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A Multidimensional Evaluation of Individual and 

Contextual Influences 
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This article aims to provide a comparative assessment of work values across countries as well as 
over time. Differences and similarities in job preferences for eight central value dimensions are 
examined across nineteen countries between 1989 and 2015, made possible by four survey rounds 
from the International Social Survey, Work Orientation modules. Analyses of how extrinsic and 
intrinsic work values are related to individual and contextual factors are guided by contrasting 
theoretical approaches—modernization theory and a welfare-state institutional perspective. Four 
main results are reported. First, secure and interesting jobs are the most preferred job qualities, 
universally important to nearly all employees throughout all survey years. Second, values are 
markedly stable over time, but vary more across countries. Third, large majorities simultaneously 
value work autonomy, high income, advancement opportunities, jobs perceived as useful to 
society or helpful to others, indicating how individuals generally, are both intrinsically and 
extrinsically oriented toward work, with some gendered differences. Fourth partly in support of 
welfare-state institutional expectations, work values differ across countries mostly in relation 
to economic equality rather than economic development, so that both extrinsic and intrinsic work 
values are more important in more unequal societies. 
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For most individuals, work is central to their lives, commonly involving half of their waking 
hours. Forming the basis of both an individual’s livelihood and a country’s economic develop-
ment, promoting work quantity has always been a priority in modern welfare states. More 
recently, the promotion of job quality has also come to the fore. It was included in the European 
Union strategy in the Lisbon Agenda 2000, in both its capacity to endorse comparative advan-
tages in increasingly global markets, and its contribution to individual well-being (Eurofound 
2012; European Commission 2008). Work qualities span extrinsic and intrinsic aspects, the for-
mer pertaining to income, security, and status, and the latter relating to the subjective perception 
of whether  work  is e.g., inherently interesting, useful to society, or helpful to others. Also, the 
arrangement of work contains central qualities relating to aspects of job autonomy, such as 
opportunities to work independently and control the organization of work or working times 
(Borg 1990; Davoine, Erhel, and Guergoat 2008; Handel 2005; Kalleberg 1977; Mottaz 
1985; Ros, Schwartz, and Surkiss 1999). 

Although working (wo)man has frequently been assumed a homo economicus, principally 
motivated by economic incentives, much research in the social sciences finds substantial 
variation in work-related values related to the capacity of work to offer social integration, 
structure to daily life, a creative outlet, a sense of meaningfulness, and a contribution to 
society (e.g., Jahoda 1982). Comparative studies of work commitment find great variation 
not only among individuals within countries but also across countries with regard to indivi-
duals’ motivation to work, measured on an extrinsic–intrinsic continuum (Esser 2005b; Gallie 
and Alm 2000; Hult and Svallfors 2002; Svallfors, Halvorsen, and Andersen, 2001). In 
parallel, research also finds strong correlations between work qualities and higher levels of 
job satisfaction (Kalleberg and Griffin 1978; Kalleberg 1977; Pichler and Wallace 2009; 
Westover 2012), life satisfaction (Drobnič, Beham, and Präg, 2010); physical health 
(Aronsson and Blom 2010), and well-being (e.g., Esser 2017; Eurofound 2012). In a Swedish 
study, being in one’s most preferred job was found to be the most beneficial labor market 
factor for long-term health (Aronsson and Blom 2010). In sum, individual job preferences 
appear to be of central importance both for theories of work motivation and theories of 
personal well-being. Comparative studies, however, are scarce. Findings from a comparison 
of job preferences across five countries in 1996 and 2001 reported notable cross-country 
variation in values, although these could not be identified as types of either production or 
welfare regimes, but rather to differences in workforce composition, where differences in 
job quality play an important role for intrinsic work values (Gallie 2007b). To date, however, 
no broader comparative assessment has been made of how job preferences vary across several 
dimensions and over a longer period. 

The overarching purpose of this article is to gain knowledge of how job preferences have 
developed over time in a relatively large number of “western” countries. We do this by analyz-
ing how job preferences vary for eight central job-quality dimensions, across 19 countries, and 
at four points in time between 1989 and 2015. The broad scope of this study, for both the 
number of countries and the period studied, is made possible by combining four waves of 
the International Social Survey (ISSP), Work Orientation modules of 1989, 1997, 2005, and 
2015. These modules include questions on job preferences spanning extrinsic and intrinsic 
job qualities, and several theoretically interesting socioeconomic and demographic 
characteristics (gender, age, education, and labor market status) expected to be relevant to 
explaining variation in work values. 

JOB PREFERENCES IN COMPARATIVE PERSPECTIVE 143 



Moreover, analyses are guided by potentially substantial contextual variation in job prefer-
ences. This notion draws on two main perspectives that, in contrasting ways, explain variation 
over time and across countries. Modernization theory seeks to explain valuation change 
primarily in relation to societies’ economic development, increasing levels of education, and 
female labor force participation (Inglehart 1990; Inglehart and Abramson 1994). A welfare- 
state institutionally centered perspective attaches more importance to the normative importance 
of the economic distribution within countries, and to the different ways in which welfare states 
provide social protection, also relating to the regulation of labor markets (Bowles and Gintis 
2000; Gallie 2007b; Korpi and Palme 1998). So, a second aim of this study is to examine 
how variations in job preferences across countries and time may be associated with these central 
contextual factors. For this purpose, the survey data are combined with country-level data that 
allow for simultaneous assessment of individual- and country-level factors in multilevel 
analyses, which is appropriate, given the nested structure of the data, that is, individuals within 
countries (over time). 

JOB PREFERENCES WITHIN AND ACROSS CONTEXTS:  
THEORY AND PREVIOUS RESEARCH 

Following a comparative cases approach, 19 high-income, western, long-standing democracies 
are included in this study. Work valuations in these countries during the period studied can be 
expected to share universal and common components, not least in relation to how remuneration 
from work ultimately ensures subsistence. Nevertheless, the extent to which work valuations are 
extrinsically or intrinsically oriented may vary across country-specific contexts. Here, it is fruit-
ful to appreciate the complexity and variety in individuals’ work experiences, which motivate a 
multidimensional approach to understanding work values that may simultaneously span both 
extrinsic and intrinsic domains. The extrinsic domain includes, for example, income, security, 
prestige, status, respect, acceptance, and power (i.e., external benefits of the job), and the intrin-
sic domain entails, for example, taking pride in one’s work, feelings of accomplishment, 
self-realization, happiness, self-respect, social identity, and a sense of contribution to society 
(i.e., job-inherent qualities). An important dimension of work also  includes the practical 
arrangement of work relating to job autonomy, which includes, for example, control over task 
performance and organization of work and working times (see, e.g., Davoine et al. 2008 for an 
overview of related job-quality dimensions). The control over working times may be specifi-
cally relevant to individuals whose time is shared more equally between work and caretaking 
responsibilities (Lyness et al. 2012). 

The relative importance of extrinsic or intrinsic valuations has long been debated. In contrast 
to economists, who have often emphasized the economic incentive of work, early classical 
sociologists shared a view of the potential of work to contain fundamental intrinsic capacities 
as a “self-determined productive activity,” and thus a necessary and positive good in human 
lives (Marx), conducive to human dignity (Weber), or functioning as a connection between 
people in mutually dependent “organic” relationships (Durkheim). In this understanding, work 
holds the potential to bring out self-realizing social activities in human nature. However, 
pessimism about the value of work has also been expressed in view of the development 
of the content and purpose of work with increasing industrialization and specialization, 
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argued to result in alienation (Marx), (over-)rationalization (Weber), and (dis-)integration 
(Durkheim). 

At the individual level, explanations of work-value formation have been linked to relatively 
general social processes relating to early socialization, the extent of economic deprivation, and 
the significance of the work environment itself (e.g., Gallie 2007a). First, long-term socializa-
tion processes can be understood to mold preferences toward an intrinsic and autonomous 
orientation in order to promote self-realization and initiative at work, representing a continu-
ation of early socialization focused on enhancing personal autonomy and self-development 
(Argyris 1964). Individual differences may, from this perspective reflect the varying extent 
of individuals’ experiences within the educational system, leading to expectations of stronger 
intrinsic values with longer/higher education (Inglehart 1977). In addition, early gendered socia-
lization can be expected to influence the development of subsequent gendered work values 
(Alwin, Braun, and Scott 1992). In contexts more extensively marked by traditional division 
of gender roles, women could be expected to place greater emphasis on intrinsic jobs values, 
whereas men’s work values would be more extrinsically oriented (Betz and O’Connell 
1989). This expectation may also be related to how labor markets are markedly gendered, with 
more women employed in the (public) care services promoting what is known as care-rational 
motivations (Waerness 1984, 2003), which would be reflected in stronger intrinsic valuations 
among women. 

