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Abstract
Previous research has established that low-wage earners have on average lower job satisfaction. 
However, several studies have found personal characteristics, such as gender, age and educational 
level, moderate this negative impact. This article demonstrates additional factors at the 
household level, which have not yet been empirically investigated, and which may exacerbate 
gender differences. The authors analyse the job satisfaction of low-wage earners depending on 
the contribution of individual earnings to the household income and on household deprivation 
using the 2013 special wave of the EU-SILC for 18 European countries. The study finds that single 
earners in low-wage employment report lower job satisfaction whereas low-wage employment 
does not seem to make a difference for secondary earners. Furthermore, low-wage earners’ job 
satisfaction is linked with the ability of their household to make ends meet.
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Introduction

Low-wage employment is a growing segment of most labour markets in the European 
Union (EU Commission, 2017). In 2014, 17.2% of all employees in the 28 EU member 
states received a wage below two-thirds of the national median wage (Eurostat, 2016). 
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Additionally, in-work poverty is rising and full- or near full-time work does not neces-
sarily safeguard against poverty (Andreß and Lohmann, 2008; Cooke and Lawton, 2008; 
García-Pérez et al., 2016; Giesselmann and Lohmann, 2008; Lohmann and Marx, 2018; 
Marchal and Marx, 2017; Ponthieux, 2010). This vein of research focused on the compo-
sition of low-wage workers and in-work poverty; other aspects, such as job satisfaction 
of low-wage workers, have hardly received any attention.

In contrast, job satisfaction research has dealt superficially with low-wage earn-
ers. Generally, low-wage earners are reported to have a lower level of job satisfac-
tion than their higher-paid counterparts (Diaz-Serrano and Cabral, 2005). However, 
Sloane and Williams (2000) report for the UK that low-wage workers show higher 
levels of job satisfaction in contrast to higher-wage workers.1 They partially attribute 
this finding to composition effects, i.e. to the fact that the low-paid are overwhelm-
ingly young, female and less educated (see also Lucifora and Salverda, 2009: 266). 
As Clark (1998) rightfully posits, income is just one factor that influences workers’ 
job satisfaction. It is possible that low-paid jobs might provide compensating dif-
ferentials in the form of non-pecuniary benefits (Leontaridi and Sloane, 2001), but 
the low quality of many low-wage jobs (McClelland and Holman, 2015) and the 
combination of low wage with atypical forms of employment (Olsthoorn, 2014) raise 
doubts about the quantity of these non-pecuniary benefits. Moreover, the effect of 
low wages on job satisfaction is likely exacerbated when the remuneration is unre-
lated to the actual demands and efforts of the work (regarding effort–reward imbal-
ances, see Siegrist, 2010, 2012).

These diverging results on the job satisfaction of low-wage workers may be influ-
enced by the gendered distribution and valuation of work and tasks in the household. 
Navarro and Salverda (2019) have recently shown that a person’s contribution to the 
household income affects job satisfaction. While quantitative studies have not yet 
explored this topic for low-wage workers, the qualitative study by Sardadvar et al. (2017) 
identified several buffering effects related to the household context that make low income 
acceptable, inter alia the pooling of resources within a household can create a ‘together 
we get by’ pattern. In this article, we explore this effect from pooled resources and intra-
household relations on job satisfaction. Our overarching research question is whether 
household context matters for low-wage earners’ job satisfaction. We focus on two pos-
sibly involved factors. First, the earner’s contribution to the household income is studied 
as a proxy for the role of the earner in the household and the necessity of the wage, as 
low-wage jobs are often chosen as additional income. Second, we study whether low-
wage earners living in a poor household demonstrate the so-called ‘together we get by’ 
pattern.

To investigate these relationships, we employ regression analysis using the 2013 spe-
cial wave from the European Union Statistics on Income and Living Conditions 
(EU-SILC) survey focusing on life satisfaction. The earners’ position in the household is 
taken into consideration, distinguishing between single earners, main earners, dual main 
earners as well as secondary earners. By portraying the specific case of low-income earn-
ers in determinants of job satisfaction, we extend both employment-related aspects and 
household factors.
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Job satisfaction: Work and non-work-related factors of 
explanation

Job satisfaction is an overall attitude people have towards their job (Kalleberg, 1977). 
Economists use job satisfaction in particular to provide a single metric of a current job 
compared with alternative opportunities (Hamermesh, 2001). The exact definition of job 
satisfaction and the acknowledged determinants of job satisfaction vary as to whether a 
situational or dispositional perspective is adopted (Fernández-Macias and Muñoz de 
Bustillo Llorente, 2014; Judge and Klinger, 2008). The situational perspective empha-
sizes the objective assessment of job characteristics for job satisfaction. The most impor-
tant characteristics are firstly related to the work contract, such as salary, contract type 
(fixed-term/open), job security and working hours, and secondly the job content, such as 
the ability to take decisions, the variation of job tasks, the career and training opportuni-
ties, and the support provided by colleagues (Judge and Klinger, 2008; Warr, 2007). 
Additionally, more distant factors such as commuting time, business-related travel and 
social status associated to the profession are important (cf. Coppin and Vandenbrande, 
2007). Thus, the situational perspective proposes that low wages will lead to decreasing 
job satisfaction if there are no compensating differential benefits.

