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Abstract

This paper reviews over 100 published research findings related to the positive and negative externalities of 
employment. From improved economic mobility to mental and physical health gains, this paper consistently 
finds work has both financial and nonfinancial benefits for employed individuals. These benefits are often 
contextual: how much someone works, job quality, their gender, their age, their marital status, and a multi-
tude of other factors influence how beneficial—or, in some cases, harmful—employment can be. The issue of 
job quality is addressed throughout the paper, as well as in a separate section, with the conclusion that any 
job is, in fact, better than no job, and the “good” versus “bad” job dichotomy is simplistic, difficult to measure, 
and, in the real world, is a distinction without a difference. Overall, employment is concluded to be a force 
for good on both an individual and social level, and public policies ought to promote employment and avoid 
disincentivizing work.
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Introduction

Employment obviously generates income above what the typical person would earn while unemployed, but 
the other positive effects from employment are often overlooked in the policy space. Many have discussed 
the dignity of work, but it is rare for this dignity to be quantified in any measurable sense. The purpose of this 
paper is to review the academic literature as to what the effects of work—both positive and negative—are for 
employees themselves, their families, and their communities, and to quantify exactly how the dignity of work 
reifies itself in an employed person’s day-to-day life. 

This paper is not meant to be an exhaustive review of every published study on the effects of employment 
throughout the life course. The goal of this paper is to be a separate but related analysis to Randolph (2021), 
which focused on the deleterious impacts of nonwork. Hundreds of published research studies, reports, and 
academic books directly study the effects of employment, and a plethora more may contain a regression 
model reporting a result touching on the topic. It would be impossible to cite every paper on the subject, 
especially since this paper focuses on multiple lines of research across many disciplines. This report does aim 
to provide a general idea of what the research findings from the fields of economics, criminology, sociology, 
medicine, psychology, and others have concluded. A total of 114 reports were surveyed from 85 publications. 
Most of the material reviewed has been published in peer-reviewed journals, though eight are pre-prints, 
government reports, think tank reports, or National Bureau of Economic Research studies and two are books 
written by academics and published by Harvard University Press. All of the material summarized is of aca-
demic quality. The citations within the bibliography were obtained using Google Scholar, Web of Science, 
standard search engines, the bibliographies of previously cited papers, and the author’s previous knowledge 
of the literature.

Throughout this review, there is discussion about whether the existing research findings can allow us to draw 
causal conclusions. While correlation does not equal causation, when it comes to employment and its impact 
on different outcomes, severe endogeneity issues may be at play. Often, individuals who have worse mental 
or physical health, worse criminogenic tendencies, or a pre-existing history of drug use find it the hardest to 
secure employment rather than a lack of employment causing those problems. Following a similar train of 
thought, individuals with these psychological, genetic, cultural, and social correlates in the opposite direction 
are more employable. As a result, unobserved heterogeneity, selection effects, and reverse causation cer-
tainly bias any observational cross-sectional study in favor of finding benefits of employment. Fortunately, 
authors in this field took great pains to attempt to ascertain causation using various econometric techniques, 
longitudinal samples, randomized control trials, twin research, changes in policy, and other methods. Even 
purely correlational epidemiological research, however, has value—indeed, tobacco smoking was initially indi-
cated on correlational research, and correlations are hypothesis forming. Still, a preference for more rigorous 
research exists throughout the text. Each section includes a paragraph summarizing the author’s view of the 
relative strength of the evidence. 

The issue of job quality is also dissected in the review. For some outcomes, such as health and recidivism, 
job quality is an important mediating factor in the impact of employment on outcomes. In fact, some authors 
in these fields have gone so far as to argue no job has the same outcome as having a “bad” job. This claim is 
considered in a separate section. Generally, while job quality is important, any legal job is still better than no 
job—not only for society as a whole, as all jobs are value-generating, but for the individual worker, as well. 
Further, given high rates of upward mobility in the United States, and the necessity of employment in order 
to advance one’s career and skills, “bad” jobs often turn into “good” jobs. So, from a policy perspective, getting 
individuals gainful employment—any employment—is a worthwhile goal even when factoring in debates over 
job quality.

Overall, employment was found to typically have positive effects on the employed and is a preferable state 
to being unemployed. While there are notable exceptions—which are pointed out in the paper—any job is, 
ceteris paribus, better than no job, and the more likely one is to be employed and the more one works (within 
reason), the happier, healthier, and wealthier they are in the short- and long-term. 
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Employment’s Effects on Crime 
and Recidivism

At the time of writing, crime has become a pressing 
public policy issue. After decades of declining vio-
lence, crime, especially violent crime, has begun to 
tick up nationally—a worrisome trend for state and 
community leaders, local businesses, and everyday 
Americans who recognize that personal and public 
safety is a necessary precondition to human well-be-
ing and economic opportunity. Crime has returned 
to the level it was in the early 2000s. Homicide has 
increased since 2014-2015 and reached the largest 
spike on record in 2019-2020 (see Figure 1).

Figure 1: Homicide Trends in the United 
States

Source: CDC Underlying Cause of Death

Given the increased political and policy salience of 
violent crime due to recent crime trends, what im-
pact—if any—does employment-promoting social 
policy have on criminological outcomes, especially re-
cidivism? According to Bureau of Justice Statistics sur-
veys, 83 percent of criminals are re-arrested within a 
nine-year period. Within just the first year, 24 percent 
are re-arrested (Figure 2). Policies to ensure former 
prisoners become well-integrated and law-abiding 
members of our communities would not only make 
us all safer but would improve social outcomes on a 
whole host of metrics and, equally important, im-
prove the lives of former prisoners themselves. 

Figure 2: Recidivism Rates of Former 
Prisoners

Source: Alper et al. (2018)

On a theoretical level, we would expect employment 
to reduce crime. A central component of economic 
models of criminality is that criminals are rational 
actors who calculate tradeoffs and will engage in 
crime—or choose to not engage in crime—based on 
different economic risks and rewards (Becker, 1968; 
Ehrlich, 1973). On the reward side of the equation, 
if robbery is more profitable than law-abidingness, it 
follows that rational actors will turn to robbery over 
law-abidingness. If one is perennially unemployed, 
crime may be economically enticing because the 
economic benefits of their current unemployed but 
law-abiding state are not high. On the other hand, 
gainful legal employment may change their calculus, 
as they no longer need to turn to crime for income. 
On the risk side of the equation, the probability of 
being caught and the severity of punishment play 
a role. This is why many politicians, academics, and 
citizens favor a tough-on-crime approach to reduce 
delinquency. In the event of being caught, the legal 
source of income will dry up and is a strong source of 
deterrence.  

Freeman (1982) noted employment may reduce 
crime because it increases opportunity costs: if one is 
gainfully employed but is caught committing a crime, 
it may lead to job loss and a loss of wages. Felons 
also may face issues with future employment and 
upward mobility. Thus, employment plays two roles 
here: first, it increases the rewards of being law-abid-
ing, which reduces the incentive to turn to crime, and 
second, it increases the costs of being a criminal by 
increasing the opportunity costs of prison and other 
forms of punishment. Obviously, these economic 
models of crime can be made more complex, and 
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there are some drawbacks to them—namely, crimi-
nals are not always completely rational, they miscal-
culate tradeoffs, or their utility may be nonmonetary 
and difficult to measure. Despite these potential 
drawbacks, criminologists and economists who study 
crime often apply this framework to explain why em-
ployment and unemployment are important deter-
minants of crime, and the economic model of crime 
has been shown to have predictive power in different 
contexts. 

Non-economic models of crime also suggest employ-
ment may reduce criminogenic outcomes. Beyond 
providing a steady income and making employment a 
more enticing option than crime, employment pro-
motes social conformity and may lead to offenders 
avoiding activities that would result in future crimes 
(Apel and Horney, 2017). 

A large literature covers the impact of employment 
on recidivism, delinquency, and other criminological 
outcomes and the theories adumbrated above. Some 
of the papers cited above have already touched upon 
the topic. Lesner et al. (2022) and Apel et al. (2008), 
both studying youths, concluded youth employment 
reduced youth delinquency. Lesner et al. (2022) re-
lied upon a sample of twins, which would control for 
potential genetic confounders,1 and Apel et al. (2008) 
used variations in child labor laws among states. 
Uggen and Shannon (2014), also cited above, used a 
natural randomized experiment and found publicly 
subsidized employment reduced economic crimes, 
such as robbery and burglary, by 46 percent in the 
treatment (employed) group.

Many large correlational studies test the effect of 
employment and unemployment on crime. Bianchi 
and Chen (2022) examined the effect of hospitality 
employment on crime, and concluded 1-1.7 percent 
decrease in property crime due to a one percent 
increase in hospitality employment. This study also 
found decreases in larceny and motor vehicle theft. 
Bausman and Goe (2004) concluded that employ-
ment volatility led to increased property crime, 
suggesting uncertainty about one’s economic future 
may lead to crime, and Raphael and Winter-Ebmer 

1	  The genetic influences on crime have been widely studied within the academic subfield of biosocial criminology and are almost certainly a confounder here, which is why Lesner et 
al. is important. The use of twins makes this report especially compelling as it will control for these genetic effects which are more likely to be present in some groups over others. Kevin Beaver’s 
book Biosocial Criminology: A Primer is a good work for those who wish to learn more about this subject. Barnes et al. (2014) and Wright et al. (2015) touch on the merits of twin studies in crimino-
logical research.

(2001) argued employment and unemployment rates 
are correlated with property crimes but the effect on 
violent crimes is much weaker. Adams (2022) did not 
test the effect of employment directly, but unemploy-
ment was typically not associated with violent crime 
in state-level econometric models. Ihlanfeldt (2007), 
using a panel dataset, concluded increasing job ac-
cess in inner city neighborhoods would likely reduce 
drug crime. 

These broad aggregate data studies, while providing 
interesting evidence generally in favor of the employ-
ment leads to less crime model, do not necessarily 
prove employment reduces crime. It is important to 
note that, in some studies, no relationship or mixed 
relationships were found. On an aggregate level, it 
is possible that reverse causation may be at play: 
perhaps it is not employment reducing crime, but 
low crime leading to conditions that increase em-
ployment. Not only that, but even if being employed 
reduces individual criminality risk, it may have no 
effect—or even a reverse effect—on the aggregate 
level. Moving from unemployment to employment 
may reduce crime risk for an individual, but for those 
unfortunate enough to not obtain employment in a 
tight labor market for whatever reason, a good econ-
omy that reduces unemployment rates may make 
targets more lucrative so those who are already 
predisposed to committing crime but not employed 
may commit more crime. This is why observational 
micro-level studies looking at crime and recidivism 
rates, or studies utilizing changes in public policy, are 
important for determining causality. 

One study, cited above, already provided micro-level 
observational evidence that employment reduc-
es crime (Lesner et al. 2022). Tripodi et al. (2010) 
followed a group of parolees released from Texas 
prisons. The results of this study were interesting: 
while employment did not reduce the risk of rein-
carceration, it did increase time to reincarceration, 
meaning it took longer for employed criminals to 
re-offend even though it did not significantly reduce 
reoffence rates. On average, recidivists who ob-
tained employment lasted 31 months before rein-
carceration, whereas the unemployed lasted only 17 
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months. This suggests employment is an important 
determinant of recidivist outcomes, even though 
recidivism risk is not significantly reduced in this 
sample. Skardhamar and Telle (2012), using a sample 
that covered every person released from Norwegian 
prisons in 2003 (n=7,476), found significant reduc-
tions in re-arrest and recidivism over a three-year 
period due to employment. Given Norway’s extensive 
social safety net system, the authors felt it appro-
priate to control for the impact of social assistance. 
When controlling for government welfare, the nega-
tive correlation between employment and recidivism 
remained, providing strong evidence employment 
has a protective effect. This finding may also imply 
that employment’s effect is due to more than income, 
since it was protective over and above government 
payments. Siwach (2018) concluded unemployment 
shocks increased recidivism by using a sample of 
individuals from New York state with criminal records; 
the authors suggest that employment policies should 
be part of a comprehensive program to reduce rear-
rest and recidivism rates for individuals at high risk 
of re-offense. Visher et al. (2008) conducted a short-
term study of former male prisoners in three states 
over a 12-month period and found employment 
experience both before prison and after release 
reduced re-arrest rates. The results also suggest job 
quality may matter: within the eight-month period, 
reincarceration rates were eight percent among 
those earning more than $10 per hour but were 
16 percent for those earning less than $7 per hour 
(Figure 3). These data are consistent with Becker 
(1968)’s hypothesis that criminals compare risks and 
rewards, and when rewards to legal employment are 
low, criminal activity has a better cost-benefit payout. 
When the reward to legal employment is high, crimi-
nal activity is a more costly pastime. 

Figure 3: Short-Term Reincarceration Rates 
by Post-Prison Release Income

Source: Visher et al. (2008)

Research on work programs provide another oppor-
tunity to test whether employment causally reduces 
criminogenic outcomes (Uggen and Shannon, 2014). 
Fallesen et al. (2018) used participation in Danish 
“active labor market policies” to test the effect of em-
ployment on crime. Active labor market policies are 
programs aimed at assisting unemployed individuals 
find work. The authors conclude that participation 
in these programs reduced rates of criminality com-
pared to both the unemployed and the unemployed 
who enjoy unemployment insurance benefits. Given 
that employment reduces risk of property crimes 
being committed, even compared to those with 
unemployment insurance, it suggests the effect of 
employment may be due to more than just income. 
This further bolsters the finding from Skardhamemr 
and Telle (2012) that employment reduces criminal 
propensity even when controlling for social safety net 
benefits. Das and Mocan (2020) studied the world’s 
largest public works project and its impact on crime 
in India. The program provides guaranteed employ-
ment for 100 days at minimum wage to those living 
in rural households. Their paper was able to use 
differences in program intensity—as measured by 
the average number of worker days in each dis-
trict—to determine how the policy influenced crime. 
The works program was associated with less crime 
in every category: for every additional worker-day 
employment per resident, murder was reduced by 
0.5 percent, robberies by 2.5 percent, thefts by 0.6 
percent, and burglaries by 0.8 percent. Using less 
disaggregated crime groupings, program intensity 
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reduced violent crime by 1.2 percent and property 
crimes by 0.9 percent. The study provides interest-
ing evidence that work programs can reduce crimes, 
though as the sample was from a developing country, 
applicability to a developed nation may be an issue. 

While some research, cited above, shows work pro-
grams improve recidivist outcomes, encompassing 
literature reviews and meta-analyses conclude the 
totality of evidence shows weak effects, if any, of work 
programs on criminogenic outcomes (Bushway and 
Apel, 2012; Vishner et al., 2005). This is likely in part 
because job quality from existing job programs is low. 
Research has found when job quality is high, criminal 
activity is reduced and outcomes are improved, but 
the effects are mixed when job quality is low (Apel 
and Horney, 2017; Apel et al., 2006). The research 
from job programs overall suggests employment can 
reduce criminogenic outcomes like re-offense in the 
right situations, but job quality is an important me-
diating factor. When job programs only provide low 
quality jobs, the effects are null. 

A new line of research suggests, for one type of 
criminal offender, employment can increase recid-
ivism and aid in criminal activity. van Koppen et al. 
(2022) employed a longitudinal design to determine 
if employment has any effect on criminal desistance 
for individuals associated with organized crime. 
Organized crime is complex, and typically involves 
large amounts of logistical and financial planning. As 
a result, several individuals in organized crime are 
employed, and their legal employment may aid in 
their criminal efforts, as it can give groups access to 
legal, logistical, and financial channels through which 
to do business. van Koppen et al. (2022)’s results 
found being employed led to a 10 percent increase 
in organized crime offending. In another model, 
self-employment led to significant increases in of-
fending, but payroll employment had no such effect. 
For organized crime offenders in leadership posi-
tions in criminal organizations, the result was even 
stronger: employment led to a 47 percent increase in 
offending, and both payroll and self-employment led 
to increased offending—a 41 percent and 68 percent 
increase, respectively. The results of this research 
suggest employment may be detrimental for recid-
ivism outcomes for organized crime offenders, as 
employment can play a key role in organized criminal 
efforts. 

Using changes in policy or idiosyncrasies in policy 
design allows researchers to draw causal conclu-
sions. Corman et al. (2014) concluded welfare reform 
reduced women’s property crime arrest rates four 
to five percent but had no impact on other forms 
of crime. Beauchamp and Chan (2014) analyzed the 
impact of minimum wage increases on crime. The 
authors find individuals exposed to binding minimum 
wage increases were more likely to commit crimes, 
and they theorize that this is due to the negative 
employment effects of minimum wage laws. These 
papers provide more evidence of the protective ef-
fects of employment on criminal outcomes.

In sum, the econometric broad view research usu-
ally—but not always—confirms the hypothesis that 
employment reduces crime. Longitudinal micro-level 
studies of prison releasees and studies using public 
policy changes also demonstrate that employment 
typically reduces recidivism and criminal risk. Re-
search on job programs show mixed results because 
job quality matters: higher paying jobs, jobs produc-
ing more employee commitment, and formal labor 
market jobs have the largest protective effects. One 
interesting exception to the rule of employment re-
ducing criminal activity is organized crime, which may 
be the only crime category that demonstrably wors-
ens with employment. Overall, economic and social 
policies promoting employment are likely to reduce 
crime, recidivism, and save lives.

