and leisure, and individuals maximize their 
utility subject to a budget constraint that reflects any non-labour 
income they have as well as their wage rate from working (giv-
ing up leisure). Working is assumed to involve disutility since it 
involves giving up leisure, which is valued. Work is done to earn 
a wage rate that provides the income to purchase goods and ser-
vices that are also valued.

WORK AS NECESSARY 
FOR LEISURE

WORK AS A MORAL 
IMPERATIVE

WAGE LABOUR  
AS ALIENATION

WORK AS  
LIFESTYLE
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It is the case that different individuals can have different 
preferences for income versus leisure, which implies differ-
ences in disutility associated with working. As well, indi-
viduals may value non-monetary aspects of work (e.g., flex-
ible work schedules, training opportunities) and therefore 
are prepared to give up wages in return for positive aspects 
of work; or they may require higher compensating wages 
for negative aspects such as risk and overtime work. The 
extensive literature on compensating wages for workplace 
attributes (termed hedonic wage estimates) is reviewed, for 
example, in Benjamin et al. (2017, 217–31). It is also the 
case that compensating wages paid for work that involves 
extreme disutility can enable individuals to purchase goods 
and services that can make them better off if such work is 
voluntarily chosen.

Nevertheless, the basic assumption is that work has disut-
ility and is done to earn a wage to provide the income to 
purchase goods and services. In many circumstances, this 
assumption is realistic and provides important insights into 
behaviour. For example, income-maintenance programs 
like employment insurance, workers’ compensation, and 
disability payments can reduce the incentive to work both 
because they provide the means to afford not to work, and 
they generally “claw back” some of the payment if the in-
dividual does work. Evidence of this for a wide range of in-
come-maintenance programs is provided in Benjamin et al. 
(2017, 92–99). As well, even for persons for whom work 

has little or no disutility, there are times when their behaviour will change depending on the financial 
rewards. While this basic assumption that work has disutility is realistic in many circumstances, it misses 
important aspects of work that are not associated with a paycheque. These various positive, non-mone-
tary aspects of work (and negative aspects of not working) are analyzed next.

 
 
JOB LOSS, UNEMPLOYMENT,  
AND PHYSICAL AND MENTAL HEALTH
The importance of work for our physical health is perhaps best illustrated by the literature on the 
health aspects of losing a job and of retiring involuntarily. A difficulty in establishing a causal 
relationship (as opposed to an association or correlation) between health and job loss or retire-
ment is the potential for reverse causality; that is, people in ill health may lose their job if their 
performance declines, or they may retire early. The more sophisticated studies in this area use 

THE WAY ECONOMISTS 
SEE WORK

Utility is obtained from in-
come and leisure, and indi-

viduals maximize their utility 
subject to a budget constraint 

that reflects any non-labour 
income they have as well as 

their wage rate from working  
(giving up leisure). 
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econometric techniques to establish the causality between job 
loss or involuntary retirement and health.

For example, job losses from mass layoffs and plant closings in 
declining industries like steel, pulp and paper, and auto man-
ufacturing do not have the issue of reverse causality whereby 
the poor health of their workers caused the job losses. Job loss-
es from mass layoffs and plant closings are exogenous events 
caused by other factors such as technological change, trade 
liberalizations, and global competition. The literature on the 
effects of job loss as well as unemployment clearly establishes a 
negative effect on the physical and mental health as well as the 
mortality of individuals (e.g., Hamilton et al. 1997; Morissette 
et al. 2007 for Canada; with reviews of the earlier literature 
for Canada in Gunderson and Riddell 2000; Black et al. 2017; 
Burgard et al. 2017; Case and Deaton 2017; Dooley and 
Catalano 1988; Fitzpatrick and Moore 2018; and Sullivan and 
von Wachter 2009 for the US; Eliason and Storrie 2006; 2009a; 
2009b for Sweden; Bloemen et al. 2017 for the Netherlands; 
Behncke 2012 for England; Browning and Heinesen 2012 
for Denmark; Mathers and Schofield 1998 for Australia; and 
Urbanos-Garrido and Lopez-Valcarcel 2015 for Spain).