Second, from another perspective, it has been proposed that job preferences will vary in 
relation to a hierarchy of human needs (Inglehart 1977; Maslow 1954). In this view, extrinsic 
values relating to income and security are regarded as more fundamental. Once such needs are 
met, for example, with decreasing economic pressure, values may shift toward (higher order) 
intrinsic self-realisation values. Arguably, such changes in values also relate to countries’ 
opportunity structures, as provided by the level of economic development, but also to the extent 
that labor market organization and welfare-state institutions promote full employment on (more) 
gender equal terms and provide basic economic security. More accentuated gendered work 
values could also be expected in the age group prone to family formation involving the presence 
of small children in the household, thus introducing a life-course component in the analytical 
framework of this study (Lyness et al. 2012). 

Third, the formation of job values may be influenced by the quality of work itself. 
Higher-quality jobs that, for example, offer variety, task identity, and autonomy are more 
often perceived as meaningful and evoking stronger internal motivation (Hackman and 
Oldham 1976), as supported by longitudinal research (Lindsay and Knox 1984; Mortimer 
and Lorence 1979). Comparative research indicates substantial cross-country differences in 
job quality, where more coordinated employment relations, especially the presence of 
stronger unions, appear to promote higher job quality, for example, more autonomy (Edlund 
and Grönlund 2008; Esser and Olsen 2012) or flexibility in working hours (Esser and Olsen 
2018; Lyness et al. 2012). In sum, there is a theoretical and empirical rationale for 
considering the direct effects of the compositional differences of gender, education, and age. 

At the individual level the importance of job quality may be assessed in relation to individual 
labor market positions. Predominantly lower extrinsic, as well as more limited intrinsic job quali-
ties, are generally found in more precarious jobs that provide a lower degree of attachment to the 
labor market, such as part-time jobs, where women are typically overrepresented (Clark 2005a, 
2005b; Esser and Olsen 2012, 2018; Greenan, Kalugina, and Walkowiak 2014; Kalleberg 2009, 
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2011; Loughlin and Murray 2013; Stier and Yaish 2014). Assuming decreasing extrinsic qualities 
with more precarious or distant labor market positions, stronger extrinsic and intrinsic values 
would be expected among full-time workers, but to a lesser extent among part-time workers 
and weaker among unemployed persons or persons engaged mainly in (unpaid) domestic work. 
Such expectations may by confounded in relation to the degree of (voluntary) self-selection 
into these positions, in which case intrinsic motivations in particular may be more predominant 
in, for example, more care-rational occupations and possibly involve more job autonomy. Data 
restrictions, however, limit further elaboration of these considerations in this study. 

Country Contexts and Preferences 

In addition to individual variation in job preferences, a large comparative literature has 
addressed contextual variation in postmaterialist values across countries. According to 
modernization theory, economic development is considered the main driver behind shifting 
valuations toward more “postmaterialist” concerns in increasingly postindustrial or “welfare” 
societies (see, e.g., Inglehart 1977; Inglehart and Abramson 1994; Inglehart and Baker 
2000). In addition, rising levels of income and education, as well as increased occupational 
specialization, are expected to elicit consequences such as, for example, changing gender roles, 
attitudes toward authorities, and more. In line with such changes, values will shift away from 
economic and physical security toward a greater emphasis on freedom, self-expression, well- 
being, trust, and tolerance (Inglehart and Baker 2000:20, 49). It is less studied whether, and 
if so how, these changes also include a shift in work values, because work values are not 
specifically included in the modernization survey indexes commonly used. However, it has 
been suggested that the proposed value change from materialist to postmaterialist concerns 
implies a move away from more traditional work values as inherited from the Weberian 
Protestant ethic and instead toward a more individualized appreciation of work and its capacity 
for self-expression (Gundelach 2002:145–46), that is, increasing levels of concern about 
intrinsic valuations. Consequently, this perspective leads us to expect higher levels of intrinsic 
job preferences in countries with higher levels of economic development and higher rates of 
female labor force participation. They can also be more prevalent among individuals with 
higher levels of education or specialization in their work. Moreover, and importantly, we should 
expect changes over time in tandem with increases in economic output, educational levels, and 
female labor force participation in most countries, although with some restrictions related to the 
present comparison of high-income welfare states. 

The empirical research concerned with evaluating change in postmodern values has drawn 
mainly upon materialist/postmaterialist indexes constructed in the early 1970s, later incorpor-
ated in the World Values Survey, which today covers more than 80 countries in repetitive 
rounds, approximately every 10 years. This research finds substantive value changes in line 
with expectations, toward more individualistic values related to self-expression in various forms 
in more affluent countries, although these comparisons are usually broader, comparing countries 
from all parts of the world and at all levels of economic development (e.g., Inglehart 1977; 
Inglehart and Abramson 1994; Inglehart and Baker 2000). However, findings from a compari-
son of 20 relatively rich economies in 2000, which draws on a separate survey item asking to 
what extent work is valued as a duty toward society, that is, a more collective commitment and 
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more traditional Protestant work ethic, or at the other end of the continuum, a more individua-
lized orientation, revealed contrasting findings. A stronger sense of duty was found in welfare 
states providing more generous income-related unemployment protection, also demanding 
longer periods of contribution (i.e., participation in work) to qualify for unemployment benefits. 
At the same time, a weaker sense of duty was seen in countries with an exceedingly long period 
for provision of unemployment benefits (Esser 2005a). In this way, more generous social 
protection may still, in important ways, align with strong, traditional work ethics, especially 
when combined with pronounced requirements of participation to qualify for benefits. 

Although modernization theory leads us to expect shifting work values in “welfare” 
societies, with a primary focus on the level of economic development, this perspective largely 
disregards how welfare states are associated with a substantially different distribution of 
economic incomes or with distinct configurations of social protection against common social 
risks such as unemployment and sickness, or an economic buffer through times of family 
formation. To this end, we propose a welfare-state institutional approach based on an 
understanding of significant differences between welfare-state institutions and how these may 
effectively explain the relative importance of extrinsic or intrinsic work values in the postindus-
trial countries compared here (following, e.g., Edlund and Grönlund 2008; Esser 2005b; Gallie 
2007b). To the extent that more encompassing (generous) welfare states provide more extensive 
social protection, a shift in emphasis from extrinsic to intrinsic work values can be expected. 
Supportive of this argument is also the understanding of social protection as collective resources 
that benefit not only those in direct need of social protection, but all individuals who are quali-
fied to access (extensive) social protection if need be. In this way, all individuals benefit from a 
sense of security that lowers the potential stress around temporary loss of income, either in 
relation to unemployment (Sjöberg 2010) or sickness (Esser 2017). 

Previous broader comparative research on variation in job preference is rather limited. When 
five European countries were compared, higher levels of intrinsic preferences were found in 
Scandinavian countries, whereas extrinsic preferences were stronger in Britain and Germany. 
This was consistent with arguments relating to both welfare and quality-of-work policies, but 
contrary to expectations relying on “production systems” perspectives (Gallie 2007b). Neverthe-
less, a study of British job preferences (1992–2006) found intrinsic job preferences to be increas-
ing, a development associated with rising levels of education, improvement in jobs with respect to 
skill, learning opportunities, and employee involvement, and higher incomes and security (Gallie, 
Felstead, and Green 2012). Studies with a specific focus on job security, as a particularly impor-
tant job quality for most people, indicate that such values are quite widespread and relatively 
stable over time (Clark 2005b; Esser and Olsen 2018; Gallie 2007b; Kalleberg 2009). Related 
comparative research on employment commitment along an intrinsic–extrinsic continuum found 
substantial differences between countries (Berglund 2001; Esser 2005b; Hult and Svallfors 2002), 
also when unemployed people were compared across countries (Gallie and Alm 2000), generally 
lending evidence for the existence of stronger intrinsic values in more encompassing welfare 
states and more regulated labor markets (Esser 2005b). Yet, existing comparative research has 
been based on data for specific points in time or for a relatively short time-period. 

In sum, these theoretical viewpoints warrant evaluation of the role of contextual factors for 
variations in work valuations across countries and over time. While modernization suggests 
higher explanatory value for economic development, educational level, and female labor force 
participation, welfare-state and labor-market institutional perspectives center instead on the 
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economic distribution within countries, labor-market structures, and the organization of social 
protection, which are also related to female labor force participation. Motivated by theory and 
previous research, three working hypotheses can be formulated about the expected associations 
between contextual factors and extrinsic as well as intrinsic work values. Here, arguments relat-
ing to intrinsic values are also extended to valuations of job autonomy, insofar as these are 
expected to correlate negatively with extrinsic values (see the discussion above). Thus: 

.� in line with modernization theory, stronger intrinsic values and weaker extrinsic values 
are expected in contexts of higher levels of economic development; 

. in line with both modernization theory and an institutional perspective, stronger intrin-
sic job preferences and weaker extrinsic preferences are expected in contexts of higher 
levels of female labor force participation; 

.� in line with an institutional perspective, stronger intrinsic job preferences and weaker 
extrinsic job preferences are expected in contexts of lower income inequality, more 
generous welfare provision, and gender-equal family policies, as well as more 
regulated labor markets. 

