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Abstract
Previous research has shown that the unemployed has lower life satisfaction than the 
employed but that their emotional well-being may not differ. The aim is to investigate the 
role of mediators with bearings on these differences between the employed and unem-
ployed in emotional well-being compared to life satisfaction. Participants were 3,463 
employed and 452 unemployed living in five Western countries. They answered questions 
in an online survey. The results showed that the employed had both higher life satisfaction 
and emotional well-being. Mediation analysis replicated previous results in that the rela-
tionship between unemployment and life satisfaction was mediated by financial satisfac-
tion. The relationship with emotional well-being was mediated by satisfaction with time 
use which was higher for the employed than the unemployed. Financial satisfaction was 
also a mediator of the relationship with emotional well-being, both directly and through 
satisfaction with time use. Although the unemployed felt lower time pressure than the 
employed, this factor was not a strong mediator of the relationship with emotional well-
being, neither directly nor through satisfaction with time use. A possible explanation for 
the differences in the results for emotional well-being is that a negative mood is less associ-
ated with work than found in previous research.

Keywords  Unemployment · Subjective well-being · Life satisfaction · Emotional well-
being · Mediation analysis

1  Introduction

A recurrent finding in previous research on subjective well-being (SWB) is that the life 
satisfaction of the unemployed is lower than that of the employed (Di Tella et al., 2001; 
Ervasti Venetoklis, 2010). The difference between the employed and unemployed is not 
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only found in cross-sectional studies but as well in panel studies showing a substantial drop 
in life satisfaction following unemployment (Krueger & Müller, 2012; Lucas et al., 2004). 
However, in contrast to the results for life satisfaction (i.e., the cognitive component of 
SWB), in studies of the difference in emotional well-being (i.e., the affective component 
of SWB) between the employed and unemployed, the results are mixed with some studies 
finding higher emotional well-being among unemployed, some studies lower, and some 
studies no difference (Hoang & Knabe, 2021). The discrepancy between life satisfaction 
and emotional well-being in relation to unemployment is the focus of this study. More spe-
cifically, the aim is to investigate mediators of these relationships with bearings on why the 
employed differs from the unemployed in life satisfaction and emotional well-being.

SWB has two distinct components (Busseri & Sadava, 2011; Diener & Suh, 1997; 
Tov, 2018). One is a cognitive judgment of satisfaction with life which is believed to most 
strongly be influenced by individuals’ possessions of financial resources (Dolan et  al., 
2017; Kahneman et al., 2010; Luhmann et al., 2014). The other component is self-reported 
experiences of positive and negative affect, commonly combined in a difference meas-
ure of emotional well-being referred to as the affect balance (Diener et al., 1985; Kahne-
man, 1999). In general, unemployment reduces personal financial resources and therefore, 
ceteris paribus, life satisfaction. Hence, a difference in judgments of life satisfaction is 
expected between the employed and unemployed (Knabe et  al., 2010). Previous studies 
(Ervasti & Venetoklis, 2010; Luo, 2020) have shown that both perceived financial strain 
and financial satisfaction (i.e., satisfaction with the personal economy) partially mediates 
the relationship between unemployment and life satisfaction. Our first hypothesis (H1a) is 
that, as found previously, financial satisfaction is a mediator of the relationship between life 
satisfaction and unemployment. However, previous studies have not investigated whether 
financial satisfaction mediates the relationship between unemployment and emotional well-
being. Emotional well-being is proposed to be less influenced than life satisfaction by eco-
nomic resources since people seldom attend to their financial circumstances in everyday 
life (Kahneman et  al., 2010). Low financial satisfaction associated with unemployment 
may still cause feelings of stress and insecurity (Hiswåls et al., 2017) affecting emotional 
well-being negatively. Thus, our second hypothesis (H1b) is that financial satisfaction is 
also a mediator of the relationship between emotional well-being and unemployment.