In line with the situational perspective, many studies confirm that job satisfaction is 
related to the comparative wage level (Card et al., 2012; Clark and Oswald, 1996). In 
most European countries, low-paid workers report a lower level of job satisfaction than 
higher-paid workers (Diaz-Serrano and Cabral, 2005). Interestingly, it also has been 
shown that the job satisfaction of low-wage workers is particularly sensitive to compara-
tive information about their low pay within a company (Card et al., 2012). Other case 
studies have found that low-paid jobs might provide compensating differentials in the 
form of non-pecuniary benefits (Leontaridi and Sloane, 2001). In line with the situational 
approach we expect that the relative wage level has a strong effect on job satisfaction and 
that satisfaction will be lower among low-wage workers. Other employment characteris-
tics related to precariousness such as fixed-term contracts or part-time employment may 
also be important, but we expect that they will be less connected to the financial dimen-
sion of job satisfaction.

In contrast, the dispositional perspective argues that job satisfaction is co-determined 
by a person’s traits, expectations, values and needs (Judge and Klinger, 2008; Kalleberg, 
1977; Kalleberg and Mastekaasa, 2001). Thus, personal characteristics and contextual 
factors may alleviate or exacerbate negative effects of low wages on job satisfaction. In 
the literature, various personality concepts (Judge and Klinger, 2008), work values 
(Kalleberg, 1977; Zou, 2015) and many socio-demographic proxies, such as age (Clark 
et al., 1996; Mottaz, 1987), gender (Clark, 1997; Zou, 2015), race/ethnicity (Verkuyten 
et al., 1993), occupation and social class (Kalleberg and Griffin, 1978), have been stud-
ied as dispositional factors.

Regarding low-wage workers, Sardadvar et al. (2017) found four dispositional aspects 
that can buffer job satisfaction despite the low financial compensation: a ‘better than 
nothing’ pattern (lack of alternatives due to low education, skills recognition or stereo-
types), a prior bad work experience, a comparison of their current level of income to the 
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level they would have in their country of origin, and a ‘together we get by’ pattern (low 
wages may be compensated by other household members’ income). This implies that low 
remuneration may not be associated with a lower satisfaction if pooling and sharing of 
resources within a household provide workers with enough resources. Hence, ‘a wage 
that somebody is satisfied with is not necessarily a living wage’ (Sardadvar et al., 2017: 
para. 38). The ‘together we get by’ pattern stresses the point that although a person’s 
wage is an important element of the disposable household income, living conditions and 
deprivation are determined by the pooled income of all household members in relation to 
the household’s composition and needs.

For our research question, both perspectives may be considered complementary rather 
than contradictory. For example, gender has been found to be an important factor of job 
satisfaction (Bender et al., 2005; Clark, 1997; Rigotti et al., 2015; Zou, 2015). These 
gender differences can be partially attributed to situational job characteristics due to the 
gendered division of labour: in Western Europe, women are more likely to work part-
time or to do unpaid housework and care work. Low pay is also more prevalent among 
women, most likely to work in the service sector (Bosch, 2009; Brülle et al., 2019). 
Additionally, there are still large gender differences in occupations, economic sectors 
and contract type. ‘Gender contracts’ reflecting households’ arrangements in balancing 
paid work and care work are not simply a result of individual preferences. The outcome 
of the partners’ negotiations is a combination of practices, norms, values, structural fac-
tors and institutional opportunities (Aboim, 2010; Dingeldey, 2016; Lomazzi et al., 2018; 
Pfau-Effinger, 2005). Nonetheless, the worse situational job characteristics of women do 
not necessarily lead to lower job satisfaction. Instead, dispositional factors such as 
expectations and values may determine a household’s distribution of work and the 
assessment of jobs. Therefore, we argue that research should explicitly take into account 
the household and the work–family nexus as it could be a possible moderator of the 
expectations towards and the assessment of a low-wage job. Rigotti et al. (2015) empha-
size that the social position and the motives underlying a job will modify the relation 
between job characteristics and job satisfaction. Navarro and Salverda (2019) have found 
that job satisfaction is highest among men who are the sole earner or main earner in a 
couple. Equal contributions or even lower contributions to a couple’s earnings lead to 
less job satisfaction. In contrast, women only show lower job satisfaction if they are the 
secondary earners. Based on this finding, we assume that the job satisfaction of a low-
wage earner varies according to the dependency of the household on his or her earnings. 
Higher financial expectations contribute to lower job satisfaction when they are harder to 
meet in the case of low-wage jobs. Single earners or main earners are more likely to face 
expectations for higher income. Particularly, single-parent households, where the parent 
often works part-time (e.g. due to inadequate childcare provision), may face very high 
financial requirements which are unattainable with low-wage employment.2 Similarly, 
we assume that the negative effects of low-wage employment may be mitigated for addi-
tional earners in so-called ‘secondary jobs’. In dual earner households, financial require-
ments and risks can be shared with a second person whose income is approximately as 
high as the income of the first person, possibly reducing the detrimental effect of low-
wage employment.
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H1: The difference in job satisfaction between persons who either earn a low wage or 
earn above the low wage level is larger for single earners or main earners compared 
to secondary or dual main earners.

