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Overview

We examine how the relationship between labour market outcomes
(employed, unemployed and (not) actively looking, retired, caring or
housework, permanently sick or disabled, or other activity) and
wellbeing (life satisfaction, psychological distress and loneliness)
differs for males and females;

We use longitudinal data from ANUpoll which is an Australian survey
from a probability-based sample from February 2020 and ongoing that
includes a rich set of variables related to labour market and wellbeing
outcomes, socio-demographic variables, financial circumstances,
health, personality, attitudes, etc.;

This time period includes a pre-COVID baseline as well as 9 waves of
data throughout the pandemic that cover both lockdown periods and
periods without lockdowns.
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Background

The ongoing COVID-19 pandemic has had widespread impacts on the
labour market and on individuals’ wellbeing in Australia and
globally [Daly et al., 2020,Newby et al., 2020,Park et al.,
2020,Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, 2022];

According to the National Study of Mental Health and Wellbeing in
2020-21, 15% of Australians aged 16-85 years experienced high or
very high levels of psychological distress (19% of women vs 12% of
men, 20% aged 16-34 years vs 9% aged 65-85 years);

Further, 15% of Australians aged 16-85 years reported feeling lonely
in the previous four weeks, while 16% of households experienced at
least one financial stressor such as not being able to pay bills on
time [Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2021a].
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Literature: Labour market outcomes

Unemployment increased and average hours worked decreased,
particularly during lockdown periods [Australian Bureau of Statistics,
2021b];

There are different ways in which individuals deal with unemployment
or reduced work hours, with some continuing to actively look for
work, whereas others may take up further study or caring
responsibilities [Biddle et al., 2020];

Negative effects of unemployment on subjective wellbeing are well
documented [Korpi, 1997,Dockery, 2005,Carroll, 2007,Weckström,
2012,Binder and Coad, 2015];

Carers are another group that tend to have lower levels of mental
health and subjective wellbeing [Cummins, 2001,Edwards and
Higgins, 2009,Hammond et al., 2014,Rafnsson et al., 2017];
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Literature: Gender differences

Despite major improvements in gender inequality over the longer
term, there remain gender gaps in earnings, employment and health
outcomes and women often bear a higher caring burden than
men [Bertrand et al., 2010,Fernández-Kranz et al., 2013,Goldin,
2014,Goldin et al., 2017,Australian Government, 2021,Barth et al.,
2021,Milner et al., 2021];

Gender gaps appear to have intensified with the recent COVID-19
pandemic [Australian Government, 2021,Biddle and Jahromi,
2021,Craig and Churchill, 2021];

We expect to see some gender differences, with respect to
unemployment and caring in particular;

Based on social norms unemployment may be associated with higher
levels of mental distress (and lower self-esteem) for men relative to
women [Álvaro et al., 2019];

Caring may be associated with lower levels of wellbeing for men
relative to women due to traditional gender roles [Biddle et al., 2020];
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Research Questions

1 What is the association between labour market outcomes and
wellbeing during COVID-19 in Australia (across different
jurisdictions)?

2 How does the relationship between labour market outcomes and
wellbeing differ by gender?
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Data: Longitudinal data from ANUpoll

1 February 2020 (pre-COVID);

2 April and May 2020 (first wave of COVID spread evenly across
Australia),

3 August and November 2020 (the middle and towards the end of wave
2 in Victoria);

4 January and April 2021 (very few restrictions across Australia);

5 August 2021 (variation of COVID related restrictions across states);

6 October 2021 (lockdown restrictions are easing);

7 January 2022 (high case numbers with few lockdown restrictions and
high vaccination rates).
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Data: Wellbeing outcomes

Life satisfaction on a scale from 0 to 10;

Psychological distress equal to 1 if the individual is classified as
having a probable serious mental illness based on a score of 19-36 of
the K6 Index of the Kessler Psychological Distress Scale (on a range
from 6 to 36) covering self-reported measures of feeling nervous,
hopeless, restless or fidgety, that everything was an effort, so sad that
nothing could cheer you up, or worthless;

Loneliness equal to 1 if the individual felt lonely at least two days per
week.
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Data: Labour market outcomes (over the last 7 days)

paid work (or away temporarily), including employees, self-employed
and working for their family business;

in education (not paid for by employer), even if on vacation;

unemployed and actively looking for a job;

unemployed, wanting a job but not actively looking for a job;

permanently sick or disabled;

retired;

doing housework, looking after children or other persons; and

other
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Data: Lockdown variable

