
The longitudinal development of employee well-being:
a systematic review
Anne Mäkikangasa, Ulla Kinnunenb, Taru Feldta and Wilmar Schaufelic,d

aDepartment of Psychology, University of Jyväskylä, Jyväskylä, Finland; bSchool of Social Sciences and
Humanities, University of Tampere, Tampere, Finland; cDepartment of Psychology, Utrecht University,
Utrecht, The Netherlands; dDepartment of Psychology, KU Leuven, Leuven, Belgium

ABSTRACT
This article reports a systematic review of findings on the long-term
development of employee well-being, taking into account the
effects of time lag, age, and job change. High-quality quantitative
empirical studies focusing on employee affective well-being based
on the circumplex model and utilizing measurements at more
than two points in time were searched from eight databases. The
systematic analysis of the 40 studies revealed that the level of
employee well-being was generally high but not fixed – instead
changes in mean levels over time were typical. In addition, the
stability of well-being was found to be relatively low, as the
explained variances were below 50%. Age and change of job were
the major factors influencing stability: younger employees and job
changers tended to display larger across time changes in well-
being than older employees and job stayers, both at the mean
level and in terms of their position relative to others. The findings
of this review suggest that the indicators of employee affective
well-being studied here (i.e. burnout, engagement, and job
satisfaction) can meaningfully be applied in future research in
measuring changes in employees’ well-being. In conclusion, based
on the designs, methodologies, and main findings of the reviewed
studies, seven avenues for future longitudinal research on
employee well-being are proposed.
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Introduction

Sustaining and improving employee well-being is one of the key issues in the (inter)
national scientific and political debate on the extension of occupational careers. Both
the early and later career stages of a career may constitute demanding periods in a
person’s life when work challenges employee well-being (Price, 2015). However, what
do we actually know about employee well-being and its development over the different
career stages? Previous reviews on the topic have been limited in scope, typically focusing
on job stress models such as the Job Demands-Control model (Häusser, Mojzisch, Niesel,
& Schulz-Hardt, 2010; de Lange, Taris, Kompier, Houtman, & Bongers, 2003) or a single
employee well-being construct, such as work engagement (Mäkikangas, Feldt, Kinnunen,
& Mauno, 2013; Mauno, Kinnunen, Mäkikangas, & Feldt, 2010). No systematic review has
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been conducted on the longitudinal development of employee well-being. We therefore
felt that now was a good time to integrate the accumulating body of research on this
important topic. Such a review would meet the need for an updated overview of the knowl-
edge gained to date and facilitate future research efforts by revealing gaps in the current
research.

Here, we focus on longitudinal studies on affective employee well-being, which is con-
ceptualized by the circumplex model of affect applied in the work context (Bakker & Oer-
lemans, 2011). The model shows that both positive and negative concepts are needed to
comprehensively understand employee well-being. The model has also recently been
empirically tested (Mäkikangas et al., 2015; Salanova, Del Libano, Llorens, & Schaufeli,
2014). Thus, we first review the concepts that have typically been used to examine
employee well-being and those which remain understudied. Second, we examine different
forms of stability (rank-order, absolute, and ipsative), focusing in particular on the level
of and changes in employee well-being. Third, we take into account potential factors
that may modify long-term stability, such as length of time lag, employee age, and job
change.

Our review is based on high-quality quantitative empirical studies employing three or
more measurements as suggested for a longitudinal study (Kelloway & Francis, 2013). We
also focus on the methodological aspects of the studies, that is, the samples and analytical
methods used. Consequently, the main contribution of this systematic review lies in its aim
of identifying and evaluating the high-quality empirical studies conducted on employee
long-term well-being more broadly than hitherto. Our review also points to the gaps in
the literature and hence avenues for future research.

The article is in five parts. First, we introduce the key concept of affective well-being.
Second, we give an overview of the different theoretical perspectives on the long-term
development of employee well-being. Third, we describe the different forms of longitudi-
nal stability that we apply in analysing the previous studies. Fourth, we review the available
empirical studies on longitudinal employee well-being. Finally, on the basis of our find-
ings, we suggest directions for future research.