Pooling of resources within a household may lift a household out of poverty. Consequently, 
low-wage employment does not lead to poverty as long as other household members 
contribute to the household income (Dingeldey and Berninger, 2013; Maître et al., 2012). 
This finding is supported by evidence that between the years 2005 and 2014 individual 
poverty was reduced by around 22% by pooling labour earnings within households 
within the EU (Eurofound, 2017). Thus, the household composition determines the like-
lihood of a low-paid worker to be poor, next to labour market characteristics and social 
as well as tax policies (Andreß and Lohmann, 2008; Crettaz and Bonoli, 2011). If low 
wages are balanced out by other income sources within a household, or if non-financial 
motives for a job prevail, job satisfaction is possibly unaffected by low wages. In these 
cases, the social integration stemming from the job and a possibly higher work–life bal-
ance of low-paid jobs may increase job satisfaction. However, we expect a negative 
impact on job satisfaction for low-wage workers living in poor households (i.e. ‘still not 
enough’ effect).

H2: A household income below the poverty threshold exacerbates the negative impact 
of a low wage on a worker’s job satisfaction.

Hence, we envision job satisfaction of low-wage workers as influenced by the financial 
contribution a worker makes to the household income and by household poverty as we 
assume that the financial dimension of a job becomes more important if the individual 
contribution to the household budget is larger or if the household is experiencing finan-
cial stress.

Data and method

The article analyses job satisfaction employing the EU-SILC user database from 2013, 
which included a special survey module on well-being, such as job satisfaction and life 
satisfaction (cf. for an introduction into the EU-SILC, Atkinson et al., 2017). The 
EU-SILC has been collecting cross-sectional and longitudinal information on living 
conditions and income from the EU member states and associated partners since 2004. 
The EU-SILC combines nationally representative samples of households. It is ex-ante 
output-harmonized, meaning that it is based on a common framework but leaves lee-
way to the member states in deciding on their sampling and data collection methods 
(Goedemé, 2013; Iacovou et al., 2012). We pool data from the user database from April 
2019 for 18 countries consisting of the EU-15 and the three EFTA countries, namely 
from Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Italy, Ireland, 
Luxembourg, Netherlands, Portugal, Sweden, Spain, United Kingdom, Norway, 
Switzerland and Iceland. This allows us to generalize statements to most Western 
European countries.
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We decided to restrict our sample to Western European countries, in order to limit the 
divergence of income inequality and purchasing power between countries (cf. Goedemé, 
2019). Moreover, practices of paying ‘envelope wages’ are more common in Eastern 
European countries (Williams, 2008). As our main aim is to assess the individual in 
respect to the household level, we adjusted for country-level differences using country 
dummies in the regression analysis.3 For robust estimates, we calculated hourly wages 
restricting our sample to full-year workers (cf. Maître et al., 2012). Those workers who 
were not employed during 12 months of the year had to be excluded to facilitate the 
calculation of the hourly wages, which are based on information of the yearly income.4 
Consequently, our results are conservative because we exclude unstable employment 
trajectories. We also restricted the sample to persons aged 25–55 and those in dependent 
employment relations. Self-employed persons were excluded as they have other job 
rewards (such as high work autonomy) and as their work income may follow different 
logics than the wage of dependent employees. For the same reason, individuals during 
training and education periods and pre-retirement were excluded from the analysis. We 
distinguished between workers holding a full-time or a part-time contract. For the 18 
countries in the study, the sample size is 54,025 working people.

