.

Journal of Adolescence 1997, 20, 281-292 @

Youth unemployment and mental health: some Dutch
findings

WitmMAR B. ScHAUFEL

Two hypotheses were investigated (1) the causation hypothesis that assumes that
unemployment leads to poor mental heaith and (2) the selection hypothesis that
assumes that poor mental heaith reduces the lhkelihood of finding a job A pro-
spective longitudinal design was used 1n order to study two Dutch samples 635
college graduates and 767 school-leavers The causation hypothesis was confirmed
for school-leavers but not for college graduates In addition, as expected, employ-
ment and further education mcreased levels of mental health among school-leav-
ers The selection hypothesis, that unfortunately could only be studied i the
graduate sample, was not confirmed as far as mental health was concerned How-
ever, 1t appeared that furure employment among graduates was predicted by a posi-
uwve atuitude and an active way of dealing with unemployment. Results are inter-
preted with reference to the favourable Dutch structural and cultural context that
existed at the time the research was conducted In addition, the role of proactivity
1s discussed © 1997 The Association for Professionals in Services for Adolescents

Introduction

Viewed from an international perspective, youth unemployment in The Netherlands
represents an interesting case since high unemployment rates are combined with a farly
favourable social context. As n most industrial countries, youth unemployment rates are
relatvely high in The Netherlands In the mid-eighties, when we started our research,
youth unemployment was very high: 28% of the Dutch aged under 24 were without jobs At
that time, The Netherlands, together with Spain and Ireland, was among the three
countries that had the highest unemployment rates among the 24 OECD countries (OECD,
1991). On the other hand, Dutch unemployment benefits were relatively generous, at least
at the time when we conducted our research According to the OECD (1989), n the mid-
eighties, Dutch unemployment benefits, after Canada, were second highest within the
OECD. Generally, Dutch unemployment received 70% of their last earned income for the
first 2§ years of unemployment and, unlike most other countries, Dutch unemployment
school-leavers received social assistance that roughly equalled the net minimum wage until
they found a paid job (approximately US$960 per month for couples and US$670 for
singles) However, starting in the late eighties when we concluded our research, the
government has cut-back severely on social security, parnicularly for young people
Unemployment benefits and entitlement periods for recipients have been reduced and
critena for entitlement to benefits have been nightened up

Traditionally, in psychological unemployment research the neganive effects of
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unemployment are confounded by poverty (Fryer, 1992). However, thanks to the
hustorically speaking rather unique combination of high levels of unemployment and
relatvely generous financial arrangements, such contamination 1s not likely to occur 1 our
study. Put in another way, the current study might provide mdirect evidence whether or
not potentially detrimental psychological effects of unemployment can be buffered, for
instance, by favourable financial arrangements.

Unemployment and mental health

Unemployment research over the past decades has shown quite convincmgly that
unemployment leads to psychological distress and rhat re-employment improves mental
health (for recent reviews see Feather, 1990; Ezzy, 1993; Winefield, 1995). In other words,
thete seems to be a causal relationship between unemployment and poor mental health; the
so-called causatton hypothesis. However, two critical notes have to be made. Furst, the
strength of the telationship between unemployment and psychological distress ts rather
weak. Roughly speaking only 10 to 15% of the variance n distress 1s explammed by
employment status (Fryer and Payne, 1986) Second, the fact that unemployment causes
psychological distress does not rule out the possibility that high levels of distress might lead
to prolonged unemployment. For nstance, n a large Australian sample of mtended school-
leavers Winefield and Tiggemann (1985) found that depressed mood and poor self-esteem
were antecedents as well as effects of unemployment. Hence, poor mental health might
cause failure in the labour market. This 15 also known as reversed causation or the selection
hypothess.

The current study addresses two major 1ssues. Fust, the negative impact of unemployment
on mental health 1s studied (causation hypothesis). And second, the factors that determimne
success and failure in the labour market are investigated (selection hypothesis). The
unemployed’s level of mental health might be one of the selective factors.