A model of job-related affective well-being

While affective well-being constitutes the core aspect of subjective well-being at work
(Warr, 2007), other aspects of well-being have also been distinguished. For example,
social (i.e. environmental mastery, quality of social functioning), cognitive (i.e. cognitive
weariness), and psychosomatic well-being (i.e. a lack of symptoms of distress) have also
been considered as components of employee well-being (van Horn, Taris, Schaufeli, &
Schreurs, 2004). Here, we focus on affective well-being (Warr, 2007), as it is widely con-
sidered to be the core of well-being (Diener et al., 2009) and mental health (Keyes, 2005).

We used Warr’s (2007) four quadrant model of affective well-being in selecting the key
constructs of employee well-being for our review. The model has been developed on the
basis of the circumplex model of affect (Russell, 1980; Watson & Tellegen, 1985). In the
model, job-related affective states are classified (using two orthogonal axes, representing
the pleasure and activation dimensions) into four quadrants that comprise unpleasant
affective states of high or low activation, and pleasurable affective states of high or low
activation.
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As proposed by Bakker and Oerlemans (2011; see also Mäkikangas et al., 2015; Sala-
nova et al., 2014), these four quadrants correspond to the four widely used states of
employee cognitive-affective well-being (Warr, 2013). These are work engagement, worka-
holism, burnout, and job satisfaction. Work engagement, characterized by both high acti-
vation and high pleasure, is defined as a positive, fulfilling, work-related state of mind
described by the dimensions of vigour, dedication, and absorption (Schaufeli, Salanova,
González-Romá, & Bakker, 2002). Workaholism is similarly characterized by high acti-
vation, but also displeasure, and is defined as a strong inner, compulsive drive to work
excessively hard (Schaufeli, Shimazu, & Taris, 2009). Burnout, as the opposite pole of
work engagement, is characterized by de-activation and displeasure, and defined as a per-
sistent, work-related state of ill-being described by the dimensions of exhaustion (core
component of burnout), cynicism, and reduced professional efficacy (Maslach, Jackson,
& Leiter, 1996). Job satisfaction, as the opposite of workaholism, is characterized by de-
activation and pleasure and typically defined as individuals’ global positive feeling about
their job (Spector, 1997). Applying the quadrant model in selecting the four key concepts
of employee well-being for the review enables us to analyse systematically what aspects of
employee well-being have previously been emphasized and whether different indicators
yield parallel information about the level of employee well-being and its long-term
development.

Three theoretical views on the long-term development of employee well-being

Conventional job stress models explain increasing or decreasing well-being via its associ-
ation with specific job characteristics (e.g. the Job Demands-Control model or Effort-
Reward Imbalance model). However, such stress theories cast limited light on the devel-
opment of employee well-being. They account for what stress symptoms can be caused by
specific job characteristics rather than consider the development of employee well-being
comprehensively in the long run (cf. Zapf, Dormann, & Frese, 1996: see also Kelloway
& Francis, 2013). In contrast, the theories used to explain the development of general,
context-free subjective well-being offer different perspectives, specifically on its longitudi-
nal development. These theories suggest alternatively that levels of employee well-being
are either stable over time (Cummins, Gullone, & Lau, 2002; Headey & Wearing, 1989),
increase or decrease over time (Fredrickson, 1998; Hobfoll, 1989), or change in a favour-
able direction with age (Baltes & Baltes, 1990; Baltes, Lindenberg, & Staudinger, 1998;
Charles & Carstensen, 2009).

