
I Love My Work
By Arthur C. Brooks

Marienthal is a small Austrian village, and in the 
1920s it was dominated by one textile factory, which 
employed the majority of the town’s residents. As the 
firm fell on hard economic times, it pulled the fortunes 
of Marienthalers down with it: by the time the factory 
closed in 1929, three-quarters of the town’s families 
had lost their income.

The Marienthalers were not starving—Austria in those 
years had unemployment insurance that covered most 
of a factory worker’s wages. But the townspeople 
languished nonetheless. There were no regular jobs 
to replace their old positions, and to qualify for un-
employment support workers were strictly prohibited 
from taking any part-time work. One poor soul lost his 
benefits after he was discovered playing the harmonica 
on the street for money. Economic circumstance and 
government policy conspired to guarantee that the 
Marienthalers had nowhere to go and nothing to do.

Marienthal had previously been an active community 
with social clubs and political organizations. The para-
dox is that, after the factory closed and people had abun-
dant leisure, these activities withered. In the two years 
after the factory closed, the average number of volumes 
loaned out by the town library dropped by half. Said 
one woman, “It used to be magnificent in Marienthal 
before—just going to the factory made a change. Dur-
ing the summer we used to go for walks, and all those 
dances! Now I don’t feel like going out anymore.”

Time seemed to warp. Men stopped wearing watches, 
and wives complained that their husbands were chroni-

cally late for meals—even though they were not coming 
from anything. Outsiders observed that it took villagers 
longer and longer just to walk down the street. People 
slept for hours more each night than they ever had. They 
could not recall how they spent their days, and they 
whittled away far more time sitting at home or stand-
ing around in the street than doing any other activity.

A group of sociologists who had come to interview the 
townspeople as part of a study on the importance of 
work determined that what destroyed life in Marien-
thal was not the loss of wages, but the loss of ability to 
earn them.  The lesson of Marienthal is clear. Work is 
not just a means to an end. Work has enormous intrinsic 
value.  We are, however, bombarded with messages to 
the contrary. Bestsellers like Barbara Ehrenreich’s Nickel 
and Dimed, which documents the hardships of working-
class employment in America, aim to show us how bad 
it really is for the working stiffs of this country.  And 
our policymakers generally believe that the good life 
in a wealthy society means shorter workweeks, longer 
vacations, and earlier retirements. Why? Because when 
we’re rich we can afford these things. What else are we 
working for, after all?

In short, when it comes to work, we have a conflict of 
visions. One vision says that work is a source of hap-
piness, the other that it is a necessary evil. Which view 
is the more accurate for most Americans? The answer 
to this question is fundamental to understanding 
whether our public policies and labor practices are 
pushing us toward greater happiness as a society—or 
away from it.
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Ask yourself this: What proportion of 
Americans do you think are satisfied with 
their jobs? Twenty percent? Thirty? In fact, 
according to the 2002 General Social Survey 
(GSS) from the National Opinion Research 
Center at the University of Chicago, among 
adults who worked 10 hours a week or more 
in 2002, a surprising 89% said they were 
very satisfied or somewhat satisfied with 
their jobs. Only 11% said they were not too 
satisfied or not at all satisfied.

Of course, this statistic might be hiding big 
differences between people with “good” 
jobs and those with “bad” jobs. What 
about the people with low incomes and 
little education? They must be less satisfied 
with their jobs than we are, right? Wrong. 
Precisely the same share of Americans with 
above-average and below-average incomes 
are satisfied: 89%. Similarly, 88% of people 
without a college education are satisfied, as 
well as 87% of people who specifically call 
themselves “working class.” What about the 
middle class, who we hear from television 
pundits and politicians are so dispirited? 
Ninety-three percent are satisfied. Also, 
the proportion is almost exactly the same—
around 90%—among people working for 
private companies, for nonprofit organiza-
tions, and for governments.

These figures don’t disprove the notion that, 
all things being equal, people who work less 
than others are happier. The data just prove 
that most people like their jobs. Even if I am 
satisfied with my work, I might still prefer 
leisure. So let’s look closer….

The 1998 GSS shows that only 11% of 
American workers say they wish they could 
spend much less time on their paid work—
versus 12% who say they wish they could 
spend much more time on it. Similarly, the 
University of Michigan’s 2001 Panel Study 
of Income Dynamics (PSID) indicates that 
people who say they felt inconsolably sad 
over the past month take, on average, only 
one day of vacation less per year than people 
who aren’t so sad. Obviously, vacation itself 
has nothing to do with the happiness dif-
ference between the groups.