Job satisfaction refers to the respondent’s attitude about the degree of satisfaction with 
his or her job. It is measured using an 11-point scale from 0 (‘not at all satisfied’) to 10 
(‘completely satisfied’). It reflects a snapshot of the current appraisal of all job areas. 
Low-wage is defined as a gross hourly wage below two-thirds of the national median 
gross hourly wage (Diaz-Serrano and Cabral, 2005; Lucifora and Salverda, 2009). We 
employed a threshold of 60% of the national equivalized median income as an indicator 
for household poverty (Atkinson et al., 2002). The household income is calculated from 
the total disposable income (gross household income minus taxes, compulsory social 
insurance contributions and inter-household transfers paid) weighted with the OECD 
household equivalence scale.

To distinguish the influence of different household settings, we created a variable 
defining each individual’s contribution to the household income compared to the contri-
butions of other household members. The typology of earnings’ contributions by Raley 
et al. (2006), which compares the share of joint earnings in couples, has been frequently 
used in the literature. A problem with this typology and similar approaches is that it only 
focuses on wages and overlooks income from self-employment, pensions, or other per-
sonal social benefits such as unemployment or sickness. However, benefits may be an 
important source of income for low-wage earners’ households. Moreover, households 
with more than two employed persons are in most cases excluded. As our data contain no 
information about the intra-household distribution of direct transfers to households, we 
focused on personal income sources which observably influence the share of contribu-
tions to a household’s income. In the first step, we summed up all personal income 
sources (from wages, self-employment earnings, pensions, unemployment benefits, old 
age benefits, sickness benefits, disability benefits and educational allowances/benefits) 
from all household members (including persons aged below 25 and above 56 as well as 
self-employed and retirees). In the next step, we calculated the ratio between a person’s 
gross earnings from dependent work (and from possible other second jobs in self-
employment) and a household’s total personal income. Based on this ratio, we 
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differentiated between secondary earners and different types of main earners using the 
following thresholds.5 As shown in Table 1, we defined a single earner as living in a 
household without other wage earners and whose gross earnings contribute 60% or more 
of the household income. To capture only substantive contributions to the household 
income, we defined all workers as main earners whose earnings amount to 45% or more 
in a household with two wage earners and 40% or more in households with three or more 
wage earners. As the contributed share of the household income depends on the number 
of earners in the household (cf. Figure A1 in the Appendix), we set the threshold in two-
earner households slightly higher than for households with three earners or more. In the 
case of households with two main earners, we labelled both as dual main earners. 
Although this reflects a rather limited definition of dual main earner households, it helps 
to distinguish when the burden of income generation is rather equally shared. All persons 
whose wage contributions fell below these thresholds were classified as secondary earn-
ers. As an effect, there could be households without a main earner, as the income from 
work did not contribute the main share of household income attributable to household 
members.

Based on these operationalizations, we apply a linear regression model with robust 
standard errors clustered within households to account for household dependencies. For 
all descriptive statistics, cross-sectional personal weights are used. Additionally, several 
individual covariates adjust for the effects of gender, migrant status, age, education and 
subjective health on job satisfaction in the regression models. To reflect job-related 
effects of wage income, part-time employment, temporary employment (fixed-term con-
tract), occupation and supervisory position and economic sector were included in the 
model. Moreover, we distinguished various household types: singles, two adults (or 
more) without children, single-parent households and households with at least two adults 
and children.

Results

Sample characteristics

Table 2 shows demographic characteristics for the sample of 25- to 55-year-old employed 
persons in the 18 countries. The first and second column show the characteristics of the 
persons from the sub-samples of 12 months full-time employed and 12 months part-time 
employed persons, who were analysed in the regression analysis. We see a clear 

Table 1. Definition of earner positions.

Household with Other main earners 
in household

Main  
earner

Secondary 
earner

1 earner – ⩾60% (Single earner) <60%
2 earners No ⩾45% (Main earner) <45%
2 earners Yes ⩾45% (Dual main earner) <45%
3 or more earners No ⩾40% (Main earner) <40%
3 or more earners Yes ⩾40% (Dual main earner) <40%



8 Economic and Industrial Democracy 00(0)

Table 2. Demographic and household characteristics of sample.

Full-time 
employed
for 12 mo.

Part-time 
employed
for 12 mo.