Employment and Drug Use

Can employment reduce drug use? The theoreti-
cal link between drug use and employment is not 
as linear as it may seem. Fortunately, we are not 
limited to theorizing—a significant amount of quan-
titative evidence exists on this subject.  Every year, 
the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services 
Administration funds a National Survey on Drug Use 
and Health (NSDUH), which records drug use trends, 
mental health trends, and demographic variables 
from approximately 70,000 Americans age 12 and 
older. Using data from the 2020 report, a modest 
correlation appears between employment status 
and drug use. Looking at illicit drug use during the 
past year among those 18 years and older, full-time 
employment seems to be associated with the lowest 
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rates of illicit drug use, with the unemployed consum-
ing the most substances. Part-time workers consume 
drugs at rates in between the employed and unem-
ployed. In the 2019 sample, the results are similar, 
with both part- and full-time workers less likely to use 
drugs than the unemployed and full-time workers still 
performing the best. The results from this survey can 
be seen in Figure 4. 

Figure 4: Employment Status and Illicit Drug 
Use During the Past Year

Source: NSDUH 2020

The NSDUH likewise contains a question about drug 
use within the past month and over the entire life 
course. Drug use within the past month may be the 
most important metric because, if current employ-
ment status were related to drug use, we would 
expect to see a strong correlation between employ-
ment and immediate drug use within the past month 
more than drug use over an entire year. Someone 
who is currently employed, for example, may not 
have been employed one month or two months ago, 
and drug use during the past year of unemployment 
is unlikely to be related to their current employment 
status. Asking individuals about more recent drug use 
would largely avoid this problem. The results for the 
NSDUH’s monthly drug use question can be viewed 
below in Figure 5. 

Figure 5: Employment Status and Illicit Drug 
Use During the Past Month

Source: NSDUH 2020

Like yearly drug use, there is a correlation between 
drug use in the past month and employment status: 
the employed are much less likely to report drug use 
than the unemployed, and part-time workers report 
drug use rates in between the full-time and unem-
ployed groups.

Although one may be quick to assume these data 
prove employment must reduce drug use—and this 
does constitute as evidence for that proposition—
that may not necessarily be the case. As noted in oth-
er sections, there may be unobserved heterogeneity 
in the sample. Those who work full- and part-time 
may simply be different types of people than those 
who do not work, and these pre-existing conditions 
predispose these groups to different rates of drug 
use irrespective of their current employment status. 
Thus, the NSDUH surveys can be hypothesis gener-
ating—it seems like employment reduces drug use—
but, on their own, they do not prove much. Not only 
that, but academics have noted that the theoretical 
impact of employment on drug use is actually ambig-
uous (Silverman and Robles, 1998). 

In what ways is it possible for employment to theoret-
ically increase drug use? Employment increases one’s 
income, and money is required to purchase drugs. 
It is possible to envision a scenario where, as one’s 
income increases, drug use concomitantly increas-
es. In fact, some surveys of drug users bear this out. 
Having money available is one of the most common 
reasons cocaine users report as being a situation 
leading to cocaine consumption, with 83 percent of 
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cocaine users listing having enough money available 
creating situations allowing them to use more drugs 
(Kirby et al., 1995). A survey of individuals who inject 
drugs in Canada also found that higher income was 
associated with higher monthly drug expenditures, 
but the study included illicit means of money gen-
eration in the income calculation, including prosti-
tution (Long et al., 2014). Legal income likely has a 
different impact on drug use than illegally generated 
income—a point we will expand upon in a moment—
so studies including illegal income in their calculation 
of income may not be fully applicable to this study, 
which focuses on legal work. Another study looking 
at the elderly used variations in social security pay-
ments to determine how income impacted drug use. 
The income elasticities were consistently above one 
with a median estimate of 1.31, suggesting every one 
percent increase in income would lead to a 1.31 per-
cent increase in drug use (Moran and Simon, 2005). 
Once again, however, income from employment 
may influence drug use differently than income from 
government services, given the different incentives 
between those two methods of income generation. 

Increased income may be the same mechanism by 
which employment reduces drug use. The more 
one earns, the higher the opportunity cost of not 
working is. If drug use impacts one’s wages or em-
ployment status—say, by increasing unpaid absen-
teeism, heightening the risk of being fired, or reduc-
ing productivity on the job—drug use poses a large 
opportunity cost on the drug-using employee. As a 
result, if one is employed and earning money, and 
that income stream is imperiled by drug use, drug 
use would be expected to fall due to these opportu-
nity costs. This mechanism would not be at play for 
illegal employment, where open drug use is often a 
regular part of the job, or for social security bene-
fits, which are not contingent on sobriety. Thus, the 
above income studies may not accurately describe 
what occurs when income rises due to legal gainful 
employment. There exists a burgeoning body of 
research on “contingency management,” a process 
where rewards are given to individuals who do not 
use drugs, and the rewards decrease or cease if one 
uses drugs. Contingency management research may 
be an indirect test of employment’s impact on drug 
use because legal employment has similar incentives 
to a contingency management program: the rewards 

2	  In the author’s view, the theoretical case for drug use reduction from legal employment is stronger.

of work are reduced if one uses drugs (via lower pro-
ductivity), and the rewards may even cease entirely 
(risk of being fired) if one uses drugs, and rewards 
are increased if one does not use drugs (higher 
productivity). A recent meta-analysis concludes 
contingency management programs reduce cocaine, 
tobacco, opiate, and polysubstance use (Ainscough 
et al., 2017). The contingency management literature 
strongly suggests incentives are a critical factor in 
drug use, and since legal employment is structured 
in a way that incentivizes sobriety, we would expect 
that employment reduces drug consumption. 

Given the importance of incentives on drug use (Sil-
verman and Robles, 1998), legal income—where drug 
use has consequences—may have a different impact 
on drug use than illegal sources of income (Long et 
al., 2014) or government payouts (Moran and Simon, 
2005). Employment may also reduce drug consump-
tion simply because working a job takes up time, and 
more time spent at work means individuals have less 
time to procure and consume drugs. Jobs that re-
quire drug testing may also serve as a barrier to drug 
use. Overall, the net effect of these competing the-
oretical impacts is somewhat unclear: it is possible 
that employment could increase, decrease, or have 
no net effect on drug use.2 

A paper by Brown and Montoya (2009) of welfare re-
cipients found a clear negative association between 
hours worked and drug and alcohol use, suggesting 
employment reduces drug consumption among 
welfare users. Other epidemiological studies confirm 
that employment is associated with reduced drug 
use, with nondrug users reporting significantly more 
hours worked and drug use being overall less com-
mon among the employed (Brown and Riley, 2005). 
As noted previously, the NSDUH provides broad cor-
relational evidence for the drug use-reducing effects 
of employment.

 Studies of welfare reform have also suggested em-
ployment may reduce drug use. Arguing, like above, 
that employment increases the opportunity cost of 
drug use, economists have determined that welfare 
reform—which improved work incentives among the 
poor and promoted employment and self-sufficien-
cy—reduced self-reported drug use by 11-21 percent 
among women at risk of relying on welfare. Objective 
measures of drug use, such as drug arrests, hos-
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pitalizations, prison admissions, and ER visits, also 
declined (Corman et al., 2010). Corman et al.’s use 
of policy change allows us to draw stronger causal 
conclusions than the observational epidemiological 
research, as it reduces the likelihood that endoge-
neity is biasing the results in favor of employment’s 
positive effects.

Rigorous studies of public work projects that provide 
employment to prison releasees do not find strong 
evidence that these programs reduce drug use (Ug-
gen and Shannon, 2014). While the theoretical and 
statistical evidence leans in favor of legal employment 
reducing crime, there is enough debate in the liter-
ature to urge caution in interpreting these results. 
Overall, employment likely reduces drug use, but the 
quality of existing evidence is weak.

Employment may improve drug treatment outcomes 
for specific groups, such as those in recovery, even 
though the evidence for reduced drug use “in the 
wild” is mixed. In fact, Brown and Riley’s (2005) argu-
ment was that the primary way employment reduces 
drug use was through improved social integration 
and support, and that may be especially important to 
those who are seeking recovery. 

A recent literature review of 12 studies found that 
11 out of 12 papers found that employment had a 
positive relationship with treatment outcomes (Wal-
ton and Hall, 2016). The review identified multiple 
randomized control trials—the gold standard in 
social and health science—that found employment 
improved recovery and drug treatment outcomes 
(DeFulio et al., 2009; Greenwald, 2010; Kashner et 
al., 2002; Leukefeld et al., 2007; Milby et al., 1996; 
Silverman et al., 2002; Silverman et al., 2007). Many 
of these randomized control trials tested “simulated 
employment”—that is, employment done in a con-
trolled setting rather than in the competitive labor 
market. The goal of simulated employment Is to 
reduce the number of possible confounders so the 
researchers can test the effects of employment alone 
on outcomes. Leukefeld et al. (2007), however, tested 
competitive employment, which measure participants 
who receive employment in a nonexperimental set-
ting in the real-world competitive labor market and 
also found positive effects. There is no necessarily 
right or wrong answer as to whether simulated or 
market employment is a better study design; com-

petitive employment is likely more applicable in the 
real world, but simulated employment studies are 
necessary to isolate the effects of employment with 
no confounding variables. The interventions tested 
in the Leukefeld competitive employment study were 
centered around assisting participants to interview 
and land “real world” jobs rather than assigning them 
to work like in simulated studies. Leukefeld et al. 
(2007) also suggested job quality may matter: those 
in the “high upgrading” group with more upward mo-
bility performed better than those in the median or 
low upgrading groups. 

Studies by Silverman et al. (2002, 2007) provide yet 
more evidence that incentives matter when it comes 
to employment and drug recovery. When work and 
compensation were tied to abstinence, results were 
improved compared to when abstinence was not tied 
to compensation. Overall, the literature suggests em-
ployment is an important part of drug recovery and 
is key to long-term recovery success, especially when 
employment compensation and outcomes were con-
tingent upon abstinence. Given the large number of 
randomized control trials, the evidence is considered 
strong. 

The epidemiological correlational evidence universal-
ly finds that employment is correlated with reduced 
drug use. Whether one looks at the annual NSDUH 
survey or published epidemiological research, it is 
clear that the employed use drugs at lower rates 
than the unemployed. However, this does not neces-
sarily prove causation: it could simply be that those 
with tendencies which lead to drug use also lead to 
unemployment and vice versa. Indeed, the theoret-
ical evidence for employment reducing drug use is 
mixed: while employment increases the opportunity 
cost of drug use (Corman et al., 2010; Ainscough et 
al., 2017), higher income itself may lead to more drug 
use (Moran and Simon, 2005; Kirby et al., 1995; Long 
et al., 2014). The correlational evidence on its own 
is not compelling enough to conclude that employ-
ment radically reduces drug use “in the wild” for the 
general population, especially when the theoretical 
mechanisms tying employment to less drug use are 
mixed. This is not to say such evidence is without 
merit or that it is false—only that, on its own, it is 
difficult to draw a definite causal connection between 
employment and drug use. Statistical analyses using 
methods that could ascertain causality came to com-
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peting conclusions (Corman et al., 2010; Uggen and 
Shannon, 2014).  

However, the literature is relatively clear on employ-
ment and the specific case of drug recovery. Multiple 
randomized control trials—the gold standard of evi-
dence—have concluded that employment improves 
drug recovery outcomes as measured by reduced 
drug use levels, reduced HIV risk behaviors, increased 
use of treatment services, and reduced levels of 
homelessness and incarceration (Walton and Hall, 
2016). Overall, employment ought to be an import-
ant piece of the puzzle when it comes to combatting 
drug use, especially in recovery and treatment pro-
grams where work, compensation, and abstinence 
are tied together. Aggregating all of the evidence, it 
seems clear that the impact of employment on drug 
use depends on incentives: legal employment where 
consequences for drug use are present likely reduce 
drug use, as well as abstinence-based employment 
programs, but employment without these contingen-
cies may have no or even a reverse effect.

Employment’s Impact on Mental 
Health

Mental health, by many metrics, is becoming a crisis 
in the United States. According to the National Alli-
ance on Mental Illness, one in five US adults experi-
ence mental illness each year, one in twenty experi-
ence serious mental illness each year, and one in six 
youths ages 6-17 experience a mental health disor-
der. Suicide is one of the leading causes of deaths in 
the United States, with rates of suicide consistently 
increasing since 2000 (Figure 6). 

Figure 6: Suicide Trends in the United States

Source: CDC

What role does employment have in America’s men-
tal health crisis? While employment, on its own, is no 
cure for mental health issues, it almost certainly has 
a place within a broader strategy to help Americans 
achieve both financial and mental security. Various 
studies of work programs have shown work can 
improve mental health outcomes and play a key part 
in mental health treatment, recovery, and societal 
reintegration. 

Through what mechanisms would we expect employ-
ment to improve mental health? One simple way is 
employment is an important source of meaning for 
individuals. An abundance of research has shown 
social relationships are the most frequently cited 
sources of meaning in one’s life; having a commu-
nity and being an active member and contributor 
to that community increase rates of life satisfaction 
(Routledge, 2020). For many, work can be an import-
ant source of social life, especially in adulthood. In 
contexts where work is a major social outlet, work 
creates the community itself to which someone may 
contribute. In these situations, the mechanism by 
which employment would increase life satisfaction is 
relatively straightforward.

Being able to cover basic financial needs is often 
necessary for individuals to contribute to their com-
munity. Financial security is certainly something 
downstream from employment, so employment, by 
improving one’s ability to contribute, may increase life 
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outcomes simply by increasing income. Financial se-
curity in and of itself has been shown to correlate to 
the belief that life has meaning (Abeyta et al., 2017). 

Obviously, work is not a necessary condition for hav-
ing a sense of meaning, mental stability, or feeling of 
social integration in one’s life; indeed, there are many 
productive roles in our society which are not finan-
cially renumerated. For example, parenting has been 
shown to increase the sense of meaning in one’s 
life, and parents are more likely to report life has 
meaning the more they participate in their children’s 
activities (Nelson et al., 2017). Parenting activities are 
almost never directly tied to employment, but they 
can provide many of the same benefits of employ-
ment for some individuals. For those uninterested 
or unable to engage in employment or parenting, 
volunteer work or other nonfinancial activities may 
offer a sense of meaning and dignity. But, for most 
individuals, employment is clearly important to one’s 
life outcomes, and every individual should be free to 
work if they so choose. For individuals who choose 
to work, employment improves mental health by 
increasing financial security, creating communities 
in which individuals may participate, and providing a 
sense of structure in one’s life. 

Beyond these theoretical mechanisms through which 
we would expect work to improved mental health 
outcomes, many direct lines of evidence also exist:

First, job loss and extended periods of unemploy-
ment have a negative impact on mental health. In the 
Georgia Center for Opportunity’s previous literature 
review on the nonfinancial impacts of nonwork, it 
was demonstrated that unemployment increased 
symptoms of depression, distress, and anxiety; raised 
psychosomatic symptoms; and reduced subjective 
wellbeing and self-esteem (Randolph, 2021).

Second, Individual Placement and Support (IPS) 
programs have repeatedly shown to be effective in 
improving mental health outcomes of their clients. 
IPS is a supported model of employment for those 
with mental illnesses, which assists these individu-
als as they pursue regular employment in jobs of 
their choosing. Research has shown individuals who 
participate in IPS programs have improved self-es-
teem (Bond, 2004), improved mental health recovery, 
especially for those with those with PTSD (Bond et al., 
3	  While none of the individual studies reviewed by Bond et al. (2022) found improved educational outcomes in their individual samples, the overall risk ratio 
across studies was positive and significant (OR = 1.33, CI 1.06, 1.66).

2019; Bond et al., 2022; Bush et al., 2009), improved 
education (Bond et al., 2022),3 and improved long-
term economic success (Modini et al. 2016; Bond et 
al., 2022; Bond et al., 2019). Employment generally 
also reduces the use of psychiatric mental health ser-
vices and may reduce public health costs (Bush et al., 
2009). In qualitative studies, these work programs are 
cited as being important to the mental health recov-
ery process (Bailey, 1998).

Finally, studies at the population level find a relation-
ship between mental health outcomes and employ-
ment and economic status (Marwaha and Johnson, 
2004; van der Noordt et al., 2014). An important 
caveat to these broad correlational studies is that 
unobserved heterogeneity may lead to endogene-
ity bias: individuals with less severe mental health 
outcomes may simply have better employment 
outcomes, and those with poorer mental health may 
self-select into unemployment, leading to a spurious 
relationship between the two variables. However, ac-
ademics have employed different approaches to con-
trol for endogeneity, and while most conclude there 
is an endogeneity bias, the effect of employment on 
reducing mental health problems remains even when 
controlled for (Hamilton et al., 1997; Gibbons and 
Salkever, 2019). 

Overall, the literature suggests employment improves 
mental health outcomes. Whether as a targeted IPS 
treatment or for the general population, employ-
ment improves objective measures of mental health, 
self-reported mental health, and provides a sense 
of dignity and meaning to the lives of the employed. 
Ceteris paribus, programs and policies that improve 
employment outcomes can be expected to improve 
not only economic opportunity and self-sustainabil-
ity, but also nonfinancial outcomes, such as mental 
health.
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Employment’s Impact on Physical 
Health

Scholars have also debated whether employment 
may impact physical health. In healthcare debates, 
whether employment has an impact on health out-
comes is an important piece of data—especially in 
debates over work requirements for programs like 
Medicaid. The positive externalities of work described 
in this section and throughout the paper are why 
work requirements for other programs—like Tem-
porary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF)—were 
implemented and remain in force today. There are 
many reasons why one may argue employment could 
improve health outcomes. 