Notably, the study design, including 19 western countries at four points in time between 
1989 and 2015, facilitates the exploration of these working hypotheses from both cross- 
sectional (differences between countries) and longitudinal (change over time) perspectives. 

Data and Variables 

Comparative survey data on job preferences draw on four rounds of the International Social 
Survey Program (ISSP), Work Orientations modules of 1989, 1997, 2005, and 2015. The 
subsample includes working-age (18–59 years) individuals who work (full- or part-time), are 
unemployed, or are engaged mainly in (unpaid) home work. In total, 43,179 individuals across 
19 countries are compared. Countries are unevenly represented in the four rounds.1 

Measures of Job Preferences 

The eight indicators of job preferences were phrased as statements: “For you personally, how impor-
tant do you think each of the following would be if you were choosing a job?” Answers were avail-
able on a scale of 1–5, reflecting the degree of importance—“not important at all,” “not important,” 
“neither important nor unimportant,” “important,” and “very important”—in relation to having a(n) 
‘secure job; ‘high income’; ‘good opportunities for advancement’; ‘interesting job’; ‘job that allows 
someone to help other people’; ‘job that is useful to society’; ‘job that allows someone to work inde-
pendently’ and ‘job that allows someone to decide their times or days of work’. 

Individual-Level Variables 

Individual characteristics include gender (binary distinction between men and women) and age, 
contrasting four age groups (18–24, 25–34, 35–44, and 45–59) to capture mainly life-course 
related job preferences. Educational level distinguishes between those with and without (any 

148 ESSER AND LINDH 



level of) tertiary education.2 Labor market status separates employees working full-time (�30 
hours/week), part-time (<30 hours/week), unemployed people, and (unpaid) “home workers.” 

Contextual (Macro-Level) Characteristics 

The individual-level survey data are combined with country-level data for the multivariate 
analyses. Guiding the empirical assessment of welfare-state characteristics and associated 
societal outcomes, this study takes an institutional approach rather than a regime approach. 
This permits evaluation of how more specific contextual aspects may be associated with job 
preferences, rather than evaluating broad “regime-packages,” which may conceal important 
country differences. By including continuous measures of specific and contrasting contextual 
dimensions, we hope to reach a more informed understanding of which factors are most relevant 
in shaping work valuations (cf. discussion in Bergqvist, Yngwe, and Lundberg 2013). 

Measures of the contextual variables are shown in Table 1. For enhanced overview, countries 
have been grouped in four geographical clusters that, to some extent, reflect distinct types of 
welfare states (cf Arts and Gelissen 2002; Esping-Andersen 1990; Korpi and Palme 1998), 
which also, to some degree, correspond to corporatist arrangements in the labor market (Jahn 
2016), or so-called employment regimes (Gallie 2007a). Although contextual measures cer-
tainly exhibit several clustered commonalities, there are notable within-cluster heterogeneity 
and cross-cluster commonalities, which add empirical rationales for the chosen analytical strat-
egy of drawing on specific and continuous contextual measures (see above). Over time, overall 
contextual measures reveal relative stability or an increasing trend, in a few instances even dra-
matic increases, especially in female labor force participation and family policies designed to 
encourage more equal sharing of paid and unpaid work through dual-earner/dual-carer policies.3 

Corporatist arrangement is the exception, where all Nordic countries, except Norway, saw 
decreasing levels of corporatism. Substantial decreases also occurred in Belgium and Spain. 
Slighter decreases occurred in Austria and Switzerland as well, although not fundamentally 
altering their respective very high  and relatively low degree of  organization. Although nearly 
all Anglophone countries saw major increases, these countries still display negative measures, 
with Ireland as the only exception, where the corporatism index measure jumped to a relatively 
high level (for a more thorough discussion of developments in corporatism, see Jahn 2016). 

Turning to the magnitudes of contextual measures, first, countries’ levels of economic devel-
opment do not in any obvious way reflect the four geographical country groups, although levels 
are distinctly lower in southern European countries. Norway and Switzerland stand out as the 
richest countries. In contrast, the measure of income equality demonstrates a relatively clustered 
pattern. Inequalities are lowest in the Nordic countries (below 27 in all countries by 2015). 
Western continental European countries display average or slightly below average levels of 
inequality, whereas inequalities are greatest in southern Europe and the Anglo-Saxon countries, 
especially Portugal, the United Kingdom, and the United States. Inequality in most countries 
tends to increase somewhat over time, except in Finland, France, and Portugal. To some extent 
in these cases, this may relate to the proximity in time between the included survey years. 

Also, somewhat clustered patterns are seen in relation to welfare-state (social insurance) 
generosity, family policies, and female labor force participation. The Nordic countries typically 
combine high levels of female labor force participation with higher measures in the two 
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dimensions of social policy, but levels in Denmark are somewhat lower. Although female labor 
force participation is also relatively high in the Anglo-Saxon countries, with Ireland as a lag-
gard, levels of public-policy effort are generally low, with social protection more open to mar-
ket solutions. Two exceptions include Canada, where levels of public-policy effort are distinctly 
higher in both policy dimensions, and Ireland with a relatively high level of welfare-state 
generosity.4 Western continental and southern European countries tend to display intermediate 
levels in both policy dimensions, although with some notable exceptions. Welfare-state 
generosity in Italy is distinctly lower than in Spain and Portugal. In Austria and Germany, 
the orientation of family policies has taken leaps toward more egalitarian sharing of paid and 
unpaid work. With the exception of these two countries, southern and western European 
countries’ family policies still typically encourage a more traditional division of labor 
(Ferrarini 2006). 

This overview suggests considerable cross-sectional as well as longitudinal variation in 
contextual factors, which prompts the central question of whether, and if so how, these macro-level 
characteristics may account for differences in job preferences, both across countries and over time. 

RESULTS 

First, descriptive results are presented, followed by results from multivariate analyses. To start, 
Table 2 shows descriptive statistics for work values in the eight dimensions examined. The 
proportions in the first row sum the proportions of individuals who attribute significant impor-
tance in each value dimension, either as very important or important. These summed propor-
tions convey a central understanding. Large majorities simultaneously express preferences in 
several job-quality dimensions, above all having a secure and interesting job—that is, both 
extrinsic and intrinsic qualities. Only a few regard any of these job qualities as unimportant 
or very unimportant (on average 5 percent and 1 percent, respectively). Also, the mid-response 

TABLE 2 
Job Preferences, Descriptive Statistics, 19 Countries 1989–2015, Working and Unemployed Persons, 

Home Workers  

Secure  
job 

High  
income 

Advance- 
ment  

opport. 
Interesting  

job 
Help  

others 
Useful to  
society 

Control  
over work 

organization 

Control  
over 
work  
time  

Important or very  
important (%)  

94  75  72  95  73  71  80  59 

Very important (%)  57  19  23  53  25  24  32  19 
Important (%)  37  56  49  43  48  47  49  40 
Neither nor (%)  4  19  19  4  21  22  15  26 
Not important (%)  2  5  8  1  5  6  4  13 
Not important at all (%)  0  0  1  0  1  1 1  2 

Average (on a scale of 1–5) 4.49 3.89 3.86 4.47 3.92 3.88 4.07 3.61 
Standard deviation 0.69 0.79 0.90 0.62 0.85 0.88 0.82 1.01 
Missing  513 605  824 555 774 835 623 823 
Total number of cases 43,179 43,179 43,179 43,179 43,179 43,179 43,179 43,179 

Source: ISSP 1989, 1997, 2005, 2015 (authors’ calculations).   

- -  - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -  - -  

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -  - -  
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alternative “neither/nor” is chosen by relatively few of the respondents, on average 16 percent, 
with the most (26 percent) related to control over work time. The two most universally valued 
job qualities—having a secure and interesting job—are preferred by 94–95 percent of all indi-
viduals. Moreover, most regarded these job qualities (57 percent and 53 percent, respectively) 
as “very important,” which contrasts with valuations in the other six dimensions, where the 
most common response is “important.” These value dimensions also vary the least across 
individuals (as indicated by the standard deviation). 

The third most preferred job quality relates to work autonomy, that is, being able to work inde-
pendently. On average, this is valued by four out of five respondents (80 percent), where every 
third respondent considers it to be “very important.” Next, four job qualities are valued by equally 
large majorities (71–75 percent), which include two extrinsic and two intrinsic job qualities: high 
income and advancement opportunities as well as jobs perceived as useful to society and helpful to 
others. Roughly half of all respondents regard these aspects as “important,” whereas approxi-
mately every fourth or fifth respondent (19–25 percent) regards them as “very important.” Finally, 
the value dimension preferred by the smallest majority (on average 59 percent) relates to control 
over one’s working time. Nevertheless, every fifth respondent assigned high importance to control 
over working times, although individual differences are the largest in this value dimension, as indi-
cated by the standard deviation. Overall, these findings clearly convey how people’s work orien-
tations are composite, so that most people, regardless of their country of residence, strongly value 
both extrinsic and intrinsic aspects of work.5 These general descriptive statistics, however, may 
conceal interesting country-specific differences and over-time variation, which are described next. 