Several studies indicate that how time is used is a determinant of emotional well-being 
(Kahneman et  al., 2006; Knabe et  al., 2010). Studies of the employed and unemployed 
have for this reason commonly used the Daily Reconstruction Method (DRM) to meas-
ure emotional well-being (Knabe et al., 2010; Krueger & Mueller, 2012). In this method 
(Kahneman et al., 2004), participants are asked to report time use and emotions during a 
previous day segmented into distinct episodes consisting of primary activities (e.g. work-
ing, doing household chores, eating meals, watching television). Feelings (to what extent 
participants felt, e.g., happy, sad, or stressed) during each activity are rated on numerical 
scales. According to DRM studies free-time activities are in general more enjoyable than 
working and work-related activities (Bryson & MacKerron, 2017; Kahneman et al., 2010; 
Knabe et al., 2010). If the unemployed spend more time in enjoyable free-time activities 
than the employed (Knabe et  al., 2010), unemployment would then presumably increase 
emotional well-being (Hoang & Knabe, 2021). Knabe et al. (2010) refer to this as a “time-
composition effect” of unemployment. A negative mood due to being unemployed may still 
prevent the unemployed to fully enjoy otherwise enjoyable activities (Krueger & Mueller, 
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2012). Knabe et al. (2010) refer to this as a “saddening effect”. Another possibility is that 
the wealthier employed afford to make free time more enjoyable (e.g. paying fees for enter-
tainment) than the unemployed do (Kahneman & Deaton, 2010; Killingsworth, 2021; 
Kushlev et al., 2015). Affording to pay others for doing less enjoyable free-time activities 
(e.g. doing household chores) furthermore saves time to spend on more enjoyable activities 
(Whillans et al., 2017). Satisfaction with time use should reflect the relative contribution of 
different everyday activities to emotional well-being. Accordingly, we propose as a third 
hypothesis (H2a) that satisfaction with time use is a mediator of the relationship between 
unemployment and emotional well-being. If satisfaction with time use in free time depends 
on personal financial resources as suggested, we further propose that financial satisfaction 
influences satisfaction with time use directly and emotional well-being indirectly. Accord-
ing to our fourth hypothesis (H2b), financial satisfaction mediates the relationship between 
unemployment and emotional well-being through satisfaction with time use.

Another important factor may be that the unemployed are under less time pressure when 
performing free-time activities than the employed are when performing work or work-
related activities. Several studies (Fors Connolly et al., 2020b; Gärling et al., 2016) show 
that time pressure and time stress have a negative association with emotional well-being 
and that this association is stronger for people high in neuroticism (Fors Connolly et al., 
2020a). Time pressure is also found to be high in free time (Goodin et al., 2005; Haller 
et  al., 2013), which at least in part depends on spillover from long work hours (Gärling 
et al., 2014; Hartig et al., 2003). Thus, having no work would possibly reduce time stress 
and therefore increase emotional well-being among the unemployed. Our fifth hypothesis 
(H3a) is that time pressure is an additional mediator of the relationship between unemploy-
ment and emotional well-being. Since time pressure may negatively influence enjoyable 
free-time activities directly and therefore indirectly emotional well-being, we also propose 
as a sixth hypothesis (H3b) that time pressure mediates the relationship between unem-
ployment and emotional well-being through satisfaction with time use.

In summary, we compare employed to unemployed with respect to life satisfaction 
and emotional well-being with the aim of investigating (1) whether the difference in life 
satisfaction is solely mediated by financial satisfaction, and (2) whether the difference in 
emotional well-being is jointly mediated by financial satisfaction, satisfaction with time 
use, and time pressure. Figure 1 shows the six hypotheses we propose and test on survey 
data obtained from a large cross-country sample. The measure of emotional well-being is 
obtained by asking the employed and unemployed participants to make ratings of daily 
mood (“Have do you feel today?”). A daily mood measure would provide an unbiased time 
sample of feelings which are representative for a normal day of the group to which the 
employed or unemployed participants belong (Gärling, 2019; Olsson et  al., 2017),1 and 
since not being associated with specified activities, it may give different results for emo-
tional well-being than the DRM in previous research. We also ask the participants to rate 
their mood during the past week in order to obtain a measure of emotional well-being that 
may be less influenced by extraneous factors than daily mood measures may be. Life sat-
isfaction and financial satisfaction are measured in ways done in previous research. Sat-
isfaction with time use and time pressure are additional rating measures that we measure 
similarly to in previous studies.