Indicates whether a given jurisdiction is in lockdown during the
particular wave;

Equal to 1 for everyone in April and May 2020, for individuals in
Victoria during August 2020, for individuals in New South Wales, and
Victoria in August 2021, and for individuals in the Australian Capital
Territory and in Victoria in October 2021, and 0 otherwise;

Lockdowns in the Australian Capital Territory were imposed on 12
August 2021 which is half-way through the data collection;

Dropping these 50 individuals from our estimation as part of a
robustness test does not affect our overall results.
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Methods

We use unbalanced panel data regressions, mainly random effects models,
that are estimated via ordered probit regressions where life satisfaction is
our outcome variable and probit regressions where mental distress or
loneliness are our outcome variables as shown in Equation 1.

wellbeingit = α0 + α1Educationit + α2Unemployed (actively looking)it
+ α3Unemployed (not actively looking)it
+ α4Permanently sick or disabledit + α5Retiredit
+α6Housework or caringit+α7Other activityit+X ′

itγ+αi+ϵit
(1)

Some specifications include interaction terms between labour market
outcomes and a female indicator variable.
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Potential Endogeneity

There is the possibility of omitted variables bias as there can be
variables that affect an individual’s wellbeing and that are also related
to an individual’s labour market outcome.

There is the possibility that there is reverse causality, as wellbeing
could also affect labour market outcomes.

To account for that we include a rich set of control variables covering
socio-demographic variables, financial circumstances, health and
personality & attitudes; we include Mundlak terms (within-group
means of all time-varying explanatory variables) and add an IV
specification with the first lag of each employment activity as IVs for
our seven employment activities.
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Specifications I

1 Specification 1 is our baseline regression and includes a female
indicator variable, socio-demographic variables (e.g., age categories,
geographic, ethnicity, education, household structure, parenting, and
other variables), a lockdown indicator variable, and time fixed effects.

2 Specification 2 adds financial circumstances to our baseline
regression, including hours worked, 10 household income categories,
whether the individual is finding it difficult on present income, and
occupation categories.

3 Specification 3 adds health related variables to our baseline
regression, including self-rated general health, current smoker, using
drugs, drinks excessively (at least 5 standard drinks at least 5 times a
week), has gambled in the last 12 months, and has experienced
discrimination because of their ethnic origin.
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Specifications II

4 Specification 4 adds variables related to personality and attitude to
our baseline regression, including continuous variables measuring trust
(believe that most people can be trusted), advantage (believe that
most people would try to be fair), helpful (believe that most people
would try to be helpful), altruistic (derived variable from various
questions in questionnaire), frequency of meeting socially with friends,
relatives or work colleagues and future outlook (longer term future
outlook since COVID-19 in May 2020).

5 Specification 5 is a full specification with all control variables from
specifications 1 to 4.

6 Specification 6 includes Mundlak terms.

7 Specification 7 is our IV model with the first lag of our employment
activities as instruments.
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Results: Life satisfaction
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Results: Life satisfaction summary

Females report a higher life satisfaction (explained by health and
personality);

Life satisfaction declines during lockdowns (-0.275 to -0.374) but
after controlling for lockdowns it is higher in April, May and
November 2020, January, April and August 2021, while it is lower in
January 2022 (relative to February 2020);

Most labour market outcomes are associated with lower life
satisfaction compared to being employed;

After accounting for financial circumstances and health, most gaps in
life satisfaction between those who are employed and other labour
market activities reduce and become statistically insignificant (except
for unemployed);
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Results: Life satisfaction for females
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Results: Life satisfaction for males
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Results: Life satisfaction by gender summary

There are more differences in life satisfaction by labour market
outcome among females compared to males;
These gaps are larger for females and many of these remain
significant after controlling for financial circumstances and health for
the two unemployed categories, while nothing remains statistically
significant for males;
We find consistent results in our IV specification for females who are
unemployed and actively looking and permanently sick or disabled;
In our IV specification, males who undertake housework or caring have
a higher life satisfaction compared to employed males. We attribute
this to a small sample size of males in this labour market activity,
which tends to be short-term, mostly around lockdown periods (only
a third will continue this activity for at least another wave, while most
males subsequently transition into other employment activities); our
IV specification picks up the effect of transitioning from housework or
caring into categories that are associated with higher levels of life
satisfaction such as employment and retirement.
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Results: Mental distress
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Results: Mental distress summary