For subsequent analyses, explorative factor analysis (principal component analysis) was 
applied to the data to identify potential underlying valuation factors, which could efficiently 
reduce the number of value dimensions for analyses. Initial analysis revealed that the indicator 
for “interesting job” did not load exclusively on one factor when countries were analyzed 
separately. For these reasons, this item is kept separate, facilitating a factor solution that is 
comparable across countries. Remaining items were grouped into three theoretically substan-
tiated factors: (1) extrinsic values (job security, high income, and advancement opportunities), 
(2) intrinsic values (help others and useful to society), and preferences for (3) job autonomy 
(independent work and control over one’s work time). The results from factor analyses based 
on the whole sample are presented in the Appendix (Table A1, which is also the solution with 
acceptable robustness across countries as well as gender). 

Three additive indexes were constructed, one for each latent factor/dimension. Figures 1A–B 
shows the averages across countries and time for the three value dimensions/indexes and the 
single item relating to preferences for an interesting job. Figure 1A shows results relating to 
extrinsic (triangular markers) and intrinsic (square markers) values, while Figure 1B presents 
valuations of job autonomy (round markers) and the importance of having an interesting job 
(diamond markers). Lines between markers indicate changes over time (between adjacent 
survey years, or else separate markers). Countries are again grouped geographically along 
the x-axis (similar to Table 1, alphabetically within groups). 

An overview of Figure 1A–B  shows how the strongest valuations (on average 4.47) concern 
having an interesting job. This is a consequence of how the equally strong valuations of job 
security are included within the extrinsic index. Nevertheless, in relative terms, valuations of 
an interesting job are higher, on average in all but two countries, than the second most preferred 
value dimension, extrinsic values (on average 4.08). Only in Spain do extrinsic preferences 

152 ESSER AND LINDH 



FIGURE 1 Job preferences by four dimensions 1989–2015 (averages 1–5), 19 OECD-countries. A. Extrinsic and 
intrinsic. B. Job autonomy and interesting job. Source: ISSP 1989, 1997, 2005, 2015 (authors’ calculations). Note: 
Extrinsic index includes items “secure job,” “high income,” and “advancement opportunities.” Intrinsic index includes 
“useful to society” and “helpful to others.” Job autonomy includes ability to “work independently” and “control over 
work time and hours.” Having an interesting job is a single item.   
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supersede having an interesting job. In Portugal, these values are preferred equally. All in all, 
the overall universality and stability in the preference for having an interesting job is striking. 
Only the Dutch are somewhat less concerned with having an interesting job (in the three sur-
veyed years).6 

Turning to a comparison of the three composite indexes, the general pattern indicates how 
extrinsic factors are more important in most countries than both job autonomy and intrinsic values 
(highly contingent on job security being included in this index). Cross-country variation, however, 
is substantial, especially in relation to extrinsic preferences. These are less important in Nordic and 
western European countries, whereas they are of greater importance in the Anglo-Saxon countries, 
and especially in the three southern European countries. The particularly low average of Danish 
respondents’ extrinsic values relates to their lower concern with job security.7 

Somewhat unexpected, from both a modernization theoretical and institutional perspective, 
is the cross-national pattern of intrinsic preferences, which to some extent parallels that of 
extrinsic preferences, although with less variation across countries. Also, British values 
throughout the period are more like those in northern and western Europe. The importance 
of extrinsic values overall is that they are notably stable over time, although with pronounced 
increases in Spain and the United States. However, intrinsic values have increased over time 
in several countries, especially in Belgium, Switzerland, Germany, New Zealand, and the 
United States.8 Exceptions include decreasing intrinsic valuations in Denmark and, to some 
extent, in Australia. 

Valuations of job autonomy (Figure 1B) show less variation across countries that have also 
become somewhat more similar over time given the increased importance of job autonomy, 
especially in Spain, Portugal, and New Zealand. In Norway, too, valuations of autonomy 
increased in the 1990s, while they are overall least important in France and, in later survey 
years, Australia, the United States (which saw decreases over time), and the UK (continuous 
low valuations). By 2015, however, it becomes difficult to discern any obvious pattern related 
to geographical groupings. 

In sum, Figure 1 conveys an overall picture of relative stability in job preferences over time 
in most countries. Instead, it is across countries that work valuations differ more markedly. To 
explore how these differences may relate to both sociodemographic and contextual factors, 
results from multivariate analyses are presented next. Given the universality and stability over 
time in preferences for having an interesting job, restricting the amount of variation to be 
explained by contextual characteristics at the macro level, this item is excluded from the multi-
variate analyses below. 

Multivariate Analyses 

The multivariate analyses are based on multilevel modeling, which is the appropriate 
statistical technique when data are nested in a hierarchical structure. Three data levels are 
distinguished: individuals ¼ Level 1; year-country ¼ Level 2; and country ¼ Level 3. This 
three-level design makes it possible to distinguish differences between countries (cross-sectional 
effects) from variation over time within countries (longitudinal effects). 

The results presented in Table 3 show associations between sociodemographic factors and 
job preferences. Estimates are unstandardized regression coefficients with associated standard 
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errors, and represent the average (fixed) effect across countries and country-years.9 All interpre-
tations, however, focus on broader patterns rather than exact numerical estimates. Estimated 
models also provide intraclass coefficients (ICC), shown in the lower section of the table. These 
indicate the proportion of variation located at each level as compared with the total variation (at 
all levels).10 An overview of contextual variation largely confirms the above conclusions, how 
values generally vary decidedly less over time (ICC—country*year) than across countries 
(ICC—country). Across-country variation is the largest in the extrinsic dimension 
(Models A0–A1), somewhat lower in intrinsic values (Models B0–B1), and least with regard 
to job autonomy (Models C0–C1). 

To start, extrinsic values are weaker among people with higher education, who 
instead have stronger preferences for intrinsic values and especially job autonomy than those 
with lower education, results that are well in line with theoretical expectations.11 Still, it 
should be noted that the two items included in the intrinsic factor indicate more 
collectively oriented intrinsic values (usefulness to society and helpful to others), rather than 
more individualistic orientations (toward self-realization), which is what modernization 
theory specifically stipulates should be of increasing importance with higher levels of 
education. 

Next, job preferences are distinctly gendered in relation to intrinsic values. On average, 
women express stronger intrinsic preferences. Preferences for job autonomy are also gendered, 
but to a more limited extent. Women tend to be more concerned with job autonomy than men, 
as may be expected, because women are more often in part-time work and generally take more 
responsibility for reproductive work in the home (also in the models controlling for labor 
market status). Notably men’s and women’s preferences for extrinsic values do not differ. 
Men and women share extrinsic values in a highly similar fashion.12 

Regarding age-related job preferences, younger people are more extrinsically oriented 
than older people, in a relatively linear relationship. Inversely, older people (45–59) tend 
to have stronger intrinsic preferences than younger people, which are weakest among those 
ages 25–35, which is the age span coinciding with early family formation and more 
pronounced breadwinner obligations. Preferences for job autonomy (C1) are the strongest 
among 35–44-year-olds, the age group likely to have school-age children. Analyses do 
not allow distinguishing between life-cycle dynamics and a generation/cohort component, 
but our informed interpretation is that these orientations reflect mainly life-cycle-related 
career trajectories in the labor market. On average, older people are more likely than 
younger people to have achieved job security, high income, and career advancement in com-
bination with diminished breadwinner obligations, something that might make them less 
inclined to prioritize (additional) extrinsic job aspects, but rather intrinsic values and job 
autonomy. 

Results relating to labor market status show distinct differences. Part-time employees have 
weaker extrinsic preferences, but stronger preferences for intrinsic qualities and job autonomy 
than full-time employees. As discussed above, this may relate to selection, that is, how part- 
time employees, of which women form the majority, may choose to work less, partly in 
relation to stronger valuations of other spheres in life, and partly in line with care-rational 
valuations more prevalent in care-service-oriented (part-time) jobs. Noteworthy is the simi-
larity between unemployed persons’ and full-time employees’ preferences for intrinsic values 
and job autonomy. Unemployed people, however, are less concerned with extrinsic values. 
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Again, this may be related to the extent that selection into unemployment is voluntary or 
involuntary. Unemployed people’s extrinsic preferences may differ before (more voluntary) 
unemployment or may decrease upon (more involuntarily) becoming unemployed, as part 
of coping strategies to decrease stress around lower economic security (e.g., Lazarus and 
Folkman 1984). Home workers’ job preferences are weaker in all dimensions than full-time 
employees’ work values, resonating with distinctly lower levels of commitment to paid work 
among home workers (Esser 2005b). 