Less than
12 mo. 
employed

Total

Gender (Col. %)
 Male 59.6 11.6 44.3 49.5
 Female 40.4 88.4 55.7 50.5
Age
 Mean 41.1 42.4 39.0 41.0
 SD 8.5 8.1 8.7 8.5
Migrant status (Col. %)
 Native 87.9 85.9 83.2 86.9
 Migrant 12.1 14.1 16.8 13.1
Education (Col. %)
 Lower secondary and below 13.1 15.9 17.9 14.3
 Upper secondary 45.3 55.9 41.7 46.5
 Tertiary education 41.6 28.2 40.4 39.2
Self-rated health (Col. %)
 Very good or good 84.3 79.4 81.7 83.1
 Fair 13.8 17.4 16.0 14.7
 Bad or very bad 1.9 3.3 2.3 2.2
Hourly wage (Col. %)
 Above low-wage level 91.2 72.5 87.6
 Below low-wage level 8.8 27.5 12.4
Household type (Col. %)
 One-person household 20.3 8.7 18.6 18.1
 Adults, no children 32.6 25.4 29.6 30.9
 Single-parent household 3.8 8.5 5.5 4.8
 Adults with children 43.4 57.3 46.3 46.1
Earner position (Col. %)
 Secondary earner 21.7 68.6 49.7 33.5
 Single earner 36.1 19.1 29.2 32.3
 Main earner 28.7 6.3 14.8 23.0
 Dual main earner 13.4 6.0 6.2 11.2
Household income (Col. %)
 Above poverty line 96.0 87.7 84.2 92.9
 Below poverty line 4.0 12.3 15.8 7.1
Job satisfaction (0 = not at all, 10 = very satisfied)
 Mean 7.2 7 7 7.1
 SD 1.9 2.1 2.2 2
N 45,584 10,586 10,902 67,072

gendered pattern as approximately 60% of full-time workers are men and almost 90% of 
part-time workers are women. At 42%, the share of persons who finished tertiary 
education is much higher in full-time than in part-time work. Full-time employees also 
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consider themselves healthier than part-time employees, pointing to a potential self-
selection into part-time work. This could also be because part-time workers are slightly 
older.

As to be expected, among the full-time workers, single and main earners were the 
majority while most part-time workers were secondary earners. Dual main earners are 
still relatively rare but more frequent on a full-time than on a part-time basis. The part-
time group has noticeably higher shares of single-parent households and of households 
with two or more adults with children. The share of persons who earn a low hourly wage 
is also substantially higher in the part-time group. Consequently, the share of persons 
who live in households whose equivalized, disposable income is below the poverty 
threshold is almost three times as high among the part-time employed than among the 
full-time employed.

Descriptive results

To get a first overview of possible differences in job satisfaction, Figure 1 shows the 
distribution of job satisfaction among employees with wages above and below the low-
wage threshold. The distribution is skewed to the left with a mode of 8 at the 11-point 
scale ranging from 0 to 10. As in previous studies, there were more low-wage workers 
with low to medium job satisfaction in comparison with workers with higher earnings. 
Interestingly, however, we also found that more low-wage workers claim the highest 
value for job satisfaction.6

Figure 2 compares the distribution of job satisfaction between earner positions. The 
job satisfaction of secondary earners was slightly more dispersed in medium values 

Figure 1. Distribution of job satisfaction among employees with wages above and below 
low-wage threshold.
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compared to the other earner positions. Low-wage earners reported lower satisfaction 
more frequently, despite the reported density in the highest satisfaction category. In con-
trast, among single earners, there are almost as many highly satisfied low-wage earners 
as among higher-wage earners. Low-wage earners who are single earners also report 
lower and especially medium job satisfaction more frequently than their counterparts 
with higher earnings. The panels for the main earner and dual main earner position show 
that low-wage earners from both types have much higher frequencies at both margins of 
the distribution. Thus, they report low and very high job satisfaction more often than 
higher-wage earners. Overall, Figure 2 indicates some differences between earner posi-
tions in line with Hypothesis 1 as job satisfaction of secondary earners is more evenly 
distributed for low-wage as well as higher-wage earners compared to the other earner 
positions.

In Figure 3, we can see that among poor households, the distribution of job satisfac-
tion is flatter and more skewed to the left so that the difference between low-wage earn-
ers and higher-wage earners is smaller. Although the mode lies again at 8, both 
distributions for low-wage and higher-wage earners in poor households show a rise at the 
highest job satisfaction. Overall, the group of low-wage earners in poor households who 
report high or the highest value for job satisfaction is smaller than the comparable group 
of higher-wage earners. The distribution of job satisfaction of low-wage workers in poor 
households is shifted towards smaller values of job satisfaction. This lends some descrip-
tive support to Hypothesis 2 that low-wage employment has a stronger negative effect on 
job satisfaction if the household is poor.