First, as most individuals receive health coverage 
from their employers, being gainfully employed will 
increase one’s access to healthcare services. It is 
not always clear that healthcare access will improve 
health—some research has suggested using more 
healthcare services does not always improve health 
outcomes4—but for individuals with preexisting 
conditions, the elderly, or other at-risk populations, 
this mechanism is likely to improve general health 
outcomes. 

Second, the positive externalities from higher in-
come—which can only be achieved by entering the 
labor market, garnering skills, and increasing one’s 
wages—will percolate throughout one’s entire life 
and likely lead to improved health outcomes. For 
example, increased income means more income for 
healthy leisure activities, such as a gym member-
ship. More income means access to healthier food 
choices, the ability to take more time off to engage 
in active pastimes, and the ability to afford more 
nutritional or health education. Financial problems 
are also a major source of anxiety and stress, which 
would worsen outcomes. Thus, employment could 
improve health through a pure income effect. 

Finally, and this would apply to “good quality” jobs, 
a high-paying job leads to high social status for an 
individual. Sociologists and others have long theo-
rized that being on the upper end of a social status 
hierarchy has many benefits, including benefits 
associated with improved health outcomes. This has 
been demonstrated by the famous Whitehall Studies 
of British civil servants, which concluded that being in 
4	  See, e.g. research on Medicaid expansions or the RAND health insurance experiment. 

a higher “grade level” of civil service employment was 
associated with consistently lower levels of all-cause 
mortality, lower cardiovascular disease risk, lower 
blood pressure, lower obesity rates, lower rates of 
smoking, and other improved health outcomes (Mar-
mot et al., 1978; Marmot et al., 1991). These findings, 
and findings by similar studies that will be discussed 
below, suggest job quality and status, rather than 
just any job, may be the most important determinant 
of health. If the health benefits of employment are 
limited to high-status jobs, the policy implications are 
markedly different than if employment per se im-
proves health outcomes. 

A literature review by van der Noordt et al. (2014) re-
viewed over 30 studies on the impact of employment 
on mental and physical health. Cited in the previous 
section, the authors noted a preponderance of the 
evidence suggests employment improves mental 
health. On physical health, the evidence is inconclu-
sive. Only four studies that met the criteria of having 
high-quality methodology reported results for em-
ployment and general health. One study found em-
ployment worsened general health outcomes, where-
as another study found positive effects from full-time 
employment and no effect for part-time employment. 
The two remaining studies found no effect of employ-
ment on general health, and the authors conclude 
“there is insufficient evidence for an effect of employ-
ment on general health.” The report did identify three 
studies which found employment improved general 
physical functioning—such as general daily activity—
but two studies dissented, once again causing the 
authors to conclude the evidence was insufficient to 
prove a strong effect. 

Another literature review by Hergenrather et al. 
(2015) came to an opposing conclusion. Reviewing 22 
studies from developed nations, the authors conclud-
ed “employment is associated with better physical 
health.” Employment—and reemployment following a 
period of unemployment—was associated with fewer 
physical limitations. The authors noted the relation-
ship between employment and physical health is 
moderated by multiple factors, including job quality. 
Overemployment (working more than 45 hours per 
week), underemployment (low-status jobs, part-time 
jobs), and temporary jobs were not associated with 
improved health. Underemployment, for example, 
was associated with higher risk of chronic disease, 
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as was overemployment (Friedland and Price, 2003). 
Hergenrather et al. (2015)’s results suggested em-
ployment does improve health if job quality is high. 

A final review, which is currently a pre-print and has 
not been peer-reviewed, was designed to answer the 
question as to whether or not a job is better than any 
job (Price et al., 2021). The authors were concerned 
with job quality, since most scholars accept high-sta-
tus jobs improve health outcomes. The authors 
reviewed 25 studies and concluded the quality of the 
methods employed was “moderate” but the results 
inconsistent—the same finding as van der Noordt 
et al. (2014). Of note were three studies examining 
whether outcomes improved with a transition from 
unemployment to a poor job. All three studies report-
ed null findings, suggesting that any job is not always 
superior to no job in terms of improving mental or 
physical health. These studies did find, however, that 
transitioning from a poor job to unemployment led to 
worse mental and physical health outcomes.

Overall, the evidence on employment and physical 
health is not strong enough to conclude employ-
ment in all circumstances improves general health 
outcomes. In fact, in cases of over and underemploy-
ment, employment may be just as bad as unemploy-
ment, suggesting job quality is an important factor in 
mental and physical health (Price et al., 2021; van der 
Noordt et al., 2014). For mental health, the literature 
suggest employment improves mental health out-
comes, but, once again, job quality may be an import-
ant factor to consider (Price et al., 2021). The policy 
implications surrounding the debates over job quality 
and life outcomes are further explored in a separate 
section at the end of this report.

5	  Bradford Wilcox, Chris Gersten, and Jerry Regier, Marriage Penalties in Means-Tested Tax and Transfer Programs: Issues and Options, OFA Report 2019-01, 
Washington, DC: Office of Family Assistance, Administration for Children and Families, U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2019: https://www.acf.hhs.
gov/sites/default/ files/documents/ofa/hmrf_marriagepenalties_paper_final50812_6_19.pdf
6	  Curtin, S. C., & Sutton, P. D. (2020). Marriage Rates in the United States, 1900–2018. National Center for Health Statistics. https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data/hes-
tat/marriage_rate_2018/marriage_rate_2018.pdf 

Employment’s Effect on Families

In this report, we have detailed how employment has 
both positive (and negative) externalities on out-
comes such as crime and recidivism, drug use, and 
physical and mental health. One often overlooked 
aspect of employment’s impacts is the intersection 
between employment and family dynamics. Employ-
ment, in theory, could impact family formation and a 
host of family-related outcomes: divorce risk, rela-
tionship satisfaction, and child outcomes. This section 
aims to summarize this literature. 

Family is often seen as the building block of soci-
ety. Philosophers such as Aristotle contended that, 
in nature, the family—not the individual—was the 
smallest unit, and the family was the model on which 
states should be organized. In contemporary politics, 
politicians from all major parties talk about pro-family 
policies, and the importance of both mothers and 
fathers alike to child outcomes is rarely, if ever, ques-
tioned. This viewpoint is validated in a separate line 
of research that has examined the link between mar-
riage and outcomes for children and communities. A 
notable study by Bradford Wilcox, Chris Gersten, and 
Jerry Reiger concluded that “children are more likely 
to avoid poverty, enjoy better economic outcomes 
over their life span, and flourish educationally and so-
cially when they are raised by stably married parents” 
and that “communities experience less poverty, more 
economic mobility, and greater public safety when 
they have more married parents.”5 

Since the positive impact of stable marriages and 
families is so profound for communities, different 
family trends have concerned scholars—especially 
the decline of marriage in the United States. Since 
2000, the marriage rate per 1,000 persons has fallen 
from 8.2 in 2000 to 6.1 in 2019—the lowest level 
since the government began tracking these metrics 
in the 1800s. Only one year in the 20th century (1932) 
did the rate dip below eight per 1,000, and even then, 
only barely (7.9).6 The current marriage rate is lower 
even than what it was during the Great Depression, 
the worst economic crisis in our nation’s history, and 
the raw number of marriages has declined since 
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2000 despite the fact our population has grown by 
over 40 million (Figure 7). 

Figure 7. Marriage and Marriage Rate Trends 
2000-2019

Source: CDC/NCHS National Vital Statistics System.

Family scholars have investigated different hypoth-
eses as to why this alarming decline in marriage is 
happening in the United States. While the answer is 
multifaceted and there is no singular cause, trends 
in employment and other economic changes have 
played a role. 

Sociologists have long discussed the concept of the 
“marriageable” man. Psychologists often use terms 
like “dominance hierarchies” and other constructs. 
Regardless of terminology, some research suggests 
that women like to “mate up”—and this often in-
cludes marrying men who have higher earnings or, 
at the very least, higher earnings potential—than 
they themselves have.7 In theory, if economic policies 
led to fewer marriageable men—by reducing male 
employment, wage, and education rates—marriage 
rates would decline because fewer men would be 
“marriageable” from the perspective of women. 

An interesting test of this hypothesis was spearhead-
ed by MIT economist David Autor. The study ana-
lyzed the impact China trade shocks have had on the 
American family. Trade with China, which increased 
rapidly in the 1990s and contributed to American 
manufacturing decline, serves as a natural experi-
ment: if low rates of male employment and wages 
led to family breakdown, we would be able to test 
7	  See, e.g. Geary et al. (2004)’s review of the evolution of human mate selection.

whether areas exposed to Chinese trade competi-
tion experienced greater rates of family decline than 
areas with less exposure to Chinese trade competi-
tion. The authors found when Chinese imports rose 
by one percent, the male-to-female earnings advan-
tage fell by 2.2 percent, making men less desirable 
on the marriage market. The authors conclude the 
employment effects of trade with China reduced 
marriage prevalence among young women by 0.75-
1.25 percent, increased nonmarital childbearing, and 
increased poverty (Autor et al., 2019). Another study 
also found economic changes, which have caused 
male employment and wages to stagnate and female 
employment and wages to rise, can explain 29 per-
cent of the decline in marriage over the past three 
decades (Bertrand et al., 2015). These macroeco-
nomic studies suggest employment rates—especially 
among young males—are an important contributor 
to marriage rate trends. Micro-level studies have 
suggested the same. 

A study using data from the American Community 
Survey compared potential spouses of unmarried 
women—taken from data of comparable women who 
are married in the ACS—to unmarried men in the 
same demographic. This comparison allowed the au-
thors to determine if there is a shortage of marriage-
able men. The average unmarried man had incomes 
58 percent lower than the hypothetical potential hus-
band and were 30 percent less likely to be employed 
than the potential husbands, suggesting unmarried 
men are more likely to be unmarriageable due to lack 
of employment (Lichter et al., 2019). Overall, the data 
suggests there is a shortage of marriageable men, 
and policies that promote employment and upward 
mobility to men may increase marriage rates. 

Employment not only  has been found to be associat-
ed with family formation, but it may also be associat-
ed with family dissolution. Generally, women’s em-
ployment status, employment stability, promotions 
at work, and higher employment earnings increase 
divorce risk in a wide range of studies (Schoen et al., 
2002; Kaplan and Herbst-Debby, 2018; Bastianelli 
and Vignoli, 2022; Styrc and Matysiak, 2012; Folke 
and Rickne, 2020). On the other hand, male em-
ployment status, employment stability, and earnings 
are associated with decreased divorce risk (Kille-
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wald, 2016; Styrc and Matysiak, 2012; Kaplan and 
Herbst-Debby, 2018). These findings comport with 
the marriageable men hypothesis described above. 
Women prefer their partners to have higher eco-
nomic status than they do; as a result, employment 
for men will reduce divorce since work increases 
the probability the husband will out earn his wife, 
ceteris paribus. Unemployment for men will have the 
opposite effect, making divorce more likely. Overall, 
the impact of employment on family formation and 
family dissolution may be gender dependent: for 
men, employment is associated with increased family 
formation and reduced family dissolution; for wom-
en, employment is associated with reduced family 
formation and increased family dissolution. 

Employment also has an impact on child outcomes, 
but like family formation and dissolution, this impact 
is context-dependent. In economist Gary Becker’s 
A Treatise on the Family, Becker developed an eco-
nomic model for the family which has served as 
much of the theoretical basis for the child develop-
ment and employment literature. Employment would 
increase the resources parents have available to 
invest in their children—resources for education, nu-
trition, health care, safety, quality items, etc. Employ-
ment allows parents to improve these inputs into 
child outcomes. As Becker notes, however, not every 
extra dollar earned goes directly to children; parents 
must make tradeoffs between leisure, investing in 
themselves, and investing in any romantic partner(s). 
Psychologists have spent considerable time study-
ing the tradeoffs between job and off-job activities 
(e.g. O’Driscoll et al., 1992). The amount of money 
allocated towards these other desires versus their 
children is determined by parents’ preferences and 
the “productivity” of investing in their children versus 
other activities. 

How much a parent may prefer to invest in their 
children—and the “productivity” of investing in a child 
versus themselves—will change depending on con-
text. In a poor household where resources are limit-
ed, an increase in income through employment may 
have a massive positive impact on child outcomes 
because, when money is tight, a parent will have a 

8	  In Judith Harris’ controversial book The Nurture Assumption, she argues genetics and nonshared environment matter significantly more than shared/home 
environment in normal circumstances (once minimum needs are met, no abuse is present, etc.). While controversial, in my view this hypothesis should put us at 
ease if it is true: as long as a parent is not providing an actively bad environment, one need not fret if they were unable to read to their child every single night—the 
child will likely reach their genetic potential either way. Murray (2020) notes that shared environment becomes less relevant for most traits as children age to the 
point where the effect is close to nil in adulthood, suggesting any effect found in children discussed in this report may be illusory and disappear by adulthood. These 
debates would require another paper to fully flesh out.

strong preference to spend money on achieving min-
imum sustenance. Meeting basic needs versus not 
will have the highest impact on child development. 
Every extra dollar allows them to invest more into 
their children. At upper income levels, extra income 
from employment may have a smaller impact as the 
child is already receiving plenty of resources. Paren-
tal investment likely has diminishing returns where, 
once one achieves the necessities, any extra invest-
ment becomes supererogatory.8 Another key point 
is that the more productive a parent is at work, the 
higher the opportunity cost of childrearing becomes. 
Any hour spent with a child is an hour that could be 
spent generating income, which could suggest higher 
incomes may harm children by outsourcing childcare 
to third parties. A further layer of complication is if 
one parent’s income is high enough to provide for 
the entire family, it may allow for one parent to be-
come a full-time parent, which would increase child 
investment and may improve outcomes. 

With this theoretical context, we would postulate the 
effect of parental employment on child development 
to be dependent on family income: a poor family 
transitioning from social safety nets to employment 
ought to experience the largest positive effects over-
riding the negative ones. Negative effects may exist 
in certain circumstances if they lead to a dramatic 
reduction in parental investment in the middle-of-
the-income distribution, and employment likely has a 
neutral or positive effect in wealthy households. Any 
positive or negative effects may also be mediated 
by the parent’s gender, family structure, and/or the 
quality of third-party childcare. 

A consistent finding in the literature is that, for 
low-income and single-parent households, the pos-
itives of work outweigh the negative effects. When 
mothers left welfare for work, adolescent reading 
scores, mental health, and engagement with risky 
behaviors decreased (Chase-Landsdale et al., 2003). 
Other studies have reported similar positive effects 
from maternal work for children in poor families 
(Harvey, 1999; Lucas-Thompson et al., 2010). Har-
vey (1999), while finding positive effects on cognitive 
and educational development for children in poor 
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families found negative effects for children overall 
and in non-poor families. Lucas-Thompson et al. 
(2010), reviewing 69 studies, found maternal work 
was beneficial in poor, single-parent homes but led 
to worse outcomes in intact middle-income families. 
One paper has found three- to six-year-old children 
of working single mothers had lower reading scores 
than those without working mothers (Bernal and 
Keane, 2011). This seems to contradict the idea that 
maternal work is a net-positive in poor or single 
parent households, but these negative effects were 
limited to parents who did not have access to for-
mal childcare centers and instead relied on informal 
childcare options, suggesting access to quality child-
care is another mediating factor as to whether mater-
nal employment during early childhood is detrimental 
to child outcomes.

 Part-time versus full-time work may be another 
factor as to whether maternal work has an impact on 
child development. The evidence suggests working 
less than full-time during children’s infancy leads to 
better developmental outcomes, and children benefit 
when the mother is the primary caregiver whereas 
working full-time poses some problems (Goldberg 
et al., 2008). Children’s reading and math scores are 
likewise depressed when mothers work through 
years 1-5 of a child’s life (Ruhm, 2004). Negative 
effects are largest when mothers work more than 
30 hours per week in married households—the 
effects are smaller when unmarried or the mother 
works part time, effects vary along racial lines, and 
negative effects of maternal employment shrink or 
fully disappear as the child is aged 2-3,9 once again 
showing context matters (Brooks-Gunn et al., 2002; 
Brooks-Gunn et al., 2010). Overall, the evidence for 
single-parent and especially impoverished house-
holds suggests parental employment is a net-positive 
for children, but that maternal employment may be 
associated with negative outcomes in intact mid-
dle-income and upper-income homes or when good 
childcare options are absent. Working when a child 
is an infant may impact child development, but for 
working when a child becomes a toddler, negative 
effects are seldom found. The net effects of employ-
ment on child development are entirely dependent 
on context. 
9	  i.e., working when the child is an infant has negative outcomes, but working when the child is a toddler has no such negative outcomes.
10	  Bloom et al. (2003) is likely the best introductory overview for those curious about the global demographic transition and how the modern economic 
world is leading to this change everywhere—it doesn’t matter if you are in Africa, Asia, Europe, or the Americas, the demographic transition almost functions like a law 
of physics. As we develop, fertility rates plummet almost identically everywhere.

Another consistent finding in the literature relates to 
childhood obesity. Maternal employment has been 
shown to correlate to childhood obesity in multi-
ple studies (Anderson et al., 2003; Zio-Guest et al., 
2013; Ruhm, 2008). Ziol-Guest et al. (2013) uses a 
dataset that allows them to test whether the results 
are limited to maternal employment or if paternal 
employment plays a role. Their results found the 
hours worked by a mother’s partner had no impact 
on childhood BMI at ages 13-14, but a mother’s 
hours worked was associated with BMI. Ruhm (2008) 
argued these effects are worst among advantaged 
youths, once again suggesting employment has few 
net-negative net effects among very poor house-
holds, and the net-negative effects of maternal work 
instantiate themselves among middle- and higher-in-
come youths. 