Finally, concerning the development of job preferences over time, what stands out is the 
somewhat increasing importance of intrinsic preferences, a finding that fits well with moderni-
zation theory. There is, however, no unambiguous inverse effect for extrinsic preferences. 
Although these preferences are somewhat stronger in 1989, the decrease over time is not 
continuous for all survey years. In the models relating to job autonomy, valuations are generally 
stable over time. In only one model, variation over time supersedes cross-country variation (C0, 
relating to job autonomy), although both ICC–proportions are quite small (2.08 percent and 1.36 
percent, respectively). Lastly, a note on the importance of compositional effects on job 
preference. The highly similar proportions of contextual variation across models without 
controls (A–C0), as compared with models including controls (A–C1), convey how the 
inclusion of individual characteristics does not explain much of disclosed cross-country or 
over-time variation, but rather leaves significant variation to be explained by the inclusion of 
contextual factors in the next step of analyses. 

Accounting for Variation in Preferences at the Contextual Level 

A “hybrid model” is used to estimate relationships between preferences and contextual factors 
using multilevel modeling. This method distinguishes cross-sectional and longitudinal associa-
tions by entering each contextual variable into models in two ways. First, the country-level 
variable (CS in Table 3) indicates the average score of a specific contextual attribute spanning 
all survey years. Second, the longitudinal country-year variable (LT in Table 3) indicates the 
differential effect of a country’s score for a specific year from that country’s overall mean value 
spanning all survey years (for further discussion, see Fairbrother 2014; Schmidt-Catran and 
Fairbrother 2015). 

A methodological challenge in most comparative studies is the restricted number of contex-
tual units. Given limitations in statistical power, only one or a few contextual variables are thus 
entered in each model for reasonable accuracy in estimates. Nevertheless, the relative impor-
tance of different contextual variables may be evaluated by comparing models based on 
fixed-effect estimates, random effect variances, and overall model fit. With regard to the latter, 
the Bayesian information criterion (BIC) weights model fit and parsimony, where lower BIC 
values suggest more effective representations of the data. 

Table 4 reports the results from multilevel models when job preferences are regressed on 
the contextual variables. Each model (shown horizontally in the table) includes also the full 
set of independent individual-level variables (see Table 3), but are not shown for reasons of 
parsimony. First, the associations between extrinsic preferences (A) and the level of econ-
omic development in Models A2 and A8 are negative, but only significant in Model A2 
when the effect of income inequality is not accounted for. The longitudinal estimates for 
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gross domestic product (GDP) per capita are insignificant throughout, suggesting that extrin-
sic preferences have not changed over time as a function of a country’s economic develop-
ment. All models that include income inequality (A3, A8–10, and A13) indicate a relatively 
strong cross-sectional association, which is also robust to the inclusion of the other contex-
tual variables. This factor, however, does not explain changes over time. The importance of 
female labor force participation is assessed in Models A4, A9, A11, and A13. These models 
consistently show statistically significant negative cross-sectional associations but no longi-
tudinal relationship. Model A5 shows how extrinsic preferences are weaker in countries with 
more gender-equal family policies, with decreasing importance over time, and also robust to 
the inclusion of other contextual factors (in Models A10–13). Finally, extrinsic work valua-
tions are unrelated to both the generosity of social protection and the level of labor market 
organization, although a weak longitudinal association is found with social protection 
(Model A6), which is no longer statistically significant when also controlling for policies 
(Model A12). 

A comparison of the measures of model fit (BIC) and random variances across models 
indicates which models and the associated variable combinations fit the data most efficiently. 
Best model fit, despite its relative simplicity, is Model A3, demonstrating the effect of income 
inequality on extrinsic valuations. In the case of cross-country variation, inclusion of income 
inequality in Model A3 as compared to the model that only includes individual-level factors 
(Model A1), reduces residual variance from 3.81 to 1.53, suggesting that income inequality 
accounts for as much as 60 percent of country differences in extrinsic preferences. In contrast, 
the inclusion of several contextual factors in subsequent models does not improve model fit in 
relation to additional model complexity. While BIC scores of these models are only margin-
ally larger, an informed interpretation of estimate significance and explained variance could 
be warranted. Although estimate sizes in some models are not trivial, several are quite neg-
ligible despite their significance, especially in relation to longitudinal effects. For example, 
when the family policy indicator is included in Model A5 as compared to model A1, the 
residual variance at the country-year level is reduced from 0.15 to 0.12, implying how 
changes in family policy explain about 20 percent of initially quite limited variation over time 
in extrinsic preferences. 

Next, results relating to intrinsic job preferences are seen in Models B2–B11. Models B2 and 
B8 cover economic affluence (GDP per capita). The cross-sectional estimate is insignificant in 
both models, suggesting that differences in countries’ economic affluence do not explain 
cross-country variation in intrinsic preferences. However, in line with modernization theory, 
there is a statistically significant positive longitudinal association between GDP per capita 
and intrinsic preferences (Model B2), which is also robust to the inclusion of economic 
inequality (Model B8). 

In the effects of income inequality (Models B3 and B8–11), there is a positive cross- 
sectional, but a negative longitudinal, association with intrinsic preferences. Moreover, all 
models relating to female labor force participation (B4), dual-family policy (B5), social- 
insurance generosity (B6), and labor market organization (B7) produce results opposite to 
those theoretically predicted (i.e., negative as opposed to expected positive associations). 
However, only significance of female labor force participation is robust to the inclusion 
of income inequality in models (see Models B9–11). With regard to BIC estimates, similarly 
to models relating to extrinsic values, best model fit is seen for Model B3, which includes 
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income inequality only at both the cross-sectional and longitudinal levels. Again, estimates 
at both the cross-sectional and longitudinal levels are significant. However, the opposite 
signs of these estimates indicate the importance of distinguishing cross-sectional from longi-
tudinal associations in the analysis. In general, one can argue that the longitudinal estimate 
is more reliable since it controls for any unobserved heterogeneity at the country level (cf 
Schmidt-Catran 2014). This finding is also in line with the stipulated expectation from a 
welfare state institutional perspective. However, comparing the random variance compo-
nents across Models B1 and B3 suggests that Model B3 accounts for about 50 percent of 
the cross-sectional variation in intrinsic preferences, but only about 15 percent of the longi-
tudinal variation within countries (which is limited to begin with). 

Finally, valuations of job autonomy are not associated with economic development (Model 
C2), but show a negative relationship with economic inequality at both the cross-sectional and 
longitudinal levels (Model C3), where the longitudinal association remains statistically 
significant when additional contextual variables are also included (Models C8–10). With 
regard to family policies (Model C5), social-insurance generosity (Model C6), and labor 
market organization (Model C7), results show positive cross-sectional associations indicating 
stronger preferences for job autonomy in more encompassing welfare states, with more 
gender-equal family policies and more regulated labor markets, although only the effect of 
labor market organization retains its significance when economic inequality is taken into 
account (see Models C8–10). However, the marginally larger BIC estimates of these models 
as compared to the model including only individual-level characteristics (C1, Table 3), indi-
cate the limited importance of contextual characteristics for explaining the limited cross- 
national variation in these valuations. 

Summarizing these findings, results suggest that contextual factors matter for job 
preferences, primarily in relation to income inequality. First, as expected from an institutional 
perspective, in the variation between countries, extrinsic preferences are indeed stronger in 
more unequal countries, while preferences for job autonomy are somewhat weaker in more 
unequal contexts. More unexpected is the finding that also intrinsic preferences are stronger 
in more unequal countries. Second, relating to valuation changes over time, in line with 
theoretical expectations, intrinsic preferences tend to decrease with growing inequality over 
time within countries. Notably, the cross-sectional and longitudinal effects of income 
inequality are not consistent as to their “signs,” “sizes,” or “statistical significance,” making 
caution necessary in drawing strong conclusions about the generality of these estimated 
relationships. 

In relation to the other contextual factors considered in this study, the overall absence of 
strong and consistent effects, especially in relation to social protection, is somewhat unexpec-
ted. Although some associations are statistically significant, their inclusion accounts for 
limited cross-country variation as compared to models with only individual-level character-
istics included. For example, comparing Models A–C5 to Models A–C1 shows that the 
inclusion of the family policy measure as the single contextual measure accounts for 11 
percent, 14 percent, and 21 percent of the between-country variation in extrinsic, intrinsic, 
and autonomy valuations respectively. These are arguably relatively small proportions, 
especially when considering that cross-country variation in valuations of job autonomy is 
very limited to start with. Moreover, indicators of model fit do not improve for these models, 
indicating limited explanatory value to compensate for additional model complexity. In 
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relation to previous research that has shown a strong (negative) correspondence between 
welfare state generosity and income inequality outcomes (Korpi and Palme 1998; Marx, 
Salanauskaite, and Verbist, 2016), results appear to call into question the validity of 
social protection indicators. Possible explanations are further discussed in the concluding 
section. 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

Drawing on uniquely broad multidimensional survey data spanning nearly three decades, this 
article’s overarching aim is to explore how job preferences in eight central dimensions vary 
across countries and over time, between 1989 and 2015. In addition, hierarchical multivariate 
analyses evaluated the importance of individual and contextual factors for such variation. 
Guided by two contrasting theoretical perspectives—modernization theory and a welfare- 
state institutional perspective—different emphasis is accorded to individual and contextual 
factors for explaining the development of extrinsic and intrinsic job preferences. Related 
comparative research has demonstrated considerable attitude differences in work commit-
ment across modern welfare states, but comparative studies of job preferences are few. 
This article thus contributes an improved understanding of individual job preferences rel-
evant to both theories of work motivation, theories of personal well-being, and comparative 
welfare-state and labor market research concerned with empirical assessments of value for-
mation in macro-level contexts. 