Figure 2. Distribution of job satisfaction among employees with different earner positions.
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Results from the regression analysis

In Table 3, we present a series of regression models for job satisfaction. The models 
adjust for country and demographic variables (gender, migrant status and education), 
household types (singles, adults without children, single-parent households and adults 
with children), job-related variables (part-time employment, temporary contract, super-
visory position, occupation, economic sector), self-rated health and life satisfaction (see 
Table A1 in the Appendix for the full results of the covariates).

Model 1 is a reference model and contains only control variables. In accordance with 
previous studies, women showed slightly higher job satisfaction on average. Employees 
who are part-time employed or have a temporary contract had lower job satisfaction. Job 
satisfaction is graded by education as lower educated employees reported higher job 
satisfaction. Additionally, overall life satisfaction and general health had a strong impact, 
which supports the assumption that job satisfaction is also determined by subjective 
factors.

Model 2 adds a dummy variable for low-wage employment. The results confirm that 
low-wage earners are generally less satisfied with their employment than workers with 
higher wages.

Model 3 assesses the individual contribution to household income by using dummy 
variables for the earner position of the employees. The reference category consists of 
secondary earners whose wage income is not a main share of the total personal income 
in the household in contrast to the other three positions. Single earners and main 
earners showed higher job satisfaction. The effect for dual main earner was weak and 

Figure 3. Distribution of job satisfaction among employees in poor/non-poor households.
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insignificant. Thus, persons who contributed the main share to a household’s work-
related income were on average more satisfied with their job than secondary earners. At 
the same time, the effect size of low-wage employment decreased in Model 3. This could 
indicate a composition effect, as many low-wage earners are secondary earners. 
Interestingly, the effect of being a woman has become considerably stronger compared 
to Model 1. Despite adjusting for gender differences contained in economic sector, occu-
pation, contract type and part-time employment, it seems that the contribution to the 
household income acts as a suppressor for job satisfaction and that the gendered distribu-
tion of work and care in the household is damping the higher job satisfaction among 
women.

Model 4 employs interaction terms between low-wage employment and the three 
earner positions. The interaction between single earner and low-wage employment was 
significant and negative. The conditional main effect of low-wage employment was 
insignificant, which speaks of the high explanatory value of the earner positions.7 To 
show the overall effect, the conditional main effects and interactions from Model 4 are 
shown again as predicted means of job satisfaction in Figure 4. According to Figure 4, 
the mean job satisfaction would be slightly above 7.3 if all persons in the sample were 
single earners whose wage is below the low-wage threshold. If they earned more than the 
low-wage threshold, the job satisfaction would be slightly above 7.5. Hence, Figure 4 
suggests that low-wage employment significantly decreases the job satisfaction of single 
earners. In contrast, secondary earners’ job satisfaction was not impaired: their predicted 
mean job satisfaction was approximately 7.25 regardless of earning a low or higher 
wage. Although the predicted means of main earners and dual main earners appear to 
illustrate that low-wage employment makes a small difference as well, the confidence 

Figure 4. Adjusted predictions of mean job satisfaction for earner positions and low-wage 
employment based on Model 4.
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intervals were too broad. Low-wage employment appeared to place significant pressure 
on single earners, while job satisfaction of secondary earners is rather stable despite 
being in a low-wage job. Hence, we find evidence to partially support Hypothesis 1 as 
job satisfaction of low-paid single earners was lower compared to higher-paid single 
earners, and secondary earners did not differ. However, we could not corroborate differ-
ent effects for main earners or dual main earners. Surprisingly, low-paid dual main earn-
ers had the lowest predicted level of job satisfaction. As the group of low-wage dual main 
earners is still relatively small it is difficult to make inferences from the data.

Model 5 introduces a dummy variable for households whose equivalized, disposable 
income is below the poverty threshold of 60% of the national median household income. 
Surprisingly, household poverty seemed to slightly increase job satisfaction. In Model 6, 
we found a strongly negative interaction between low-wage employment and household 
poverty on job satisfaction. The conditional main effect of low-wage employment 
became weaker while the other conditional main effect of household poverty became 
stronger.8 For ease of interpretation, Figure 5 presents the predicted means of job satis-
faction for household poverty and low-wage employment according to Model 6. Taken 
together, there was a significant, negative effect on job satisfaction, if all persons in the 
sample were low-wage earners living in poor households compared to higher-wage earn-
ers living in a poor household. For households above the poverty line, the predicted dif-
ference between low-wage and higher-wage earners is smaller. Thus, the results support 
Hypothesis 2 although there seems to be a motivational effect of living in poverty that is 
outweighed by the interaction with low-wage employment.