Finally, economic conditions have been shown to 
impact fertility rates. Fertility rates across the world 
have been collapsing, especially in developed nations 
where fertility is consistently below replacement. 
Academics have termed this trend the “demographic 
transition,” and economic change is pivotal to under-
standing why fertility rates are falling. High rates of 
education, employment, and income in developed 
nations have made the opportunity cost of child-
bearing and childrearing high: men, and especially 
women, take massive financial hits when a child is 
born. In a woman’s case, productivity is impacted for 
nine months during pregnancy and in the immediate 
months following childbirth, and further still if the 
mother chooses to work part-time or not at all to 
care for the newborn. A man often takes time off to 
care for the woman and may have to reduce his work 
hours to care for the child—especially if his partner 
also works and cannot modify their schedule for 
childcare. Given that incomes in developed nations 
are high, this can represent tens or even hundreds of 
thousands of dollars of income foregone to care for 
a child—and that is only accounting for opportunity 
costs, not direct costs.10 Our prosperity is one of the 
key reasons for a decline in fertility, and the income 
and prosperity from our gainful employment can 
explain much of the demographic decline the west 
now faces.
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The research on parental employment and family 
formation, dissolution, outcomes, and fertility rates 
suggest the impacts are context dependent. Male 
employment reduces divorce risk; male employment 
increases family formation. Female employment 
increases divorce risk, especially when she makes 
more than her husband; female employment reduc-
es family formation. The same general mixed findings 
are found in the child development literature: wheth-
er employment has a positive, negative, or neutral 
effect on young children depends on the gender of 
the parent, whether the work is full- or part-time, how 
old the child is, household income, marital status, 
access to professional child care, and a whole host 
of other factors. Oftentimes, full time maternal work 
in non-impoverished households may have a net 
negative impact, but the literature does not con-
tain sufficient data to conclude these effects matter 
across the life course into adulthood. 

The Impact of Employment on 
Teenaged Youth

Work experience during teenage years is generally 
viewed favorably among parents. It is believed that 
early work experiences build positive character traits, 
such as independence, work ethic, responsibility, and 
social skills (Phillips and Sandstrom, 1990). Almost 
all—99.4 percent—of surveyed parents agree with 
the statement that adolescent employment allows 
teenagers to learn valuable job skills. Of these sur-
veyed parents, 90.7 percent believe teens who work 
are less likely to get into trouble, and 50.1 percent 
believe they earn money families need for important 
items. Despite these general positive views, parents 
have expressed some concerns. Almost half, 48 
percent, express concerns over job fatigue, a third 
believe work may lead to problems with completing 
schoolwork, and 45 percent believe youth employ-
ment may lead to getting behind in school (Runyan et 
al., 2009).

A substantial body of literature confirms parents’ 
beliefs that early employment allows teenagers to 
develop important employment skills and improve 
their future economic outcomes. Modest levels of 
employment increase future earnings and enhance 
employment opportunities.

Middle Tennessee State professor Charles Baum and 
University of Virginia Professor Christopher Ruhm 
are some of the leading economists studying the 
benefits of early work experience. Baum and Ruhm 
(2016)’s paper provided unique summary statistics 
that highlight the long-term benefits of early work 
experience on future subsequent earnings, subse-
quent hours worked, and subsequent hourly wag-
es. Their research focuses on the number of hours 
worked during the senior year of high school, broken 
down into the following categories: 0 hours worked 
per week, 0-10 hours worked per week, 10-20 hours 
worked per week, and 20+ hours worked per week. In 
general, the more hours a teenager worked in their 
senior year of high school, the higher their subse-
quent earnings, the higher their subsequent wages, 
and higher their subsequent hours worked were 
approximately one decade later. The results of their 
study are portrayed in Table 1. 

Table 1: The Impact of Teen Work on Future 
Economic Outcomes

Hours Worked 
Senior HS Year

Future Earnings Future Hours 
Worked

Future Hourly 
Wage

No Work $ 30,015 28.67 $15.10

0-10 Weekly 
HOURS

$ 29,728 28.69 $15.50

10-20 Weekly 
HOURS

$ 31,898 30.6 $15.50

20+ Weekly 
HOURS

$ 32,109 31.7 $15.30

Source: Baum and Ruhm (2016)

The results from Baum and Ruhm (2016) unveil many 
interesting findings. First, there seems to be little 
difference in total earnings or hours worked between 
the no work and 0-10 hours per week group, sug-
gesting teenagers who work fewer than 10 hours 
per week are not obtaining all of the benefits from 
employment. This suggests teenage underemploy-
ment may be an important policy variable in future 
research. Those working more than 0 but fewer than 
10 hours per week do get paid a higher hourly wage 
than teenagers who were not employed at all during 
their senior year.  Second, those working 20+ hours 
per week do see higher future earnings but at the 
cost of a lower future hourly wage. These youths 
must work extra hours per week to make up for 
the difference. This suggests overwork may lead to 
some sacrifices in human capital elsewhere, such as 
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schoolwork, preventing them from obtaining “higher 
skill” employment down the road. Finally, the gold-
ilocks zone seems to be in the middle: those who 
work 10-20 hours a week earn significantly more 
than those in the 0-10 hours per week and no work 
category. They also have high hourly wages in com-
parison to both the no work and 20+ hours worked 
demographic, and they work significantly more than 
the no work and 0-10 hours per week group (and 
only slightly less than the 20+ hours per week group). 
Overall, Baum and Ruhm concluded “[a]dult earnings, 
hours worked, and hourly wages are typically lowest 
for those who did not work as students during the 
academic year and highest for those who worked 
long hours.” 

Baum and Ruhm also studied the effect of hours 
worked over the summer and future earnings. This 
is important, as work over the summer, in theory, 
will have less potential to interfere with other human 
capital generating activities, such as education. The 
results for summer education are presented in Table 
2. The results show the more a teen works over the 
summer the better, with no long-term economic 
downsides at all. 

Table 2: The Impact of Summer Teen Work 
on Future Economic Outcomes

Summer Work 
Experience

Future Earnings Future Hours 
Worked

Future Hourly 
Wage

No Work $ 28,852 26.6 $       14.80

Summer Weekly 
Hours 0-10

$ 29,571 28.1 $       15.10

Summer Weekly 
Hours 10-20

$ 31,403 31.1 $       15.30

Summer Weekly 
Hours 20+

$ 32,670 32.2 $       15.70

Source: Baum and Ruhm (2016)

Baum and Ruhm are not the only scholars to analyze 
the impact of teen work on future economic out-
comes. Overall, the literature suggests employment 
for teenagers—especially part-time work—enhanc-
es economic outcomes in adulthood. Ruhm (1997) 
analyzed the impact of high school work on future 
hourly and annual earnings, occupational status, 
and noncash employment benefits using data from 

the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth and found 
that high school employment was associated with 
improved outcomes on those measures. Carr, Wright, 
and Brody (1996) likewise found that teenage em-
ployment is associated with improved labor force 
participation, income, and employment status out-
comes. Hotz et al. (2002) found positive returns to 
youth work as measured by subsequent wage growth 
but argued that these returns are diminished when a 
youth is in school to the point of insignificance, sug-
gesting that adolescents should focus their efforts on 
summer work whenever possible and that the results 
may be explained due to unobserved heterogeneity 
rather than work itself. Light (2001) argued Hotz et 
al. (2002) found no effect in part because they stud-
ied only whether a student is working—a categorical 
variable—rather than looking at work intensity. Light 
concludes part-time non-intensive work still has posi-
tive effects even if the work is done during the school 
year: high school employment can raise a college 
graduate’s wages by as much as 18 percent. Building 
on this train of thought, Rothstein (2001) argued that, 
when only looking at students working fewer than 20 
hours per week, students were more likely to attend 
college in the future and were more likely to work 
consistently throughout their 20s, suggesting work-
ing even in school can have positive benefits as long 
as it is part-time. Light (1999)’s results indicated that 
working 25 hours per week increases wages by six 
percent during the six years after high school gradu-
ation.

A recent study by Ballo et al. (2022) found early ad-
olescent work experience reduces future no edu-
cation, employment, training (NEET) risk, especially 
among disabled youth, suggesting it has protective 
effects. Baert et al. (2022) found that students work-
ing during the summer were 15.3 percent more likely 
to be employed three months after leaving school, 
seven percent more likely to be employed one year 
after leaving school, and 2.8 percent more likely to 
be employed five years after leaving school. Students 
who worked both during the summer and the ac-
ademic school year were 24 percent more likely to 
be employed three months after leaving school, 8.7 
percent more likely to be employed one year after 
leaving school, and 1.9 percent more likely to be 
employed five years after leaving school. The overall 
literature suggests early work experience has positive 
long-term economic ramifications for youths.
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The psychological and educational literature has 
found that adolescent work can ease teenagers into 
adulthood by giving them important skills and im-
prove labor market outcomes through that easing 
mechanism. In interviews with working students, 
McKechnie et al. (2010) found that this group be-
lieved working had allowed them to develop soft 
communications skills, skills related to “working with 
others,” and teamwork. The survey also found stu-
dents engaged in a wide range of duties at their work, 
which would allow them to gain skills across many dif-
ferent areas. A recent small-scale survey of UK youth 
confirmed this finding, with respondents believing 
work required them to use “common sense,” to be 
able to “keep up” and multitask, and successfully 
use interpersonal skills. Importantly, 88 percent of 
respondents believed work had improved their skills 
in these areas or had given them new skills entire-
ly (Simpson et al. 2018). Mortimer and Staff (2004) 
found that while job stressors may worsen some 
outcomes, such as depressive attitudes and self-es-
teem, the evidence suggested job stressors enabled 
adolescents to develop coping mechanisms, which 
could improve a youth’s “resilience in the face of sub-
sequent work stressors” later in life.

The evidence is compelling that moderate youth 
employment amount improves economic outcomes 
in adulthood. However, some of the studies, such as 
Hotz et al. (2002) and even Baum and Ruhm (2016) 
seem to suggest working while in school or full time 
may blunt some of these benefits by impacting the 
human capital effects of schooling, with Baum and 
Ruhm’s, Light (2001), and Rothstein (2001) data sug-
gesting part-time work during school is still beneficial. 

While the evidence is compelling that youth employ-
ment generally improves adulthood economic trajec-
tories, parents are often worried about the impacts 
of teenage employment on non-economic outcomes 
like education, which, as noted above, is an important 
factor in how employment improves future economic 
trajectories. Fortunately, the literature in this area 
also suggests employment does not necessarily 
impact educational outcomes negatively as long as 
hours worked per week are moderate. The negative 
effects found in some studies may simply be due to 
compositional effects. 

Sabia (2009) focused on the impact of school-year 

work for students under 16 years of age. Although 
many students under 16 work, they are excluded 
from several labor force statistics, making Sabia’s 
study unique in the literature for its focus on such 
young individuals. Sabia’s goal was to test two al-
ternative theories: 1) that work will harm students 
by crowding out study time, reducing school atten-
tiveness due to fatigue, or substituting study time 
for leisure as income increases; and 2) that work 
will help students in school by improving work ethic, 
teamwork skills, and a lower time preference. Using 
a basic ordinary least squares model, he found work 
increased student performance as measured by 
GPA, especially for those aged 14-15. This comports 
with other research which also has found, using OLS 
models, that moderate school year employment can 
sometimes improve GPA (Oettinger 1999; Lee and 
Orazem 2010; Stinebrickner and Stinebrickner 2003). 

However, Stinebrickner and Stinebrickner (2003) 
and Sabia (2009) both noted that simple OLS regres-
sions cannot truly answer whether employment is 
causally associated with educational outcomes as 
the amount a student works is endogenous. Indeed, 
due to heterogeneity in family background, ethnicity, 
gender, pre-existing personality traits, attachment 
to work versus school, individual motivation, and a 
plethora of other factors, students who choose to 
work may not be directly comparable to those who 
choose not work. Therefore, simple OLS regressions 
comparing the two groups will not tell the full story. 
In Sabia (2009)’s sample of youth under 16, the effect 
of school year employment on GPA was reduced to 
statistical insignificance when a fixed effects mod-
el controlling for unobserved heterogeneity was 
employed. Stinebrickner and Stinebrickner (2003)’s 
results showed, when employing an instrumental 
variable approach, that hours worked is actually neg-
atively correlated with first semester GPA, and Oet-
tinger’s preferred fixed effects specification likewise 
showed a negative impact. Lee and Orazem (2010) 
found no effect of hours worked on academic perfor-
mance in their instrumental variable model. Buscha 
et al. (2012), who likewise control for unobserved 
characteristics between the working and non-work-
ing adolescent samples, found employment has little 
impact on either math or reading scores. Rothstein 
(2007) similarly found no effect of employment on 
GPA using fixed effects and instrumental variable 
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models, which control for between-group differences 
within the regression models. While the research in 
this area is mixed, the evidence that youth employ-
ment reduces academic performance is weak and 
the effect is likely small. 

Perhaps the most unique methodological approach 
to the endogeneity problem can be found in a study 
by Lesner et al. (2022). Lesner and colleagues use 
data from the Danish school grade register, which 
contains school grades, teacher evaluations, and 
even delinquency data for all ninth and many tenth-
grade students, as well as scores from national exit 
exams. In Denmark, youths are permitted to work up 
to 12 hours per week and two hours on school days, 
so all of the teen workers would be part time. To con-
trol for endogeneity issues, the authors took a subsa-
mple of twins and compared twins who were working 
different number of hours to one another. The use of 
twins in academic research is a well-respected tech-
nique, since this controls for differences in genetics, 
which strongly influence personality and behavior.11 
Their results found that higher work hours increased 
grades, improved exit exam scores, increased the 
number of years of schooling attained by age 20, 
and reduced juvenile delinquency. The method of 
comparing twins by Lesner et al. (2022) produces the 
strongest evidence that moderate teen work im-
proves academic outcomes, and also provides some 
of the strongest evidence against the claim that mod-
erate teenage work levels are detrimental. However, 
in Denmark, students work 12 hours or less during 
the week, suggesting the benefits may be limited only 
to part-time employees and other strenuous labor 
standards.

While teenage employment tends to have some pos-
itive ramifications for long-term economic outcomes 
and seems to have minimal impact on GPA and test 
scores, there may be one drawback from teenage 
employment: it may reduce tertiary education enroll-
ment. This ought to be unsurprising, as attending col-
lege often means ceasing work, and being employed 
in senior year of high school increases the opportu-
nity costs of college. Baert et al. (2022), cited above, 
found that summer employment had no significant 
impact on tertiary school enrollment or secondary 
graduation. On the other hand, employment during 
the school year, while it had no impact on graduation 
from secondary school, did have a negative impact 

11	  See, e.g. Segal’s book Born Together—Reared Apart for more twin literature discussion.

on tertiary education enrollment. Rothstein (2001) 
argued that, focusing on students who worked fewer 
than 20 hours per week, students were more likely 
to attend college, and Lesner et al. (2022)’s results 
found a positive effect of employment on years of 
education achieved by age 20. It is important to 
repeat, though, that Denmark’s labor laws are set up 
in a way that all teen workers are part-time workers. 
Baum and Ruhm (2016) found that the number of 
hours worked during high school’s senior year reduc-
es the likelihood of college graduation. Both Ruhm 
(1997) and Carr, Wright, and Brody (1996) found that 
full time intensive work decreased college attendance 
and graduation, and Mortimer (2003) found that stu-
dents who worked less were more likely to receive a 
bachelor’s degree than those who worked intensively. 
Staff and Mortimer (2007) found that sporadic teen 
workers were the least likely to obtain a college de-
gree, but that steady employment increased college 
degree attainment by nearly three times for at-risk 
demographics—the authors use the term “low prom-
ise”—who otherwise typically do not attain higher 
education credentials. Lee and Orazem (2010) found 
that working more hours increased the probability of 
graduating from high school but lowered the proba-
bility of enrolling in college. 

Apel et al. (2008), utilizing differences in child labor 
laws among states, concluded adolescent work may 
increase dropout rates but reduces youth crime and 
delinquency. Apel et al. (2006) concluded youth em-
ployment does not increase delinquency: while those 
working intensively do have higher rates of criminali-
ty, this effect is likely confounded by selection effects. 
The authors found no evidence in their longitudinal 
sample that moving from no work or moderate work 
to intensive work worsened outcomes. The authors 
do find informal work outside of a regulated set-
ting can increase delinquency, suggesting the exact 
characteristics of a job may play a role. The results 
for these non-economic outcomes are a mixed bag. 
Part-time work, even during the school year, likely has 
no net negative effect; it is full time, intensive work 
during the school year that has the largest negative 
outcomes. 

An important note is that while many researchers, 
like Baum and Ruhm (2016) and Baert et al. (2022), 
found negative effects from teenage employment on 
tertiary educational enrollment and completion, the 
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net effects of teen work are still arguably positive, 
at least from a labor market perspective. Baum and 
Ruhm (2016) still found, on net, a positive effect of 
teen work on long-term economic outcomes, and 
Baert et al. (2022) found that the direct effect of 
student work on employment outweighed the neg-
ative effects on tertiary educational enrollment. The 
net long-term economic impact of teen work seems 
to be generally positive even if it reduces tertiary 
education enrollment, and work only reduces tertiary 
education enrollment in specific circumstances.