The first category of theories, which emphasize the stability of well-being, includes, for
instance, the dynamic equilibrium model (Headey & Wearing, 1989) and the homeostasis
model (Cummins et al., 2002). These models assume that each person has a stable, charac-
teristic level of subjective well-being (set point) which is maintained by adaptive mechan-
isms. This set point is determined by genetic predisposition, core personality traits (e.g.
neuroticism), and enduring environmental conditions. Positive or negative changes in a
person’s life or work situation can temporarily disrupt this equilibrium or homeostasis,
causing levels of well-being to fluctuate outside of their ordinary, habitual range (i.e. the
set point). In due time, individuals return to their usual, characteristic level of well-
being through the deployment of adaptive mechanisms, which may be cognitive (e.g. posi-
tive relabelling) or behavioural (e.g. problem-focused coping) in nature. In other words, as
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a consequence of these adaptive mechanisms, individuals’ levels of well-being remain rela-
tively stable over time.

The second category of theories emphasizes change in well-being. These theories
include resource-based theories, such as the conservation of resources (COR) model
(Hobfoll, 1989) and the broaden-and-build (B&B) theory (Fredrickson, 1998). The
main principle of the COR theory is that people are motivated to gain, maintain, and
accumulate resources – which can be anything that is either valuable in its own right or
important for protecting other resources or attaining future goals (Hobfoll, 1989, 2002).
It also assumes that the relationship between different resources is mutual and dynamic
in nature (Hobfoll, 2002). The B&B theory in turn proposes that positive emotions
have a twofold adaptive function for an individual. First, they broaden the individual’s
current awareness and thought-action repertoire. Second, they help to build resources
in the long run and have a lasting impact on well-being (Fredrickson, 1998). In both
the COR and B&B theories, the increase/decrease in resources is typically dynamic and
occurs either as a “gain/loss cycle” or “downward/upward spiral”. Essentially, the
resource-based theories assume that employee well-being will increase or decrease over
time in response to changes in resources.

The third category comprises life-span theories, which are more specific as they focus
more explicitly on the direction of development of well-being. Life-span theories, such as
selective optimization with compensation, emphasize that development is an ongoing life-
long process (Baltes et al., 1998; Baltes & Baltes, 1990) and that development – which by
definition implies change – can be cumulative as well as intermittent. While development
can occur in an upward or downward direction, most life-span theories emphasize positive
change in personality and socio-emotional development, which occurs via maturation and
growth (Charles & Carstensen, 2009; Isaacowitz & Blanchard-Fields, 2012; Staudinger &
Kunzmann, 2005). Through self-regulatory processes and increasing maturity, individuals
can better maintain and improve their general well-being (Charles & Carstensen, 2009)
and work-related well-being over time (Scheibe & Zacher, 2013).

Owing to the multifaceted process of development, older individuals might be more
competent than their younger counterparts in performing various work-related tasks.
Age is also linked to work events faced. For example, young employees may face high
levels of job insecurity, middle-aged employees may more frequently experience work–
life conflict and older employees may perceive age discrimination (Scheibe & Zacher,
2013). Ageing may also have beneficial effects, via increased maturity and emotion regu-
lation process, on how employees respond to negative events at work (Scheibe & Zacher,
2013). For example, older age has found to buffer against the negative consequences of
workload on job and life satisfaction (Mauno, Ruokolainen, & Kinnunen, 2013).

Different forms of long-term stability

Research on long-term development inevitably uses the concept of stability, which has at
least three different meanings in employee well-being research (see Caspi & Roberts,
1999). First, rank-order stability (called also relative stability) indicates the extent to
which the relative differences in well-being among employees remain the same over
time. Rank-order stability is typically analysed by means of stability coefficients (e.g.
test–retest correlations) in longitudinal data. The higher the test–retest correlation is,
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the fewer the changes in the relative differences in well-being between employees. In other
words, high test–retest correlations indicate that either the well-being of most of the indi-
vidual employees in the group studied has not changed over time or, if it has, then it has
changed in the same direction across many individuals.

Second, absolute stability refers to the mean level of change in employee well-being in a
study population (Caspi & Roberts, 1999). Typically, different tests of repeated measures
based on well-being mean scores are used to evaluate absolute stability. It is important to
distinguish absolute stability from rank-order stability. For example, it is possible, that the
rank-order may change over time with or without any change in mean levels. Thus stat-
istically speaking, rank-order change and mean-level change are independent.