Figure 5. Adjusted predictions of mean job satisfaction for household poverty and low-wage 
employment based on Model 6.
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Finally, Model 7 combines Models 4 and 6. This makes it possible to control for 
aggregate effects since single earners who earn a low wage are more likely to live in a 
poor household. The conditional main effects of the earner positions were very similar 
to the effects in Model 4, however, the effect for household poverty became weaker. The 
interaction effects for single earners in low-wage employment were weaker and became 
insignificant, possibly due to overlap between low-wage single earner households and 
poor households. Nonetheless, the adjusted predictions of mean job satisfaction in 
Figure 6 clearly depict how low-wage employment makes a difference for single earn-
ers who live in poor households. As can be seen in the figure, the model predicts no 
other significant differences.

Discussion and conclusion

In this article, we used 2013 EU-SILC data to analyse the effects of a low-wage earner’s 
household context on job satisfaction. In our models, we introduced interaction terms 
between on the one hand low-wage employment, and on the other hand household pov-
erty and earner positions, that allowed for more nuanced understanding of job satisfac-
tion in specific household contexts. Our findings show that the household context is an 
important factor for job satisfaction that has scarcely been considered in research on job 
satisfaction. Taking into consideration household poverty and the earner position within 
a household, we observe practices and decisions taken on the interpersonal level, includ-
ing those based on the so-called ‘gender contract’, that influence job satisfaction. 
Generally, our results confirm previous knowledge in showing that low-wage workers 
are on average less satisfied with their job than other workers (Clark and Oswald, 1996; 

Figure 6. Adjusted predictions of mean job satisfaction for earner positions, household 
poverty and low-wage employment based on Model 7.
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Diaz-Serrano and Cabral, 2005). Nonetheless, they indicate that low wages cannot be 
equated with low job satisfaction.

Interestingly, low-wage earners also reported the highest category of job satisfaction 
more frequently compared to other earners, which points towards additional factors con-
tributing to low-wage earners’ perception of job satisfaction. The two household factors 
under research can explain some additional variation within the heterogeneous group of 
low-wage workers. Concerning the earner positions, it is noticeable that higher contribu-
tions to the household income are associated with higher job satisfaction. A possible 
explanation for this might be that households compromise in the division of work to 
match needs, preferences and capabilities. However, short-term economic incentives at 
the household level may prevail over personal long-term goals such as making use of 
educational credentials, contributing to one’s pension fund or achieving financial inde-
pendence. Moreover, gender still has a direct effect, even when controlling for many 
situational job characteristics such as part-time employment, occupation or sector. In our 
sample, women show higher job satisfaction than men. Surprisingly, the earner position 
within the household rather acts as a suppressor of this effect than as a covariate as we 
had expected. Thus, gendered expectations about jobs and their rewards seem to be mod-
erated by the household’s distribution of paid and unpaid work.

In the case of single earners, low-wage employment is clearly related to lower job 
satisfaction, presumably because of the financial expectations that are attached to this role 
and the reduced ability to make ends meet with a scant wage. For other earner positions, 
however, the interaction effects are not significantly different from secondary earners 
whose job satisfaction seems to be little affected by low pay. Hence, Hypothesis 1 is only 
partially supported by our results. As the confidence intervals for the main earners are too 
wide, we cannot be certain whether job satisfaction differs between main earners accord-
ing to their wage level, although their income represents an important share of the house-
hold. The descriptive statistics showed that the distribution of job satisfaction is more 
spread to both extrema for main earners with low wages than for single earners.

Regarding poverty, we find that persons from poor households have higher job satis-
faction. Here, the ‘better than before’ pattern from Sardadvar et al. (2017) might be an 
explanatory factor. Studies on re-employment or in-work benefits (Grün et al., 2010; 
Schröter, 2015) have shown that workers who recently re-entered the labour market also 
have a higher satisfaction. However, household poverty in interaction with low-wage 
employment seems to diminish job satisfaction. Hence, Hypothesis 2 is corroborated. If 
poverty can be ascribed to the low pay level of a job, it seems to reduce job satisfaction. 
This supports the existence of a ‘still not enough’ effect.