1  The replies to the survey questions were about equally distributed across weekdays.
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2 � Method

2.1 � Sample

The study was part of a research project comparing subjective well-being between and 
within countries (e.g. Fors Connolly & Johansson Säve, 2018). Participants were recruited 
from Qualtrics (http://​www.​qualt​rics.​com) online survey panels in Australia, Denmark, 
United Kingdom, United States of America, and Sweden. The data collection stopped 
when Qualtrics recorded 1,260 completed survey responses in each country. Three differ-
ent attention checks were used in the survey to discard participants who did not fill out 
the questionnaire carefully. Furthermore, the sample is restricted to participants who were 
either employed or unemployed. This resulted in a total sample of 3915 participants con-
sisting of 3463 employed and 452 unemployed (see selection criteria below).2

Table  1 shows descriptive statistics for the subsamples of employed and unemployed 
participants. The unemployed are more likely than the employed to be young, woman, sin-
gle (compared to cohabiting), and to live in Australia or Sweden (compared to Denmark, 
UK, and USA). The unemployed also report a vastly lower net household income.

2.2 � Measures

The online questionnaire administered to the participants had different modules including 
the following questions analysed in this study.

2.2.1 � Employment Status

To assess participants’ status in the labor market, we used the following question taken 
from the European Social Survey (https://​www.​europ​eanso​cials​urvey.​org/​docs/​round7/​field​
work/​source/​ESS7_​source_​main_​quest​ionna​ire.​pdf): “Which of these descriptions applies 
to what you have been doing for the last seven days?”. Response categories included “paid 

Fig. 1   Mediation hypotheses

2  The number of unemployed was too few in the country samples to justify analyses of differences between 
countries.

http://www.qualtrics.com
https://www.europeansocialsurvey.org/docs/round7/fieldwork/source/ESS7_source_main_questionnaire.pdf
https://www.europeansocialsurvey.org/docs/round7/fieldwork/source/ESS7_source_main_questionnaire.pdf
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work”, “unemployed and actively looking for a job”, “unemployed, wanting a job but not 
actively looking for a job”, and other categories (“education”, “permanently sick or disa-
bled”, “retired”, “doing housework, looking after children or other persons”). For the anal-
ysis we use the data of individuals who were in paid work or were unemployed. To obtain a 
large enough sample, the two unemployed categories were merged.3

2.2.2 � Life Satisfaction

Life satisfaction was assessed using three items from the Satisfaction With Life Scale 
(SWLS) (Diener et al., 1985; Pavot & Diener, 2008). Participants indicated their agree-
ment to the following statements: “In most ways my life is close to my ideal”, “The 
conditions of my life are excellent”, and “I am satisfied with my life”. Agreement to 
these statements were rated on a 5-point scale ranging from 1 (“Strongly disagree”) to 
5 (“Strongly agree”). In addition to these items, a single-item question was included 
adopted from the European Social Survey: “All things considered, how satisfied are 

Table 1   Descriptive statistics for sociodemographic variables among employed (n = 3463) and unemployed 
(n = 456) participants

Employed Unemployed

n % n %

Age (years) 18—24 302 8.7 104 23.0
25—34 747 21.6 83 18.4
35—44 833 24.1 81 17.9
45—54 856 24.7 90 19.9
55—64 572 16.5 85 18.8
65 or older 153 4.4 9 2.0

Gender Men 1757 50.7 172 38.1
Women 1706 49.3 280 61.9

Household income (net) $0 to $24,999 248 7.2 192 42.5
$25,000 to $49,999 740 21.4 116 25.7
$50,000 to $74,999 918 26.5 59 13,1
$75,000 to $99,999 683 19.7 39 8.6
$100,000 or more 874 25.2 46 10.2