Finally, ipsative stability indicates the degree of continuity of the configuration of differ-
ent kinds of employee well-being (Caspi & Roberts, 1999). It provides information on the
continuity of the patterning of various well-being indicators (e.g. burnout and work
engagement) within an employee across time. To investigate ipsative stability, clustering
and profiling methods (e.g. latent class analysis) are necessary. The two main statistical
approaches typically used to investigate rank-order and absolute stability are the vari-
able-oriented approach, where the focus is on the mean values of variables, or their relative
differences, at the group level (Bergman, Magnusson, & El-Khouri, 2003; Laursen & Hoff,
2006), and the person-oriented approach, in which individuals are taken as the unit of
measurement, such as when investigating ipsative stability (Bergman et al., 2003;
Laursen & Hoff, 2006).

The aims of the present review

Our review aimed to assess two major questions: (1) Is employee well-being stable or does
it change over time? and (2) What impact do time lags, age, and changes of job have on
employee well-being?

To answer ourfirst research question, we differentiated between the three types of stability
mentioned above:What is the stability of employee well-being across time (rank-order stab-
ility)?Do levels of employeewell-being change over time (absolute stability)?Do the patterns
of different kinds of employee well-being indicators change over time (ipsative stability)?
Based on the theoretical considerations and their predictions outlined above, we analysed
whether employee well-being appears to be either stable (Cummins et al., 2002; Headey &
Wearing, 1989), changeable (Fredrickson, 1998; Hobfoll, 1989), or changes in a favourable
direction over the years (Baltes et al., 1998; Charles & Carstensen, 2009). We also analysed
whether the different forms of stability are contingent upon study design and sample fea-
tures, namely time lag, age, and changes of job, that is, factors that are known to have a
role in the long-term development of employee well-being (Ford et al., 2014; Mäkikangas,
Schaufeli, Tolvanen, & Feldt, 2013; Scheibe & Zacher, 2013). However, this issue has not
up to nowbeen investigated systematically, using time lags of different length, different occu-
pational samples, and several employee well-being indicators.

Method

This literature review is an example of a systematic qualitative analysis of quantitative
research. This type of review has been considered valuable in reviewing a body of relatively
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sparse, but growing literature on a specific topic (Suri & Clarke, 2009). A meta-analysis
was not feasible as the included studies were not sufficiently similar (i.e. with employee
well-being measured in the same way at identical time intervals) (Grant & Booth,
2009), and imposing these restrictions would limited our perspective on employee well-
being. In addition, specific comparisons (young vs. old employees, job changers vs.
stayers) were not possible owing to the small number of studies in each category.

Identification of studies and criteria for inclusion

To gather primary studies for this review, we conducted an extensive electronic literature
search using the terms “job-related affective well-being”, “job”/“work satisfaction”,
“work”/“employee engagement”, “burnout”, “workaholism”, and “occupational well-
being” paired with the terms “longitudinal study”/“research”, “multi-wave”, “multiple
waves”, or “three-wave”. These terms needed to be either keywords or used in the abstract,
title or subject heading of the article depending on the search specification options of the
database. An electronic search was run in the following eight databases: (1) PsycInfo, (2)
PsycArticles, (3) EBSCO Academic Search Elite, (4) ScienceDirect (Elsevier), (5) Pro-
Quest, (6) SpringerLink, (7) Medline, and (8) Google Scholar. The search was conducted
in 2013 with no limitations on publication date. Alongside database searches, we also con-
ducted backwards reference checking of eligible studies. Furthermore, several inter-
national experts in the field of employee well-being research were contacted through e-
mail to ensure inclusion of all existing published longitudinal studies.