In short, how does the household context influence workers’ job satisfaction in low-paid 
jobs? The household is the entity that matters in the sense that the household’s ability to 
make ends meet is regarded as a benchmark against which a person evaluates rewards and 
benefits of a job. The importance of the wage level for job satisfaction seems to be affected 
by the individual role within the household’s work division. While a low wage is perceived 
as less satisfying for single earners, low-income workers from households with multiple 
income sources may weigh the importance of a higher income against other characteristics 
that their job can offer. Rather than evidence for compensating wage differentials, this find-
ing means that financial motives are secondary for certain groups of workers as the house-
hold context comes into play. Hence, in general our findings substantiate the ‘together we 
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get by’ pattern (Sardadvar et al., 2017) as a positive influence and a ‘still not enough’ pat-
tern as a negative influence on job satisfaction of low-wage earners. Our findings thus 
underline that job satisfaction is not merely about situational job characteristics or indi-
vidual dispositions but about how the job and its properties fit with the worker’s role in the 
household, and with respect to its financial situation.

Drawing on our results we recommend that policies aiming at improving job satisfac-
tion and job quality of low-wage earners should envision increasing individual wages 
and household income. This would also empower secondary earners, as the low elasticity 
of their job satisfaction comes at the price of dependence on other household members. 
Hence, policies raising low wages, for example by the extension of collective bargaining 
coverage in the low-pay sector and/or with raising statutory minimum wages, would 
probably increase job satisfaction and enable some households of low-wage workers to 
exit poverty. Additionally, lower tax or social security rates for low-wage earners could 
augment net wages. In-work benefits, as a special instrument, would increase disposable 
household income as well, but they may discourage the labour supply of secondary earn-
ers when earnings of other household members increase. Complementary to these distri-
butional policies, training should be made available at all levels of qualification to 
support individual job advancement for all household members.

While research on social and employment policies regards the household as an entity 
towards which measures are addressed, happiness and job satisfaction studies are still too 
much focused on individual-level determinants. Future research should explore in which 
way changes over time of the earner position or the household contribution lead to 
changes in job satisfaction and how persistent those are. Particularly, researchers could 
consider the employment history for low-wage workers’ satisfaction and examine the 
effect of entering or leaving poverty to clarify the relationship between household 
income, poverty and job satisfaction.
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which means that both workers with medium wages and with higher wages are included in 
this group.

2. Limited employment options are exacerbated in countries like Germany that institution-
ally support female part-time employment within a modernized male earner family model 
(Dingeldey, 2016; Jaehrling et al., 2014).

3. While not substantially interpreting differences between European countries, we have to keep 
in mind that the employment protection legislation (regulating dismissal of regular and tem-
porary employed) differs from country to country, as well as minimum wage levels and wage 
floors (through sectoral agreements) leading to different sizes and compositions of the low-
wage sectors. Also, the welfare state’s design of tax, family and child benefits can act as a 
driver of different household earning compositions, steering households in one country 
towards dual earner, and in another country towards traditional breadwinner compositions 
(Annesley, 2007).

4. For the calculation of hourly wages from the EU-SILC data, cf. also Brandolini et al. (2010) 
and Engel and Schaffner (2012).

5. The thresholds resemble the definitions of majority providers and equal providers by Raley 
et al. (2006), except for the slightly higher threshold for households with two earners. Like 
other definitions based on threshold such as relative poverty lines (Callan and Nolan, 1991; 
Goedemé, 2019), the percentage thresholds set are rather arbitrary – and therefore contain 
inaccuracies. Close values slightly below and slightly above the threshold are categorized as 
being different, whereas more distant values – as far below and slightly below the threshold 
– are treated as being similar.

6. To highlight the differences of job satisfaction across the entire continuous wage distribution, 
Figure A2 in the Appendix shows the mean job satisfaction for each wage decile (within the 
national wage distributions).

7. We checked the variance inflation factors (VIFs) of the model, which ranged from low to 
medium values with a mean VIF of 2.1. The two independent variables of main interest – low-
wage employment and earner positions – and their interactions had values between 1.2 and 
3.3. Overall, no coefficient exceeded the conventional thresholds of 5 or 10 for VIFs.

8. The VIFs of the model were rather low with a mean VIF of 2.1. The highest values occurred 
for countries and occupations with a maximum value of 4.8. The two independent variables 
of main interest – low-wage employment and household poverty – and their interaction had 
values below 1. Thus, there seems to be no issue with multicollinearity.
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Appendix

Figure A1. Distribution of employees’ shares of personal income in total personal income in 
the household by deciles of gross hourly wage (within countries).
Note: In case of single earner households, the medians are at 100%.

Figure A2. Job satisfaction over hourly wage deciles (within countries).
Note: The first and second wage deciles are roughly consistent with the low-wage earner definition across 
the EU-15, i.e. earning two-thirds of the median national wage. Depending on the income distribution, the 
extent of low wages varies slightly, including fewer than 20% of employees in countries with a more egali-
tarian wage distribution and more than 20% in countries with a less egalitarian distribution.
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