Mental distress is higher during lockdowns (0.129 to 0.206) and after
controlling for lockdowns, it is consistently higher in January 2022
(relative to April 2021);

Most labour market outcomes are associated with higher mental
distress compared to being employed;

After accounting for financial circumstances and health, most of these
gaps in mental distress by labour market activity reduce and become
statistically insignificant (except for unemployed);
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Results: Mental distress for females
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Results: Mental distress for males
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Results: Mental distress by gender summary

We find similar patterns in terms of differences in mental distress by
labour market outcome among males and females, with higher mental
distress for most labour market outcomes;

After controlling for financial circumstances, health and personality,
both males and females have higher mental distress when being
unemployed (and not actively looking), although in our Mundlak and
IV specifications this only remains statistically significant for males.
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Results: Loneliness
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Results: Loneliness summary

Females are more likely to report feeling lonely across all
specifications;

Loneliness is higher during lockdowns (by 0.155 to 0.285) and even
after controlling for lockdowns it is higher in April, August and
November 2020 and January 2022 (relative to April 2021);

Being unemployed, permanently sick or disabled and housework or
caring are associated with higher levels of loneliness, but these are not
significant our specification with lags after controlling for all factors;

After accounting for financial circumstances, being retired is
associated with lower levels of loneliness;
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Results: Loneliness for females
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Results: Loneliness for males
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Results: Loneliness by gender summary

Baseline specifications suggest higher levels of loneliness among the
unemployed and permanently sick or disabled relative to being
employed for both males and females;

Females also feel more lonely when undertaking housework or caring
relative to being employed, while males feel less lonely when retired
relative to being employed;

After controlling for other factors, these gaps only remain significant
for females who are unemployed (but not in our Mundlak and IV
specifications), as well as for retired males (across all specifications).
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Further Analysis

The underlying K6 Index of the Kessler Psychological Distress Scale is
made up of six individual com- ponents which are each ranked on a
scale from 1 to 5 with higher scores given for higher prevalence:
feeling nervous, feeling hopeless, feeling restless or fidgety, feeling
that everything was an effort, feeling so sad that nothing could cheer
you up and feeling worthless.

We apply Ordered Probit Models to analyse each of these categories
separately to establish which ones are driving the results for mental
distress in our main analysis.
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Summary I

We generally observe higher levels of wellbeing among those who are
employed relative to other labour market outcomes;

Financial circumstances and health can reduce these differences, but
may not be enough to close the gaps in wellbeing between those who
are unemployed and for those who are permanently sick or disabled
(relative to being employed);

This confirms findings from previous studies, e.g., financial, personal
and socio-relational resources have been shown to partially mediate
the relationship between retirement and psychological wellbeing [Kim
and Moen, 2002];

We find some gender differences in the relationship between wellbeing
and various labour market activities relative to being employed (and
some similarities);
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Summary II

Life satisfaction: Females experience larger differences in life
satisfaction when they are employed relative to other labour market
outcomes (compared to men), and after controlling for other factors
these differences in life satisfaction remain statistically significant for
unemployed females and females who are permanently sick or disabled
(but not for males);

Mental distress: Males and females experience higher mental distress
when unemployed relative to being employed, even after accounting
for finances and health, however, in our Mundlak and IV
specifications this only remains statistically significant for males
(mainly due to feeling nervous and that everything was an effort);
females tend to experience more negative effects of being
permanently sick or disabled (feeling nervous, hopeless, that
everything was an effort and worthless);
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Summary III

Loneliness: Females are less likely to feel lonely when in education but
more likely to feel lonely when unemployed (compared to employed
females), and males less likely to feel lonely when retired (compared
to employed males);

We observe significantly lower levels of wellbeing during lockdowns
and during the Omicron wave in January 2022 when restrictions were
relatively low but case numbers were high.

Biddle and Jahromi (ANU) Labour market outcomes and wellbeing ACE 2022 33 / 46



Conclusion and Policy Implications

Government policies such as financial support and public health
policies have potential to reduce the gaps in life satisfaction, mental
health and loneliness between those who are employed and those in
other employment activities;

There are some limitations, as it is not feasible to align incomes of
those who are employed and other groups, or to align health of those
who are permanently sick or disabled and other groups;

Support for unemployed to secure employment;

Targeted mental health support for unemployed (particularly males)
and for females who are permanently sick or disabled.
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Summary Statistics
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Summary Statistics by Gender
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