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ABSTRACT
This paper examines how and why work meaning (i.e., what work signifies to an individual) is affected by 
a macroeconomic indicator: the national unemployment rate. We conducted three studies that explore 
how and why perceptions of work meaning are related to the unemployment rate of the country in which 
the work is embedded. Study 1 utilized cross-national data from the International Social Survey 
Programme and revealed that higher unemployment rates in a country were associated with employees 
placing less emphasis on the non-financial aspects of work meaning; Study 2 used data from the General 
Social Survey and found that during worse economic conditions, employees in the US tended to prioritize 
financial job meaning more. In Study 3, an experiment similarly found that individuals placed more 
emphasis on financial work meaning in the high unemployment condition compared to the control 
condition. It also identified the important mediating role of individual experience of uncertainty in 
explaining such relationships. This paper discusses how our findings contribute to better understandings 
of the societal-level antecedents of work meaning.
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The meaning of work (or work meaning), as defined by Pratt and 
Ashforth (2003), refers to the significance individuals attribute to 
work within the context of their lives. This concept is crucial as it is 
closely linked to people’s decisions to enter or leave the workforce 
and provides insights into how organizations can motivate their 
employees (O’reilly & Caldwell, 1980; Super & Šverko, 1995). 
Consequently, scholars have extensively explored the antecedents 
of work meaning (Rosso et al., 2010). While there has been sig
nificant focus on proximal causes of work meaning (e.g., Nord 
et al., 1990; Podolny et al., 2005; Shamir, 1991; Wrzesniewski et al.,  
2003), there is a noted gap in research regarding broader macro- 
level influences (Bailey et al., 2019; Pratt & Ashforth, 2003). Our 
current research aims to bridge this gap by examining macro-level 
antecedents of work meaning, specifically exploring the relation
ship between the national unemployment rate and individuals’ 
perceived meaning of work. Additionally, this study investigates 
whether two psychological processes – fear and uncertainty – may 
act as mediators in this relationship.

Extensive research has demonstrated that macro-level societal 
factors significantly influence human attitudes and behaviours 
(e.g., Dávalos et al., 2012; Inglehart & Baker, 2000; Inglehart et al.,  
2008; Kahn, 2010), highlighting their potential as antecedents of 
work meaning. To explore this area, our current research was 
inspired by sociological research on modernization, which exam
ines how transitions from traditional to modern societal contexts 
across economic, technological, political, and cultural dimensions 
impact individuals’ values and attitudes (De Witte et al., 2004; 
Inglehart & Welzel, 2007). For instance, studies indicate that 

national economic conditions correlate strongly with various 
aspects of people’s attitudes, including work values (De Witte 
et al., 2004), work ethics (Stam, 2015), and postmaterialism 
(Clarke & Dutt, 1991; Inglehart & Abramson, 1994). This evidence 
underscores the potential significance of macro-level factors in 
understanding the meaning of work.

Note that the current research specifically focuses on the 
unemployment rate because this indicator is more closely 
related to individuals’ assessments about the broader economy 
than other economic indicators such as GDP (e.g., 
Chattopadhyay & Bianchi, 2020; Dávalos et al., 2012; Kahn,  
2010; Zagelmeyer & Gollan, 2012). Using this indicator also 
facilitates direct comparisons with other study findings because 
the unemployment rate is “the variable most frequently used 
across disciplines to examine how the economy affects atti
tudes and behaviors” (Chattopadhyay & Bianchi, 2020, p. 12).

Furthermore, we interpret a high unemployment rate as 
a source of threatening information, signalling fewer job 
opportunities and a more unstable job market. Drawing from 
research on job insecurity (Jiang & Lavaysse, 2018) and neurop
sychological reinforcement sensitivity models (McNaughton & 
Corr, 2004), such information may induce feelings of uncer
tainty and fear. Consequently, our research goes beyond 
merely testing how the national unemployment rate affects 
work meanings. It tests the mechanisms underpinning these 
effects, with a particular focus on employees’ experiences of 
fear and uncertainty. By doing so, this study offers three sig
nificant contributions to the literature.
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First, to address the need for a greater focus on societal 
factors affecting work meaning (Bailey et al., 2019), our study 
examines a specific macroeconomic factor: the national unem
ployment rate. By demonstrating the significant impact of the 
unemployment rate on work meaning, this research empirically 
underscores the importance of considering distant antecedents 
of work meaning to gain a comprehensive understanding of 
how individuals perceive work. Additionally, this study contri
butes to the broader literature on the influence of macro-level 
factors on individual-level outcomes (e.g., Bianchi, 2013, 2016,  
2020; Bianchi & Mohliver, 2016; Chatrakul Na Ayudhya et al.,  
2019; Inglehart, 1990), enhancing our knowledge of how dis
tant societal factors can profoundly affect human attitudes.

Secondly, research into the mechanisms linking macro-level 
factors to micro-level outcomes is limited. A clear understand
ing of these mechanisms is essential for comprehending the 
reasons behind these connections and adjusting leadership 
strategies in response to societal changes. Our study explores 
both emotional (i.e., fear) and cognitive (i.e., uncertainty) path
ways through which unemployment rates affect individuals’ 
work meanings. In particular, by showing the important med
iating role of uncertainty in explaining such effect, our research 
offers valuable insights for researchers and practitioners on 
how to proactively adapt to varying societal situations. 
Specifically, it highlights the importance of managers proac
tively reducing employees’ cognitive uncertainty in the face of 
economic hardships.

Third, previous research on the relationship between 
national unemployment rate and materialism, specifically eco
nomic and physical safety values, has yielded inconsistent 
results. Some studies reported positive effects (De Witte et al.,  
2004; Inglehart & Abramson, 1994), while others argued for 
negative effects (Clarke & Dutt, 1991). While previous research 
has offered critical insights, our study advances the field by 
utilizing a more comprehensive dataset over an extended per
iod and incorporating more precise measures of individuals’ 
economic values. Consequently, our research provides 
nuanced perspectives and makes significant contributions to 
the ongoing debate, addressing areas where earlier studies 
may have encountered limitations in data scope and the preci
sion of individual value assessments. It demonstrates that, 
when specific factors are accounted for when making cross- 
national comparisons, the national unemployment rate tends 
to positively influence people’s emphasis on financial rewards. 
These findings align with existing research on the positive 
correlation between national unemployment rates and materi
alism (De Witte et al., 2004; R. Inglehart & Abramson, 1994).