Relationship status Cohabiting 2382 68.8 184 40.7
Has partner not cohabiting 238 6.9 47 10.4
Single (no partner) 843 24.3 221 48,9

Country of residence Australia 682 19.7 112 24.8
Denmark 692 20.0 78 17.3
Sweden 653 18.9 135 29.9
United Kingdom 727 21.0 70 15.5
United States of America 709 20.5 57 12.6

3  An additional analysis showed that participants in the pooled categories did not differ in life satisfaction 
or emotional well-being.
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you with your life as a whole nowadays?" Participants responded on a bipolar 7-point 
rating scale ranging from 0 to 6 with endpoints labelled “Extremely dissatisfied” and 
“Extremely satisfied.”

2.2.3 � Emotional Well‑being

The main measure of emotional well-being was constructed from answers to the question 
“How do you feel today?” rated on a bipolar 7-point scale ranging from 0 to 6 with the 
endpoints labelled “In a very bad mood” and “In a very good mood”. Ratings were also 
obtained on the same 0-to-6 scale in response to the question “How did you feel during 
the past week?” Measures of positive and negative affect were derived from six adjectives 
describing feelings taken from the Swedish Core Affect Scale (Västfjäll & Gärling, 2007; 
Västfjäll et al., 2002) based on the affect circumplex (Russel, 1980, 2003; Yik et al., 2011). 
The participants indicated on 7-point 0-to-6 scales how frequently they experienced three 
positive feelings (engaged, happy, relaxed) and three negative feelings (worried, sad, bored) 
during the past week. The positively worded items were averaged to an index of positive 
affect and the negatively worded items were averaged to an index of negative affect.

2.2.4 � Financial Satisfaction

In accordance with previous research (e.g. Joo & Grable, 2004), financial satisfaction 
was measured with a single item. Participants rated the satisfaction with their “private 
financial situation” on a bipolar 7-point scale ranging from 0 (“Extremely dissatisfied”) 
to 6 (“Extremely satisfied”).

2.2.5 � Satisfaction with time use

Satisfaction with time use was measured using a single question taken from Larsson 
et  al. (2017). The question read: “If you think of how your time is divided between 
paid work, housework, commuting, sleeping, eating, exercising, socializing with family/
friends, and other leisure activities, how satisfied are you with the way your time is allo-
cated among these different activities during your regular week?” Ratings were obtained 
on a 7-point scale ranging from 0 (“Not at all satisfied”) to 6 (“Extremely satisfied”).

2.2.6 � Time Pressure

The measure of time pressure was obtained as agreement ratings to two statements 
selected from Gärling et al. (2016): “I frequently feel I do not have sufficient time”; “I 
often feel I need to hurry to be in time”. The ratings were made on 5-point scales rang-
ing from 1 (“Strongly disagree”) to 5 (“Strongly agree”).

3 � Results

Descriptive statistics are shown in Table 2 separately for the employed and unemployed. 
The product moment correlations between the measures are also shown for the total sam-
ple. It can be seen that the daily mood ratings do not differ substantially from the ratings 



1643Mediators of Differences Between Employed and Unemployed in…

1 3

Ta
bl

e 
2  

M
ea

ns
 (M

), 
st

an
da

rd
 d

ev
ia

tio
ns

 (S
D

), 
sk

ew
ne

ss
 (S

ke
w

), 
C

oh
en

´s
 d

, a
nd

 in
te

r-c
or

re
la

tio
ns

 o
f t

he
 m

ea
su

re
s 

of
 li

fe
 s

at
is

fa
ct

io
n,

 e
m

ot
io

na
l w

el
l-b

ei
ng

, a
nd

 m
ed

ia
to

rs
 

(fi
na

nc
ia

l s
at

is
fa

ct
io

n,
 sa

tis
fa

ct
io

n 
w

ith
 ti

m
e 

us
e,

 a
nd

 ti
m

e 
pr

es
su

re
)