Unemployment, mental health and level of education
Most unemployment research has used very specific samples that are predominantly Whute,
married, male, and blue collar. As far as youth unemployed 1s concerned, research
particularly concentrates on the lower qualified school-leavers (Patton and Noller, 1984;
Wair et al., 1988). Therefore, in addition to school-leavers who left secondary school or a
vocational traning centre, we included a higher educated group of college graduates as well.

There has been quite a lot of speculation about the impact of unemployment upon the
well educated. Basically these speculations can be summarized mn two alternative
hypotheses According to the first hypothesis, the well educated are particularly vuinerable
to unemployment stress mainly because they experience considerable status inconststency
(“The Higher the climb, the harder the fall”). According to the alternative hypothesis, the
better educated can cope rather well with unemployment, since they can draw upon
considerable education and other coping resources. For instance, Feather and Bond (1983,
p. 251} concluded “The successful graduate has presumably developed some skills in
structuring time and 1n developing a sense of purpose and autonomy”. In a similar vein,
Warr (1984) considered well educated unemployed as extraordinarily “good copers” (p 278).
To date, neither hypothesis 1s supported convincingly by empuirical research.

In contrast, expectations about the consequences of unemployment for low qualified and
poorly educated school-leavers are more clear. By definition, they leave school at a younger
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age of about 16 or 17 years, during then adolescence. This developmental phase s
accompanted by many psychological and social stresses that make the youngsters more
vulnerable to negative consequences of unemployment. Indeed, a number of British (Warr
et al., 1988) as well as Austrahian studies (Winefield et al., 1993) found modest negative
effects of unemployment on mental health indicators n this group. On the other hand,
getting a job 1s crucial part of the 1dentity formation of school-leavers (Erikson, 1968, pp.
32-68). It 1s therefore not surprising that many empirical studies show that employment has
a beneficial effect, specifically upon the mental health of poorly educated school-leavers
(e.g. Winefield et al., 1993). Thus posittve effect of employment 1s sometimes even stronger
than the negauve effect of unemployment on mental health (Gurney, 1980; Donovan et al.,
1986). That gettng a job not necessarly leads to an mprovement of mental health was
shown by Feather and O'Brien (1986) in a number of studies among Australian school-
leavers They conclude that low qualified jobs and bad working conditions can counteract
the potentially beneficial effects of employment, particularly among the less qualified
school-leavers.

Nevertheless, we expect in the less educated group that, by and large, employment
improves mental health, whereas unemployment leads to poor mental health. The latter
finding would support the causation hypothesis.

Success and failure in the labour market

Based on a review of the literature (e.g. Wart, 1987, Feather, 1990; Ezzy, 1993; Winefield et
al., 1993; Winefield, 1995) several types of factors can be identified as potential predictors
of success and failure m the labour market of college graduates In addwion to the
unemployed’s fevel of mental health, the following seven types of variables were mcluded n
our study (1) demographic characteristics (gender, mantal status, type of education,
working 1n an unpaid job); (2) financial strain; (3) personality characteristics (self-esteem,
locus of control); (4) causal attribution of unemployment; (5) problem-focused way of
coping with unemployment; (6) soctal support; and (7) attitudes towards work and non-
work (mstrumental work orientation, non-work orentation, perceved control,
employment commitment and estimated success 1n the labour matket).

Based on earlier studies (e.g. Winefield and Tiggemann, 1985; Iverson and Sabroe, 1988)
1t was expected that m accordance with the selection hypothesis minal levels of mental
health, measured at the time when the respondents were still at school, significantly predict
future employment status.

Method

Procedure
Table | summarizes the mam features of two longttudinal studies that were carried out
Both samples completed a questionnarre shortly before their final exam. The somewhat low
inutial response rates are likely to have been caused by the fact that the students were quite
busy preparing themselves for their final exam.