LOSING A JOB CAN KILL

The magnitudes of the effect are quite large. For example, Sullivan and von Wachter (2009) found 
that mortality increased by 50 percent in the first year after job loss and continued to 10–15 percent 
even twenty years after. Eliason and Storrie (2009a, 277) indicate that “the overall mortality risk 
among men increased by 44 percent during the first four years following job loss, while there was no 
impact on either female overall mortality or in the longer run. For both sexes, however, there was an 
about twofold short-run increase in suicides and alcohol-related mortality.” Browning and Heinesen 
(2012) found that mortality increased by 80 percent in the first year after job loss and continued 
to 10 percent even twenty years after in Denmark. Bloemen et al. (2017) found that mortality in-
creased by 34 percent over the first five years after job loss in the Netherlands, due mainly to cancers 
and cardiovascular diseases. Beale and Nethercott (1985) indicate that the health effects occur for 
the families and not just the individuals directly affected by the job loss, and that they occur in an-
ticipation of the eventual job loss.

McKee-Ryan et al. (2005) systematically reviewed 104 empirical studies involving 437 estimates of 
the effect of unemployment on worker well-being. They found that unemployed individuals had 
lower psychological and physical well-being than did their employed counterparts. The relationship 
was mitigated, but not eliminated, for individuals who had more personal, social, and financial 
coping resources.

The literature on the 

effects of job loss as well 

as unemployment clearly 

establishes a negative 

effect on the physical 

and mental health as 

well as the mortality of 

individuals.
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THE GREAT DEPRESSION:  
NOT JUST DECLINING GDP

Ward and King (2017, 63–64) review the literature on unemploy-
ment and psychological well-being and conclude, “It is well-es-
tablished that people who are employed have higher psychologi-
cal well-being than people who are unemployed. . . . Compared 
to the unemployed, people who are employed have lower odds 
of depression and anxiety, as well as higher life satisfaction and 
happiness.” While any lower income while unemployed plays a 
part, those negative effects prevail even when controlling for such 
decreases in income (Clark and Oswald 2002).

IT’S NOT JUST WORKERS WHO SUFFER; 
IT’S CHILDREN

In an earlier extensive review of the literature, Dew et al. (1991) 
documented the negative mental and physical effects of job loss 
and unemployment not only on the job losers but also on their 
spouses as well as intergenerationally on their children. Brown 
and De Cao (2018, 1) provide causal estimates “that a one per-
centage point increase in the unemployment rate leads to a 20 
percent increase in [child] neglect.” However, that negative effect 
is somewhat mitigated by the availability of state-provided unem-
ployment insurance and health insurance.

Importantly, several studies (Daly and Delany 2013; Schröder 
2013; and Vobemer et al. 2018) document that the long-term 
health effects from involuntary job loss for youths are substantial. 
The scarring effects can last for thirty years or more.

Substantial negative intergenerational effects can prevail for the 
children of parents who lose their jobs. Such effects include 
children dropping out of school or being expelled or repeating 
grades (Johnson et al. 2012; Kali 2005; 2008; 2011; Stevens and 
Schaller 2011). Such negative intergenerational effects lead to 
lower lifetime income of the children of parents who lose their 
job (Page et al. 2009).

Based on panel data that surveyed individuals four times over 
a forty-five-year period, Brand and Burgard (2008) document 
how job losses can have significant negative effects on broader 
community involvement and participating in social activities 
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including church groups, community groups, chari-
table activities, and socializing with friends, as social 
trust is diminished. Additional studies that outline 
the negative effect of job loss and job insecurity on 
social participation include Freeman (1997), Putnam 
(2000), Rotólo and Wilson (2003), Wilensky (1961), 
and Wilson (2000). The reverse is also true whereby 
persons with stable jobs engage in more social par-
ticipation including volunteering (Wilensky 1961; 
Wilson and Musick 1997).

Job loss and unemployment have numerous other 
negative consequences. These include the following:

•	 Self-harm and suicide (Blakely, Collings, and 
Atkinson 2003; Browning and Heinesen 
2012; Case and Deaton 2017; Kposowa 
2001; Keefe et al. 2002; Lewis and Sloggett 
1998)

•	 Domestic abuse and child abuse and neglect with their intergenerational negative consequenc-
es (Alonso-Borrego and Perea 2017; Brown and De Cao 2018; Dew et al. 1991)

•	 Family conflict and divorce (Charles and Stephens 2004; Hansen 2005)

•	 Traffic accidents (Browning and Heinesen 2012; Eliason and Storrie 2009b)