r ≥
 .1

0 
is

 si
gn

ifi
ca

nt
 a

t p
 <

 .0
5

a  A
bs

ol
ut

e 
va

lu
es

 o
f s

ta
nd

ar
di

ze
d 

m
ea

n 
di

ffe
re

nc
es

 b
et

w
ee

n 
th

e 
em

pl
oy

ed
 a

nd
 u

ne
m

pl
oy

ed
b  Th

e 
m

ea
n 

di
ffe

re
nc

es
 b

et
w

ee
n 

th
e 

em
pl

oy
ed

 (E
) a

nd
 u

ne
m

pl
oy

ed
 (U

) c
on

ve
rte

d 
to

 p
ro

du
ct

 m
om

en
t c

or
re

la
tio

ns

M
ea

su
re

Em
pl

oy
ed

 (n
 =

 34
63

)
U

ne
m

pl
oy

ed
 (n

 =
 45

2)
Pr

od
uc

t m
om

en
t c

or
re

la
tio

ns
 (n

 =
 39

15
)

M
SD

Sk
ew

M
SD

Sk
ew

da
E-

U
b

1
2

3
4

5
6

7
8

Li
fe

 sa
tis

fa
ct

io
n

1.
 L

ife
 sa

tis
fa

ct
io

n 
(b

ip
ol

ar
 ra

tin
g)

5.
10

1.
28

 −
 0.

70
4.

00
1.

47
 −

 0.
16

0.
80

.2
5

2.
 S

W
LS

3
3.

49
0.

89
 −

 0.
53

2.
77

1.
00

0.
00

0.
76

.2
4

.7
9

Em
ot

io
na

l w
el

l-b
ei

ng
3.

 M
oo

d 
to

da
y 

(b
ip

ol
ar

 ra
tin

g)
5.

21
1.

32
−

  0
.6

0
4.

64
1.

45
 −

 0.
25

0.
41

.1
3

.6
3

.5
4

4.
 M

oo
d 

pa
st 

w
ee

k 
(b

ip
ol

ar
 ra

tin
g)

5.
02

1.
33

 −
 0.

43
4.

36
1.

48
 −

 0.
19

0.
47

.1
5

.6
5

.5
6

.6
6

5.
 P

os
iti

ve
 a

ffe
ct

 p
as

t w
ee

k
3.

60
0.

71
−

 0.
34

3.
20

0.
81

 −
 0.

21
0.

53
.1

7
.6

8
.6

8
.5

9
.6

4
6.

 N
eg

at
iv

e 
aff

ec
t p

as
t w

ee
k

2.
52

0.
86

0.
62

3.
07

0.
86

 −
 0.

11
0.

64
 −

 .2
0

 −
 .4

3
 −

 .3
7

 −
 .3

5
 −

 .4
0

 −
 .3

5
M

ed
ia

to
r

7.
 F

in
an

ci
al

 sa
tis

fa
ct

io
n

4.
58

1.
61

 −
 0.

48
3.

01
1.

74
0.

45
1.

10
.3

3
.6

0
.6

5
.4

1
.4

1
.4

8
 −

 .2
7

8.
 S

at
is

fa
ct

io
n 

tim
e 

us
e

4.
70

1.
43

 −
 0.

51
4.

02
1.

58
 −

 0.
28

0.
45

.1
4

.6
0

.6
0

.4
9

.5
1

.5
6

 −
 .2

7
.4

9
9.

 T
im

e 
pr

es
su

re
3.

25
0.

99
 −

 0.
22

2.
93

1.
01

0.
02

0.
32

.1
0

 −
 .0

6
 −

 .0
3

 −
 .1

2
 −

 .1
5

 −
 .1

1
.3

0
 −

 .2
3

.0
3



1644	 F. Fors Connolly, T. Gärling 

1 3

Fi
g.