Nor does an actual lifestyle of leisure tempt 
many Americans. In 2002, the GSS asked, 
“If you were to get enough money to live as 
comfortably as you would like for the rest 
of your life, would you continue to work 
or would you stop working?” The number 
answering that they would stop working 
was just 31%. Sixty-nine percent of Ameri-
can adults said that they would continue 

to work even if they did not need to. And 
there is no difference at all between those 
with below- and above-average incomes. 
Similarly, 66% of people without a college 
education would keep working.

For most Americans, job satisfaction is a 
reliable source of happiness—more so than 
leisure. Among those who say they are very 
happy in their lives, 95% are also satisfied 
with their jobs. Imagine two workers who 
are identical in every way—same income, 
education, age, sex, family situation, reli-
gion, and politics—but the first worker is 
satisfied with his job and the second worker 
is not. Surveys show that the first worker 
will be more likely, by 28 percentage points, 
to say he is very happy in life.

In short, most people like their jobs and 
would work even if they did not have to. 
Obviously, there is a point beyond which ex-
cessive hours of work will lower health and 
quality of living. But within the bounds of 
normal work life, the data are overwhelm-
ingly clear that for the vast majority of 
Americans, our work in and of itself gives us 
happiness. How? There are several plausible 
explanations. Chief among them, according 
to many authors, is meaning.

The notion of meaning as a guiding prin-
ciple for happiness explains some interest-
ing facts about what actually compensates 
workers in their jobs. There is a vast litera-
ture on this subject, and it is typical to find 
that money and time off matter far less to 
people than less tangible rewards, such as 
recognition and evidence that their work 
is valuable. For example, people who think 
their work allows them to be productive 
are about five times more likely to be very 
satisfied with their jobs than people who do 
not feel they can be productive. And those 
who are proud to work for their employ-
ers are more than ten times as likely to be 
very satisfied with their jobs as those who 

are not proud. In contrast, money matters 
relatively little, and the amount of leisure 
time a job allows has no significant effect 
on satisfaction at all.

Indeed, there is strong evidence that com-
pensation such as pay and vacation—the 
“extrinsic rewards” for working—can actu-
ally have a negative effect on job satisfaction 
by degrading the “intrinsic rewards” that 
people care about so much. The reason for 
this is that people stop seeing a task as fun 
when pay is involved. Many studies have 
illustrated this conclusion, including a fa-
mous experiment in which college students 
were given puzzles to solve. Some of the 
students were paid, and others were not. 
The researchers observed that the unpaid 
participants tended to continue working 
on the puzzles after the experiment was 
finished, whereas the paid participants 
abandoned the task as soon as the experi-
ment ended.

Another route from work to happiness is 
control. According to psychologists Edward 
Deci and Richard Ryan, in some of the most 
authoritative psychological research on the 
subject, people have an “intrinsic need to be 
self-determining.” This means that, to the 
extent that work gives people a sense that 
they are in charge of their lives, it will bring 
them joy. As Aristotle put it, “Happiness 
belongs to the self-sufficient.” Control is the 
reason that job security is so important for 
predicting job satisfaction for many work-
ers. Nothing lowers our sense of control 
as much as insecurity about our ability to 
make a living.

In 2002, the GSS asked, “At any time during 
the last ten years, have you been unem-
ployed and looking for work for as long 
as a month?” The answers to even this 
fairly mild question predicted enormous 
happiness differences among people. 
Middle-aged adults who had experienced 
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unemployment in the past decade were one-
third less likely to say they were very happy 
than those who had not been unemployed. 
A single bout of unemployment predicts 
happiness differences even after correcting 
for income, education, race, religion, and 
many other demographic characteristics. 
According to the PSID in 2001, people who 
had missed any work at all during the past 
year because of involuntary unemployment 
were two-thirds more likely than other 
people to say they felt “hopeless,” and more 
than 50 percent more likely to say they felt 
“worthless.”

Economists have found that unemployment 
in a country even lowers the happiness 
of people who are working, because the 
prospect of unemployment—even when 
benefits are generous—is so dire. People 
hate the very idea of being out of work. In 
fact, people who say their job security is not 
good are more than six times likelier to be 
unsatisfied with their jobs than those who 
say their security is good.