•	 Anti-social behaviour and criminal activity (Dell et al. 2019; Dix-Carneiro 2018; Gould et al. 
2002 and references cited therein) with subsequent incarceration having substantial long-term 
effects on the health not only of those who are incarcerated but also on their families and chil-
dren (literature reviewed in Massoglia and Pridemore 2015)

•	 Increases in unhealthy lifestyle behaviours leading to negative health outcomes such as cardio-
vascular diseases and cancer:

•	 Smoking (Ayyagari 2016; Black et al. 2015; Falba et al. 2005; Jin, Shah, and Svoboda 1995; 
Lee et al. 1991)

•	 Alcohol and substance abuse recently associated with the opioid crises (Case and Deaton 2017; 
Catalano et al. 1993; Dooley and Prause 1998; Jin, Shah, and Svoboda 1995; Kasl et al. 1975).

•	 Sedentary lifestyles (Barnett et al. 2014; Evenson et al. 2002)

Substantial negative 

intergenerational effects can 

prevail for the children of 

parents who lose their jobs. 

Such effects include children 

dropping out of school or being 

expelled or repeating grades. 

Such negative intergenerational 

effects lead to lower lifetime 

income of the children of 

parents who lose their job.
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RETIREMENT AND PHYSICAL AND MENTAL 
HEALTH
Similar results as those for job loss are found in the literature on the effects of retirement, and especially 
involuntary retirement, on physical and mental health. As with the job-loss literature, establishing the 
direction of causality is difficult because physical or mental-health problems may foster retirement. 
Again, the more sophisticated studies deal with that issue in various ways. Rohwedder and Willis 
(2010), for example, argue that retirement is fostered more by the incentives to retire as embedded in 
private and public pensions as well as tax and disability policies. Based on data from the United States, 
England, and eleven European countries, they document that retiring early leads to large declines in 
cognitive ability. Similar results are found in Bonsang et al. (2013), Dave et al. (2008), and Mazzonna 
and Peracchi (2012). In effect, physical retirement fosters mental retirement, substantiating the “use it 
or lose it” hypothesis. The cognitive decline associated with retirement occurs because “workers engage 
in more mental exercise than retirees because work environments provide more cognitively challenging 
and stimulating environments than do nonwork environments” (Rohwedder and Willis (2010, 127). 
In essence, work is more than money—it fosters mental development.

Kuhn et al. (2018) used a policy that encouraged individuals in Austria to retire earlier than individ-
uals who were not subject to the policy change to control for the possibility that persons in ill health 
may select into early retirement. They found that the policy change induced eligible workers to exit 
the labour force significantly earlier than those not subject to the policy change, and one year of earlier 
retirement for men caused a 6.8 percent increase in the risk of premature death and 0.2 years reduction 
in the age at death. They found no significant effect for women.

Other studies have documented that early retirement leads to changes in daily routines and unhealthy 
lifestyles that foster ill health. Based on Dutch data, for example, Henkens et al. (2008, 647) find that 

“workers who retired involuntarily had elevated risk of smoking more and reduced risk of both smoking 
and drinking less, which may suggest that involuntary retirees use alcohol and tobacco as a means to 
cope with the cognitive stress produced by an unplanned exit from paid work.”

GENERAL STATEMENTS ON THE  
NON-MONETARY BENEFITS OF WORK
In addition to the literature on the specific non-monetary aspects of work cited above, numerous 
scholars who have researched the topic have made general statements about the non-monetary benefits 
of work. Illustrative quotations from their studies are given below.

WORK IS TOO IMPORTANT for individuals and society to be dismissed as a curse, treated as just an-
other commodity or economic resource, or viewed solely as a source of income. (Budd 2011, 186)
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ALTHOUGH ECONOMIC OUTPUT has risen steeply over the past 
decades, there has been no rise in life satisfaction during this period, 
and there has been a substantial increase in depression and distrust. 
We argue that economic indicators were extremely important in 
the early stages of economic development, when the fulfillment of 
basic needs was the main issue. As societies grow wealthy, however, 
differences in well-being are less frequently due to income, and 
are more frequently due to factors such as social relationships and 
enjoyment at work. (Diener and Seligman 2004, 1)

PAID WORK ACTIVITIES can provide not only enjoyable ac-
tivities, but also a structure for the day, social contact, a means 
of achieving respect, and a source of engagement, challenge, and 
meaning. (Diener and Seligman 2004, 1)