Given some of the findings discussed above from 
Ballo et al. (2022) and Staff & Mortimer (2007) on the 
unique benefits youth employment has on vulnera-
ble populations, it is important to further summarize 
the literature on the impact of teen work on at-risk or 
vulnerable populations. Cimera et al. (2013) studied 
the impact transition services—government pro-
grams to transition students from school to work—
on individuals with autism spectrum disorder (ASD). 
The authors compared groups of students who are 
tracked into transition services beginning at age 14 
and those who are tracked into these services by 
age 16. Given the literature showing individuals with 
ASD and other disabilities have worse long-term 
employment outcomes, the authors desired to test 
whether providing these employment services earlier 
would improve outcomes for individuals with ASD. 
The authors concluded that ASD students who were 
given these employment services at younger ages 
were more likely to be employed in adulthood and 
received higher wages, suggesting early employment 
opportunities allowed individuals with ASD to gain 
important skills for adult success and workplace inte-
gration. Joshi et al. (2012) studied a subgroup of stu-
dents defined as mildly intellectually disabled accord-
ing to their Individualized Education Program. They 
likewise found that employment transition services 
assisted this vulnerable population: students who 
worked in their youth were 5.7 times more likely to 

engage in employment after completing school and 
3.5 times more likely to engage in employment if they 
worked in a school-sponsored job. Lindstrom et al. 
(2011) used a case study method to follow students 
who had emotional, learning, and orthopedic dis-
abilities. Their case study revealed that participants 
generally benefitted from work, with respondents 
positively citing skills learned on the job. The Ballo 
et al. (2022) study on NEET risk found the protective 
effects of early employment on future NEET risk was 
larger for disabled and early-school dropouts than 
the average youth. Generally speaking, the research 
on disabled and at-risk populations suggests em-
ployment is particularly helpful for these vulnerable 
populations. 

The literature on youth employment is clear: employ-
ment typically has a positive effect on adolescents. 
While some studies find negative effects from full 
time intensive work on educational outcomes, espe-
cially education-related outcomes such as tertiary 
school enrollment, long-term labor market outcomes 
are generally positive for students, and educational 
impacts are not harmed—or might even be slightly 
benefitted—by part-time work. Seasonal employ-
ment, which is extremely common for youth, is 
almost universally seen as a net positive force in the 
literature. In sum, youth employment in how it usu-
ally manifests itself—part-time and seasonal work—
helps adolescents. Parents ought to hesitate to allow 
their children to work full time during the school year 
unless finances absolutely require it. Research shows 
the benefits of youth employment may be especially 
large for vulnerable populations, such as the poor 
and intellectually disabled. Thus, academics seem to 
confirm what parents have long believed: work expe-
rience can help children develop the skills they need 
to succeed in the future. 
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Discussion: Is Any Job Better Than 
No Job?

Throughout this review, research across multiple 
academic domains noted the importance of job 
quality. Reports that found significant benefits from 
work often noted how these benefits are much larger 
when job quality is higher. For physical and mental 
health, some authors went so far as to argue any job 
is not better than no job, and as far as physical and 
mental health were concerned the two were similar 
(Price et al., 2021). In other words, it may be neutral 
or even beneficial for some unemployed persons to 
remain unemployed rather than take a “low quality” 
job if their mental and physical health was the only 
policy concern. 

Job quality impacted the findings in other areas of 
this report, as well. For family formation, high-pay-
ing male employment increased marriage rates and 
reduced marital dissolution rates, but low-paying 
work would do the opposite; on the flip side, high 
paying work for wives often precipitated marriage 
dissolution (Killewald, 2016; Styrc and Matysiak, 2012; 
Kaplan and Herbst-Debby, 2018). Job quality was also 
an important factor in criminogenic outcomes (Apel 
and Horney, 2017; Apel et al., 2006), drug and sub-
stance abuse (Leukefeld et al., 2007), mental health 
(Price et al., 2021), and teen outcomes (Baum and 
Ruhm, 2016).

The policy implications of this research review vary 
wildly if “low quality” jobs do not confer a benefit 
over and above unemployment. If it is the quality of 
jobs or different job attributes that matter most, job 
training, educational programs, and perhaps other 
government interventions to increase the wages of 
low-quality jobs over and above what the market cur-
rently sets may be important policy levers for policy-
makers. On the other hand, if any job is sufficient and 
produces welfare gains over the status of unemploy-
ment, a less heavy hand is needed. In examining the 
literature, there are four points worth considering on 
the subject of job quality: 

First, the evidence still seems to suggest that any job 
is better than no job—even if we accept the premise 
that “good” jobs are better than “bad” ones. Friedland 
and Price (2003), for example, demonstrated that un-

deremployed individuals fared worse than appropri-
ately employed individuals on health outcomes. How-
ever, for chronic health issues and functional fitness, 
the underemployed usually performed better than 
the unemployed. For chronic illness, the unemployed 
coefficient was .061, significant at the five percent lev-
el. However, for the underemployed (depending on 
how it was measured), coefficients did not differ from 
zero. Only one underemployed category, “status un-
deremployment,” fared as poorly as unemployment. 
For functional health, the unemployed category did 
worse than all forms of underemployment.  Likewise, 
Eamon and Wu (2011), studying the impact of under-
employment and unemployment on single mothers, 
consistently found less material hardship in the un-
deremployed category than the unemployed. Wilkins 
(2007) found that while underemployment is associ-
ated with negative outcomes on all measures stud-
ied—which included nonfinancial measures like life 
satisfaction—the underemployed were consistently 
less worse off than the unemployed. The author 
concluded: “underemployment is not as significant a 
social issue as unemployment.” Clearly the existence 
of bad jobs is a problem that must be addressed, 
but ensuring the unemployed are transitioned into 
gainful employment would be a massive benefit to 
society. Grün et al. (2010) also found life satisfaction 
rates are higher among those in “bad jobs” compared 
to those who are unemployed, and that “bad jobs” 
perform nearly as well as “good jobs” in terms of 
increasing life satisfaction among the previously un-
employed. While there may be some contexts where 
having any job may not be better than no job on 
specific outcomes, the totality of datapoints suggest 
having a “bad job” is superior to being unemployed in 
nearly all cases. Further, even if the nonmonetary ef-
fects of underemployment and unemployment were 
identical, underemployment would be superior due 
to the material benefits alone. 

Second, from a societal point of view, being em-
ployed has positive externalities outside of oneself—
the public policy focus in this area need not always 
be hyper-focused on individual outcomes of the 
employed versus the unemployed, especially if one 
believes we have duties to society above maximizing 
our personal gratification. While this report touches 
on this in some sections—i.e., reduced recidivism 
rates or a happier marriage almost certainly impacts 
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people other than oneself—the positive ramifications 
to society from being gainfully employed are immea-
surable. Like a rock dropped into a puddle, the small 
ripple effects of employment can become quite large; 
the ripple throughout the puddle is much larger than 
the initial individual splash of the rock. Thus, even if 
underemployment, low-skill work, or “bad” jobs were 
shown have no positive benefit on an individual level, 
they almost certainly benefit society because all jobs 
generate value, all jobs create something, and those 
benefits will extend much farther than the employee 
themselves. If jobs did not generate value to others 
on some level, they would not exist. Not only that, 
but in a political system where one person’s mate-
rial needs are financially covered by others through 
social safety net programs, an individual going from 
unemployment to any employment, even underem-
ployment, will bring financial benefits to the state and 
the taxpayer. These are points often not factored into 
discussions surrounding the importance of work and 
work requirements where a hyperfocus on the indi-
vidual outcomes of the employed is assumed.

Third, what constitutes a “good” or a “bad” job is 
subjective and difficult for researchers to operation-
alize. Researchers will quantify underemployment, 
low-skill, and low-quality jobs differently, and it is 
unclear if anyone can objectively quality someone as 
underemployed. Researchers operationalize these 
terms differently (see, e.g. Price et al., 2021). When 
asking what a bad job is, the obvious question will 
always be: compared to what? Who is a researcher 
or government official to say that anyone is under-, 
over-, or poorly employed? It is very possible that 
any person, even one who is overqualified for a job 
on paper (or tells a survey they feel as though they 
are overqualified), could have selected that position 
due to preference (and only some studies have been 
able to measure participant preference). Even if this 
is not the case, it may be the unfortunate case that 
the individual does not have valuable skills on the 
job market, so they are employed commensurately 
to their real-world skill level. They are not to blame 
for this; there is no moral judgment on people in 
this situation. Government education policies and 
cultural pressure have pushed some people to make 
irrational decisions with regards to the best ways to 
build human capital,12 but whether one is to blame 
is irrelevant to labor market outcomes. This situation 
12	  See, e.g. Bryan Caplan’s The Case Against Education.

leads to a conundrum: On some level, the individual 
is underemployed, and it is tragic. But is it unfair? 
That depends entirely on one’s philosophical priors. 
How are the policy prescriptions different in this case 
than those who are in other “bad” jobs? How about 
scenarios where skilled workers are in a dangerous 
and difficult, but well-renumerated, trade but do not 
enjoy the work (it is too laborious, too dirty, the hours 
too long, etc.)? Those individuals are fairly compen-
sated, but they may subjectively rate their job as 
“bad.” Everyone agrees “bad” employment exists and 
there are individuals who dislike their work and are 
dissatisfied with life, but unlike the simple discrete 
categories of employed and unemployed, the catego-
ry of “underemployed” is much more subjective and 
requires more discretion by the researcher in order 
to operationalize it for statistical analysis. Who falls 
into “underemployed” is dictated by the philosophical 
priors of the academic author and the aims of the 
research. Given the immense latitude the category 
of “bad” employment gives to a researcher in defin-
ing their statistical subgroups, researcher bias and 
assumptions—which are often unstated—are more 
likely to influence the result. The subjective nature 
of the category simply makes any research findings 
using that category less reliable. Research methods 
that reduce author discretion ought to be weighted 
more in policy analysis, and methods that allow for a 
wide range of discretion weighted less.

Finally, and perhaps most importantly, the “good” ver-
sus “bad” job in the real world is a distinction without 
a difference. Many bad jobs turn into good jobs with 
time, and the idea of “bad” jobs entrapping an individ-
ual only makes sense if one assumes there is no (or 
very low) social mobility in the United States. Fortu-
nately, Horwitz (2015) has identified exceedingly high 
rates of social mobility within the United States. Of 
the bottom 20 percent of households by income in 
1975, nearly all—95 percent—were no longer in the 
bottom income quintile by 1991. In fact, 29 percent 
made it into the top 20 percent of households in that 
period of time. Looking at a shorter but more recent 
timespan, the same general trends bore out: Of the 
lowest 20 percent of households in 1991, 58 percent 
had moved out of that bottom income category in 
just that nine-year period. A not insignificant minority, 
5.3 percent, even made it into the top 20 percent of 
earners. Another recent paper on minimum wage 

- 26 -

https://www.amazon.com/Case-against-Education-System-Waste/dp/0691174652


BENEFITS OF WORK
Why Work Is More Than A Job

earners found two-thirds of minimum wage earners had received a raise within a 12-month period (Clemens 
and Strain, 2022). What may be a “bad” job today can turn into a good job tomorrow. A study focusing on out-
comes over a one-year period will fail to capture the effect of multi-year upward mobility that “low skill” work 
can bring. Low-wage work is an excellent opportunity for workers to gain skills, improve work ethic, and re-
orient their life towards a path of self-sustainability and growth. This is, arguably, the biggest flaw in the claim 
that no job is preferable to any job: the worst job imaginable could be an invaluable source of upward mobili-
ty for the former inmate, the drug addict, the man suffering from mental illness, or the chronically disabled. A 
study relying on snapshots in time will not capture the benefits of the long journey towards self-sustainability, 
but over the course of decades, the individual can look back on their work—even the work they were not fond 
of—and say: “I built that.” 

Overall, the research is clear: employment is an imminent source of value and good in one’s individual life. 
Work brings value to others, brings value to the individual, and provides a sense of direction, meaning, and 
improvement in citizens’ lives. Public policies ought to promote work because work can be an end in and of it-
self for promoting a healthy society and improving one’s individual life. Policies that disincentivize work ought 
to be treated with skepticism.

The Georgia Center for Opportunity is a Georgia-based nonprofit 
committed to removing barriers to ensure that every person — 
no matter their race, past mistakes, or the circumstances of their 
birth — has access to a safe community, quality education, fulfilling 
work, and a healthy family life.
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other economic outcomes. On education, while no study found it improved education results, the odds ratios across the average of studies was 
positive and significant, suggesting promise for IPS improving educational outcomes.

Bond et al. (2022b)
Bond, G. R., Al-Abdulmunem, M., Ressler, D. R., Drake, R. E., Davis, L. L., Meyer, T., Gade, D. M., Frueh, B. C., & Dickman, R. B. (2022). 
Evaluation of an employment intervention for veterans transitioning from the military. Journal of Nervous & Mental Disease, 210(5), 
321-329.
https://doi.org/10.1097/nmd.0000000000001472

Annotation: This randomized control trial, the gold standard of evidence, demonstrates how IPS employment programs not only improve eco-
nomic and employment outcomes but also reduce the symptoms of mental illness including PTSD over a 1-year period in a sample of veterans.
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Bond et al. (2019)
Bond, G. R., Drake, R. E., & Pogue,  J. A. (2019). Expanding individual placement and support to populations with conditions and 
disorders other than serious mental illness. Psychiatric Services, 70(6), 488-498.
https://doi.org/10.1176/appi.ps.201800464

Annotation: A summary of previous research, the authors determine if IPS employment programs have impacts on those without serious 
mental illness. Like other IPS research, the finding that these programs have positive employment/economic benefits was replicated. For men-
tal health outcomes, the evidence was mixed, but there was strong evidence these employment programs improve PTSD and veteran mental 
health outcomes.

Brooks-Gunn et al. (2002)
Brooks-Gunn, J., Han, W., & Waldfogel, J. (2002). Maternal employment and child cognitive outcomes in the first three years of life: 
The NICHD study of early child care. Child Development, 73(4), 1052-1072.
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-8624.00457

Annotation: The first of two studies, the other being published in 2010, the authors longitudinally test the impact of maternal employment on 
child development outcomes for the first three years of life. The authors find maternal employment in month 9 reduces school readiness scores 
in month 36, with the effects being more pronounced if the mother worked more than 30 hours per week. This effect held even controlling for 
childcare quality and the quality of the home environment.

Brooks-Gunn et al. (2010)
Brooks-Gunn, J., Han, W., & Waldfogel, J. (2010). First-Year Maternal Employment and Child Development in the First Seven Years. 
Monographs of the Society for Research in Child Development, 75(2), vii-ix.
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1540-5834.2010.00562.x

Annotation: The authors using the same dataset extend their work from 3 years to 7 years of life. Like their original report, they find full time 
work is associated with lower child cognitive development scores but part time work to not be associated with them. Interestingly, there is a race 
effect: these negative effects exist in non-Hispanic white children but not for African American children. The effects also go away when working 
when the child is aged 2-3, and the downsides being concentrated when the child is an infant. 

Brown and Montoya (2009)
Brown, V. L., & Montoya, I. D. (2009). The role of employment in preventing continued drug use among welfare recipients. Journal 
of Social Service Research, 35(2), 105-113.
https://doi.org/10.1080/01488370802678827

Annotation: Using a sample of 534 welfare recipients transitioning from welfare to work, the authors were able to track drug use and em-
ployment status over a two-year period. The authors found that the number of hours worked in year one predicted drug use in year two, and 
concluded employment reduces drug use and unemployment increases it.

Brown and Riley (2005)
Brown, V., & Riley, M. (2005). Social support, drug use, and employment among low-income women. The American Journal of Drug 
and Alcohol Abuse, 31(2), 203-223.
https://doi.org/10.1081/ada-200047920

Annotation: This paper confirms the epidemiological correlation between less drug use among the employed compared to those who lack 
employment. This paper theorizes this is due to social support: being employed provides individuals a larger network of friends, acquaintances, 
and others whom they can relate to and rely upon. 

Buscha et al. (2012)
Buscha, F., Maurel, A., Page, L., & Speckesser, S. (2012). The effect of employment while in high school on educational attainment: A 
conditional difference-in-differences approach. Oxford Bulletin of Economics and Statistics, 74(3), 380-396.
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-0084.2011.00650.x

Annotation: Buscha et al. collect data from the 1988 National Education Longitudinal Study to determine what impact high school employment 
has on educational outcomes. Focusing on math and reading scores (rather than other items, such as whether to enroll in future education), 
the authors find no evidence that work impacts educational outcomes. Overall, this finding is consistent with other research which usually finds 
early work has no or small immediate impacts on educational outcomes but may impact educational decisions after high school graduation.
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Bush et al. (2009)
Bush, P. W., Drake, R. E., Xie, H., McHugo, G. J., & Haslett, W. R. (2009). The long-term impact of employment on mental health service 
use and costs for persons with severe mental illness. Psychiatric Services, 60(8), 1024-1031.
https://doi.org/10.1176/ps.2009.60.8.1024

Annotation: This longitudinal study followed individuals for a decade. The authors were able to split up their sample into three groups: a group 
which did not work; a group which worked later; and a group which was employed consistently throughout. The authors then tested which 
groups were more likely to utilize mental health services. Those in the consistent work group experienced larger declines in mental health ser-
vice utilization than those in the groups which worked less.

Bushway and Apel (2012)
Bushway, S. D., & Apel, R. (2012). A signaling perspective on employment-based reentry programming. Criminology & Public Policy, 
11(1), 21-50.
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1745-9133.2012.00786.x

Annotation: Reviewing the literature related to employment re-entry programs and recidivism, like Visher et al. (2005), the authors conclude 
the effects of these employment programs on recidivism among offenders and releasees is null. The authors also note the job quality problem, 
and research by the same author (e.g., Apel and Horney, 2017) find higher quality jobs do serve to reduce recidivism. These results suggest 
these programs should crafted to provide fulfilling employment experiences.