Several inclusion criteria were used. First, studies had to (1) present original empirical
results, (2) be reported in English, and (3) be conducted among a working population.
Second, the studied had to meet the following quality criteria (see Kelloway & Francis,
2013; de Lange et al., 2003): (4) a multi (i.e. more than two)-wave design, (5) the use of
reliable employee well-being scales at every measurement, and (6) time lags between
measurements of at least two weeks, as we were interested in stability rather than test–
retest reliability (see Nunnally & Bernstein, 1994).

The search yielded 105 potential articles that were screened against the inclusion cri-
teria listed above. In this phase, several exclusion criteria were applied: study samples com-
prising (1) students, (2) vocational trainers, or (3) unemployed (i.e. measurements without
employee well-being information) and (4) short-term diary and (5) intervention studies
were all excluded. Also excluded were (6) studies providing neither correlations nor
mean level information on the employee well-being constructs. Further, in cases where
the same data were used in several studies, only one study was included. The search
and selection of the articles were conducted by the first author and a research assistant
in such a way that both selected and reviewed the articles by applying the criteria presented
above.

The final sample comprised 40 studies accepted by two researchers (i.e. first author and
research assistant). These studies had appeared in 25 journals (one-third had been pub-
lished in either the Journal of Applied Psychology or Journal of Vocational Behavior),
and publication had occurred during the period 1985–2013. In the majority of studies,
employee well-being had been treated as a dependent variable, but many independent
variables (e.g. individual and job characteristics) had also been measured simultaneously.
However, in this review, only content relating to employee well-being constructs was
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analysed. In a few studies, several employee well-being constructs had been analysed in
different waves, but we focused only on constructs that had been measured at least
three times.

Analysis

Table 1 summarizes the reviewed studies, providing information on (a) the employee well-
being construct(s) investigated, (b) the participants (i.e. sample size and age), (c) the study
design (number of waves and time lags between measurements), (d) the statistical method
(s) employed, (e) the levels of the studied employee well-being construct(s), (f) the rank-
order stability coefficient, and (g) the absolute stability of the studied employee well-being
construct(s). As only one study investigated ipsative stability, this information was not
included in Table 1.

The sample size information is based on the longitudinal data – that is, it concerns indi-
viduals who participated in all the measurements. If such information was not available,
the T1 sample size is marked “baseline”. The response scale for the employee well-being
constructs varied considerably between the analysed studies (e.g. 0–1, 0–6, 1–7, 1–10). The
level of each employee well-being construct was defined according to the middle value of
the response scale: a middle value of +/−0.5 was labelled “average”, the values below it
“low”, and the values above it “high”. The majority of the studies used Likert scale
responses, and therefore low values below the middle point (e.g. 3 on a scale 1–5) indicate
disagreement and high values above the middle point agreement with the items. Using this
rationale, we were able to capture the overall level of employee well-being in each study
despite the differences in response scales. In estimating the level of the employee well-
being construct, we used the information from all the measurements.

Results

Investigated employee well-being constructs and their level

The review of the articles (marked with * in the references; see also Table 1) revealed that
the majority of the longitudinal studies had focused on the negative side of employee well-
being: Over half of the analysed articles (n = 24) concentrated on burnout. Job satisfaction
was investigated in 16, and work engagement in 6 studies. Only one study analysed all four
dimensions of job-related affective well-being simultaneously (i.e. anxiety, depression,
comfort, and enthusiasm; Mäkikangas, Hyvönen, Leskinen, Kinnunen, & Feldt, 2011).
It is noteworthy that no studies of workaholism that would have met the criteria for the
review were found.

Sample size used varied from 81 to 5827, although the typical sample size varied
between 200 and 300. Of the analysed articles, 56% used occupational/organizational
specific samples, whereas heterogeneous samples, that is, samples comprising employees
from various occupations, were used in 44% of the studies. Human services (i.e. education,
and health and welfare services) were the most frequently investigated. Of the burnout
studies, 79% used some version of the Maslach Burnout Inventory, that is, either the
GS, ES, or HS version (Maslach et al., 1996), and the Utrecht Work Engagement Scale
(Schaufeli et al., 2002) was used in all the studies on work engagement. In contrast, job
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Table 1. Summary of the longitudinal employee well-being studies used in the literature review.