UNEMPLOYMENT IMPOSES an additional burden on the in-
dividual, a burden that might be referred to as the non-pecuni-
ary cost of unemployment. Those costs arise primarily since em-
ployment is not only a source of income but also a provider of 
social relationships, identity in society and individual self-esteem. 
(Winkelmann and Winkelmann 1998, 1)

THE IMPACT OF UNEMPLOYMENT on mental health takes 
many forms, including depression, anxiety, low self-esteem and 
strained personal relations. . . . Social psychologists have drawn the 
connection from joblessness to negative emotional consequences to 
lower productivity in several interrelated ways: as a consequence of 
lower self-esteem; as a consequence of feeling that life is not under 
one’s control; and as a loss of what might be called by-products of 
participating in a work environment. (Darity and Goldsmith 
1996, 122)

JAHODA (1988) IDENTIFIES five latent benefits people derive 
from work: employment imposes a time structure on the working 
day; employment implies regularly shared experiences and contacts 
with people outside the nuclear family; employment links indi-
viduals to goals and purposes that transcend their own; employ-
ment defines aspects of personal status and identity; and finally, 
employment enforces activity. She believes that unemployment is 
psychologically destructive because the individual is deprived of 
these latent functions. (Darity and Goldsmith 1996, 124)

Work is too important for 

individuals and society to 

be dismissed as a curse, 

treated as just another 

commodity or economic 

resource, or viewed solely 

as a source of income. 
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WHETHER ONE LIKES OR HATES one’s job, it structures time for the day, the week, the years; it 
broadens the social horizon beyond family and friends; it enforces participation in collective purposes; it 
defines one’s social status; it demands reality-oriented activities. (Jahoda 1988, 17)

IN ALL CASES, the evidence suggests that groups of the unemployed have higher mean levels of experi-
enced strain and negative feelings, and lower mean levels of happiness, present life satisfaction, experi-
ence of pleasure and positive feelings than comparable employed people. (Fryer and Payne 1986, 247, 
in an earlier review of over one hundred studies)

EMPIRICAL EVIDENCE ALSO INDICATES that the risk of job loss and unemployment and the asso-
ciated stresses in turn increase the risk of health problems, child abuse, spouse abuse, accidents and crim-
inal activity—all of which negatively impact on the individuals, their families, their communities and 
the cost of social services. (Gunderson and Riddell 2000, 26, citing the earlier Canadian evidence 
linking the risk of job loss and unemployment to these broader social risks)

WHEN WE THINK ABOUT LABOR, we usually think about motivation and payment as the same 
thing, but the reality is that we should probably add all kinds of things to it: meaning, creation, chal-
lenges, ownership, identity, pride, etc. (Dan Ariely, TED Talk, June 9, 2015; Ariely 2016 emphasizes 
the importance of trust, meaningfulness, acknowledgement of others, and effort)

On the psychological effects, Brand (2015, 365) extensively reviews the literature and concludes,

A LARGE LITERATURE ON MENTAL HEALTH has focused on the impact of stressful life events, such 
as unemployment and job loss. Job loss disrupts more than just income flow; it disrupts individuals’ 
status, time structure, demonstration of competence and skill, and structure of relations. It carries soci-
etal stigma, creating a sense of anxiety, insecurity, and shame. Research suggests that displaced workers 
report higher levels of depressive symptoms, somatization, anxiety, and the loss of psychosocial assets. . . . 
Leading explanations for why job loss and unemployment negatively impact social-psychological well-be-
ing include lowered self-esteem, self-acceptance, self-confidence, morale, life satisfaction, sense of purpose, 
and sense of control; heightened apathy, idleness, isolation, and the breakdown of social support; and a 
loss of the positive derivatives of participating in a work environment, such as skill use, time structure, 
economic security, interpersonal socialization, and valued societal position.

On the physical health impact, Brand (2015, 367) extensively reviews the literature and concludes,

JOB LOSS HAS BEEN LINKED to both short- and long-term declines in physical health, including 
worse self-reported health, physical disability, cardiovascular disease, greater number of reported medical 
conditions, increase in hospitalization, higher use of medical services, higher use of disability benefits, 
increase in self-destructive behaviors and suicide, and mortality.