Carr et al. (1996)
Carr, R. V., Wright, J. D., & Brody, C. J. (1996). Effects of high school work experience a decade later: Evidence from the national lon-
gitudinal survey. Sociology of Education, 69(1), 66.
https://doi.org/10.2307/2112724

Annotation: Like other research cited (e.g. Baum and Ruhm 2016), this early paper concludes early work experience impacts both economic 
and educational outcomes. The paper is consistent with other research finding early work experience improves future labor market outcomes, 
suggesting work allows youths to learn skills and improve their human capital. On the other hand, it seems to reduce the rate at which youths 
enroll in college. While the economic effect remains positive--as wages are higher for workers than non-workers--this is likely a contributing 
factor as to why youth work’s return has declined in recent years (despite still being a net good).

Chase-Lansdale et al. (2003)
Chase-Lansdale, P. L., Moffitt, R. A., Lohman, B. J., Cherlin, A. J., Coley, R. L., Pittman, L. D., Roff, J., & Votruba-Drzal, E. (2003). Mothers’ 
transitions from welfare to work and the well-being of preschoolers and adolescents. Science, 299(5612), 1548-1552.
https://doi.org/10.1126/science.1076921

Annotation: The authors look at how transitions from welfare to work impact children’s developmental outcomes and risky behavior patterns. 
For adolescents, mothers transitioning from welfare to work reduced psychological distress and improved mental health. This was true for 
mothers transitioning into both full-time and part-time employment.

Cimera et al. (2013)
Cimera, R. E., Burgess, S., & Wiley, A. (2013). Does providing transition services early enable students with ASD to achieve better 
vocational outcomes as adults? Research and Practice for Persons with Severe Disabilities, 38(2), 88-93.
https://doi.org/10.2511/027494813807714474

Annotation: Many schools provide transition services in order to assist students in moving from an educational setting to an after school work 
setting. Do these programs help students, especially those with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD)? Cimera et al. (2013) answer in the affirmative, 
claiming access to transition services improved employment probability and wages in adulthood for ASD youth. 

Clemens and Strain (2022)
Clemens, J., & Strain, M. R. (2022). How Important are Minimum Wage Increases in Increasing the Wages of Minimum Wage Work-
ers? (29824) National Bureau of Economic Research.
https://doi.org/10.3386/w29824

Annotation: Used in the good versus bad job distinction in this report, this report shows good versus bad jobs is a difference without a dis-
tinction. Bad jobs turn into good jobs. Focusing on workers earning within 50 cents of the minimum wage, 2/3rds of workers receive a raise 
within 12 months. Key takeaway: Bad jobs turn into good jobs with time as employees gain skills, improve their work habits, and get integrated 
into the workforce.
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Corman et al. (2010)
Corman, H., Dave, D., Reichman, N., & Das, D. (2010). Effects of welfare reform on illicit drug use of adult women. Economic Inquiry, 
51(1), 653–674.
https://doi.org/10.3386/w16072

Annotation: Corman et al. test the effects of welfare reform on drug use among adult women. The results suggest rates of illicit drug use de-
clined on multiple national datasets regardless of the illicit drug use measure used: self-reported drug use, drug arrests, drug hospitalizations, 
and drug related prison admissions. This suggests the pro-employment reforms may reduce drug use. 

Corman et al. (2014)
Corman, H., Dave, D., & Reichman, N. (2014). Effects of welfare reform on women’s crime. International Review of Law and Econom-
ics, 40, 1-14.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.irle.2014.06.003

Annotation: Studying variations in policy allows economists to determine whether the relationship between variables is causal. Studying a 
change in policy - welfare reform - the authors can test whether the employment incentives of welfare reform improve criminogenic outcomes. 
The results of the study suggest welfare reform reduced criminal offending among poor women.

Das and Mocan (2016)
Das, S., & Mocan, N. (2016). Analyzing the impact of the world’s largest public works project on crime. Economic Inquiry, 58(3), 1167-
1182.
https://doi.org/10.3386/w22499

Annotation: Das and Mocan (2020) studied the world’s largest public works project and its impact on crime in India. The program provides 
guaranteed employment for 100 days at minimum wage to those living in rural households. Their paper was able to utilize differences in pro-
gram intensity—as measured by the average number of worker days in each district—to determine how the policy influenced crime. The works 
program was associated with less crime in every category: for every additional worker-day employment per resident, murder was reduced by 
0.5%, robberies by 2.5%, thefts by 0.6%, and burglaries by 0.8%. Using less disaggregated crime groupings, program intensity reduced violent 
crime by 1.2% and property crimes by 0.9%.

De Moortel et al. (2018)
De Moortel, D., Dragano, N., Vanroelen, C., & Wahrendorf, M. (2018). Underemployment, overemployment and deterioration of 
mental health: The role of job rewards. International Archives of Occupational and Environmental Health, 91(8), 1031-1039.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00420-018-1345-0

Annotation: Both underemployment and overemployment harm mental health outcomes. The authors measured underemployment by com-
paring desired hours to actual hours worked, and individuals who worked fewer hours than they desired were classified as underemployed, 
those who worked more than desired were seen as overemployed. Mental health was measured using the Mental Component Summary. Un-
deremployment was not significantly related to mental health outcomes (b = − 0.77, CI = [− 1.66, 0.12]), but overemployment was (b = − 1.06, CI 
= [− 1.70, − 0.43]). This suggests job quality as measured by hours worked may harm mental health if one is overworked.

DeFulio et al. (2011)
DeFulio, A., Donlin, W. D., Wong, C. J., & Silverman, K. (2011). Employment-based abstinence reinforcement as a maintenance inter-
vention for the treatment of cocaine dependence: Post-intervention outcomes. Addiction, 106(5), 960-967.
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1360-0443.2011.03364.x

Annotation: Using a randomized control trial with 128 participants, abstinence contingent employment was associated with better outcomes 
(negative cocaine urine tests) than those assigned to employment only. 

Eamon and Wu (2011)
Eamon, M. K., & Wu, C. (2011). Effects of unemployment and underemployment on material hardship in single-mother families. 
Children and Youth Services Review, 33(2), 233-241.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2010.09.006

Annotation: In this report, underemployment was associated with worse outcomes compared to employment, but unemployment was asso-
ciated with the worst outcomes. For bill paying hardship, unemployment (OR = 2.36) was worse than underemployment (OR = 1.88), same for 
health hardship (OR = 3.09 versus 2.81 for unemployment versus underemployment), food hardship (OR = 2.0 vs 1.21), and housing hardship 
(OR = 1.71 vs 1.63).

- 35 -

https://doi.org/10.3386/w16072
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.irle.2014.06.003
https://doi.org/10.3386/w22499
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00420-018-1345-0
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1360-0443.2011.03364.x
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2010.09.006


forOpportunity.org

BENEFITS OF WORK
Why Work Is More Than A Job

Ehrlich (1973)
Ehrlich, I. (1973). Participation in illegitimate activities: A theoretical and empirical investigation. Journal of Political Economy, 81(3), 
521-565.
https://doi.org/10.1086/260058

Annotation: Another early economic work on crime, the paper provides empirical evidence for Becker (1968)’s model of criminal behavior, 
which, as noted in the main text, provides a theoretical framework as to why employment may reduce crime.

Fallesen et al. (2018)
Fallesen, P., Geerdsen, L. P., Imai, S., & Tranæs, T. (2018). The effect of active labor market policies on crime: Incapacitation and 
program effects. Labour Economics, 52, 263-286.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.labeco.2018.03.002

Annotation: Fallesen et al. (2018) used participation in Danish “active labor market policies” to test the effect of employment on crime. Active 
labor market policies are programs aimed at assisting unemployed individuals find work, and in this case target individuals without unemploy-
ment insurance. Individuals tracked into these employment programs had lower rates of recidivism compared to both other individuals not 
receiving unemployment benefits and those who are receiving benefits.

Folke and Rickne (2020)
Folke, O., & Rickne, J. (2020). All the single ladies: Job promotions and the durability of marriage. American Economic Journal: Applied 
Economics, 12(1), 260-287.
https://doi.org/10.1257/app.20180435

Annotation: While much of the research revolves around men’s economic success and marriage outcomes, this paper focuses on women. 
This paper concludes when a female receives a promotion at work, divorce risk rises, suggesting female economic success is associated with 
marriage dissolution. Their results also hold in an interesting subsection of their data which focuses on promotions to CEO. For men who are 
promoted to CEO, no change in trend in the percent still married occurs. When a woman is promoted, however, a sharp decline in the percent 
married occurs in the 1-2 years following the promotion.

Freeman (1982)
Freeman, R. B. (1982). Crime and the job market (1031). National Bureau of Economic Research.
https://www.nber.org/system/files/working_papers/w1031/w1031.pdf

Annotation: An early literature review related to Becker (1968)’s theory. Concludes research does show a connection between employment 
and criminal behavior (the reward side of Becker’s model), but the connection is not as strongly supported as the crime-sanctions connection 
(the risk side). Discusses opportunity costs as well.

Friedland and Price (2003)
Friedland, D. S., & Price, R. H. (2003). Underemployment: Consequences for the health and well-being of workers. American Journal 
of Community Psychology, 32(1-2), 33-45.
 https://doi.org/10.1023/a:1025638705649

Annotation: This paper serves as another test as to the effects of low-quality jobs and underemployment and health. Interestingly, the nega-
tive coefficients for subjective health on underemployment are very similar to the ones for unemployment, suggesting low quality jobs may not 
improve health as compared to unemployment (for chronic disease and functional health, unemployment was still worse, suggesting in some 
cases being underemployed is still superior to being unemployed). 

Gibbons and Salkever (2019)
Gibbons, B. J., & Salkever, D. S. (2019). Working with a severe mental illness: Estimating the causal effects of employment on mental 
health status and total mental health costs. Administration and Policy in Mental Health and Mental Health Services Research, 46(4), 
474-487.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10488-019-00926-1

Annotation: The authors test how employment impacts mental health status by following a severe mental illness sample’s use of mental health 
services. Employment was associated with a modest reduction in service use equivalent to a reduction of $536 over a 6-month period. In the 
study’s sample, endogeneity tests were insignificant except for one specification, meaning the issue did not plague most of the study’s dataset, 
and the authors used FIML techniques to control for the potential endogeneity problem. 
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Goldberg et al. (2008)
Goldberg, W. A., Prause, J., Lucas-Thompson, R., & Himsel, A. (2008). Maternal employment and children’s achievement in context: 
A meta-analysis of four decades of research. Psychological Bulletin, 134(1), 77-108.
https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-2909.134.1.77

Annotation: This analysis focused on student achievement as measured by formal tests of intellectual functioning, grades, and teacher ratings. 
The main finding relevant to this report is the effect of part-time versus full-time work. Part-time maternal work was associated with positive 
outcomes as compared to full-time, suggesting how much a mother works - not just access to childcare, family income, or marital status - is 
another important factor as to whether or not maternal work is good for children.

Greenwald (2010)
Greenwald, M. K. (2010). Effects of experimental unemployment, employment and punishment analogs on opioid seeking and 
consumption in heroin-dependent volunteers. Drug and Alcohol Dependence, 111(1-2), 64-73.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.drugalcdep.2010.03.020

Annotation: Using a randomized control trial, the author tested 3 behavioral economic conditions: a punishment group where money was 
removed if they used opioids; an unemployment group; and an employment group. The employment group had the best outcomes compared 
to the unemployed and punishment groups.

Grün et al. (2010)
Grün, C., Hauser, W., & Rhein, T. (2010). Is any job better than no job? Life satisfaction and re-employment. Journal of Labor Re-
search, 31(3), 285-306.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12122-010-9093-2

Annotation: This paper uses panel data from Germany to directly test whether low quality jobs increase life satisfaction compared to being 
completely unemployed. The authors focus on transitions in their longitudinal sample which allows for more causal interpretation of the evi-
dence. The changes in life satisfaction between higher earners and lower earners is not very significant nor large (see authors’ Figure 1); over 
50% of those who went from unemployment to “low wage” employment reported an improvement in life satisfaction, and approximately 20-
25% each reported no change or a decline in life satisfaction. The authors conclude any job is typically better than no job as far as life satisfaction 
is concerned.

Hamilton et al. (1997)
Hamilton, V. H., Merrigan, P., & Dufresne, É. (1997). Down and out: Estimating the relationship between mental health and unem-
ployment. Health Economics, 6(4), 397-406.
https://doi.org/10.1002/(sici)1099-1050(199707)6:4<397::aid-hec283>3.0.co;2-m

Annotation: Using standard OLS regressions, the authors find employment and unemployment are related to mental health status. Using 
maximum likelihood estimates, the authors did conclude there exists endogeneity bias, but that the bias was not large enough to render the 
correlation spurious.

Harvey (1999)
Harvey, E. (1999). Short-term and long-term effects of early parental employment on children of the national longitudinal survey of 
youth. Developmental Psychology, 35(2), 445-459.
https://doi.org/10.1037/0012-1649.35.2.445

Annotation: Harvey’s analysis found some downsides to early parental employment: up to age 9, cognitive development was stunted and up 
to age 7 educational development was stunted as well. For children of poor parents, however, the effects were positive. 

Hergenrather et al. (2015)
Hergenrather, K. C., Zeglin, R. J., McGuire-Kuletz, M., & Rhodes, S. D. (2015). Employment as a social determinant of health: A review 
of longitudinal studies exploring the relationship between employment status and mental health. Rehabilitation Research, Policy, 
and Education, 29(3), 261-290.
https://doi.org/10.1891/2168-6653.29.3.261

Annotation: Focusing exclusively on longitudinal research (from which a scholar can draw stronger causal conclusions), the authors review 22 
studies which test the causal relationship of employment on health outcomes. These studies often focus on transitions between unemployment 
and employment (and vice versa). The authors conclude being employed (or reemployed) was associated with improved health outcomes. The 
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authors identified 7 studies which report an association between employment and physical health, and found employment was associated with 
increased physical activity, improved health function, and reduced chronic disease. Job quality was an important mediating variable, however: 
the overemployed and underemployed had worse outcomes. Stable, full-time employment in a “good job” likely improves health outcomes.

Horwitz (2015)
Horwitz, S. (2015). Inequality, mobility, and being poor in America. Social Philosophy and Policy, 31(2), 70-91.
https://doi.org/10.1017/s0265052514000260

Annotation: Used in this report’s good versus bad job section, the main takeaway of this report is: social mobility is high in America. Nearly all 
the households at the bottom earning quintile make their way out of the bottom as time goes on; a “bad” job someone held in 1975 will turn 
into a good, or at least acceptable, job by the time someone is working in 1990. Jobs, even the worst of jobs, are a source of upward mobility.

Hotz et al. (2002)
Hotz, V. J., Xu, L. C., Tienda, M., & Ahituv, A. (2002). Are there returns to the wages of young men from working while in school? Review 
of Economics and Statistics, 84(2), 221-236.
https://doi.org/10.1162/003465302317411497

Annotation: Methodologically, of the early papers on this subject, Baert et al. (2022) identified it as one of the most rigorous in terms of ad-
dressing the endogeneity problem. Hotz and colleagues argue, once endogeneity is controlled for, that working during the school year does 
not have significant wage returns for young men in the long term. If this result held up, it would suggest some of the educational outcomes dis-
cussed in the report may outweigh the skill gains from early work experience. Light (2001) argues this is because Hotz focused on whether stu-
dents worked rather than dis-aggregating full and part-time work. The literature generally finds higher returns to part time work, likely because 
it has the benefits of full-time work (skill acquisition) without as many of the downsides (potential impact on education). Still, this paper meth-
odologically advanced the literature and brings up important points to consider, and its null results on wage returns was an important finding. 

Ihlanfeldt (2007)
Ihlanfeldt, K. R. (2007). Neighborhood drug crime and young males’ job accessibility. Review of Economics and Statistics, 89(1), 151-
164.
https://doi.org/10.1162/rest.89.1.151

Annotation: Using a panel dataset, Ihlanfeldt tests whether job accessibility has an impact on drug crime. His fixed effects models find evidence 
that job accessibility and drug crime are related, and policies oriented towards improving job access would reduce and mitigate drug crime.

Joshi et al. (2012)
Joshi, G. S., Bouck, E. C., & Maeda, Y. (2012). Exploring employment preparation and Postschool outcomes for students with mild 
intellectual disability. Career Development and Transition for Exceptional Individuals, 35(2), 97-107.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0885728811433822

Annotation: Contributing to the literature on employment programs and students with disabilities, Joshi focusses on students who have a mild 
intellectual disability as defined by the Individualized Education Program, a document produced for every public-school student who requires 
special education. The authors found strong evidence that employment programs which gave job opportunities to disabled youth improved 
long-term outcomes: students who worked in their youth were 5.7 times more likely to engage in employment after completing school and 3.5 
times more likely to engage in employment if they worked in a school-sponsored job. Employment clearly benefited this vulnerable population.

Kaplan and Herbst-Debby (2018)
Kaplan, A., & Herbst-Debby, A. (2018). Fragile employment, liquid love: Employment instability and divorce in Israel. Population Re-
search and Policy Review, 37(1), 1-31.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11113-017-9444-2

Annotation: This paper focuses on employment stability and marriage dissolution in Israel. Using a sample of nearly 11,000 couples, the au-
thors found male employment instability increased divorce risk, whereas female employment instability reduced divorce risk.