In the fust study, four follow-ups were conducted with regular intervals of 6 months. The
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college graduates' were followed over a 2-year period, from 1984 to 1986. The school-leaver
study included youngsters who, for the past 4 years, either followed vocational tramning or
had been enrolled in a secondary school. The school-leavers were followed over a 1-year
period from 1988 to 1989 As can be seen from Table 1, the school-leavers were on average
about 6 years younger than the college graduates. Unfortunately and unexpectedly the
percentage of unemployed school-leavers at the 1-year follow-up was very low- 3% (n=14)
The mam reason 15 that almost 80% of the school-leavers continued their education. About
one-quarter of this group reported that their decision to continue their education was due to
fear of not being able to find a job. In other words, they postponed their entrance in the
labour market because of poor employment prospects Due to this small number of
unemployed 1t was not possible to study the determmants of future employment in the
school-leaver sample.

Measures

Except for the biographical characteristics {1.e gender, mantal status, type of education,
working n an unpaid job) and the estimated success in the labour market (scored on a
rating scale ranging from 0% to 100%), all other variables (i e. financial stram, self-esteem,
locus of control, causal attribution of unemployment, problem-focused way of copmg with

Table 1 Some charactersstics of both studies

Study 1. Study 2:
College graduates (n=635) School-leavers (n=767)

Gender

Male 63% 49%

Female 37% 51%
Mean age 228 162
Number of follow-ups 4 1
Response rate

Initially 42% 59%

Afrer 1 year 80% 68%

After 2 years 65% -
Unemployed at

6 months 36% -

12 months 18% 3%

18 months 13% -

24 months 12% -

"The Dutch system of higher education differs considerably from that in other countries In The Netherlands,
two types of higher educational insuturions are distinguished, universities and technical colleges (1 e schools for
Higher Professional Education) The difference between these institutions s historical rather than systematic At
the uruversities students are in prnciple prepared for theoretical work m the pure sciences and arts, whereas n
technical colleges they are tramed m the applied arts and sciences, (eg engmneerng, administration, health,
education, welfare and agriculture) Rather inconsistently, the training of some other professionals such as
physicians, dentists, lawyers and psychologists, takes place at the uruversities Both educational mstitutions offer a
4-year programme, after which the students obtam a degree or diploma After their graduation from a technicat
cotlege students may continue their education on a more theoietical level at the university for another 4 years
Basicaily, all graduates are admissible to PhD programmes However, only unwersity graduates actually aval
themselves of this opportunity In The Netherlands approximately 200,000 students are enrolled i technical
colleges and 150,000 1n universities
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unemployment, social support, instrumental work onentation, non-work orientation,
perceved control, employment commitment) were measured with mult-term
questionnares. These questionnaures satisfy the approprate psychometrical standards. For
example, internal consistency coefficients ranged from 0:70 to 094. More detailed
\nformation about the measures 1s provided elsewhere (Schaufel: and Van Yperen, 1992,
1993)

The level of mental health or psychological distress was measured in Study 1 with the
Dutch version of the Symptom Checklist-90 (SCL-90; Arnindell and Ettema, 1986).
Although the SCL-90 15 a multidimensional indicator of mental health, Gotlib (1984)
found that among unwersity students the SCL-90 essenuially assesses one construct
psychological distress. Therefore, n the present study only the SCL-90 total score was used
No significant imuial differences 1n levels of mental health were observed between the
college graduates and the group norms from the test-manual based on 1026 subjects
randomly sampled from the Dutch population aged over 18 years (Ammndell and Ettema,
1986). In Study 2, the Dutch 12-1tem version of the General Health Questionnaire (GHQ-
12) was used (Koeter and Ormel, 1991). The GHQ-12 has been vahdated for use among
employed and unemployed school-leavers in Britain {Banks et al , 1980). Unfortunately, no
adequate Dutch GHQ-12 group norms exist for comparison of levels of mental health m
Study 2.