Indeed it would not be surprising if, were work a medicine, it would be widely prescribed by doctors.
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BASED ON THE American 
Time Use Survey (ATUS) 
and the UK Annual 
Population Survey (APS) . . . 
I find that jobs that combine 
professional autonomy with 
having a direct social impact 
within the context of a trust-
ing relationship are found 
to be the most meaningful 
and worthwhile, controlling 
for selection into these jobs. 
(Bryce 2018, 1)

This combination of social impact and autonomy, along with trusting relationships, suggests that not 
all work is equal, and that policies aimed at promoting work that ignores these factors may be limited 
in their ability to achieve positive social outcomes.

 
 
LIFE SATISFACTION EVIDENCE ON THE  
NON-MONETARY BENEFITS OF WORK
The previous examples highlighted the benefits of work by illustrating the negative consequences of 
not working and positive aspects of working as illustrated through job losses, unemployment, and 
retirement. There is also evidence of the non-monetary benefits of work based largely on scales where 
individuals record their well-being or satisfaction with life or “happiness” and how that is affected by 
being unemployed. While such happiness scales can be questioned, they can provide some insights 
especially when corroborated by other evidence.

Clark and Oswald (2002) utilize such a happiness scale applied to British data. They find that the de-
crease in happiness from moving from employment to unemployment is approximately twice as large 
as the decrease in becoming separated or being widowed, even when controlling for the income loss 
associated with not working. They conclude (p. 1141), “The vast majority of the well-being impact 
of unemployment thus does not stem from the loss of wages (see also Clark and Oswald 1994 and 
Winkelmann and Winkelmann 1998). The main cost of job loss is psychological.”

Winkelmann and Winkelmann (1998) use a life-satisfaction scale based on German panel data. They 
find that “unemployment has a significant and substantial negative impact on satisfaction. The non-pe-
cuniary costs of unemployment by far exceed the pecuniary costs associated with loss of income while 
unemployed” (p. 13). They also point out that unemployment may have longer-run negative effects by 
changing preferences away from work as well as searching for work and lowering productivity.
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Van Praag and Ferreri-Carbonell (2002) use a life-satisfaction scale 
for persons with the same household income in Germany and doc-
ument a very high monetary value of work. They find, “For the av-
erage worker the switch to the non-worker’s situation would cause 
a cost of 1.466 times the income of the worker in order to remain 
equally happy. Thus, the equivalent family income is higher than 
the income of the worker when working. Concretely, the worker 
needs 46% more of the income she had when working. This 46% 
of the actual income corresponds to the non-monetary costs of 
loosing [sic] one’s job” (p. 13).

Frey and Stutzer (2010) review much of the recent literature based 
on happiness scales. They highlight the negative effect of unem-
ployment on happiness and well-being, and that this goes beyond 
the income loss associated with being unemployed.

 
 
INDIRECT EVIDENCE ON THE 
NON-MONETARY BENEFITS OF 
WORK
The previous discussion highlighted the direct evidence of the 
non-monetary benefits of work. There is also indirect evidence as 
illustrated by people’s actions and behaviours related to work.

For example, lottery winners typically continue to work, often at 
jobs for which the income hardly matters given their new wealth 
(Arvey, Harpaz, and Liao 2004; Kaplan 1985). Presumably the in-
trinsic value of work with its networks and other non-monetary 
aspects dominates the leisure they can now afford.

As discussed previously, evidence indicates that income-mainte-
nance programs can reduce the incentive to work by providing 
the means to afford not to work and by clawing back payments 
for those who work (Benjamin et al. 2017, 92–99). However, in-
dividuals who are eligible for welfare often bypass welfare receipt 
and work at jobs that provide them with income that is no greater 
than what they would receive if they were on welfare (Juster 1990, 
171, 172). This could reflect that they were ill informed about the 
possibility of receiving welfare, or they wanted to avoid any stigma 
associated with welfare, or that they are investing in labour-market 

Work in the market 

is associated with 

significant intrinsic 

rewards.
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experience. But it is also consistent with the notion of non-monetary benefits associated with work. It 
is also suggestive that policy approaches related to work and welfare programs should not take a binary, 

“either-or” approach.

Juster (1990) also indicates that female labour-force participation has risen substantially over time. 
This could be explained by their rising wages, but he points out that their labour-force participation 
has grown when their wages have been rising slowly or not at all. He indicates that “a simpler expla-
nation is that work in the market is associated with significant intrinsic rewards, and quite possibly 
that these rewards have been shifting upward over time as working wives have become a more socially 
acceptable phenomenon” (p. 171).