Kashner et al. (2002)
Kashner, T. M., Rosenheck, R., Campinell, A. B., Surís, A., Crandall, R., Garfield, N. J., Lapuc, P., Pyrcz, K., Soyka, T., & Wicker, A. (2002). 
Impact of work therapy on health status among homeless, substance-dependent veterans: a randomized controlled trial. Archives 
of General Psychiatry, 59(10), 938.
https://doi.org/10.1001/archpsyc.59.10.938
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Annotation: A randomized control trial (n=143), the authors had two groups: a control group and a group assigned to a compensated work 
therapy program which provides work opportunities. Those in the work program compared to the control group: (a) were more likely to seek 
outpatient addictions services; (b) had fewer drug and alcohol problems; (c) reported improved physical addiction related symptoms; (d) had 
fewer homelessness and/or incarceration episodes. 

Killewald (2016)
Killewald, A. (2016). Money, Work, and Marital Stability: Assessing Change in the Gendered Determinants of Divorce. American So-
ciological Review, 81(4), 696-719.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0003122416655340

Annotation: Interestingly, this paper concludes a wife’s employment status is not correlated with marriage dissolution, whereas a man’s full 
time employment status is a determinant of divorce risk. Interestingly, total household income or even a female’s financial independence was 
not a determinant of divorce risk.

Kirby et al. (1995)
Kirby, K. C., Lamb, R. J., Iguchi, M. Y., Husband, S. D., & Platt, J. J. (1995). Situations occasioning cocaine use and cocaine abstinence 
strategies. Addiction, 90(9), 1241-1252.
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1360-0443.1995.tb01093.x

Annotation: This study is a survey of cocaine users (n=256) to uncover what situations, and combination of situations, led to cocaine use, and 
what situations and abstinence strategies work. Relevant to this study was the impact of income: 83% said having money available was a situa-
tion which occasioned cocaine use. 

Lee and Orazem (2010)
Lee, C., & Orazem, P. F. (2010). High school employment, school performance, and college entry. Economics of Education Review, 
29(1), 29-39.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.econedurev.2009.03.004

Annotation: Using an instrumental variables approach to control for endogeneity, Lee and Orazem (2010) find no correlation between the 
number of hours worked on GPA. Like other research, the authors conclude the effects of work on education are less on immediate perfor-
mance and more related to educational choices: work was associated with a higher probability of completing high school but reduced the odds 
of attending college by 1.1-1.7% per every 10% increase in hours worked. This further suggests that part time work may be preferable to full 
time work for youths whose primary goals include continued education.

Lesner et al. (2022)
Lesner, R. V., Damm, A. P., Bertelsen, P., & Pedersen, M. U. (2022). The effect of school-year employment on cognitive skills, risky 
behavior, and educational achievement. Economics of Education Review, 88, 102241.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.econedurev.2022.102241

Annotation: Using a unique Danish dataset, like Sabia (2009), this allowed the researchers to study a large sample of individuals working in 
early secondary school as the working age is 13 in Denmark. In Denmark, youths may work 12 hours per week and up to 2 hours on school days 
- in other words, nearly all teenagers are part time workers. In their study, one standard deviation increase in work experience was associated 
with a 2.3% GPA increase, the probability of being involved in a non-traffic offense reduced by 0.9%, and increased number of years of education 
achieved by age 20 by one month. To control for endogeneity, the authors focused on comparing twins’ work histories. This is key because (a) 
twins will have extremely similar shared environments; and (b) genetic differences are controlled for, which is important as genetic confounding 
is an extremely common issue in social science research (often referred to as the sociologists’ fallacy). 

Leukefeld et al. (2007)
Leukefeld,  C., McDonald,  H.  S., Staton,  M., & Mateyoke-Scrivner,  A. (2007). Employment and Work Among Drug Court Clients: 
12-Month Outcomes. Substance Use & Misuse, 39(13-14), 2559-2579.
https://doi.org/10.1080/10826080701409701

Annotation: Participants in this randomized control trial were assigned to a competitive employment (n=238) or control group (n=239). Within 
the employment group, the participants were either high upgrading--that is, more career progression etc.--median upgrading, and low upgrad-
ing. Individuals in the high upgrading group fared the best, with lower rates of substance abuse and less criminal behavior. Given the differences 
between high, median, and low upgrading groups, this may suggest the importance of job quality.
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Lichter et al. (2019)
Lichter, D. T., Price, J. P., & Swigert, J. M. (2019). Mismatches in the marriage market. Journal of Marriage and Family, 82(2), 796-809.
https://doi.org/10.1111/jomf.12603
Annotation: The authors use the American Community Survey (ACS) to create a “synthetic” husband to compare to existing un-
married individuals from a sample of demographically similar men who are married - i.e., if your sample of interest is unmarried 
white men aged 27 years old without a college degree, you compare the economic characteristics of people in that demographic 
who are both married and unmarried. In their sample, the average married person in their comparisons earned 58% more than the 
unmarried and were 30% more likely to be employed. There is obviously some bias here - e.g., marriage may increase one’s incen-
tive to work hard - but it is likely that the unmarried sample also simply has worse outcomes. Overall, the authors lend some sup-
port to the lack of marriageable men hypothesis which argues male employment and economic success increases family formation. 

Light (1999)
Light, A. (1999). High school employment, high school curriculum, and post-school wages. Economics of Education Review, 18(3), 
291-309.
https://doi.org/ g10.1016/s0272-7757(99)00007-2

Annotation: The results of this study suggest high school employment can raise a college graduate’s wages by as much as 18% and 25 hours 
of work per week increases wages by 6% during the 6 years after high school graduation. Light opts to use an instrumental variable approach, 
like Ruhm (1997), to control for unobserved heterogeneity/endogeneity. 

Light (2001)
Light, A. (2001). In-school work experience and the returns to schooling. Journal of Labor Economics, 19(1), 65-93.
 https://doi.org/10.1086/209980

Annotation: In the literature, many studies simply looked at whether students work or did not; a categorical variable—yes or no. Light argues 
these models overestimate the effects of school only and underestimate the positive effects of work by 25-44%. When looking at part time work, 
employment increases future wages of youths, suggesting teenage work is a good thing for adolescents.

Lindstrom et al. (2011)
Lindstrom, L., Doren, B., & Miesch, J. (2011). Waging a living: Career development and long-term employment outcomes for young 
adults with disabilities. Exceptional Children, 77(4), 423-434.
https://doi.org/10.1177/001440291107700403

Annotation: Unlike many other studies here, this study uses a low N case study method to follow a handful of individuals through life. Those 
with disabilities claimed they learned many valuable skills on the job and believe that early work experiences assisted them in their career de-
velopment.

Long et al. (2014)
Long, C., DeBeck, K., Feng, C., Montaner, J., Wood, E., & Kerr, T. (2014). Income level and drug related harm among people who use 
injection drugs in a Canadian setting. International Journal of Drug Policy, 25(3), 458-464.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.drugpo.2013.11.011

Annotation: Using data from the Vancouver Injection Drug User Study, the authors were able to test whether income was associated with 
injection drug use. Being in the highest income category was positively associated with daily heroin injection use (AOR=2.97), daily cocaine in-
jection (AOR=1.65), daily crack smoking (2.48), and daily binge drug use (AOR=1.57). Monthly income in the study included illegal income: drug 
dealing, sex work, theft and other criminal activity, and friends and family gifts. As Silverman and Robles (1998) note, opportunity costs matter. 
As drug use would not impact income from these sources, the net effect may be drug inducing, but legal employment from a legal employer 
may reduce drug use through opportunity costs (loss of employment, reduced productivity). Still, this paper is important as it shows income may 
impact drug use in a manner not consistent with the employment => less drug use hypothesis.

Lucas-Thompson et al. (2010)
Lucas-Thompson, R. G., Goldberg, W. A., & Prause, J. (2010). Maternal work early in the lives of children and its distal associations 
with achievement and behavior problems: A meta-analysis. Psychological Bulletin, 136(6), 915-942.
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0020875

Annotation: In a meta-analysis covering 69 studies, early maternal employment was found to be associated with beneficial child outcomes 
when families had financial problems or were in single-parent households. Children with working mothers had higher levels of achievement and 
lower levels anxiety and depression in these situations. On the other hand, maternal employment was associated with worse child outcomes 
when children were from intact, two parent middle income families. 
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Marmot et al. (1978)
Marmot, M. G., Rose, G., Shipley, M., & Hamilton, P. J. (1978). Employment grade and coronary heart disease in British civil servants. 
Journal of Epidemiology & Community Health, 32(4), 244-249.
https://doi.org/10.1136/jech.32.4.244

Annotation: The first phase of the famous Whitehall studies, the authors of the report attempt to determine what effect, if any, “employment 
grade” has on health outcomes. (In a US context, employment grade may be roughly analogous to GS-designation) This should serve as a good 
test as to whether social status or job quality impacts health: members of the British social service will be roughly comparable in terms of ben-
efits, job security, and other factors. The authors conclude individuals in higher grades have better health outcomes and individuals in lower 
grades have worse health outcomes. Selection effects may be a relevant confounder, i.e. individuals in higher grades may be there due to higher 
cognitive functioning (which influences health outcomes) or other selection biases, but the authors note this is unlikely (for example, selection 
effects should shrink over time as people with “worse genes” or pre-existing conditions pass away, but this is not observed). Overall, this was 
one of the first papers to provide quantitative evidence in humans that social status is a predictor of health outcomes.

Marmot et al. (1991)
Marmot, M., Stansfeld, S., Patel, C., North, F., Head, J., White, I., Brunner, E., Feeney, A., Marmot, M., & Smith, G. (1991). Health in-
equalities among British civil servants: The Whitehall II study. The Lancet, 337(8754), 1387-1393.
https://doi.org/10.1016/0140-6736(91)93068-k

Annotation: The second Whitehall study extends the original analysis extends the original study which concluded a steep inverse correlation 
between social class/status and health outcomes. This paper, using data between 1985-1988, tests this hypothesis with a new cohort of British 
civil servants. Once again, the inverse correlation was found: individuals in lower grades perform worse, individuals in higher grades perform 
better. The authors note: “[i]n the 20 years separating the two studies there has been no diminution in social class difference in morbidity.” The 
main implication, for this report, is that the key policy takeaway of the impact of employment on health may not be that *any* job improves 
health; rather, high quality jobs improve health, and lower quality jobs have smaller, if any, effects. 

Marwaha and Johnson (2004)
Marwaha, S., & Johnson, S. (2004). Schizophrenia and employment: A review. Social Psychiatry and Psychiatric Epidemiology, 39, 
337–349.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00127-004-0762-4

Annotation: This paper reviews whether a correlation exists between employment and schizophrenia. While low employment is not an intrinsic 
characteristic of schizophrenics, it seems to be correlated.

McKechnie et al. (2010)
McKechnie,  J., Hobbs, S., Simpson, A., Anderson, S., Howieson, C., & Semple, S. (2010). School students’ part‐time work: Under-
standing what they do. Journal of Education and Work, 23(2), 161-175.
https://doi.org/10.1080/13639080903565665

Annotation: This was a survey of youths to qualitatively assess what students do on the job. The main takeaway from this is work improves 
skills, according to young workers, especially soft skills. 

Milby et al. (1996)
Milby, J. B., Schumacher, J. E., Raczynski, J. M., Caldwell, E., Engle, M., Michael, M., & Carr, J. (1996). Sufficient conditions for effective 
treatment of substance abusing homeless persons. Drug and Alcohol Dependence, 43(1-2), 39-47.
https://doi.org/10.1016/s0376-8716(96)01286-0

Annotation: A randomized control trial of 176 participants were assigned either to a control group or a care group which included an employ-
ment condition. The treatment group had lower alcohol use, cocaine use, and fewer homeless days. 

Modini et al. (2016)
Modini, M., Tan, L., Brinchmann, B., Wang, M., Killackey, E., Glozier, N., Mykletun, A., & Harvey, S. B. (2016). Supported employment 
for people with severe mental illness: systematic review and meta-analysis of the international evidence. British Journal of Psychi-
atry, 209(1), 14-22.
https://doi.org/10.1192/bjp.bp.115.165092

Annotation: Do IPS programs work? This analysis extends previous papers cited (e.g. Bond 2004, Bond et al. 2022) to review papers from 
international countries. IPS programs seem to improve employment outcomes even in international studies. Those going through IPS programs 
were over twice as likely (OR = 2.4) to obtain competitive employment compared to those who did not.
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Moran and Simon (2005)
Moran, J., & Simon, K. I. (2005). Income and the use of prescription drugs by the elderly: Evidence from the notch cohorts. Journal 
of Human Resources, 41(2), 411-432.
https://doi.org/10.3386/w11068

Annotation: Moran and Simon test the impact of income and prescription drug use among the elderly by harnessing data from social security 
payouts. Finding an elasticity of 1.31, this means for every 1% increase in social security payments, drug use increased by 1.31%. This suggests 
the income elasticity on drug use is actually very high. 

Mortimer (2003)
Mortimer, J. T. (2003). Working and growing up in America. Harvard University Press.

Annotation: This academic book aims to answer whether work helps youths. It answers questions related to the type of work youths do, in-
formal versus formal work, skill acquisition, school transitions, and impacts on mental health. At worst, she concludes work does no harm, on 
average, compared to nonwork. Overall, though, the conclusion is that work helps young people, and that there is no convincing evidence that 
the effect is a net negative.

Mortimer and Staff (2004)
Mortimer, J. T., & Staff, J. (2004). Early work as a source of developmental discontinuity during the transition to adulthood. Devel-
opment and Psychopathology, 16(04).
https://doi.org/10.1017/s0954579404040131

Annotation: This paper used data from the Youth Development Study (1988–2000) which covers samples of adolescents (14-15) and young 
adults (26-27). This paper tested whether work stressors in teenage years would impact the relationship between young adult work stressors 
and mental health. They consistently find that work stressors worsen mental health most for young adults who had few work stressors in teen-
age years, suggesting early work experience matures youths and provides them coping mechanisms for when they encounter work stressors 
later in life. 

Nelson et al. (2012)
Nelson, S. K., Kushlev, K., English, T., Dunn, E. W., & Lyubomirsky, S. (2012). In defense of parenthood: children are associated with 
more joy than misery. Psychological Science, 24(1), 3-10.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0956797612447798

Annotation: While not directly related to this study, this study discusses how parenting improves life satisfaction. This shows there are alter-
native paths to employment for some people for creating life meaning and life satisfaction.

O’Driscoll et al. (1992)
O’Driscoll, M. P., Ilgen, D. R., & Hildreth, K. (1992). Time devoted to job and off-job activities, interrole conflict, and affective experi-
ences. Journal of Applied Psychology, 77(3), 272-279.
https://doi.org/10.1037/0021-9010.77.3.272

Annotation: This paper studies whether work activities interfere with non-work activity. Unsurprisingly, job demands did lead to interference 
with off-job activities, though job demands after work hours did not, which was an interesting finding. Psychological strain from work was also 
an important mediating factor.

Oettinger (1999)
Oettinger, G. S. (1999). Does high school employment affect high school academic performance? Industrial and Labor Relations 
Review, 53(1), 136.
https://doi.org/10.2307/2696166

Annotation: An early paper on the subject, the conclusion was that extensive school employment significantly reduces school performance 
as measured by GPA. Summer employment had no negative effect, so the author theorized that the cause of the effect was due to work time 
crowding out study and schoolwork time. As noted in the main text, the OLS models were somewhat inconsistent and, in some specifications, 
found improved school performance for those working part time - but those models are plagued with endogeneity issues, and the authors’ 
preferred fixed effects specifications showed a negative impact. 
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Phillips and Sandstrom (1990)
Phillips, S., & Sandstrom, K. L. (1990). Parental attitudes toward youth work. Youth & Society, 22(2), 160-183.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0044118x90022002003

Annotation: The authors pull data from the Youth Development Survey from a sample of 9th grade students in St. Paul, Minnesota (n=1427). 
A majority of parents believe the right number of students, or not enough students, are working during the school year; only 27% believe too 
many youths are working. When the sample was restricted to parents whose children are currently working, the results were overwhelming: only 
6 mothers and 3 fathers in the sample disapproved of their child’s job. 88.8% of fathers and 91.8% of mothers approved of their child’s current 
employment, while 7.2% and 10.4% of fathers were neutral. 

Price et al. (2021)
Price, S., Shaw, H., Morgan, F., Lopez, R. R., Little, K., & Humphreys, C. (2021). Is any job better than no job?: A systemic review. 
medRxiv.
https://doi.org/10.1101/2021.11.23.21266736

Annotation: In this pre-print study, the authors review literature on job quality and mental and physical health. Overall, the quality of the stud-
ies was deemed as mixed, and the evidence base was deemed inconsistent. Studies which focused on employment transitions found moving 
from an unemployed state to a low-quality job did not improve health outcomes, suggesting higher job quality, rather than just any job, may be 
the preferred policy focus (more discussion of this theory within the main report).

Randolph (2021)
Randolph, E. (2021). Nonfinancial Impact from Nonwork: Review of Research-Based Evidence. Georgia Center for Opportunity.
 https://foropportunity.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/Nonfinancial_‌Impact_from_Nonwork-Randolph-final.pdf

Annotation: GCO’s previous report on employment, the report focuses on the costs of nonwork rather than the benefits of work. Overall, the 
report concludes unemployment has many nonfinancial costs ranging from worsened health, mental health, substance abuse, and childhood 
harms.

Raphael and Winter-Ebmer (2001)
Raphael, S., & Winter Ebmer, R. (2001). Identifying the effect of unemployment on crime. The Journal of Law and Economics, 44(1), 
259-283.
https://doi.org/10.1086/320275

Annotation: The article, using state level data, found unemployment and property crime were closely related in the 1990s. However, the rela-
tionship between employment, unemployment, and violent crime was less clear.

