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Utility versus eudaimonia
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Eudaimonic well-being at 
work



• Besley and Ghatak (2005, AER) – Some workers have 
preferences for “mission” (making a positive contribution to 
society through their work) so working for a mission-oriented 
employer compensates for lower extrinsic rewards

• Akerlof and Kranton (2005, JEP) – Workers get utility directly 
from effort if this affirms their sense of identity
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UJOB = f(XEXTRINSIC , XINTRINSIC)
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Analysis of US data



Data (US)
• American Time Use Survey – 20,055 employed 

individuals surveyed in 2010, 2012 and 2013 (subsample 
of CPS)

• Respondents report everything they did in the last 24 
hours – categorised into activity types

• For three randomly selected activities, they report how 
meaningful they found that activity (scale of 0-6) –
20,055 x 3 = 60,165 observations

• They also report how they were feeling during the same 
activities, in terms of happiness, sadness, pain, stress 
and tiredness
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Model (US)
• Each observation (activity) is coded into one of 18 top level categories giving a set of 

dummy variables ( , , … , ) describing the th activity of individual , where 
1,2,3 . 1	denotes that the activity is “work-related”. is the 17x1 vector 

containing these activity types dummies.
• Other activity-level characteristics (time of day, duration etc.) are contained in 
• In each model, each individual is categorised into one of job types, each of which is 

interacted with whether or not the activity is work-related giving a set of interaction 
parameters ( , , … , ). is the (K-1)x1 vector containing these 
interactions.

• All parameters are demeaned across and thus relative meaningfulness (and other 
well-being outcomes) of each activity can be estimated by the fixed effects 
specification:

′ ′
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Results (US)
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Results (US)
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Results (US)
Top five most meaningful occupations
• Community and social service
• Education, training and library
• Legal
• Healthcare practitioner and technical
• Arts, design, entertainment, sports and media

Bottom five least meaningful occupations
• Transportation and material moving
• Office and administrative support
• Production
• Installation, maintenance and repair
• Protective service
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Results (US)
Top five most meaningful industries
• Educational services
• Agriculture, forestry, fishing and hunting
• Professional and technical services
• Health care and social services
• Real estate and rental and leasing

Bottom five least meaningful industries
• Manufacturing - non-durable goods
• Transportation and warehousing
• Wholesale trade
• Management, administrative and waste management
• Public administration
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Analysis of UK data



Data (UK)
• Annual Population Survey – cross-sectional dataset, over 800,000 people 

pooled across the years 2011/12 to 2015/16
• Each person is asked to report their well-being on four 0-10 scales: life 

satisfaction, happiness yesterday, anxiety yesterday, and “to what extent do 
you feel that the things you do in your life are worthwhile?” – this is the 
proxy for eudaimonic well-being

• Pre-treatment variables – characteristics that may determine but not be 
determined by career choice: gender, age, ethnicity, qualifications, religion, 
marital status, disability, region.

• Treatment variables – dummy variables denoting current labour market 
status: whether working, whether economically active, whether self-
employed, whether public sector, dummy variables for each sector (type of 
organisation), industry and occupation.

• Job covariates – whether full time, whether temporary job, whether new job, 
log of earnings
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Model (UK)
• Each individual either receives or does not receive a “treatment” (i.e. their current 

labour market status either does or does not fit a defined category) such that 
0,1

• Their propensity for receiving the treatment assumed to depend on a vector of pre-
treatment characteristics such that =1| )

• The average treatment effect of job type on well-being is estimated by inverse 
probability weighting such that:

Ε
1
1
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Results (UK)
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Results (UK)
Top five industries for feeling that the things you do in your life are worthwhile
• Education
• Health and social work
• Other service activities
• Agriculture, forestry and fishing
• Households as employers

Bottom five industries for feeling that the things you do in your life are worthwhile
• Wholesale, retail, repair of vehicles
• Admin and support services
• Information and communication
• Accommodation and food services
• Financial and insurance activities

29/11/2017 © The University of Sheffield

20



Results (UK)
Top five occupations for feeling that the things you do in your life are worthwhile
• Construction and building trades supervisors
• Welfare professionals
• Therapy professionals
• Senior officers in protective services
• Health professionals

Bottom five occupations for feeling that the things you do in your life are worthwhile
• Elementary sales occupations
• Elementary storage occupations
• Elementary cleaning occupations
• Sales assistants and retail cashiers
• Information technology and telecommunications professionals
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Discussion
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Conclusions



Conclusions
• This research suggests that some types of work are considered more 

meaningful than others
• Higher skilled / higher authority occupations associated with more 

meaningfulness, perhaps due to more scope for authenticity and self-
determination

• Work that has a direct and substantial impact on the lives of others is also 
found to be more meaningful

• Having a job makes life feel more worthwhile but working is not the most 
meaningful activity that people do

• Eudaimonic well-being plays an important role in labour supply
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