He also points out that technology, and especially the internet, has facilitated working from home. 
Long commute times to work have also made working from home more attractive. And while working 
from home has increased, most individuals continue to work in an external work environment, likely 
reflecting the socialization and interactive activities that occur at the workplace. These examples, and 
survey data on people’s stated preferences, lead him to conclude, “The intrinsic rewards from work are, 
on average, at least as high as the intrinsic rewards from leisure. If that result is taken at face value, it 
suggests that economists need to do a major rethinking of the elements that go into individual utility 
functions” (Juster 1990, 169).

There is also evidence that men tend not to take paid parental leaves even when they are available 
(Findlay and Kohen 2012). This may occur because women tend to be more responsible for the care of 
children, and men may worry about any negative signal to employers of a lack of commitment to their 
work. But it is also consistent with work providing substantial non-monetary benefits.

Strong preferences for work and the fact that many work activities are preferred over many non-
work activities are further documented in Dow and Juster (1985) and Juster (1985). Pride in one’s 
work can also be a strong motivator, independent of money (Katzenback 2003).

Individuals volunteer their time for no pay, highlighting that individuals will do things for reasons 
other than money. The motivation may be altruism, the feeling of a “warm glow,” or religious 
beliefs—but it is not for money (Gomez and Gunderson 2003; Wooley 2003). In fact, if the vol-
unteering act is monetized and volunteers are paid, they will often engage in less volunteering 
(Bénabou and Tirole 2006; Frey 1997; Frey and Jegen 2001). In essence, individuals are not moti-
vated by money. In fact, money has a negative impact on their willingness to volunteer; money may 

“crowd out” the volunteer activity.

The notion that extrinsic rewards like money can crowd out intrinsic motivation has broader applica-
tions to management practices as well. Excessive reliance on such extrinsic monetary rewards on the 
part of managers can crowd out or discourage intrinsic motivations on the part of employees (Budd 
2011, 183; Fehr and Falk 2002; and Deci et al. 1999 for an extensive review of the literature). Fehr 
and Schmidt (2006, 681) indicate that in situations where it is difficult for employers to monitor all 
aspects of the performance of employees, “It is well known [Holmström and Milgrom 1991; Baker 
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1992] that in this situation explicit performance incentives may be harmful because they induce the 
employees to concentrate only on the rewarded tasks and to neglect the non-rewarded tasks.”

Employees also care about fairness at work, not only for themselves but also for the treatment of their 
fellow employees (Fehr and Schmidt 2006; Rothenberg 2006). In many cases, they are prepared to 
give up money to ensure such fairness. In the industrial-relations area, for example, the principle of 
due process is a key ingredient of such fairness.

Cassar and Meier (2018, 220) indicate that “people contribute time and effort to open-source initia-
tives, often anonymously and without financial returns, because they believe in the free diffusion of 
knowledge.” They point to Wikipedia, the world’s sixth-most-popular website.

It is also the case that individuals who work for non-profit organizations with a social purpose are often 
paid less (Handy and Katz 1998; Jones 2015; Leete 2001; Preston 1988). Again, their motivation for 
working is related to the broader social purpose, and they are willing to give up money to facilitate 
those ends. Light (2002) surveyed US non-profit workers and found that 61 percent placed the chance 
to make a difference higher than pay.

The same applies to profit-making corporations that have a social-responsibility agenda. Employees in 
such corporations are often willing to accept lower pay to work in such companies (Burbano 2016; 
Nyborg and Zhang 2015). Their work involves a broader social purpose, and they are willing to give up 
money to facilitate that purpose. Burbanno (2016, 1010), for example, found that “workers submitted 
44% lower wage bids for the same job after learning about the employer’s social responsibility. This 
paper provides causal empirical evidence of a revealed preference for social responsibility in the work-
place, and of a greater preference among the highest performers. More broadly, it provides evidence 
that workers value purpose and meaningfulness at work, and it demonstrates that workers are willing 
to give up pecuniary benefits for nonpecuniary benefits.” More generally, individuals work harder if 
they believe in the mission of the organization (Carpenter and Gong 2016). Again, such evidence is 
suggestive that workforce-development policies at both corporate and state levels would be wise to 
consider such non-pecuniary benefits to work.