The conceptualization of national unemployment rate 
and work meaning

In this section, we present the common conceptualizations of 
the national unemployment rate and work meaning as found in 
the literature, and explain the rationale behind our specific 
conceptualizations of these two concepts. The unemployment 
rate is typically defined as the percentage of unemployed 
individuals in relation to the total labour force. However, litera
ture varies in its definition of who is considered unemployed. 
For example, while most sources define the unemployed as 

those without a job but actively seeking work, others contend 
that unemployment classification should not depend on job 
search behaviours but rather on whether individuals desire for 
employment (Jones & Riddell, 1999; Shorrocks, 2009). In this 
paper, we take the view adopted by the World Bank (2021) and 
consider unemployment as the proportion of the labour force 
that is without work, yet available for and actively seeking 
employment. We took this conceptualization because it is con
sistent with World Bank’s documented unemployment rates, 
which we used in our Studies 1 and 2. Although we recognize 
that our approach to conceptualizing and measuring unem
ployment rates is more conservative than the alternative 
method, we believe this cautious approach does not affect 
our findings. This is because the underestimation of unemploy
ment rates was systematic across all countries, leaving the 
magnitude of the relationship between unemployment rate 
and work meaning unchanged.

The meaning of work has been studied from various per
spectives, ranging from the importance of work to people in 
their life (i.e., work centrality as a life role, MOW International 
Research Team, 1987), an individual’s orientation towards their 
work (i.e., seeing it as a job, as a career, or as a calling, 
Wrzesniewski et al., 1997), the valued work outcomes (e.g., 
autonomy, prestige, needed income, time absorption, interest
ing tasks, interpersonal contacts, and service to society, Kaplan 
& Tausky, 1974; MOW International Research Team, 1987). 
These perspectives are interconnected by certain foundational 
elements (Harpaz & Fu, 2002). Scholars have predominantly 
delineated two overarching classifications of work meaning 
for individuals: the extrinsic (e.g., monetary benefits) and the 
intrinsic components of work (e.g., engaging tasks) (De Witte 
et al., 2004; Ros et al., 1999). The intrinsic-extrinsic classification 
of work meaning has been most widely used in this area 
(Lindsay & Knox, 1984). In addition to this broad dichotomous 
classification of work meaning, alternative theoretical frame
works offer nuanced perspectives on the potential motivations 
that individuals maintain towards their work, such as self- 
determination theory (SDT, Ryan & Deci, 2000), and needs in 
work settings framework (Steers & Braunstein, 1976).

In our study, we primarily distinguish between the finan
cial and non-financial aspects of work meaning. This classifi
cation partially aligns with the intrinsic-extrinsic typology; the 
financial meaning is a dimension of extrinsic work meaning, 
while the non-financial dimension encompasses not only 
intrinsic work meanings but also certain extrinsic aspects. 
We opted for this distinct categorization as it aligns well 
with our research objectives. Given that the foremost purpose 
of working is to secure a livelihood, the most substantial 
impact of job loss is typically the loss of income. 
Consequently, our paper posits that higher national unem
ployment rates accentuate the financial significance of 
employment. Conversely, formulating a precise hypothesis 
regarding the impact of unemployment on non-financial 
aspects is more challenging. Therefore, adopting this dichot
omous classification thus allows for a more streamlined ana
lysis of the interplay between unemployment rates and 
financial work meaning. Moreover, another reason for adopt
ing this distinction between financial and non-financial fac
tors is that some of our data is secondary; therefore, our 
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conceptualization needs to align with the existing measure
ments. Despite the benefits, we acknowledge that this 
approach has a broad scope of non-financial work meaning, 
leaving room for future research to explore the relationship 
between national economic conditions and specific non- 
financial work meaning dimensions.

How and why the national unemployment rate influences 
work meanings

The translation from macro/societal-level features to individual 
experience and attitudes is a well-established research field in 
sociology and political science. The work by Ronald Inglehart 
and his colleagues is particularly relevant to our research ques
tion, as they propose that macro-level factors such as indus
trialization, modernization, and economic affluence can 
encourage individuals to move beyond survival-level demands 
and focus on postmaterial concerns (Inglehart, 2008; Inglehart 
& Abramson, 1994; Inglehart & Baker, 2000; Inglehart & Welzel,  
2007; Inglehart et al., 2008). For example, in a society that 
places high importance on education and invests significantly 
in educational expenditure, individuals are more likely to be 
well-educated and may prioritize postmaterial values (Zhang,  
2022). In a country where there is a significant investment in 
public health expenditure, the basic needs of the people, such 
as safety and health, are likely to be better met. As a result, the 
individuals in such societies are more inclined to focus on 
higher level needs such as autonomy and achievement (Ng & 
Diener, 2014). Inspired by the research, we propose that the 
national unemployment rate can have a significant impact on 
individuals’ perceived work meaning. Specifically, we suggest 
that the financial work meaning, which reflects individuals’ 
material concerns, may be influenced by the unemployment 
rate.

When the unemployment rate is high, it indicates a weaker 
job market with fewer opportunities, posing a threat to job 
security (Anderson & Potunsson, 2007; Debus et al., 2012; Otto 
et al., 2010). This threat can lead to people’s perception of job 
insecurity, consisting of cognitive job insecurity (the perceived 
uncertainty of job continuity) and affective job insecurity (emo
tional reactions to the perceived uncertainty, such as fear) 
(Jiang & Lavaysse, 2018). A high national unemployment rate 
also serves as an environmental cue that highlights the nega
tive consequences of job loss and financial instability, reinfor
cing employees’ focus on financial work functions, as per social 
information processing theory (Salancik & Pfeffer, 1978). 
Consequently, we consider perceived uncertainty 
a mechanism explaining the relationship between the unem
ployment rate and work meaning. In addition to literature on 
affective job insecurity (see Jiang & Lavaysse, 2018 for a meta- 
analysis), neuropsychological reinforcement sensitivity models 
also suggest that fear is a crucial emotional response to threa
tening information. Thus, we propose fear as another mechan
ism linking the national unemployment rate and perceived 
work meaning (McNaughton & Corr, 2004). Notably, we 
approach uncertainty and fear in broader terms, extending 
beyond the specific apprehensions related to potential job 
loss. After introducing Hypothesis 1 below, we will elaborate 

on how the national unemployment rate influences individuals’ 
work meaning through uncertainty and fear.  

Hypothesis 1: Higher national unemployment rates will be 
associated with an increased individual focus on the financial 
meaning of work.