 2
  

Es
tim

at
ed

 st
ru

ct
ur

al
 m

od
el

 (s
ta

nd
ar

di
ze

d 
co

effi
ci

en
ts

 a
nd

 9
5%

 c
on

fid
en

ce
 in

te
rv

al
s)



1645Mediators of Differences Between Employed and Unemployed in…

1 3

of mood during past week, and that both measures of life satisfaction do not differ substan-
tially from each other. All means are higher in the employed than in the unemployed sub-
sample except that the mean difference is reversed for negative affect. Cohen´s d (Cohen, 
1988) is reported as a standardized measure of the size of the mean differences. The largest 
effects are observed for the measures of life satisfaction and financial satisfaction followed 
by the measures of emotional well-being and satisfaction with time use. The smallest effect 
is observed for time pressure. All ds correspond to t-values that are significant at p < 0.05. 
This is also shown as significant product moment correlations between the employed and 
unemployed differences and the measures. The correlations are furthermore high between 
the two measures of life satisfaction as well as between the measures of emotional well-
being except that negative affect has weaker (negative) correlations with the other meas-
ures. Among the mediators, financial satisfaction has a positive correlation with satisfac-
tion with time use and a negative correlation with time pressure. Satisfaction with time use 
and time pressure are not correlated.

The structural equation model in Fig. 2 was estimated using maximum-likelihood estima-
tion (M + 7.12) including the manifest variables employment versus unemployment, financial 
satisfaction, and satisfaction with time use, and the latent variables time pressure, life satisfac-
tion, and emotional well-being. The indicators of life satisfaction are the single bipolar rating 
of life satisfaction (#1) and the agreement ratings of the three statements in SWLS3 (#2a, #2b, 
#2c) (α = 0.90). The indicators of emotional well-being are the two mood ratings (#3, #4) and 
the unipolar affect ratings of happy and sad (#5, #6) (α = 0.79). The remaining four affect rat-
ings were not included since their low correlations with the other measures of emotional well-
being substantially reduced α. The indicators of time pressure (#9a, #9b) are the agreement 
ratings of the two statements (α = 0.74).

To evaluate the structural model in Fig. 2, we used the standard fit statistics comparative fit 
index (CFI), root mean squared error of approximation (RMSEA), and standardized root mean 
residual (SRMR). All the indices are in the acceptable range (CFI = 0.950; RMSEA = 0.080, 
95%CI[0.076, 0.083]; SRMR = 0.045), suggesting that the hypothesized model fitted the data. 

Table 3   Estimated indirect and total effects (standardized coefficients and 95% confidence intervals)

Emotional well-
being

Life satisfac-
tion

β 95% CI β 95% CI

Hypotheses 1a & 1b
Employed vs. Unemployed → Financial satisfaction .08 [.07, .09] .20 [.18, .22]
Hypotheses 2a & 2b
Employed vs. Unemployed → Financial satisfaction → Satisfaction 

with time use
.07 [.06, .07]

Employed vs. Unemployed → Satisfaction with time use .02 [.01, .03]
Hypotheses 3a & 3b
Employed vs. Unemployed → Time pressure [− .00 [− .01, − .00]
Employed vs. Unemployed → Time pressure → Satisfaction with 

time use
[− .01 [− .02, − .01]

Total indirect effect .15 [.13, .17] .20 [.18, .22]
Total effect .21 [.18, .24] .28 [.25, .30]
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Standardized coefficients and 95% confidence intervals are shown in the figure for the direct 
effects implied by the hypotheses. It can be seen that all are significant.

In order to test the six hypotheses (Fig. 1), Table 3 reports indirect and total effects includ-
ing 95% confidence intervals. All the indirect effects hypothesized to mediate the relationship 
between the difference between the employed and unemployed and life satisfaction or emo-
tional well-being are significant. As expected (Hypothesis 1a), financial satisfaction mediates 
the relationship between unemployment and life satisfaction. In addition, supporting Hypoth-
esis 1b financial satisfaction is a single mediator of the relationship with emotional well-being. 
In support of Hypothesis 2b, financial satisfaction is also a mediator of the relationship with 
emotional well-being through satisfaction with time use, which in agreement with Hypoth-
esis 2a is an additional single mediator of the relationship with emotional well-being. Time 
pressure did not have a strong negative direct effect on emotional well-being. Marginal sig-
nificance is still observed for the negative indirect effect through time pressure as proposed 
in Hypothesis 3a, as well as the negative indirect effect through time pressure and satisfaction 
with time use as proposed in Hypothesis 3b.