Workers value purpose and meaningfulness at work, and it 

demonstrates that workers are willing to give up pecuniary 

benefits for nonpecuniary benefits. Workforce-development 
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People can also work for the social and peer recognition associat-
ed with awards that have no monetary value (Chan et al. 2014; 
Kosfeld and Neckermann 2011).

Building on earlier work by Bellah et al. (1985), Wrzesniewski 
et al. (1997) outline three ways in which individuals regard their 
work: as jobs, careers, or callings. People who have jobs only work 
for the money that enables them to acquire the resources needed 
to enjoy their time away from the job. The job has no intrinsic 
value. People who have careers work for the money such advance-
ment brings, but they also work for the social standing, power, 
and self-esteem and satisfaction brought by such advancement. 
People with callings find their work to be inseparable from their 
life. Work is an end in itself, done for personal fulfillment and not 
money. It often has a religious connotation associated with do-
ing morally and socially important work (Davidson and Caddell 
1994). Wrzesniewski et al. (1997) provide survey evidence indi-
cating that about equal numbers regard their work as falling into 
each of the three categories, highlighting that for about a third 
of workers, money is the main motivator, and for about half of 
workers, money is one of several (that is, money is a motivator, 
but not the main one). Interestingly, those who see their work 
as a calling have the highest life and work satisfaction, based on 
a subsample with similar income, education, and occupation. 
Rosso et al. (2010, 99) review the literature on work as a calling.

Related to work as a calling, Rosso et al. (2010) reviewed the liter-
ature in Research in Organizational Behavior on the spiritual aspect 
of work. They concluded,

Research demonstrates that spiritual employees tend to inter-
pret work activities in relation to something outside of and 
larger than themselves, related to a higher purpose or mean-
ing (Lips-Wiersma, 2002; Sullivan, 2006; Wuthnow, 1994, 
1995). In this sense, spirituality as a source of meaningfulness 
shares similarities with other sources, such as interpersonal 
relationships and the cultural context, where meaningful-
ness results from connecting to entities beyond the self. .  .  . 
Research shows that spiritual employees perceive their work 
differently than non-spiritual employees, seeing their work 
behaviors in spiritual terms of caring, service, and transcen-
dence (Curlin, Dugdale, Lantos, and Chin, 2007; Grant et 
al. 2004; Scott, 2002; Wuthnow, 2004). Therefore, when 
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employees perceive work in a spiritual light, their work 
is likely to take on a deeper sense of meaningfulness and 
purpose for them. (pp. 106–7)

Based on interviews, Sullivan (2006) highlights that spirituali-
ty and faith help give work a sense of purpose and meaning for 
higher-income persons, as well as the strength to survive and 
continue working for low-income persons.

Joshi et al. (2009) extensively review the literature on outcomes 
associated with spirituality and religion. With respect to work, 
they conclude, “Higher levels of religiosity may provide a path-
way out of multi-problem behavioral patterns that can accom-
pany limited resources by promoting better coping mechanisms for economic instability and stress as 
well as better ways to self-regulate behavior and adhere to positive cultural norms and values” (p. ES2).

In addition to these extensive aspects associated with the non-monetary aspects of work, there is 
evidence of negative effects from extensively valuing only the monetary aspects for materialistic 
purposes. Promisio et al. (2010) cite numerous studies on this relationship, and they provide further 
causal evidence of such negative effects on work-family conflict of valuing only the monetary aspects 
for materialistic purposes.

The conclusions drawn from the papers noted above are suggestive of potential social gains that 
could be achieved if policies related to employment and economic stability were made in consul-
tation with, and perhaps in conjunction with, faith-based groups working on employment and 
economic development in local communities.

 
 
IMPLICATIONS OF THE NON-MONETARY  
BENEFITS OF WORK
Clearly, work is about more than money. Recognizing this has important practical and policy impli-
cations, as well as shedding light on trends that otherwise may be hard to explain given the conven-
tional emphasis on the monetary aspects of work.

Recognizing the importance of the non-monetary aspects of work would facilitate recruitment and 
retention for employers, especially in cases of two-earner families where work-family balance is in-
creasingly important, and they may be prepared to give up income to facilitate such balance. Any 
costs to employers of providing work-life balance may be offset by the lower pay that employees may 
be willing to accept in return for such balance.