In challenging economic times, like when national unemploy
ment rates are high, both personal and collective uncertainty 
increase. At a firm level, this economic uncertainty often leads 
to delays in important business decisions, such as investments 
and hiring (Bloom, 2009). Such pervasive economic uncertainty 
can directly affect individuals as they contemplate their job 
security and financial stability (Paulsen et al., 2005). At 
a psychological level, in societies with high unemployment 
rates, job replaceability increases, causing individuals to per
ceive their employment as less secure. This perception may 
encompass potential demotions, pay cuts, or layoffs, leading 
to heightened experiences of perceptual and behavioural con
flict, typical of uncertainty (Buhr & Dugas, 2002). Cognitive job 
insecurity can also extend to perceived threats to financial 
stability and other job-related extrinsic benefits like health 
insurance and retirement plans, contributing to a broader 
sense of uncertainty (Jonas et al., 2014). As uncertainty mounts, 
individuals often prioritize immediate needs, particularly finan
cial stability (Yeves et al., 2019). Research on job insecurity 
confirms this focus on financial motives when individuals feel 
insecure about their jobs (Lee et al., 2018). Prolonged uncer
tainty tends to amplify the salience of threatening information, 
causing individuals to concentrate more on potential negative 
outcomes (Gray & McNaughton, 2000). Consequently, high 
levels of uncertainty may lead people to emphasize the finan
cial meaning of work.

In addition to perceived uncertainty, fear, characterized by 
a desire to escape threats (Ekman, 1992), may stem from finan
cial hardship. Two pathways explain how fear arises. First, 
cognitive job insecurity (perceived uncertainty) often triggers 
the fear of job loss (a form of emotional job insecurity, Jiang & 
Lavaysse, 2018). Losing a job can jeopardize rent, bills, and 
living expenses, particularly when employment is the primary 
income source (Brand, 2015; Veenhoven, 1989). Even those 
with stable jobs may fear job loss and financial insecurity dur
ing economic downturns, because jobs become scarcer when 
unemployment rates are high. This aligns with Inglehart’s scar
city theory (Inglehart, 2008), which emphasizes the value of 
scarce resources. Thus, individuals may experience fear as an 
indirect result of high unemployment rate, through perceived 
uncertainty.

Second, a society’s challenging financial situation can 
directly influence the fear levels of its people. Fear is contagious 
(Barsade, 2002), spreading through social environments, 
including workplaces and families (Barsade, 2002; Goodman & 
Shippy, 2002). For instance, the U.K. experienced widespread 
expressions of fear and negative emotions on social media after 
recession-related budget cut announcements (Lansdall-Welfare 
et al., 2012). Social media can diffuse emotional reactions (like 
fear) in society, reinforcing the association between high unem
ployment rates and joblessness (Brym et al., 2014; Nabi, 2009). 
Additionally, fear redirects attention to threats, away from non- 
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threatening information (Damasio & Carvalho, 2013; Lazarus,  
1991). During economic downturns, individuals with financial 
fears tend to focus more on monetary matters.

While it’s true that the non-financial perks of employment, 
like fostering social connections and engaging in fulfilling tasks, 
can wane after job loss, it’s essential to recognize the potential 
for compensation through alternative avenues. For instance, 
the erosion of non-financial fulfilment due to job loss can be 
mitigated through volunteer work (Rodell, 2013). Engaging in 
volunteer activities not only reignites social connections but 
also provides opportunities for intellectually stimulating tasks, 
effectively offsetting the loss. However, predicting how indivi
duals might compensate for the loss of non-financial benefits 
due to unemployment is challenging. Consequently, we cannot 
formulate a specific hypothesis about the relationship between 
the national unemployment rate and non-financial work mean
ings. Therefore, in our current research, rather than proposing 
a definitive hypothesis, we have left the exploration of this 
relationship to empirical testing. Together, we argue that 
amidst the multifaceted consequences of job loss, the most 
substantial and immediate challenge lies in the financial realm. 
In summary, we predict that high unemployment rates can 
trigger widespread increases in fear and uncertainty through
out the labour force. This heightened fear and uncertainty, in 
turn, is expected to direct employee attention towards financial 
threats and lead them to focus more on work’s financial sig
nificance. We have thus formulated the following two 
hypotheses:  

Hypothesis 2: Fear will mediate the positive relationship 
between the national unemployment rate and a focus on the 
financial meaning of work, such that higher national unemploy
ment rates will be associated with more fear, which further be 
related with more financial work meaning.

Hypothesis 3: Uncertainty will mediate the positive relation
ship between the national unemployment rate and a focus on 
the financial meaning of work through two pathways. 
Specifically, higher national unemployment rates will be asso
ciated with greater uncertainty, which will (4a) further correlate 
with an increased emphasis on financial work meaning, and 
(4b) lead to heightened levels of fear, which will, in turn, be 
associated with a stronger focus on financial work meaning.

Study overview

In a series of three studies, we explored the relationship 
between national unemployment rates and the perceived 
meaning of work. In Study 1, we utilized data from 38 
countries, obtained from the International Social Survey 
Programme (ISSP) questionnaire on work orientations in 
2005 and 2015. This data enabled us to investigate 
whether perceptions of financial and non-financial work 
meaning were related to national unemployment rates at 
the time of survey administration. To assess the replicabil
ity of our findings, we employed survey data from the 
General Social Survey (GSS) in the United States in Study 
2, examining whether employees’ experiences of financial 

work meaning varied with unemployment rates over time. 
In Study 3, we implemented an experimental design to 
explore how and why perceptions of unemployment rates 
might influence work meanings. This third study allowed 
us to scrutinize the psychological mechanisms by which 
a macro-level economic factor (i.e., the national unemploy
ment rate) can affect a micro-level experience of an indi
vidual’s work (i.e., the financial meaning of work).

Study 1

Overview and sample

In Study 1, we used an extensive cross-country data set to 
test our hypotheses. We drew on survey data from the 
International Social Survey Programme’s (ISSP’s) Work 
Orientations Module (ISSP Research Group, 2013; also 
described in Hu & Hirsh, 2017). The work orientations mod
ule data is available for 1989, 1997, 2005, and 2015. 
However, only the data for 2005 and 2015 contained several 
items measuring the meaning of work.

The samples for Study 1 were drawn from the 2005 and 
2015 ISSP work orientation data on people who had full- 
time jobs when they responded to the survey questions. 
The ISSP data had several positive characteristics. First, 
a large number of responses were collected from more 
than 30 countries, which supports the potential generaliz
ability of the study’s findings. Second, its items were 
designed by experienced researchers, with a standardized 
data collection procedure that guaranteed the quality of the 
data. Third, the dataset includes measures of work meaning 
and proxy items for our proposed mediation mechanisms 
from both 2005 and 2015, allowing us to examine whether 
the relationship between the unemployment rate and the 
meaning of work and the mediation relationships existed 
and changed during this period.