Four main findings are reported. First, secure and interesting jobs, that is, both extrinsic and 
intrinsic valuations, are unambiguously the most universally preferred job qualities, valued as 
important by 94–95 percent of all employees, with striking similarities across countries and over 
time, attesting to the central significance of these job qualities. Second, values are overall rela-
tively stable in the period studied, although the importance of intrinsic values has increased 
somewhat. Rather, it is mainly across countries that work values differ. Although the inter-
national survey data provide a unique opportunity to evaluate valuation change during a quarter 
of a century, this is still a relatively short and limited period in the history of working (wo)man. 
All of the countries compared have already taken major steps toward being service- and knowl-
edge-intensive economies, where relatively small proportions of employees are involved in 
manual industrial or agricultural labor. From this perspective, it is notable how large propor-
tions of all employees, independent of skill, express strong job preferences across several 
extrinsic and intrinsic value dimensions. Restricted availability of data on occupations in the 
earliest survey unfortunately precluded closer evaluation of the occupational gradient in work 
valuations. 

Third, large majorities (every third or fourth respondent) also express appreciation for 
several other intrinsic and extrinsic dimensions—for work autonomy, jobs with high income, 
advancement opportunities, jobs perceived as useful to society or helpful to others. These 
findings accentuate the importance of acknowledging the multidimensionality of work 
values, their complexity, and the way most individuals are simultaneously intrinsically 
and extrinsically oriented toward work. In other words, most people value several aspects 
of work, differing rather in their relative importance, and possibly timing in their combina-
tions. The latter is supported by the greater importance of extrinsic values and job autonomy 
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(control over work organization and work times) among individuals in ages most prone to 
family formation and child-rearing. Despite such commonalities, values were found to be 
clearly gendered and related to education; women are more intrinsically oriented and more 
concerned with job autonomy, whereas people with higher education express less concern 
about extrinsic values, but more concern with intrinsic values and job autonomy. Overall, 
these micro-level findings are in line with expectations of modernization theory, as well 
as theories on early socialization and prolonged socialization through extended education 
systems. Gendered values also support arguments raised from a care-rational reasoning, to 
the extent that women are overrepresented in the care-service sector, which bears further 
assessment in occupational specific analyses. To the extent that education is also strongly 
correlated with income, the idea of hierarchical needs, proposed by Maslow, receives some 
support in so that people with higher education are less extrinsically oriented toward work. 

Fourth, multivariate analyses attributed most explanatory power of cross-country 
variation in work values to income inequality. Extrinsic as well as intrinsic work values 
are more important in more unequal societies, which in part supports expectations of the 
welfare-state institutional perspective. In support of modernization theoretical arguments, 
increasingly intrinsic valuations over time are, to a limited extent, related to increasing 
economic affluence. In relation to the somewhat unexpected finding of stronger intrinsic 
valuations in countries with more unequal income distributions, it must be noted how the 
intrinsic value factor is based on two distinct, collectively oriented intrinsic survey items: 
jobs valued as useful to society and those valued as helpful to others. In other words, they 
do not capture the individualistic self-realization value orientation emphasized by 
modernization theory. Notably, no positive longitudinal associations were found between 
income inequality and job preferences, but in fact a weak negative relationship in the 
case of intrinsic preferences. This points to the need for more research before more detailed 
conclusions can be drawn concerning the relationship between economic inequality and job 
preferences. 

The analysis consistently supported neither of the two theoretical perspectives. Moderni-
zation theory predicts more substantial valuation changes over time in tandem with growing 
economic development and female labor force participation. Instead, job preferences are 
remarkably stable over the time period examined, where the limited temporal change 
observed is only explained to a minor extent by the contextual characteristics considered 
in this study. From a welfare-state institutionalist perspective, the limited contextual effects 
of social policy indicators were unexpected. To the extent that encompassing Nordic welfare 
states have been found more redistributive, producing lower security inequalities as com-
pared to basic security-oriented welfare states in Anglophone countries (see, e.g., Korpi 
and Palme 1998), a stronger association between more generous social protection and job 
preferences would be expected, although indirectly and to the extent that such measures 
do in fact reduce income inequalities. 

This study is not without limitations. Although it addresses eight central value dimensions, 
still more important dimensions would have improved robustness in the construction of valu-
ation factors, not least to better evaluate the relevance of central theorems of modernization 
theory. Specifically, this concerns the central importance of individualistic intrinsic dimensions 
reflecting aspects of self-realization. Another limitation is that the design of the survey 
questionnaire does not prompt individuals to rank or relate work-value dimensions directly to 
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each other, requiring the indirect inference of the importance of these dimensions. In addition, 
the potential of hierarchical regression models would obviously be enhanced by including more 
countries in the analysis, and expanding variation in work values if, for example, post- 
communist countries, low- and middle-income countries, or Asian economies were also 
included. Yet, such an expanded scope also relies on the availability of quality contextual 
measures. 

While the comparative perspective in this study has indicated some importance of contextual 
factors, especially income equality, for variations in work valuations across countries, it is 
rather the similarities in valuations across these (rich) countries over the time period studied that 
stand out—large majorities across all countries are strongly both extrinsically and intrinsically 
oriented toward work. People generally prefer a variety of qualities in a job, above all secure 
and interesting jobs. In relation to the current policy pursuit of increased participation and 
full-time work for extended shares of the labor force, but also attainment of long sustainable 
working lives, it also seems reasonable to increase concern with a number of central job 
qualities that are highly valued and may also be expected to avert potentially costly work- 
related forms of stress and ill-health. Assessing how social policies and labor market regulations 
may successfully promote various job qualities that can accommodate widely shared job 
preferences and be conducive to better work-related health and stronger work motivation, would 
certainly be fruitful steps for future research. 
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NOTES   

1. For more information on the ISSP-data and weighting of data for enhanced country representativity, see www. 
issp.org.   

2. Limitations in the data only permit dichotomization of educational level for reasonable comparative accuracy, 
although more recent modules include harmonized International Standard of Classification of Education (ISCED) codes.   

3. Seemingly similar female labor force participation rates across Nordic, western, and southern European 
countries, however, conceal marked differences in full- and part-time participation, which, however, are controlled 
for at the micro level in analyses.   

4. The high welfare-state generosity measure for Ireland is related to high coverage rates of universal, but 
relatively low, benefit replacement rates (flat rates). 
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5. In part, this may be a consequence of the survey design, which permits respondents to express equally high 
valuations for all dimensions, and thus offers a possibly more indirect indication of which dimensions are more 
important, as compared with survey questions that had prompted respondents to rank or choose one or a few value 
dimensions over others.   

6. In contrast to majorities in all other countries, in the Netherlands, a minority values an interesting job as “very 
important” (39 percent).   

7. In Denmark, a minority (40 percent) values a secure job as “very important,” in contrast to majorities in the 
other countries.   

8. Closer inspection of the data shows how increases over time are especially prevalent in valuations of control 
over working times, possibly relating to increasing female labor force participation, which in many countries involves 
part-time work.   

9. For example, Model A1 shows that, on average, across countries and over time, those with higher education 
have slightly weaker extrinsic preferences than those with lower education (B ¼ −0.10, SE ¼ 0.01).  

10. This is calculated as the variation at one level divided by the sum of variation across all levels. For example, in 
Model A0, the cross-sectional ICC (ICC—Country) is calculated as 4.24/(30.06 þ 4.24 þ0.24) ¼ 12.28 percent.  

11. These results pertain to all individuals across all countries, but do not assess the extent to which these 
differences are prevalent in each country. Closer inspection of the data reveals how education is not a distinguishing 
factor for extrinsic valuations in the Nordic or Anglophone countries, excluding the United States, or in relation to 
job autonomy in the Anglophone countries.  

12. Country-specific analyses (not in the table) show that only in the Netherlands are women significantly less 
extrinsically oriented than men. 

ORCID  

Ingrid Esser http://orcid.org/0000-0002-5994-5522  
Arvid Lindh http://orcid.org/0000-0002-4436-1559  

REFERENCES 

Alwin, Duane F., Michael Braun, and Jaqueline Scott. 1992. “The Separation of Work and the Family: Attitudes 
Towards Women’s Labour Force Participation in Germany, Britain and the United States.” European Sociological 
Review 8(1):13–37. doi:10.1093/oxfordjournals.esr.a036620. 