Individuals often want 

to continue working 

for its non-monetary 

aspects even though 

they can afford to 

work less. 
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Monetary incentives can be important to encourage work effort, 
allocate labour to its most efficient use, and encourage human 
capital formation; however, excessive reliance on such extrinsic 
rewards can crowd out or discourage intrinsic motivation in part 
because individuals do not want to leave the impression that they 
are doing things only for money. This is most obvious in the case 
of volunteering where paying volunteers can reduce their incen-
tive to volunteer, but it is also relevant for managerial practices 
that rely extensively on monetary rewards.

The cost of job loss and unemployment typically emphasizes the 
lost wages. But this is only a component, and perhaps a small 
component, of the cost. As documented, a host of non-monetary 
costs are involved for individuals, their families and communities, 
and society at large. And these can have a legacy of intergenera-
tional scarring effects. Social costs also occur in the form of crime, 
incarceration, and health-care costs. These broader non-mone-
tary costs should be considered by policy-makers dealing with 
initiatives to prevent unemployment and job loss.

This can be particularly important for young people. As indicated, 
negative experiences in being unemployed or in having a bad job 
can have a legacy of long-run scarring effects. They may turn their 
back on a labour market that they believe has turned its back on 
them.

Recognizing the importance of the non-monetary aspects of work 
can also be important for understanding why hours of work have 
not substantially declined in recent years in spite of our increase 
in wealth that should have enabled us to “buy more leisure” and 
work less. Kaplan and Schulhofer-Wohl (2018, 240) use US sur-
vey evidence on feelings about work to document that “work has 
become less painful and less tiring in the postwar period.” This 
suggests that individuals often want to continue working for its 
non-monetary aspects even though they can afford to work less. 
They also speculate that technological change associated with ro-
botics and artificial intelligence may not dramatically displace 
labour if people want to continue working for non-monetary 
reasons.

Their results also highlight that “women have shifted to occu-
pations that produce more happiness and meaningfulness and 
less sadness, while experiencing no change in stress,” while men 
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“have shifted toward occupations that produce more stress, less happiness, and less meaningfulness” 
(Kaplan and Schulhofer-Wohl 2018, 240). This may help explain some of the rise in the labour-force 
participation of women and the decline for men. In essence, the non-monetary returns to working 
have increased for women and declined for men.

The importance of the non-monetary aspects of work may also help explain the fact that the reductions 
in work in response to income-maintenance programs like the universal basic income have generally 
been modest and often statistically insignificant (see Hum and Simpson 1993 for Canadian evidence, 
as well as references to the US evidence). Potential adverse effects on the incentive to work tend to be 
the concern of economists because the increased income for recipients enables them to afford not to 
work, and if they work, their transfer payments are reduced because of high clawback rates. Yet such 
large reductions in work tend not to occur even though the program provides the means to facilitate 
their not working and they have a reduced incentive to work because their transfer payments are 
clawed back if their earned income increases. A possible explanation for their continuing to work is 
that individuals work for more than money. This possibility of minimal adverse work-incentive effects 
from such universal basic income programs suggests that such programs merit more policy attention, 
especially since their longer-run non-economic effects such as on health are substantial (Forget 2011).

While it is legitimate to be concerned over the adjustment consequences of technological change, ro-
botics, and artificial intelligence, it is also the case that the “end of work” has not come to fruition. To 
the extent that individuals value work for intrinsic reasons, they have a strong incentive to continue 
working.

To the extent that the non-monetary aspects of work are substantial and have increased over time 
as physical labour has declined, this suggests that our emphasis on gross national product measures 
may be misleading. Such an emphasis misses the changes in well-being associated with changes in the 
non-monetary aspects of work. This has been emphasized in the “happiness” literature that stresses the 
disconnect between well-being and wealth.

Evaluations of training and other active adjustment programs tend to emphasize the effects on earn-
ings and employment. This is important, but it is not the whole story. The substantial non-monetary 
aspects of work suggest that more emphasis should be placed on the employment dimension, even 
if earnings do not increase. Cost-benefit analysis of such programs should consider such non-mone-
tary aspects even if they cannot be quantified. In some cases, they may even be quantified given the 
previous discussion of estimates of the amount of money people would be willing to give up to avoid 
unemployment (Winkelmann and Winkelmann 1998; Van Praag and Ferreri-Carbonell 2002).

Overall, it is clear that we should rethink many of our conventional views and policy prescriptions 
that emphasize the monetary aspects of work. More emphasis needs to be placed on the non-monetary 
aspects of work. Money matters, but work is about more than money.  
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