Given our interest in employees’ perceptions of their 
own work’s meaning, respondents were only included if 
they were employed full-time and gave valid responses 
regarding all the predictor and outcome variables. The 
resulting sample comprised 18,919 participants from 31 
countries in 529 different work categories in 2005, and 
18,106 participants from 24 countries in 493 different work 
categories in 2015. In 2005, the unemployment rate ranged 
from a low of 3.50% in Mexico to a high of 23.80% in South 
Africa. In 2015, the unemployment rate ranged from a low 
of 3.40% in Japan to a high of 25.15% in South Africa. 
Overall 19,119 participants were male, and 17,893 were 
female. They received an average of 14.31 (SD = 16.16) 
years of formal education and, on average, were 35.91 (SD  
= 14.12) years old at the time of the survey administration.

Measures

Unemployment rate
The national unemployment rates of the countries included 
in the survey were obtained from the World Bank’s open 
data archives (World Bank, 2021). A high unemployment 
rate is generally an indicator of worse macroeconomic 
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conditions, while a low unemployment rate tends to accom
pany more prosperous conditions.

Work meaning
Two items were selected from the ISSP data to measure the 
meaning of work. We used the item “A job is just a way of 
earning money – no more” to measure financial work mean
ing and the item “I would enjoy having a paid job even if 
I did not need the money” to measure non-financial work 
meaning. A 5-point Likert scale was used in the original 
survey, where 1 = strongly agree and 5 = strongly disagree. 
We reversed these responses for a more intuitive coding 
scheme.

Fear
To operationalize fear, we used the item “To what extent 
do you worry about the possibility of losing your job?” 
from the ISSP data, as worry and fear are similar emotions 
(Stavosky & Borkovec, 1987), and previous research has 
used worry to measure fear (Leary, 1983). The original 
survey used a 4-point Likert scale, where 1 = “I worry 
a great deal” and 4 = “I don’t worry at all.” We reversed 
these responses for a more intuitive coding scheme.

Control variables
Several demographic variables were included as covariates 
to control for potential confounders. Age was included 
because older people tend to report more non-financial 
work meaning (Spreitzer & Mishra, 2002). We included gen
der because men tend to focus on the financial meaning of 
their work more than women (Artazcoz et al., 2004). Years 
of formal education was included because higher education 
levels are associated with an increased focus on the non- 
financial meaning of work (Spreitzer & Mishra, 2002). 
Whether the respondent had children was also included as 
a control variable, because having children significantly 
increases monetary needs, which could increase the focus 
on the financial meaning of work. In addition, yearly house
hold income (i.e., the z-score of household income within 
each country) was included as a control variable that is of 

particular interest in the current paper. It is commonly 
believed that lower household income relates to the 
adoption of more financial work meanings (Jahoda, 1981; 
Vohs et al., 2006). Controlling employees’ household income 
allowed us to examine whether the national unemployment 
rate predicts financial work meaning above and beyond an 
individual’s personal financial situation. We also controlled 
other country-level economic factors (such as national edu
cational expenditure and national health expenditure) to 
test whether national unemployment rates go beyond 
other societal factors to predict work meaning. Individuals 
with health conditions that limit their ability to work and 
those with low educational attainment may face more chal
lenges in the labour market (McAllister et al., 2015). As 
a result, the unemployment rate may have a greater impact 
on these groups of people. Thus, national health and edu
cational expenditure are important to consider when asses
sing the effects of the national unemployment rate on 
people. To ensure the robustness of the results, we con
ducted the following analyses with and without the control 
variables included.

Results

We pooled data from 2005 and 2015 into a single sample. Given 
the nested nature of the data, where individual responses are 
nested within countries, and countries are nested within the 
assessment year, we employed hierarchical linear modelling 
(HLM), a multi-level analysis method, for the analyses. Intraclass 
correlation coefficients revealed that significant amounts of the 
variance in an individual’s focus on financial work meaning [ICC 
(1) = .14, ICC(2) = .99, F = 210.20, p < .001] and non-financial work 
meaning [ICC(1) = .08, ICC(2) = .99, F = 110.40, p < .001] were 
attributable to country-level effects. Based on these results, we 
continued with the HLM analyses. Random intercepts were 
included for country and the year of assessment.

Table 1 summarizes the results of the HLM analyses. 
Consistent with our hypothesis, a higher unemployment rate 
was significantly associated with an increased focus on the 
financial meaning of work (Table 1, Model 1), although the 

Table 1. Results of HLM analyses in study 1.

β

Financial work meaning as the outcome Non-financial work meaning as the outcome

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 Model 7 Model 8

Intercept 2.57*** 2.93*** 4.05*** 4.35*** 3.71*** 3.66*** 3.54*** 3.46***
Unemployment rate .17** .03** .02+ .02 −.03*** −.03*** −.03** −.03**
Education expenditure −.15*** −.15*** .01 .01
Health expenditure −.10*** −.09*** .03 .03
Age .02*** .001 −.002*** −.00
Gender (Male) .20*** .20*** −.12*** −.14***
Have children or not .01*** .001 .004 .001
Years of education −.004** −.003** .001** .001+

Yearly household income −.003*** −.002*** .00 .00
Fear .12*** .12*** −.02*** −.03***
AIC 142792.4 104017.8 91024.8 75183.3 135471.4 98596.9 86399.9 71444.7
BIC 142835.9 104068.1 91123.9 75288.2 135514.8 98647.2 86498.8 71549.5
Log likelihood −71391.2 −52002.9 −45500.4 −37578.7 −67730.7 −49292.5 −43188.0 −35709.3
F 7.02*** 286*** 393.65*** 560.71*** 10.83*** 22.58*** 120.78*** 128.87***

Note: +p < .10, * p < .05, ** p < .01, ***p < .001. Have children or not (1) = yes; (0) = no. Z score of yearly household income in a country was used.
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effect became insignificant after the control variables were 
included (Table 1, Model 3). In addition, we found 
a decreased focus on the non-financial meaning of work 
(Table 1, Models 5 and 7). Considering the effects of societal 
factors on individuals living in that society can differ across 
different years and cohorts (Zhang et al., 2020), it is important 
to test the relationships using data collected in the two years 
separately. We compared the relationship between the unem
ployment rate and the work meaning for the data collected in 
2005 and 2015. The results indicated that there was no signifi
cant difference in the relationship between financial (β = .001, 
p > .10) or non-financial work meaning (β = .00, p > .10) and 
unemployment rates between the two years. This suggests 
that the magnitude of the relationships between unemploy
ment rates and work meaning did not change across the two 
time points.

Moreover, we analysed the mediation effects of fear using 
the “lavaan” package in R. The multi-level path analysis results 
revealed that a higher national unemployment rate was related 
to more fear (β = .04, p < .001), which further predicted more 
financial work meaning (β = .25, p < .001), supporting the med
iation effect of fear. The mediated effect by fear accounted for 
21.95% percent of the effect on financial work meaning. The 
relationship between fear and non-financial work meaning was 
not found (β = −.04, p = .07), suggesting that fear did not med
iate the relationship between national unemployment rate and 
non-financial work meaning. In addition to the mediated effect 
by fear, the direct effect of the national unemployment rate on 
financial work meaning (β = .03, p < .001) was significant, sug
gesting the existence of other mechanisms. The mediation 
effect remained significant after the control variables were 
included.