Results

Unemployment and mental health
The analysis of the course of psychological distress among college graduates was rather
complicated since four follow-ups were conducted The dynamic equilibrium model that
was employed to estimate the strength of the relationship between employment status and
mental health was tested by carrying out a longitudinal LISREL-analysis The mathematical
details of this procedure have been described elsewhere (Ormel and Schaufeli, 1991) The
model was developed in several steps in one half of the sample and was then cross-validated
in the other half m order to avord statisuical artifacts, such as chance capitalization

In Figure 1, the obsetved level of mental health (Qp to O;) 18 divided mto two
independent components or latent variables a stable component (S) and a change
component (Co to C4). The former is by definition stable across time and can be considered
as a “crai”, whereas the latter reflects the actual “state” level of mental health. Accordingly,
the dynamic equilibrium model 1s able to disentangle the trait and the state component of
mental health. The changing “state” component 15 supposed to be influenced by the
individual’s current employment status (E; to Es). At Time O, all students were sull at
school The numbers mn Figure 1 represent proportions of explaned variance

It appears from the analyses that are described elsewhere n greater detail by Schaufelt
and Van Yperen (1992) that the observed level of mental health was mainly mfluenced by
the stable component. That 15, 65% of the variance was explained by this stable factor,
against only 35% by the change component. In other words, some individuals happen to be
more vulnerable to psychological distress than others, wrespectwe of their actual
employment sttuation. But what 1s even more umportant, only a minor and msignificant
proportion of 1% of the varance m psychological symptoms was explained by the
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Figure 1. Mental health and employment status of college graduates

mndwvidual’s actual employment status. This 1s much less than the 10 to 15% which 1
usually found m other studies according to Fryer and Payne (1986).

Analysis of the longitudinal data from the school-leaver sample was more
straightforward. Three groups were created according to the actual siruation at the follow-
up 1 year after leaving school: employed (n=99), unemployed (n=14), and students who
continued therr education (n=392).

At Time 0 when all intended school-leavers were still at school, no significant difference
was observed in levels of mental health between the three groups (see Figure 2). However, a
MANOVA with repeated measures revealed a significant group (employed, unemployed,
students) X ume (Tp, T,) interaction effect (Fiuson=450; p<0-001) indicating that
unemployment led to a deterioration m mental health (ta»=276; p<005), whereas
employment o1 contnuing education mproved mental health (to9=3-12, p<0-01 and ta7)=
2:62, p<0-01, respectively). Accordingly, as expected, unemployment had a negative effect
and employment had a positive effect on the level of mental health of school-leavers.
Moreover, continuing one’s education improved mental health to a smmilar degree as
employment: both lines at the bottom of Figure 2 overlap.

In short, the 1mpact of unemployment on mental health differed depending on the level
of education. Unlike the less well educated school-leavers, the unemployed college
graduates did not suffer from poor mental health. Thus, the causarion hypotheses that
postulates that unemployment leads to poor mental health was only supportted for the
school-leavers

Success and failure in the labour market
As previously noted, the determinants of furure employment could only be mvestigated
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Figure 2. Mental health and employment status of school-leavers (Ml)=unemployed (n=14), (O)=
employed (n=99), (@)=students (n=392)

among college graduates. Table 2 shows the factors that significantly contributed to the
prediction of future success in the labour market In toral 15 vanables (1.e. gender, marital
status, working m an unpaid job, estimated success in the labour market, financial stran,
self-esteem, locus of control, causal attrbution of unemployment, problem-focused way of
coping with unemployment, social support, mnstrumental work orientation, non-work
ortentation, perceived control, employment commitment, and mental health), and six
dummites for type of educatton were included in the regression analyses

Two regression analyses were carried out. Employment after 6 months (T,) was predicted
by vanables measured at Tp when all graduates were sull at college Furthermore,
employment after 1 year (T;) was predicted by variables measured at T, 6 months

Table 2  Predictors of futute (un)employment of college graduates
Tme 2 (n=379)