What about retirement? Does voluntarily 
separating from work at an appropriate 
age have the same negative influence on 
happiness? It appears not. In 2002, retired 
people were two percentage points less 
likely than non-retired people to say they 
were very happy.

What is the most common policy solution 
when people cannot find work and support 
themselves? In Western countries, it is pub-
lic support—“welfare,” in the vernacular—to 
meet their economic needs. A sensible re-
sponse on its face, financial support combats 
part of the material deprivation that comes 
with unemployment. But this approach 
does nothing to combat the unhappiness 
problem. The PSID shows that, in 2001, peo-
ple receiving public assistance were more 
than twice as likely as those not receiving 
welfare to feel hopeless or worthless.

Receiving government assistance appears to 
have special unhappiness-provoking prop-
erties, even apart from the fact that people 
on welfare are generally not earning their 
living through work. Holding constant all 
of one’s personal characteristics, including 
whether or not one is employed, we find 
that receipt of public assistance by itself 
pushes up the chances of saying you have 
been inconsolably sad over the past month 
by about 16 percentage points. No other 
single factor—not income, age, education, 
or anything else—comes close to predicting 
this much of one’s unhappiness.

Work is a fault line between happy and 
unhappy America, but not in the way we 
are often led to think. The happy are not 
those who enjoy lots of leisure, but rather 
the majority of Americans who enjoy sat-
isfying work. The unhappy among us are 
more likely to be unemployed, on public 
assistance, or members of the small minor-
ity with unsatisfying jobs. When it comes to 
work, if happiness is our goal, we have no 
apologies to make for working hard.

Obviously, not every job brings satisfaction 
and happiness in life: remember the 11% of 
American workers who are unsatisfied with 
their jobs, and disproportionately unhappy 
in their lives as a result. It is hard to say 
whether they experience an inadequate 
amount of “flow”—the zone where workers 
feel at one with their task, where challenge 
is matched with ability. But what we do 
know is that they tend to find little meaning 
in their jobs.  Here lie some modest lessons 
for improving the satisfaction and life hap-
piness of workers. The implications of get-
ting these lessons right are more than just 
ethical—they actually mean lots of money, 
too. American firms have been bemoaning 
the costs of high employee turnover for 
years, and nothing predicts attrition better 
than job satisfaction: people who are not 
satisfied with their jobs are about seven 
times more likely to quit within a year than 
those who are very satisfied.

First, workers need to work for something 
meaningful. Believing in a job and employer 
is critical to satisfaction. Second, extrinsic 
rewards must not crowd out the intrinsic 
rewards of work; that is, we have to be care-
ful that pay and benefits not take the joy out 
of productive activity. How to do this? Not 
with a national program to drive down pay 
and benefits—that would be absurd—but 
with an effort to find ways to give people a 
personal sense of control in their jobs.

What about job security? Knowing what 
we do about the misery of idleness, would 
raising job security across the board some-
how lead to greater workplace (and life) 
happiness? Not necessarily. Work-loving 
Americans face a tension between jobs 
that are a good match for their skills and 
interests and ones that are secure. Secure 
jobs can be less meaningful and absorbing 
than those involving more risk—think of 
the difference between doing bureaucratic 
work and operating a start-up business. 
The right mix of job adventure and security 
depends on the individual.

Fortunately, free markets are good at pro-
ducing an assortment of jobs that appeal to 
our varied tastes and needs. If you have an 
especially strong desire for freedom and 
adventure, America provides entrepreneur-
ship opportunities that are risky but also 
offer the possibility of explosive returns. 
If you prefer lots of security, there are jobs 
(such as university teaching under the 
tenure system) in which, once established, 
you can hold your position until you retire 
or die.

The key for policy is not to impose the 
same level of risk and security on everyone, 
but—aside from obvious cases such as racial 
discrimination—to protect free markets so 
that people can find and choose the types 
of employment that suit each of us best. 
Our imagination should not be devoted to 
protecting the jobs of the privileged, but to 
finding better ways to give all Americans 
willing to work—including the disaffected 
11%—the job market choices the rest of us 
enjoy.

These are modest recommendations, in-
tended as a starting point for a conversation 
about how our jobs can continue to bring 
Americans a high quality of life. The key 
point for public and private policy, however, 
is a simple one: For the overwhelming major-
ity of Americans, work is a great source of 
joy, and not a necessary evil. It is the consum-
mate “win-win” of American culture that 
what makes us rich also makes us happy.
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