Discussion

Study 1 used ISSP data from various countries to examine the 
relationship between the unemployment rate and individual 
perceptions of work meaning. Before controlling for other fac
tors, the unemployment rate was a significant country-level 
predictor of both financial and non-financial meaning of work. 
A notable merit of Study 1 is that its sample came from various 
countries and was collected at two different time points. The 
large and diverse sample ensured adequate statistical power 
for the analyses and generalizability of the findings. To examine 
the replicability of the results, Study 2 utilized a within-country 
dataset; although we recognize that national-level differences 
may still exist within the same country across different years, 
we expect the within-country data set to have less variability in 
national-level factors across different years than the cross- 
country dataset used in Study 1.

Due to the archival nature of the dataset, the measurements 
in Study 1 may have certain inherent limitations. For instance, 
the measurement of fear may have primarily captured the 
aspect of (affective) job insecurity, as the item includes refer
ences to the possibility of losing one’s job. In essence, instead 
of measuring the general feeling of fear, the fear measurement 
in Study 1 represents a more specific measure of fear, focusing 
primarily on individuals’ apprehensions related to job uncer
tainty. Despite the measurement limitation, we believe that the 

more specific measure of fear offers a more conservative test of 
our predictions and, therefore, provides useful information for 
testing our hypotheses. To address this measurement issue, in 
Study 3, we measured individuals’ general sense of fear, which 
was not specifically tied to the fear of job uncertainty.

Study 2

Overview and sample

In Study 2, we used a within-country design to test our first 
hypothesis, using survey data from the General Social Survey 
(GSS) in the United States. The National Opinion Research 
Center administers this large nationwide survey, collecting 
data from samples of non-institutionalized adults that are 
representative of the US population. The GSS was conducted 
annually from 1972 until 1993 (except for 1979, 1981, and 
1992), with about 1,500 respondents included each year. 
Since 1994, the GSS has been administered biannually, with 
approximately 3,000 to 4,500 respondents each year, resulting 
in a large set of pooled time-series data.

Respondents were included if they were employed and gave 
valid responses for all the outcome variables of interest in this 
study. Because no work meaning measures were available for 
1972, 1975, 1978, 1983, 1986, 1996–2004, 2008, 2010, 2016, and 
2018, data from these years were not included in the analysis. 
The inclusion criteria resulted in 12,707 employed respondents 
across 18 years (1973, 1974, 1976, 1977, 1980, 1982, 1984–1985, 
1987–1991, 1993–1994, 2006, 2012, and 2014). In these 18  
years, US unemployment ranged from a low of 4.6% in 2006 
to a high of 9.7% in 1982. On average, participants were 40.09 
(SD = 13.09) years old at the time of the survey, with 6,820 
(53.7%) females and 5,887 (46.3%) males.

Measures

Unemployment rate
The US national unemployment rate for each year of the 
included survey data was obtained from the World Bank (2021).

Financial work meaning
Perceptions of work meaning were assessed using the following 
question from the core GSS module: “Would you please look at 
this card and tell me which one thing on this list you would most 
(next, third, fourth) prefer in a job?” Possible responses include 
“High income,” “No danger of being fired,” “Short working 
hours,” “Chances for advancement,” and “Work important and 
gives a feeling of accomplishment.” An item chosen as most 
preferred indicated that the item was most valuable to the 
respondent and thus received a score of 5. If an item was picked 
as the next (third, fourth) preferred, it was assigned a score of 4 (3 
and 2, respectively). Because people tend to interpret the mean
ing of their jobs in relation to their own preferences and needs 
(Barrick et al., 2013), employees’ answers to this question can 
reveal how they construe the meaning of their work. The 
response option that best indicated a focus on financial job 
meaning was “high income.” Therefore, we utilized this response 
to gauge individuals’ emphasis on financial work meaning. 
Categorizing the remaining response options on the financial 
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and non-financial work meaning dimensions was unclear, lead
ing us to exclude them from our study.

Control variables
We included age, gender, years of education, and yearly house
hold income as covariates, given their previously demonstrated 
relationship with employee perceptions of work meaning 
(Artazcoz et al., 2004; Jahoda, 1981; Spreitzer & Mishra, 2002). 
We also controlled national-level covariates such as national 
education and health expenditures.

Results

Data for Study 2 were nested, with employee responses grouped 
within the different years of data collection. Intraclass correlation 
coefficients revealed a significant amount of within-year agree
ment and between-year variance (LeBreton & Senter, 2008) in the 

focus on financial work meanings, ICC(1) = 0.01, ICC(2) = 0.85, F =  
6.73, p < 0.001. We analysed the data using a model that included 
the random effect of the data collection year at the second level, 
the fixed effect of the unemployment rate as a level-2 predictor, 
and the focus on financial work meaning as the individual out
come variable. The results (see Table 2) revealed that higher 
unemployment rates were related to a greater emphasis on the 
financial meaning of work after including all the control variables 
(Model 2). This effect, however, was not significant when the 
controls were not included in the regression model (Model 1).

Figure 1 shows the trendlines of the unemployment rates 
and the focus on financial work meaning over time in the US. It 
revealed that peaks in unemployment rates are usually accom
panied by increases in financial work meaning. Figure 1 thus 
demonstrates the parallel fluctuations of the national unem
ployment rate and the perceived financial meaning of work.

To examine whether a high national unemployment rate 
relates to changes in perceptions of financial work meaning, 
we examined recessionary periods in recent US history. 
Unfortunately, the GSS data for 2001 and 2008 was not avail
able. Thus, we could not explore how the two recessions 
around these years were associated with changes in the finan
cial meaning of work. Instead, we focused on the severe 
recession of the early 1980s. The early 1980s recession was 
the worst economic downturn in the US since the Great 
Depression (Sablik, 2013). We used Bonferroni post-hoc com
parisons from a one-way ANOVA to examine yearly differences 
in financial work meanings around this time. The comparisons 
between the year 1982 and the years 1977, 1980, 1984, and 
1985 were especially relevant because these years were more 
temporally clustered than other years in the GSS data set. 
Results revealed that, in 1982 (when the recession was the 
worst), individuals reported a significantly greater focus on 
financial work meanings (M = 3.70) than in 1977 (M = 3.40, p <  
0.001), 1980 (M = 3.45, p < 0.001), 1984 (M = 3.42, p < 0.001), or 
1985 (M = 3.48, p < 0.001).