Tine 3 (n=162)

B R B R
. 000
Engmeering 023* 003 -0-10
Admunistration 013* 002 O~08“ ggg
Unpaid work - - 0 24”* 0o
Problem-focused 0-20%* 003 034 1
coping
Estimated success 0:23%% 0-12 010 000
Total R? 020 018

*p<0 05, ¥¥p<0 01, ***p<0 001
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Frevxously As can be seen from Table Z, only a few variables contributed predicting
uture employment Graduates with a background in engineering or in administration were
most fikely to find a job within 6 months. Working n an unpaid job at T, seemed 1o pa off
because 1t increased the likelihood of employment within the nextl 6 monthspI\YiC»s[
mterestingly, problem-focused coping predicted future employment on both accasmr;s The
scale measuring problem-focused coping includes 1tems that reflect active job hummg' (e
visiung companies or phoning for a job, talking to other people m order to get relevaft
information). Finally, students who mitially estimated their success n the labour market as
quite high were likely to find a job within the first 6 months after graduation. Interestingt
neither the graduates’ level of mental health, nor financial stram, nor etsor ?ty ,
characteristics seemed to play a role finding a job. ‘ Py
In shorr, m addition o educational background and working i an unpaid job, subjective
factors seemed to play a decisive role. Thus suggests that self-selection takes piace n the
labour market. confidence and an appropriate active and problem-focused way of coping
;2;;3:; dt}:z fc::z::;i s;x;ceslshHowever, the selection hypothesis was, unexpectedly, not
al healt - ’
ot ol poemeal heal was concerned- the graduates’ mental health did not playa

Conclusion and discussion

Three important conclusions can be drawn from our two studies. Furst, the level of mental
health of college graduates 1s not affected by their employment statu;, Only a negls lblz
non-significant proportion of varance in mental heaith (1e. %) 1s Explamedgb\f theY
graduates’ employment status. Rather than experiencing status inconsistency, they seem t

cope pretty well with unemployment. Second, i accordance with the causan‘on h;]pothesmo
unemployment has a negarve unpact on the level of mental health n sch(‘ml-leaversy
Moreover, getting a job or continuing education mncreases their level of mental health‘
T‘hll'.d, future employment s predicted by factors that reflect a positive attitude (e
confidence) and an active way of deal ing with unemployment (1e actve job huntm ar;ci
working 1n an unpaid job). Initsal levels of mental health were not predictive of fiture

s
uccess in the labour market Thus, the selection hypothesis was not supported as far as poor
mental health 15 concerned.

The national context
Recently, Winefield and Fryer (1996) have stressed the mmportance of taking mto
consideration the historical and societal setting when research findings on unemplogymem
and mental health are mterpreted. Therefore, attention 15 paid to chree aspects that are
supposed to be typical for The Netherlands ar the tme when the research was camed out. It
seems that these structural and cultural aspects operate differently on the m;ntal heallh‘ {
graduates and school-leavers (Schaufels, 1992). °
Furst, as noted 1n the ntroduction, unemployment benefits were relatively high compared
to other countries This was particularly true for college graduates, most of whom reclzlved
more financial assistance than during their education. Consequently, particularly for
graduates, serious financial problems were not an important reason for fm(ilng ajob Unlike
the graduates, most unemployed school-leavers still fived with thew parents. Although

Youth unemployment and mental health 289

school-leavers received employment assistance as well, they remamed financially dependent
upon their parents since their level of assistance was rather low because they did not live on
their own It 1s likely that this might have created serious tensions within the family leading
to psychological distress. Since the Dutch government has recently cut-back on
unemployment benefits, the picture might look more gloomy now, also for college
graduates