Argyris, Chris. 1964. Integrating the Individual and the Organisation. New York, NY: Wiley. 
Aronsson, Göran, and Victoria Blom. 2010. “Work Conditions for Workers with Good Long-Term Health.” Inter-

national Journal of Workplace Health Management 3(2):160–72. doi:10.1108/17538351011055041. 
Arts, Wil, and John Gelissen. 2002. “Three Worlds of Welfare Capitalism or More? A State-of -the-Art Report.” 

Journal of European Social Policy 12(2):160–172. doi:10.1177/0952872002012002114. 
Berglund, Tomas. 2001. “Attityder till arbete i Västeuropa och USA.”Ph. D. diss., Göteborg University, Sweden. 
Bergqvist, Kersti, Monica Åberg Yngwe, and Olle Lundberg. 2013. “Understanding the Role of Welfare State Charac-

teristics for Health and Inequalities: An Analytical Review.” BMC Public Health 13(1234):1–20. doi:10.1186/1471- 
2458-13-1234. 

Betz, Michael, and Lenahan O’Connell. 1989. “Work Orientations of Males and Females - Exploring the Gender Socia-
lization Approach.” Sociological Inquiry 59(3):318–330. 

Borg, Ingwer. 1990. “Multiple Facetisations of Work Values.” Applied Psychology: An International Review 
39(4):401–12. doi:10.1111/j.1464-0597.1990.tb01063.x. 

Bowles, Samuel, and Herbert Gintis. 2000. “Reciprocity, Self-Interest and the Welfare State.” Nordic Journal of 
Political Economy 26:33–53. 

Clark, Andrew. 2005a. “What Makes a Good Job?. Evidence from OECD Countries.”in Job Quality and 
Employer Behaviour, edited by Stephen Brazen, Claudio Lucifora, and Wiemer Salverda, 11–30. New York: 
Palgrave Macmillan. 

166 ESSER AND LINDH 

http://orcid.org/0000-0002-5994-5522
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-4436-1559
https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordjournals.esr.a036620
https://doi.org/10.1108/17538351011055041
https://doi.org/10.1177/0952872002012002114
https://doi.org/10.1186/1471-2458-13-1234
https://doi.org/10.1186/1471-2458-13-1234
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1464-0597.1990.tb01063.x


Clark, Andrew. 2005b. “Your Money or Your Life: Changing Job Quality in OECD Countries.” British Journal of 
Industrial Relations 43(3):377–400. 

Davoine, Lucie, Christine Erhel, and Mathilde Guergoat. 2008. “A Taxonomy of European Labour Markets Using Quality 
Indicators.” Rapport de recherche, May 2008, No 45. Centre d’Etudes de l’Emploi (CEE). Noisy-le-Grand 
cedex. https://www.researchgate.net/publication/5082933_A_Taxonomy_of_European_Labour_Markets_Using_ 
Quality_Indicators 

Drobnicõ, Sonia, B. Beham, and P. Präg. 2010. “Good Job, Good Life?. Working Conditions and Quality of Life in 
Europe.” Social Indicators Research 99(2):205–25. doi:10.1007/s11205-010-9586-7. 

Edlund, Jonas, and Anne Grönlund. 2008. “Class and Work Autonomy in 21 Countries: A Question of Production 
Regime or Power Resources?” Acta Sociologica 53(3): 213–28. doi:10.1177/0001699310374489. 

Esping-Andersen, Gösta. 1990. The Three Worlds of Welfare Capitalism. Cambridge: Polity Press. 
Esser, Ingrid. 2005a. “Unemployment Insurance and Work Values in Twenty-Three Welfare States.” Pp. 85–123 in 

“Why Work? Comparative Studies on Welfare Regimes and Individuals’ Work Orientations.” Ph. D. diss. Swedish 
Institute for Social Research, Stockholm University. 

Esser, Ingrid. 2005b. “Welfare Regimes, Production Regimes and Employment Commitment: A Multi-level Analysis of 
Twelve OECD countries.” Pp. 45–86 in Why Work? Comparative Studies on Welfare Regimes and Individuals’ 
Work Orientations. Ph. D. diss. Swedish Institute for Social Research, Stockholm University. https://www.diva- 
portal.org/smash/get/diva2:195357/FULLTEXT01.pdf 

Esser, Ingrid. 2017. “Lone Parents’ Self-rated Health in European Comparative Perspective: Socio-Economic Factors, 
Job Context and Social Protection.”Pp. 180–207 in Fertility, Health and Lone Parenting: European Contexts, edited 
by Fabienne Portier. Oxford: Routledge. 

Esser, Ingrid, and Karen M. Olsen. 2012. “Perceived Job Quality: Autonomy and Job Security within a Multi-Level 
Framework.” European Sociological Review 28(4):443–54. doi:10.1093/esr/jcr009. 

Esser, Ingrid, and Karen M. Olsen. 2018. “Single and Coupled Parents’ Matching on Job Quality: How Institutions 
Matter in European Perspective.” Pp. 285–312 in The Triple Bind of Single-Parent Families, edited by Rense 
Nieuwenhuis, and Laurie C. Maldonado. University of Bristol: Policy Press. 

Eurofound. 2012. Trends in Job Quality in Europe. Authors: Francis Green and Tarket Mostafa (LLAKES Centre, 
Institute of Education, London). Luxembourg: Publications Office of the European Union. 

European Commission. 2008. “Measuring the Quality of Employment in the EU.”Pp. 147–73 in Employment in Europe. 
Luxembourg: Office of Official Publications of the European Communities. 

Fairbrother, Malcolm. 2014. “Two Multilevel Modeling Techniques for Analyzing Comparative Longitudinal Survey 
Datasets.” Political Science Research and Methods 2(1):119–40. doi:10.1017/psrm.2013.24. 

Ferrarini, Tommy. 2006. Families, States and Labour Markets. Cheltenham: Edward Elgar. 
Gallie, Duncan,, ed. 2007a. Employment Regimes and the Quality of Work. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
Gallie, Duncan. 2007b. “Welfare Regimes, Employment Systems and Job Preference Orientations.” European 

Sociological Review 23(3):279–93. 
Gallie, Duncan, and Susanne Alm. 2000. “Unemployment, Gender and Attitudes to Work.”Pp. 109–33 in Welfare 

Regimes and the Experience of Unemployment in Europe, edited by Duncan Gallie, and Serge Paugam. Oxford: 
Oxford University Press. 

Gallie, Duncan, Alan Felstead, and Francis Green. 2012. “Job Preferences and the Intrinsic Quality of Work: The 
Changing Attitudes of British Employees 1992–2006.” Work, Employment and Society 26(5):806–21. 
doi:10.1177/0950017012451633. 

Greenan, Nathalie, Ekaterina Kalugina, and Emmanuelle Walkowiak. 2014. “Has the Quality of Working Life Improved 
in the EU-15 Between 1995 and 2005?” Industrial and Corporate Change 23(2):399–428. doi:10.1093/icc/dtt012. 

Gundelach, Peter. 2002. “Vaerdier på dagordenen.” Pp. 11–43 in Danskernes Vaerdier, edited by Peter Gundelach. 
Copenhagen: Hans Reitzels Folag A/S. 

Hackman, J. Richard, and Greg R. Oldham. 1976. “Motivation through the Design of Work: Test of a Theory.” 
Organizational Behaviour and Human Performance 16(2):250–79. doi:10.1016/0030-5073(76)90016-7. 

Handel, Michael J. 2005. “Trends in Perceived Job Quality, 1989 to 1998.” Work and Occupations 32(1):66–94. 
doi:10.1177/0730888404271901. 

Hult, Carl, and Stefan Svallfors. 2002. “Production Regimes and Work Orientations: A Comparison of Six Western 
Countries.” European Sociological Review 18(3):315–31. doi:10.1093/esr/18.3.315. 

Inglehart, Ronald. 1977. The Silent Revolution. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press. 