Table 2. Results of HLM analyses in study 2.

β

Financial work meaning as the outcome

Model 1 Model 2

Intercept 3.25*** 41.00**
Unemployment rate .04+ 1.29*
Education expenditure −6.73*
Health expenditure −.01*
Age −.01***
Gender (Male) −.04
Years of education −.05***
Income $5,000 to $10,000a .05
Income $10,000 to $20,000 a −.01
Income more than $20,000a .05
AIC 39289.4 9074.8
BIC 39319.2 9146.5
Log likelihood −19640.7 −4525.4
F 3.10+ 65.27***

Note: +p < .10, *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001. aIncome less than $5,000 was used 
as the reference group.

Figure 1. Yearly unemployment rate and financial work meanings in study 2. Note: Numbers on the left Y-axis represent financial work meaning; numbers on the right 
Y-axis represent the yearly unemployment rate of the United States; numbers on the X-axis represent the year of data collection.
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Discussion

Study 2 utilized data from the GSS to explore whether changes 
in the national unemployment rate across different years were 
associated with variations in the focus on financial work mean
ing in the United States. After controls were included, HLM 
analyses revealed a positive association between the annual 
unemployment rate and the adoption of financial work mean
ings. Additionally, we found that a severe recession was sig
nificantly linked to people’s experience of financial work 
meaning. Specifically, during the early 1980s recession in the 
United States, when the national unemployment rate peaked, 
people were more likely to interpret the meaning of their work 
based on financial concerns.

The relationship between the unemployment rate and 
financial work meaning exhibited varying strengths when con
trols were introduced in Study 1 and Study 2. This inconsistency 
might be attributed to the nature of the two datasets: the 
former was cross-national, while the latter focused on a single 
nation. In the cross-national dataset, factors like the unemploy
ment rate, public expenditure in health, and education reflect 
a nation’s development stage. When we introduced other 
national control variables, the variance in the unemployment 
rate representing a nation’s development stage may have been 
partially accounted for, resulting in a weaker effect. However, in 
the United States dataset, the main effect of unemployment in 
Model 2 was initially masked by control variables. The inclusion 
of these controls was instrumental in revealing a clearer picture 
of the primary impact of unemployment.

While both Study 1 and Study 2 revealed associations 
between unemployment rates and work meaning, neither 
study can establish the causal direction of this relationship. 
Additionally, the first two studies did not test the entire 
mediation model. The next study used an experimental 
design to address these limitations. The psychological 
effects of macro-level economic conditions will likely be 
mediated through individual perceptions of the broader 
environment. In Study 3, we experimentally manipulated 
people’s perceptions of the national unemployment rate 
and explored whether people in different conditions differ 
in their perceptions of work meaning.

Study 3

Study overview and sample

Study 3 used a vignette study to test the impact of perceived 
unemployment rates on work meaning, a method used by orga
nizational researchers to study the influence of perceived macro
economic conditions on individuals’ reactions (e.g., Sirola & Pitesa,  
2018). The vignette presented a paragraph that depicted 
a society’s unemployment rate as high or low to manipulate 
perceptions of the macroeconomic environment. This study also 
aimed to test our predictions that fear and uncertainty would 
mediate the relationship between unemployment rates and 
work meaning.

Business school undergraduate students in a large North 
American university participated in this study. With a small to 
medium effect size, to achieve a statistical power of at least 
0.80, with an α error probability of 0.05, the predetermined 

sample size of a two-group between-subjects design must be 
at least 156. We met this criterion by collecting data from 260 
students, who participated in the study for course credit. Four 
participants did not provide full responses, so their data were 
eliminated from the analyses. The final sample had 129 partici
pants in the low unemployment rate condition and 127 in the 
high unemployment rate condition. Of the 256 participants, the 
mean age was 19.70 (SD = 1.38), with 140 identifying them
selves as women, 115 as men, and 1 participant leaving the 
gender question blank.

Procedure

To prevent participants from inferring the true purpose of the 
study, we used a cover story that framed the study as a test of 
imaginative ability. Participants were randomly allocated to 
either a high or low unemployment rate condition. They read 
a paragraph describing a social-economic condition, imagined 
living in that society, wrote a short paragraph describing their 
thoughts and feelings, and completed a short survey. They 
were then thanked and debriefed.

We aimed to create vivid vignettes by providing specific 
details about the imagined society. For example, for the high 
unemployment condition, participants imagined observing 
a large number of employee layoffs, while for the low unem
ployment condition, they were told about the promotion of 
employees due to a growing economy.

Measures

Manipulation check
We tested whether the manipulation was successful by asking 
participants to indicate their agreement to two items using 
a five-point scale (1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree). 
The two items were: “In the imaginary scenario, my society has 
a high unemployment rate” and “In the imaginary scenario, my 
society is experiencing an economic recession.” A higher score 
was expected from participants responding to the high unem
ployment rate condition.

Fear
Four items relating to the emotion of fear were used. Participants 
were instructed to respond to four items on a 7-point scale: 1 =  
not at all, 4 = neutral, and 7 = very much. The four items were: “To 
what extent do you feel worried/anxious/afraid/fearful of the 
consequences of the economic condition in the described sce
nario?” The mean score of the four items was calculated to 
measure the level of fear, with higher scores indicating greater 
fear. The reliability of this scale was α = 0.97.

Uncertainty
Three items were used to measure the sense of personal uncer
tainty on a 7-point scale ranging from 1(strongly disagree) to 7 
(strongly agree). Participants were asked to think about the 
imaginary situation and rate the extent to which they would 
feel uncertain about their work, their life, and their future. The 
average of the three items was used as an overall index of 
uncertainty (α = 0.94). Higher scores indicate increased 
uncertainty.
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Work meanings
The same items used in Study 1 were used in this study. 
A 7-point scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly 
agree) was used.

Results

We conducted a manipulation check to verify whether the parti
cipants in the high unemployment rate condition perceived the 
economic environment differently from those in the low unem
ployment rate condition. The results showed that participants in 
the high unemployment rate condition reported significantly 
higher scores (M = 4.47) than those in the low unemployment 
rate condition (M = 1.82), t (254) = 24.27, p < .001, indicating that 
our manipulation was successful.

To test the main effect, we conducted an independent 
samples t-test. Participants in the high unemployment rate 
condition reported a greater focus on financial work meaning 
(M = 4.48) than those in the low unemployment rate condition 
(M = 3.57, t (254) = 4.36, p < .001). In exploring the effect on 
non-financial work meaning, we also found participants in the 
high unemployment rate condition to have a less focus on 
non-financial work meaning (M = 4.34) than those in the low 
unemployment rate condition (M = 4.77, t (254) = −2.18, 
p = .03).