4 � Discussion and Conclusions

In this study, we find that the unemployed has lower life satisfaction than the employed as 
has been shown in previous research (Di Tella et al., 2001; Ervasti Venetoklis, 2010), but 
in contrast to some other studies (e.g. Knabe et al., 2010; Krueger & Mueller, 2012) we 
also find that their emotional well-being is lower. The latter finding is true for all the meas-
ures of emotional well-being, including both ratings of mood on single bipolar scales as 
well as the unipolar ratings on multiple adjective scales of positive and negative affect. Our 
results also show that when compared to the employed survey participants, the unemployed 
are less financially satisfied. They are furthermore less satisfied with time use despite expe-
riencing a lower time pressure.

We pursued additional analyses to investigate the hypothesized mediation of financial 
satisfaction, satisfaction with time use, and time pressure. These analyses confirm previ-
ous findings (Luo, 2020) in showing that financial satisfaction mediates the relationship 
between unemployment and life satisfaction. A new finding is that financial satisfac-
tion mediates the relationship with emotional well-being, either directly, presumably by 
decreasing stress and insecurity (Hiswåls et  al., 2017), or indirectly through satisfaction 
with time use, presumably by giving access to economic means necessary for engagement 
in enjoyable free-time activities (Kahneman & Deaton, 2010; Killingsworth, 2021; Kush-
lev et al., 2015; Whillans et al., 2017). The results are less clear in showing the hypothe-
sized role of time pressure (Fors Connolly et al., 2020a, 2020b; Gärling et al., 2016). Time 
pressure is, as expected, higher among the employed than the unemployed. Yet, the evi-
dence that less time pressure increases emotional well-being is weak, neither that it directly 
reduces time stress or indirectly by increasing satisfaction with time use. A possible expla-
nation is that time pressure primarily affects emotional well-being among individuals 
high in neuroticism (Fors Connolly et al., 2020a). Furthermore, time pressure sometimes 
improve performance and may for this reason have positive effects on satisfaction with 
time use and emotional well-being (Garhammer, 2002).

The results for the mediation of emotional well-being raise some questions about the 
time-disposition and saddening effects discussed in previous studies using the DRM to 
measure emotional well-being (Knabe et al., 2010; Krueger & Mueller, 2012). In our study, 
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satisfaction with time use was higher among the employed than the unemployed and medi-
ates the difference in emotional well-being. Since the employed devotes more time to work 
and work-related activities than the unemployed, could this mean that work-activities are in 
fact enjoyable? Our results suggest that this may be the case. Furthermore, the findings are 
in line with a recent meta-analysis by Biskup et al. (2019) showing that in studies of expe-
rience sampling at work, positive affect is relatively higher and negative affect relatively 
lower.

In our measure of satisfaction with time use, the participants are asked themselves 
to rate if they are satisfied with how they dispose their time (Larsson et al., 2017). They 
may then use another aggregation rule than the objective summation in the DRM. This 
is an alternative account of the time-disposition effect (Knabe et al., 2010). A strength of 
our results is that we find that our measure of satisfaction with time use, as hypothesized, 
mediates the relationship between unemployment and emotional well-being. Furthermore, 
the hypothesized observed mediation through both financial satisfaction and satisfaction 
with time use suggests that the saddening effect also play a role. Our goal was however not 
to investigate the time-disposition and saddening effects, but primarily whether the rela-
tionships between unemployment and emotional well-being is mediated differently than 
the relationship between unemployment and life satisfaction. Although the results are not 
inconsistent with the time-disposition and saddening effects, we consider our mediation 
findings to be the main outcome of this research.