Second, in The Netherlands unpaid work as a volunteer 1s nstitutionalized. For mstance,
special consent 15 given 1n order to avoid a cutting of unemployment benefits and social
assistance As a result, in many work settings such as health care and education, the
distinction between paid and unpaid work 1s blurred. Additional semi-structured mrterviews
that were carnied out with a random sample of nearly one hundred graduates who were
unemployed ar T, showed that almost half of them were engaged in some kind of unpaid
activity. As we have seen, working in an unpaid job improves one’s chances of finding a
regular paid job. In contrast, unemployed school-leavers have far fewer opportunities to find
satisfying unpaid volunteer work Amongst other things, this 1s caused by the fact that they
are unable to compete with the better educated and hence tend to be offered the least
attractive unpaid work, or no unpaid work at all (Pahl, 1992). Thus process 1s stmular to that
taking place in the paid labour market

Thud, duting the past decades a cultural change has been taking place in The
Netherlands towards what has been called a normakhzation of unemployment It has been
empurically demonstrated that public acceptance of unemployment increased, particularly
n the first half of the eighties, when unemployment rates increased drastically (Maassen
and de Goede, 1987). However, this normalization of unemployment 1s specifically
observed among the better educated and not so much among the less educated There 15
some Iindication that overall sugmatization of the unemployed 1s less common i The
Netherlands than m other countries. Nevertheless, the usual social class gradient 1s
observed as well.

In short, the results of our study suggest that among college graduates the potenually
detrimental psychological effects of unemployment were buffered by the favourable
financial, social and cultural context that existed until recently n The Netherlands
However, despite this relatively favourable context, unemployed school-leavers were worse
off psychologically than college graduates.

The social and psychological context
In addition to the three societal factors mentioned above there were mmportant socio-
cultural differences between the two educational groups which might be responsible for the
different effects of unemployment on mental health For mstance, it can be argued that
graduates occupy a socrally and culturally privileged position. They have adequate
information avatlable about alternatives to paid work, like traiming programmes or unpad
acuvities; they have learned to spend their leisure time 1n a useful and satsfying way; they
generally have broad cultural mterests, and so on In other words they have more coping
resources at their disposal that enable them to deal effectively with stress (Hobfoll, 1989).
Moteover, 1t 1s likely that psychological differences between the two samples play a
significant role as well. For mstance, school-leavers are younger than college graduates
Thetefore, it 1s possible that unemployment mrerferes with their identty formation (c.f,
Gurney, 1980, Maitland-Edwards et al., 1981).
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Finally, it seems that unemployed college graduates behave 1 a proactive manner,
mstead of being passive victims they are active agents. Most probably this has two positive
consequences: their level of mental health 15 not unparred and by being active i job
hunting or by doing unpaid work they increase the hikelhood of getting a regular job The
latter agrees with Holmes and Werbel (1992) who found that re-employed individuals were
more mternal m locus of control, had greater self-efficacy and possessed better problem-
solving skills than ndividuals who remained unemployed.

Our findings seem to support Fryer's (1986) Agency Restriction Theory that postulates
that people are fundamentally proactive and that negative consequences of unemployment
occur exclusively when the exercise of personal agency s mhibited (c.f, Winefield, 1995).
This was obviously not the case in our college graduates sample: they remamn proactive
when unemployed and thus they did not experience any negative mental health
consequences

Unfortunately, success and fatlure m the labour marker, and thus the role of proactivity,
could not be studied in the school-leaver sample because of the hmited number of
unemployed at the 1-yeat follow-up. However, 1t can be speculated that school-leavers are
less likely to behave proactively than college graduates, not only because they have fewer
resources at their disposal, but also because their labour market prospects are worse.

Concluding remarks

Our results underscore the umportance of differentiation 1n psychological unemployment
research. Unemployment not only has different effects in different educational groups; m
addition, as suggested by Winefield and Fryer (1996), the specific societal and historical
context seems to play a role as well. In The Netherlands at the time the current research
was conducted, this was a positive role, at least for the better educated. Their mental health
seemed t0 be less affected by unemployment than that of their fellows from other countries
(c.f,, Kaufman, 1982; Feather and Bond, 1983).
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