We then conducted mediation analyses to examine the roles of 
fear and uncertainty in the above relationship. According to Hu 
and Bentler (1999), the model fits were satisfactory: χ2 (2) = 5.52, 
p = .06, CFI = .99, TLI = .96, RMSEA = .08, SRMR = .03. Uncertainty 
was higher when participants imagined high unemployment 
(M = 5.85) in contrast to low unemployment (M = 3.61, B = 2.24, 
s.e. = .16, p < .001). The heightened uncertainty predicted more 
financial work meaning (B = .20, s.e. = .10, p = .04), and no influ
ence on non-financial work meaning (B = −.17, s.e. = .09, p =.06). 
More uncertainty also predicted more fear (B = .60, s.e. = .05, 
p < .001). Participants reported significantly more fear in the high 
unemployment condition (M = 5.93), compared to the low unem
ployment condition (M = 3.45, B = 1.10, s.e. = .17, p < .001). 
However, more fear was not related to financial (B = .06, s.e. = 10, 
p = .51) or non-financial work meanings (B = .07, s.e. = .09, p = .46). 
A mediation analysis with 5,000 resamples and bias-corrected 
bootstrapped confidence intervals confirmed a significant indirect 
effect of the unemployment condition on financial work meaning 
through uncertainty (indirect effect = .45, s.e. = .22, 95% CI [.01, 
.89]). Moreover, when the direct link between unemployment 
and financial work meaning was included in the path analysis, 
the direct effect was significant (β = .62, p = .04), suggesting other 
mechanisms in addition to perceived uncertainty. Figure 2 pre
sents the mediation results.

The results of Study 3, which showed no significant media
tion effects of fear, were inconsistent with those of Study 1. To 
investigate the possible reasons for this inconsistency, we re- 
ran the mediation model without uncertainty in Study 3. 
Mediation analysis with 5,000 resamples and bias-corrected 
bootstrapped confidence intervals confirmed significant indir
ect effects from the unemployment condition to fear to more 
financial work meaning (indirect effect = .53, s.e. = .15, 95% CI 
[.24, .83]). However, the indirect effects through fear on non- 
financial work meaning were insignificant (indirect effect = .16, 
s.e. = .14, 95% CI [−.11, .43]). These findings were consistent 
with those of Study 1. Together, these results suggest that 
when fear was considered as the sole mediator, it mediated 
the effect of unemployment rate on financial work meaning. 
However, when experienced uncertainty was considered, the 
mediation effect of fear disappeared. Therefore, the findings 
suggest that uncertainty is a more important mediator in 
explaining the relationships between unemployment rate and 
work meanings.

Discussion

In Study 3, we manipulated participants’ perceptions of the 
unemployment rate by encouraging them to engage in 
a vivid imagination process. The results suggested that the 
perceived high unemployment rate leads to a greater focus 
on financial work meaning through an increased feeling of 
uncertainty. Fear was a less important mediator in explaining 
the relationship between economic condition and work 
meanings.

General discussion

The current research employs a wide range of data to test 
how and why national unemployment rate is related to 
work meaning. Study 1, which used archival data from 
responses collected from over 30 countries in 2005 and 
2015, revealed that people in countries with higher unem
ployment rates reported less emphasis on non-financial 
work meaning and more focus on financial work meaning 
than those in countries with lower unemployment rates, 
although the effect on financial work meaning became 
insignificant at the .05 level after controls were included. 
The mediation analysis showed that fear mediated the 
relationship between national unemployment rate and 
financial work meaning, but not mediated the relationship 
between unemployment rate and non-financial work 
meaning. Study 2 used a within-country data set and 
found that Americans’ focus on financial work meaning 
was particularly high during the severe recession of the 

Figure 2. Mediation results for study 3. Note: +p = .06, *p < .05, ***p < .001. Standardized regression weights are presented.
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early 1980s when the national unemployment rate was at 
a historic high. In Study 3, we manipulated perceptions of 
unemployment rates and explored their impacts on per
ceptions of work meaning, and the mediating effects of 
fear and uncertainty. Participants in the high unemploy
ment rate condition reported more emphasis on financial 
work meaning than those in the low unemployment rate 
condition. Uncertainty explained the effects when both 
mediators were included, not fear. The results from Study 
3 revealed that uncertainty is a more important mediator 
than fear in explaining the effects of unemployment rates 
on work meaning.

Our findings make several theoretical contributions to the 
research on work meaning and the effects of macro-level eco
nomic factors on workplace outcomes. First, past research on 
the antecedents of work meaning has mainly focused on the 
role of proximal contextual signals or individual characteristics 
that influence people’s understanding of work meanings 
(Rosso et al., 2010). Previous research has shown that indivi
duals’ perceptions of work meaning can change during actual 
economic distress. They tend to prioritize the financial function 
of when their financial needs increase, consistent with the 
literature on poverty as a “strong situation’ affecting attitudes 
and behaviours (Brief et al., 1995; Jahoda, 1981; Leana et al.,  
2009). Our findings took one step further and suggested that 
the broader economic condition could influence the extent to 
which employees focus on the monetary significance of their 
work, above and beyond the effect of their personal financial 
situation. This finding also supports the argument that the 
understanding of work meaning should not be isolated from 
the broader context in which the work exists (Bailey et al., 2019; 
Pratt & Ashforth, 2003) because how people construct the 
meaning of their work is partially a result of the context 
(Wrzesniewski et al., 2003).

Second, our findings provide further evidence for the influ
ence of macro societal conditions on micro individual outcomes. 
Among the many societal factors that exist, the overall macro
economic condition is arguably one of the most important for 
shaping psychological dynamics (Bianchi, 2013, 2016; Bianchi & 
Mohliver, 2016; Inglehart, 1990). This paper builds on a growing 
body of organizational research suggesting that individuals’ 
thoughts and behaviours at work are strongly influenced by 
the distal characteristics of the society in which they live 
(Bianchi, 2020) and adds to this line of research by demonstrat
ing that the economy can also influence people’s basic percep
tions of their work’s meaning. Additionally, our finding that 
a positive relationship exists between the national unemploy
ment rate and financial work meaning is consistent with De 
Witte et al. (2004) findings. This supports R. Inglehart and 
Abramson’s (1994) argument on the negative impact of unem
ployment rates on postmaterialism and contradicts Clarke and 
Dutt’s (1991) claim that a positive effect of unemployment rates 
on postmaterialism exists. Overall, our results provide further 
evidence for the ongoing debate on the effects of unemploy
ment rates on postmaterialism.