JOB PREFERENCES IN COMPARATIVE PERSPECTIVE 167 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/5082933_A_Taxonomy_of_European_Labour_Markets_Using_Quality_Indicators
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/5082933_A_Taxonomy_of_European_Labour_Markets_Using_Quality_Indicators
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11205-010-9586-7
https://doi.org/10.1177/0001699310374489
https://www.diva-portal.org/smash/get/diva2:195357/FULLTEXT01.pdf
https://www.diva-portal.org/smash/get/diva2:195357/FULLTEXT01.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1093/esr/jcr009
https://doi.org/10.1017/psrm.2013.24
https://doi.org/10.1177/0950017012451633
https://doi.org/10.1093/icc/dtt012
https://doi.org/10.1016/0030-5073(76)90016-7
https://doi.org/10.1177/0730888404271901
https://doi.org/10.1093/esr/18.3.315


Inglehart, Ronald. 1990. Culture Shift in Advanced Industrial Society. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press. 
Inglehart, Ronald, and Paul Abramson. 1994. “Economic Security and Value Change.” American Political Science 

Review 88(2):336–54. doi:10.2307/2944708. 
Inglehart, Ronald, and Wayne Baker. 2000. “Modernization, Cultural Change, and the Persistence of Traditional 

Values.” American Sociological Review 65(1):19–51. doi:10.2307/2657288. 
ISSP. 2017. International Social Survey Program, Work Orientations. Zentralarchiv für Empirische Sozialforschung, 

Mannheim. www.issp.org. 
Jahn, Detlef. 2016. “Changing of the Guard: Trends in Corporatist Arrangements in 42 Highly Industrialized Societies 

from 1960 to 2010.” Socio-Economic Review 14(1):47–71. doi:10.1093/ser/mwu028. 
Jahoda, Marie. 1982. Employment and Unemployment: A Social Psychological Analysis. New York, NY: Cambridge 

University Press. 
Kalleberg, Arne L., and Larry J. Griffin. 1978. “Positional Sources of Inequality in Job Satisfaction.” Sociology of Work 

and Occupations 5(4):371–401. doi:10.1177/073088847800500401. 
Kalleberg, Arne L. 1977. “Work Values and Job Rewards: A Theory of Job Satisfaction.” American Sociological 

Review 42(1):124–43. doi:10.2307/2117735. 
Kalleberg, Arne L. 2009. “Precarious Work, Insecure Workers: Employment Relations in Transitions.” American 

Sociological Review 74(1):1–22. 
Kalleberg, Arne L. 2011. Good Jobs, Bad Jobs: The Rise of Polarized and Precarious Employment Systems in the 

United States, 1970s to 2000s. New York, NY: Russell Sage Foundation. 
Korpi, Walter, and Joakim Palme. 1998. “The Paradox of Redistribution and the Strategy of Equality: Welfare State 

Institutions, Inequality and Poverty in the Western Countries.” American Sociological Review 63(5):661–87. 
doi:10.2307/2657333. 

Lazarus, Richard S., and Susan Folkman. 1984. Stress, Appraisal, and Coping. New York: Springer. 
Lindsay, P., and W. E. Knox. 1984. “Continuity and Change in Work Values among Young Adults: A Longitudinal 

Study.” American Journal of Sociology 89(4):818–931. doi:10.1086/227950. 
LIS. 2017. “Luxembourg Income Study, Key Figures on Inequality and Poverty.” Retrieved September 1, 2017 (www. 

lisdatacenter.org/data-access/key-figures/inequality-and-poverty). 
Loughlin, Catherine, and Robert Murray. 2013. “Employment Status Congruence and Job Quality.” Human Relations 

66(4):529–53. doi:10.1177/0018726712460705. 
Lyness, Karen S, Janet C. Gornick, Pamela Stone, and Angela R. Grotto. 2012. “It’s All About Control: Worker Control 

over Schedule and Hours in Cross-National Context.” American Sociological Review 77(6):1023–49. 
Marx, Ive, Lina Salanauskaite, and Gerlinde Verbist. 2016. “For the Poor, but Not Only the Poor: On Optimal 

Pro-Poorness in Redistributive Policies.” Social Forces 95(1):1–24. doi:10.1093/sf/sow058. 
Maslow, Abraham. 1954. Motivation and Personality. New York: Harper and Row. 
Mortimer, Jeylan T., and Jon Lorence. 1979. “Work Experience and Occupational Value Socialization: A Longitudinal 

Study.” American Journal of Sociology 84(6):1361–85. doi:10.1086/226938. 
Mottaz, Clifford J. 1985. “The Relative Importance of Intrinsic and Extrinsic Rewards as Determinants of Work 

Satisfaction.” Sociological Quarterly 26(3):365–85. doi:10.1111/j.1533-8525.1985.tb00233.x. 
Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD). 2017. “OECD.Stat.” Retrieved September 1, 2017 

(http://stats.oecd.org). 
Pichler, Florian, and Claire Wallace. 2009. “What Are the Reasons for Differences in Job Satisfaction across Europe? 

Individual, Compositional and Institutional Explanations.” European Sociological Review 25(5):535–49. doi:10.1093/ 
esr/jcn070. 

Ros, Maria, Shalom H. Schwartz, and Shoshana Surkiss. 1999. “Basic Individual Values, Work Values, and 
the Meaning of Work.” Applied Psychology: An International Review 48(1):49–71. doi:10.1080/026999499377664. 

Schmidt-Catran, Alexander W. 2014. “Economic Inequality and Public Demand for Redistribution: Combining 
Cross-Sectional and Longitudinal Evidence.” Socio-Economic Review 14(1):119–40. doi:10.1093/ser/mwu030. 

Schmidt-Catran, Alexander W., and Malcolm Fairbrother. 2015. “The Random Effects in Ulti-Level Models: Getting 
Them Wrong and Getting Them Right.” European Sociological Review 32(1):23–38. doi:10.1093/esr/jcv090. 

Sjöberg, Ola. 2010. “Social Insurance as a Collective Resource: Unemployment Benefits, Job Insecurity and Subjective 
Well-being in a Comparative Perspective.” Social Forces 88(3):1281–304. 

SPIN. 2016. Social Policy Indicator Database. Stockholm: Swedish Institute for Social Research. University of 
Stockholm. http://www.sofi.su.se/spin/. 

168 ESSER AND LINDH 

https://doi.org/10.2307/2944708
https://doi.org/10.2307/2657288
http://www.issp.org
https://doi.org/10.1093/ser/mwu028
https://doi.org/10.1177/073088847800500401
https://doi.org/10.2307/2117735
https://doi.org/10.2307/2657333
https://doi.org/10.1086/227950
http://www.lisdatacenter.org/data-access/key-figures/inequality-and-poverty
http://www.lisdatacenter.org/data-access/key-figures/inequality-and-poverty
https://doi.org/10.1177/0018726712460705
https://doi.org/10.1093/sf/sow058
https://doi.org/10.1086/226938
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1533-8525.1985.tb00233.x
http://stats.oecd.org
https://doi.org/10.1093/esr/jcn070
https://doi.org/10.1093/esr/jcn070
https://doi.org/10.1080/026999499377664
https://doi.org/10.1093/ser/mwu030
https://doi.org/10.1093/esr/jcv090
http://www.sofi.su.se/spin/


Stier, H., and M. Yaish. 2014. “Occupational Segregation and Gender Inequality in Job Quality: A Multi-Level 
Approach.” Work Employment and Society 28(2):225–46. doi:10.1177/0950017013510758. 

Svallfors, Stefan, Knut Halvorsen, and Jørgen Goul Andersen. 2001. “Work Orientations in Scandinavia: Employment 
Commitment and Organizational Commitment in Denmark, Norway and Sweden.” Acta Sociologica 44(2):139–56. 
doi:10.1177/000169930104400203. 

Waerness, Kari. 1984. “The Rationality of Caring.” Economic and Industrial Democracy 5(2):185–211. doi:10.1177/ 
0143831x8452003. 

Waerness, Kari. 2003. “Some Reflections on the Healthy Individual, Feminist Care Ethics, and the Sociological 
Tradition.” Sosiologisk tidsskrift 11(1):12–22. 

Westover, Jonathan H. 2012. “Comparative Welfare State Impacts on Work Quality and Job Satisfaction: A Cross‐ 
National Analysis.” International Journal of Social Economics 39(7):503–25. doi:10.1108/03068291211231687. 

APPENDIX   

TABLE A1 
Principal Component Analysis of 8 Dimensions of Job Preferences, Averages Across Survey Rounds 1989– 

2015, 19 OECD Countries (Working and Unemployed Persons, and Home Workers, Ages 18–59)  

A. Extrinsic B. Intrinsic C. Job control 

All Men Women All Men Women All Men Women  

Job security  0.649  0.638  0.673  0.237  0.231  0.206  −0.254  −0.241  −0.255 
High income  0.809  0.809  0.806  −0.106  −0.122  −0.080  0.198  0.195  0.209 
Advancement opportunities  0.730  0.730  0.723  0.126  0.149  0.121  0.151  0.119  0.177 
Work independently  0.072  0.056  0.074  0.244  0.234  0.293  0.700  0.708  0.675 
Help other people  0.073  0.088  0.069  0.878  0.871  0.884  0.172  0.183  0.148 
Useful to society  0.103  0.101  0.112  0.875  0.877  0.870  0.122  0.111  0.120 
Decide time of work  0.051  0.043  0.071  0.051  0.049  0.024  0.803  0.805  0.821 

Note: Extraction method: Principal component analysis, Rotation method: Varimax with Kaiser normalization. In 
five countries, principal component analysis resulted in two as compared to three factors, distinguishing the same three 
extrinsic items as one factor, while remaining items are grouped into one factor. In the Netherlands, grouping of factors 
was more mixed. 

Source: ISSP 1989, 1997, 2005, 2015 (authors’ calculations).   
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