Our study may also have methodological implications. We note that our finding that 
emotional well-being is lower among the unemployed than the employed is consistent 
with the results of previous studies using retrospective measures of emotional well-being 
(Schimmack et al., 2008) as well as studies assessing the relationship between unemploy-
ment and mental health (e.g. McKee-Ryan et al., 2005). Although mental health and emo-
tional well-being are different constructs, measures of mental health usually include items 
tapping negative and positive affect (Hu et  al., 2007). Yet, our results do not mirror the 
results of previous studies that have measured emotional well-being with the DRM (Hong 
& Knabe, 2021). The DRM studies typically find no or a weak relationship between unem-
ployment and emotional well-being (e.g. Knabe et al., 2010; Krueger & Mueller, 2012). 
The question should then be raised what accounts for the differences between the results 
of the DRM studies and other studies such as ours? One possibility is that global meas-
ures of emotional well-being framed in relation to the past week, month, or year repre-
sent a cognitive evaluation of the period in question rather than a retrieval of past affective 
experiences. DRM studies on the other hand, is often thought to capture actual emotional 
experiences in the same way as experience sampling does (Bolger et al., 2003). However, 
we find a clear negative association between unemployment and emotional well-being even 
when using a measure (ratings of mood today) which should be less affected by memory 
distortions as well as less contaminated by cognitive evaluations. Diener and Tay (2013) 
recognize additional shortcomings of the DRM that may explain the differences. We sug-
gest that in the DRM studies of unemployment, the results are influenced by stereotypical 
notions of how activities influence enjoyment (e.g. "watching TV is fun", "work is bor-
ing") rather than actual enjoyment (Lucas et al., 2020). This could thus potentially explain 
why the DRM studies tend to find no association between unemployment and emotional 
well-being and that unemployment has beneficial time-disposition effects. It could also 
explain why the DRM studies find substantially weaker associations between life satisfac-
tion and emotional well-being than studies using global reports of well-being (Schimmack 
et al., 2008) or studies using experience sampling (Berlin & Fors Connolly, 2019; Eid & 
Diener, 2004). Our results thus suggest that future studies should investigate differences 
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between unemployed and employed using other methods to capture emotional well-being, 
preferably experience sampling. Not the least since DRM and global measures have known 
shortcomings.

We acknowledge that our samples of employed/unemployed may not be fully represent-
ative of these groups in the general population since participants were not a random popu-
lation sample. In particular, we note that the share of women among the unemployed is in 
our sample considerably larger than the share of men despite no such pattern existing in the 
official population statistics (OECD, 2016). However, this difference should not affect our 
mediation results.

This study makes two main contributions. First, in a large sample of participants from 
five different Western countries, the unemployed differs from the employed both in hav-
ing lower life satisfaction and lower emotional well-being. This has not been unequivo-
cally shown in previous research (e.g. Knabe et  al., 2010; Krueger & Mueller, 2012). 
Secondly, accounting for the results for emotional well-being, financial satisfaction (and 
therefore financial resources) is an important mediator of the difference in emotional well-
being between the employed and unemployed, not only of the difference in life satisfaction. 
This is consistent with previous studies (Kahneman & Deaton, 2010; Killingsworth, 2021; 
Kushlev et  al., 2015; Whillans et  al., 2017) showing that financial resources are used to 
reduce negative affect in daily encounters as well as to increase positive affect. We do not 
claim, however, that other mediators of the difference between employed and unemployed 
do not exist than those related to the personal economy that we have investigated. The 
research literature suggests many candidates such as self-esteem and social status (Kokko 
& Pulkkinen, 1998), social support (Atkinson et al., 1986), and personal control (Creed & 
Bartrum, 2008). We would also like to add: Many episodes during days filled with work 
may positively influence emotional well-being. An example is that acceptance of a paper 
for publication increases researchers’ emotional well-being.
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