Third, our findings directly speak to the argument that 
macro-level “turbulence” impacts people’s experience of their 
work. A very high national unemployment rate is an alarming 
signal of a society’s concerning financial situation. Our findings 

suggest that under such a financial crisis, people may view their 
job more as a way to make money. Although work serves both 
financial and non-financial functions, our research found that 
only financial work meaning received greater emphasis during 
economic hardship. This finding is consistent with our assump
tion that when unemployment rates are high, the financial 
benefits provided by work are perceived as scarcer, which 
leads to a greater emphasis on financial work meaning 
(Inglehart, 2008). Although the findings from the three studies 
collectively indicate a significant relationship between the 
unemployment rate and financial work meaning, this relation
ship varies based on the type of comparison. Specifically, it is 
significant without controls in between-country comparisons 
but requires controls to become significant in within-country 
comparisons. This intriguing observation suggests that 
between-country differences might account for a substantial 
variance in financial work meaning, rendering the effects of the 
unemployment rate insignificant once these factors are con
trolled. Conversely, within a single country, individual differ
ences may initially obscure the impact of the unemployment 
rate. It is only after accounting for such individual variations 
(e.g., age and education) that the influence of this macro-level 
factor becomes apparent.

Our results also demonstrate the distinct effects of macro
economic conditions on different dimensions of work meaning, 
highlighting the importance of examining work meaning 
through a dimensional lens rather than a continuum. 
Moreover, this finding also complements existing research on 
the prevalent effects of macroeconomic crises on individuals 
(Chatrakul Na Ayudhya et al., 2019; Conway et al., 2014; Cook 
et al., 2016) by showing that the national financial situation may 
fundamentally change how people view their work. This raises 
important questions about how managers can best support 
employee motivation during times of economic crisis 
(Zagelmeyer & Gollan, 2012).

In addition, the article adds to the ongoing dialogue about 
cross-national differences in work meaning. Two large projects 
have shed light on this topic, but they were unable to show why 
such differences existed. One project looked at the importance 
people assigned to their work roles compared to other roles in 
life (i.e., the work importance study [WIS]; Super & Šverko, 1995); 
the other studied work’s centrality (i.e., the meaning of working 
[MOW] study; MOW International Research Team, 1987). Both 
projects gave theoretical explanations for the observed differ
ences, but neither provided evidence for the specific societal 
factors that influence work meaning. Our results help to explain 
some of the cross-national differences in perceptions of mean
ingful work. In addition, the study underscores the significance 
of examining additional societal-level factors as antecedents of 
work meaning. For instance, the concept of “welfare state 
regimes” (Arts & Gelissen, 2002) suggests that in societies with 
a more robust social safety net, such as the Nordic countries, 
individuals may perceive less uncertainty regarding unemploy
ment rates since the social welfare system may shield them from 
severe financial distress caused by unemployment, ultimately 
reducing the impact of unemployment rates on financial work 
meaning. Consistent with the assumption, we also found that 
national education expenditure and health expenditure were 
both negatively related to financial work meaning. Future 
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researchers can delve deeper into whether additional societal 
protective factors, such as employment protection legislation, 
active and passive labour market policies (Barbieri & Cutuli,  
2016), can also mitigate the effects of a high unemployment 
rate on individuals’ reactions.

Moreover, our work provides initial evidence on the 
underlying mechanisms accounting for the effects of threa
tening situations on people’s work orientations. Sheldon and 
Kasser (2008) found that when people feel threatened by 
immediate environmental factors, they place relatively more 
importance on financial concerns; their research, however, 
did not document the underlying processes responsible for 
the effect. Consistent with their findings, our paper showed 
that a distal environmental factor – a higher national unem
ployment rate – was associated with a greater focus on the 
financial meaning of work. In addition, we found that higher 
levels of uncertainty partially account for this relationship. 
We also found that uncertainty predicted fear, which is con
sistent with the literature on how cognitive job insecurity 
(i.e., perceived uncertainty) leads to emotional job insecurity 
(e.g., fear, anxiety, and worry etc.) (Jiang & Lavaysse, 2018). 
These findings suggest that helping employees manage their 
personal uncertainty may help to mitigate the effects of 
broader economic conditions.

Practical implications

Understanding how social and economic conditions influ
ence employees is critical for leaders to successfully navigate 
their organization through a macroeconomic crisis. Our paper 
reveals that a high national unemployment rate can lead to 
a more financially focused and less non-financially focused 
construal of work meaning. Organizations should pay close 
attention to changes in employees’ construction of work 
meaning during these times, because low non-financial 
work meaning tends to predict reduced job satisfaction and 
lower performance (Allan et al., 2019). To influence employ
ees’ perceptions of work during economic hardship, man
agers cannot change macro societal conditions, which are 
largely uncontrollable. Instead, they should focus on proac
tively creating a less ambiguous organizational environment 
that helps to alleviate the uncertainty experienced by 
employees during periods of high unemployment. 
Moreover, they could also consider granting employees 
more decision-making flexibility to allow them to perceive 
more opportunities in an uncertain world (Maley, 2019), 
which could in turn broaden their views on the possible non- 
financial meanings of their work.

Limitations and future directions

Several limitations of this paper could stimulate further 
research on this topic. First, although the experimental design 
used in Study 3 ensured the internal validity of the study’s 
findings, its external validity may be limited. Future research 
could try other manipulations or quasi-experimental and long
itudinal designs to enhance external validity when examining 
the causal role of unemployment rates. Secondly, while we 

identified uncertainty as the more significant mediator among 
the two proposed, our study did not encompass 
a comprehensive set of potential mechanisms. It is possible 
that other psychological mechanisms could be relevant in this 
context. Moreover, our analysis left a significant proportion of 
the covariance between the unemployment rate and work 
meanings unexplained. Therefore, future research could delve 
deeper into this subject and investigate other potential media
tion mechanisms. Finally, it is worthwhile for future researchers 
to explore the boundary conditions of the relationships identi
fied in this paper. For instance, if an individual’s personality fits 
with their job demands, non-financial work meanings may be 
more salient, even if the broader socioeconomic context pro
motes an emphasis on financial concerns (Barrick et al., 2013; 
Frieder et al., 2018). One’s personal financial situation and job 
characteristics may also serve as moderators in these relation
ships. For instance, wealthier individuals in jobs that emphasize 
more non-financial features may be more insulated from the 
impact of the unemployment rate on financial work meaning. 
Examining the role of potential moderating factors would help 
to provide a more nuanced understanding of the observed 
effect.

In conclusion, as an important indicator of a country’s 
economic condition, the national unemployment rate is 
related to people’s perceptions of financial work meaning, 
without controls when making between-country compari
sons and with controls when making within-country com
parisons. Such a relationship is partially due to the 
increased levels of uncertainty during economic down
turns. Leaders who wish to engage their employees more 
effectively during challenging economic conditions should 
be aware of how and why the broader economic climate 
affects the experience of work meaning.
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