Rothstein (2001)
Rothstein, D. (2001). Youth Employment during School: Results from Two Longitudinal Surveys. Monthly Labor Review, 124(8), 25-37.
https://doi.org/10.2307/41861622

Annotation: The study relies on two surveys, the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 1997 (NLSY97) and the National Longitudinal Survey of 
Youth 1979 (NLSY79). The NLSY79 sample had longitudinal data for over two decades on its youth respondents on questions related to work 
history, school attendance, and long-term outcomes. Over half of students who worked 20 hours per week or fewer had attained at least some 
college education by age 30, whereas only around 40% of those who did not work had some college education. 

Rothstein (2007)
Rothstein, D. S. (2007). High school employment and youths’ academic achievement. Journal of Human Resources, XLII(1), 194-213.
https://doi.org/10.3368/jhr.xlii.1.194

Annotation: Like other researchers, Rothstein finds some evidence employment may reduce academic performance as measured by GPA. 
However, once fixed effects and instrumental variable methods to control for unobserved heterogeneity/endogeneity are used, the effect is 
rendered statistically insignificant. Overall, this paper suggests the impact of teen work on education is null.

Routledge (2020)
Routledge, C. (2020). Why Meaning Matters for Freedom and Flourishing. Archbridge Institute.
https://www.archbridgeinstitute.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/Why-Meaning-Matters_Routledge_Archbridge-Institute-1.pdf

Annotation: This paper from the Archbridge Institute by Professor Clay Routledge summarizes the academic literature surrounding the im-
portance of believing one’s life has meaning and the different correlates which predict whether or not one has this view. Employment is an 
important factor in contributing to the idea one’s life has meaning.
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Ruhm (1997)
Ruhm, C. J. (1997). Is high school employment consumption or investment? Journal of Labor Economics, 15(4), 735-776.
https://doi.org/10.1086/209844

Annotation: Reviewing and building upon past literature, Ruhm (1997) provides estimates as to both the labor market and educational out-
comes associated with teen work. In the study, full time intensive teen work was associated with a reduced probability of attending college. Part 
time work has no negative effects, and teen work generally is associated with higher wages, improved noncash compensation via benefits, and 
higher levels of occupational status.

Ruhm (2004)
Ruhm, C. J. (2004). Parental employment and child cognitive development. The Journal of Human Resources, 39(1), 155.
 https://doi.org/10.2307/3559009

Annotation: The author tests the impact of parental employment on child development and finds full time work reduces verbal scores be-
tween ages 3-4 and mathematics scores between ages 5-6. Part-time work had smaller effects, with the effects being largest when mothers 
worked more than 30 hours per week in married households.

Ruhm (2008)
Ruhm, C. J. (2008). Maternal employment and adolescent development. Labour Economics, 15(5), 958-983.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.labeco.2007.07.008

Annotation: Like other cited papers, the author concludes maternal employment increases obesity and overweight risk. The negative effects 
are largest for advantaged youths and smallest for disadvantaged youths, once again demonstrating household income as an important medi-
ating factor as to whether maternal employment has net positive, net negative, or net neutral effects. 

Runyan et al. (2009)
Runyan, C. W., Schulman, M., Santo, J. D., Bowling, J. M., & Agans, R. (2009). Attitudes and beliefs about adolescent work and work-
place safety among parents of working adolescents. Journal of Adolescent Health, 44(4), 349-355.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jadohealth.2008.08.009

Annotation: The authors conducted a large (n=1069) cross-sectional survey of parents to teens aged 14-18 to ascertain parents’ attitudes to-
wards teen work, with a focus on how parents feel about different labor laws and safety. Table 1 of the study lists parents’ general views towards 
adolescent work. Parents generally support youth work and believe it teaches teenagers valuable work and life skills but have concerns ranging 
from health to fatigue to falling behind in school. 

Sabia (2009)
Sabia, J. J. (2009). School-year employment and academic performance of young adolescents. Economics of Education Review, 28(2), 
268-276.
 https://doi.org/10.1016/j.econedurev.2008.05.001

Annotation: One of the key differences of this paper from many of the rest is its focus on young teens below 16 years of age. Given the concern 
that work may reduce educational performance, Sabia tests this hypothesis using both OLS and fixed effects models. The fixed effects models 
show work has no detrimental impact on educational outcomes, and the OLS models show a modest positive correlation between employment 
and GPA. 

Schoen et al. (2002)
Schoen, R., Astone, N. M., Kim, Y. J., Rothert, K., & Standish, N. J. (2002). Women’s employment, marital happiness, and divorce. Social 
Forces, 81(2), 643-662.
https://doi.org/10.1353/sof.2003.0019

Annotation: This paper looks at the impact of female employment on marital dissolution. While it has no impact in happy marriages, in unhap-
py marriages female employment increases marriage dissolution/divorce risk.

Silverman and Robles (1998)
Silverman, K., & Robles, E. (1998). Employment as a drug abuse treatment intervention: A behavioral economic analysis. National 
Bureau of Economic Research.
https://doi.org/10.3386/w6402
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Annotation: This paper reviews the early literature on employment and drug use, analyzing it from a behavioral economic theoretical and 
empirical perspective. They conclude whether drug use declines as a result of employment depends on circumstance--specifically, whether 
or not employment is used as a reinforcement for abstinence. Free money may increase drug use; employment contingent on abstinence will 
likely reduce it. Opportunity costs matter. 

Silverman et al. (2002)
Silverman, K., Svikis, D., Robles, E., Stitzer, M. L., & Bigelow, G. E. (2002). A reinforcement-based therapeutic workplace for the treat-
ment of drug abuse: Six-month abstinence outcomes. Experimental and Clinical Psychopharmacology, 9(1), 14-23.
https://doi.org/10.1037/1064-1297.9.1.14

Annotation: Participants were randomly assigned to a control group or a therapeutic workplace group. Those in the workplace group would 
work 3 hours every day, and compensation was tied to abstinence, performance, and attendance. Those in the work group nearly doubled their 
cocaine and opiate abstinence.

Silverman et al. (2007)
Silverman, K., Wong, C. J., Needham, M., Diemer, K. N., Knealing, T., Crone-Todd, D., Fingerhood, M., Nuzzo, P., & Kolodner, K. (2007). 
A randomized trial of employment-based reinforcement of cocaine abstinence in injection drug users. Journal of Applied Behavior 
Analysis, 40(3), 387-410.
https://doi.org/10.1901/jaba.2007.40-38

Annotation: Individuals were assigned to a work only and abstinence + work condition. Those in the abstinence reinforcement groups had 
higher rates of cocaine abstinence than the work only control group, suggesting structured interventions are useful within the treatment con-
text.

Simpson et al. (2018)
Simpson, A., McKechnie, J., & Hobbs, S. (2018). Learning in work: Perceptions from working teenagers. Journal of Education and 
Work, 31(4), 433-446.
https://doi.org/10.1080/13639080.2018.1479840
Annotation: Simpson et al. (2018) conduct a small-scale survey of working youth to ascertain what their perceptions of teen work 
are. Almost every respondent--88%--in their sample believed work had improved their skills. These skills were often soft skills; one 
respondent noted, “You’re dealing with customers. . . all the time so. . . like before obviously I wasn’t really having contact with like 
just members of the public and strangers really.” Another respondent highlighted organizational and multitasking skills: “[Y]ou need 
to be able to kinda keep up with whatever’s going on as well, coz it can get really busy[,] and you’ve got to keep up with what’s this 
and where’s it going.” Another noted you simply learn about whatever it is you are doing inside and out, and clearly knowing about 
one of these ‘low skill’ jobs could prove useful in any career one eventually ends up in: “You need to know everything about the work, 
so like the job and everything like that, so that people can ask you a question and you can quickly answer it.” Overall, this paper was 
interesting in studying how teenagers themselves feel about their work.

Siwach (2018)
Siwach, G. (2018). Unemployment shocks for individuals on the margin: Exploring recidivism effects. Labour Economics, 52, 231-244.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.labeco.2018.02.001

Annotation: Following a sample of individuals with criminal records, Siwach was able to use data from the 2008-9 recession to determine if 
unemployment risk and volatility would increase criminality in the sample. Overall, he concluded these shocks do impact criminal behavior, and 
programs which ensures individuals on the margin with a propensity to commit crime may reduce re-offense risk.

Skardhamar and Telle (2012)
Skardhamar, T., & Telle, K. (2012). Post-release Employment and Recidivism in Norway. Journal of Quantitative Criminology volume, 
28, 629–649.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10940-012-9166-x

Annotation: Using a large sample of all prisoners released in Norway in 2003 (n=7,476), the authors had a unique sample from which to test 
the employment-crime hypothesis on a micro level. In their sample, about half succumbed to recidivism. Among those who obtained employ-
ment, recidivism was only 33%, but was 71% among those who did not secure employment. Table 2 of their report also contains regression 
results which further confirm the protective effects of employment.

https://doi.org/10.1037/1064-1297.9.1.14
https://doi.org/10.1901/jaba.2007.40-387
https://doi.org/10.1080/13639080.2018.1479840
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.labeco.2018.02.001
ttps://doi.org/10.1007/s10940-012-9166-x
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Staff and Mortimer (2007)
Staff, J., & Mortimer, J. T. (2007). Educational and work strategies from adolescence to early adulthood: Consequences for educa-
tional attainment. Social Forces, 85(3), 1169-1194.
 https://doi.org/10.1353/sof.2007.0057

Annotation: The authors study whether adolescent work experience has a beneficial educational effect during early adulthood, especially for 
“low promise” teens who, statistically, are expected to underperform their peers. The data in the study suggest early working leads to patterns 
which persist in early adulthood which are conducive to educational success. Their logistic regression results suggest that low promise students 
were 5 times as likely to complete a bachelor’s degree if they had steady employment in their teen years. Additional years of work after grad-
uation also increased the odds of bachelor’s degree acquisition. Steady employment was also associated with better outcomes for youths not 
deemed low promise/at risk.

Stinebrickner and Stinebrickner (2003)
Stinebrickner, R., & Stinebrickner, T. (2003). Working during school and academic performance. Journal of Labor Economics, 21(2), 
473-491.
https://doi.org/10.1086/345565

Annotation: In models unadjusted for endogeneity, they find work improved academic performance as measured by GPA. In models adjusted 
for endogeneity using instrumental variables, the effect reverses: youth employment is associated with reduced first semester GPA.

Styrc and Matysiak (2012)
Styrc, M., & Matysiak, A. (2012). Women’s employment and marital stability: The role of the context. Studia Demograficzne, 1(161).
https://doi.org/10.2478/v10274-012-0004-9

Annotation: In this study of Polish couples, men’s employment stabilized marriages. For women, the effect was dependent upon context. The 
authors found that economic transformations of women had a significant impact on dissolution rates.

Tripodi et al. (2010)
Tripodi, S. J., Kim, J. S., & Bender, K. (2010). Is employment associated with reduced recidivism? International Journal of Offender 
Therapy and Comparative Criminology, 54(5), 706-720.
 https://doi.org/10.1177/0306624x09342980

Annotation: A longitudinal study following Texan prison releasees, the authors had a unique sample with which to test if employment reduces 
recidivism risk. The authors came to an interesting conclusion: employment did not reduce total recidivism risk; however it did increase the time 
between re-incarceration, suggesting employment may lead to a short-run effect but not a long-term one in the sample. Thus, the paper did 
find evidence employment influence recidivist outcomes.

Uggen and Shannon (2014)
Uggen, C., & Shannon, S. K. (2014). Productive Addicts and Harm Reduction: How Work Reduces Crime–But Not Drug Use. Social 
Problems, 61(1), 105-130.
https://doi.org/10.1525/sp.2013.11225

Annotation: Uggen and Shannon focus on government projects which provide subsidized employment to prison releasees. The authors con-
clude employment does not impact drug use, but it does reduce criminal recidivism and crime.

van der Noordt et al. (2014)
van der Noordt, M., IJzelenberg, H., Droomers, M., & Proper, K. I. (2014). Health effects of employment: A systematic review of pro-
spective studies. Occupational and Environmental Medicine, 71(10), 730-736.
https://doi.org/10.1136/oemed-2013-101891

Annotation: Reviewing 33 studies, the authors conclude the evidence for an impact of employment on physical and general health is inconclu-
sive. They do find evidence employment improves mental health, however, with lower odds of depression (OR = 0.52) and psychological distress 
(OR = 0.79). The quality of evidence for the effect on mental health was deemed as strong.
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Van Koppen et al. (2022)
Van Koppen, V., Van der Geest, V., Kleemans, E., & Kruisbergen, E. (2022). Employment and crime: A longitudinal follow-up of orga-
nized crime offenders. European Journal of Criminology, 19(5), 1097-1121.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1477370820941287
Annotation: Organized crime is one case where employment may be expected to increase crime. Organized crime is complex, 
and typically involves large amounts of logistics, coordination, and financial planning. As a result, many individuals in organized 
crime are employed; in fact, their legal employment may aid them in their criminal efforts, as it can give groups access to legal 
logistical and financial channels. The results found being employed led to a 10 percent increase in organized crime offending. 

Visher et al. (2005)
Visher, C. A., Winterfield, L., & Coggeshall, M. B. (2005). Ex-offender employment programs and recidivism: A meta-analysis. Journal 
of Experimental Criminology, 1(3), 295-316.
 https://doi.org/10.1007/s11292-005-8127-x

Annotation: Meta-analysis are rigorous literature reviews which attempt to empirically quantify findings from published literature. This me-
ta-analysis covers eight published studies, all of them randomized control trials, on employment programs directed to ex-prisoners and offend-
ers. Overall, the authors conclude these programs do *not* reduce recidivism. This is a piece of evidence against the employment-recidivism 
thesis. As noted in the text, however, this may be because the jobs are “low quality,” and the authors themselves note new programs which are 
more promising were not tested. 

Visher et al. (2008)
Visher, C., Debus, S., & Yahner, J. (2008). Employment after Prison: A Longitudinal Study of Releasees in Three States. Urban Institute.
https://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/publication/32106/411778-Emplo‌yment-after-Prison-A-Longitudinal-Study-of-Relea-
sees-in-Three-States.PDF

Annotation: Surveying former prisoners from three states, Visher et al. (2008) provide interesting data on a whole host of topics from their 
interviews 2 months, 8 months, and 12 months post release. Of particular interest is their data regarding recidivism, which is presented in this 
report in Figure 5. The results suggest employment reduces rates of recidivism as measured by re-incarceration.

Walton and Hall (2016)
Walton, M. T., & Hall, M. T. (2016). The effects of employment interventions on addiction treatment outcomes: A review of the liter-
ature. Journal of Social Work Practice in the Addictions, 16(4), 358-384.
https://doi.org/10.1080/1533256x.2016.1235429

Annotation: Walton and Hall review the literature on the effect of employment on drug addiction treatment outcomes. Overall, they conclude: 
“These studies, combined with descriptive studies documenting a consistent relationship between employment and lower drug use, demon-
strate that employment might be both a desirable outcome of effective recovery services and a useful supplement to conventional treatment.”

Wilkins (2007)
Wilkins, R. (2007). The consequences of underemployment for the underemployed. Journal of Industrial Relations, 49(2), 247-275.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0022185607074921

Annotation: Wilkins studies both the consequences of underemployment and unemployment. The author concludes: “underemployment is 
not as significant a social issue as unemployment.” One nonfinancial measure studied was life satisfaction, and unemployment (b = –0.525) 
performed worse than underemployment (part time underemployed b = –0.35; full time underemployed b = –0.29).

	

Ziol-Guest et al. (2013)
Ziol-Guest, K. M., Dunifon, R. E., & Kalil, A. (2013). Parental employment and children’s body weight: Mothers, others, and mecha-
nisms. Social Science & Medicine, 95, 52-59.
 https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2012.09.004

Annotation: The results found the hours worked by a mother’s partner had no impact on childhood BMI at ages 13-14, but a mother’s hours 
worked was associated with BMI. Specifically: “a 10 [hour] increase in weekly work hours on average over the child’s life is associated with 0.04 
standard deviation increase in BMI, a 1.09 odds increase (approximately equivalent to 1.9 percentage points) in the likelihood of overweight, 
and a 1.10 odds increase (approximately equivalent to 1.2 percentage points) in the likelihood of obesity.”
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Other Sources13

Alper, M., Durose, M. R., & Markman, J. (2018). 2018 update on prisoner recidivism: A 9-year follow-up period (2005-2014) (250975). 
Bureau of Justice Statistics.
 https://bjs.ojp.gov/library/publications/2018-update-prisoner-recidivism-9-year-follow-period-2005-2014
CDC. (2020). Public-use data files: Mortality multiple cause files. National Center for Health Statistics.
 https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/nvss/mortality_public_use_data.htm
 CDC/NCHS National Vital Statistics System. (2020). Provisional number of marriages and marriage rate: United States, 2000-2019:
 https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data/dvs/national-marriage-divorce-rates-00-19.pdf
CDC. (2021). Mortality 1999-2020 CDC WONDER Online Database.
 http://wonder.cdc.gov/ucd-icd10.html 
NSDUH. (2022). Results from the 2020 National Survey on Drug Use and Health: Detailed Tables. Substance Abuse and Mental 
Health Services Administration:
https://www.samhsa.gov/data/sites/default/files/reports/rpt35323/NSDUHDetailedTabs2020v25/NSDUHDetailed-
Tabs2020v25/NSDUHDetailedTabs

13	  Represents sources not in the annotated bibliography, such as the CDC data or other datasets used in tables or charts.
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