Authors
Well-being
construct Participants Design Statistical analysis

Level of well-being
construct Rank-order stability Absolute stability

Amati et al. (2010) Job satisfaction Italian nurses (n = 101), mean
age 36.7 (SD = 7.5)

4 waves, 4-
month time
lags

Analysis of
covariance

High Not provided Heterogeneous

Boswell et al. (2009) Job satisfaction Newcomer employees of a
American public sector
service organization (n =
132), mean age 39 (SD =
10.7)

4 waves, 3-
and 6-
month time
lags

General linear
model, Random
coefficient
modelling

High .01 T0–T1;
.62 T1–T2;
.61 T2–T3a

Increased (T0–T1)

Brauchli et al. (2013) Burnout, work
engagement

Heterogeneous sample of
Swiss employees (n = 1033),
mean age 39.4 (SD = 10.55)

3 waves, 1-
year time
lags

SEM Burnout: Average;
Work engagement:
High

Burnout: .59–.61 T1–T2; .64–.65
T2–T3. Work engagement: .62
T1–T2; .66–.68 T2–T3a

Heterogeneous

Capel (1991) Burnout British teachers (n = 232),
ageb

3 waves, 5-
and 4-
month time
lags

Profile analysis Average .66 T1–T2;
.59 T2–T3a

Heterogeneous

Castanheira and
Chambel (2010)

Burnout Portuguese clothing
department sales people (n
= 94), mean age 28.3 (SD =
5.67)

3 waves, 6-
month time
lags

Regression
analysis

Low .48–.57 T1–T2;
.21–.44 T2–T3c

Not inferential

De Cuyper, Raeder,
Van der Heijden, and
Wittekind (2012)

Burnout Swiss logistics company
employees undergoing
reorganization process (n =
287), mean age 43.5 (SD =
9.47)

3 waves, 10-
month and
9- month
time lags

Hierarchical linear
modelling

Low Not provided Stabled

de Lange, Taris,
Kompier, Houtman,
and Bongers (2002)

Job satisfaction Heterogeneous sample of
Dutch employees (n = 1477),
mean age 35.4 (SD = 8.8)

4 waves, 1-
year time
lags

Analysis of
variance

High Not provided Heterogeneous

de Lange et al. (2004) Burnout, job
satisfaction

Heterogeneous sample of
Dutch employees who stayed
in the same job (n = 668),
mean age 35.4 (SD = 8.7)

4 waves, 1-
year time
lags

SEM Burnout: Low; job
satisfaction: High

Burnout: .58 T1–T2; .62 T2–T3;
.58 T2–T3.
Job satisfaction: .53 T1–T2; .58
T2–T3; .62 T3–T4a

Burnout: Stable, job
satisfaction:
Decreasedd

Demerouti et al.
(2004)

Burnout Dutch employment agency
employees (n = 335), mean
age 30 (SD = 6.0)

3 waves, 6-
week time
lags

SEM Low .66 T1–T2;
.70 T2–T3c

Stabled

Demerouti, Le Blanc,
Bakker, Schaufeli,
and Hox (2009)

Burnout Dutch nurses (n = 258), mean
age 37 (SD = 8.5)

3 waves, 12-
and 6-
month time
lags

SEM Low .58–.66 T1–T2;
.64–.71 T2–T3a

Stabled

(Continued )
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Table 1. Continued.

Authors
Well-being
construct Participants Design Statistical analysis

Level of well-being
construct Rank-order stability Absolute stability

Dormann et al. (2006) Job satisfaction Heterogeneous sample of
German employees who
stayed in the same job (n =
157), mean age 39 (SD =
11.42)

4 waves, 1-
year time
lags

SEM Average .56 T1–T2;
.61 T2–T3;
.66 T3–T4c

Heterogeneous

Dunford et al. (2012) Burnout American health-care
employees (n = 2,089), mean
age 41 (range = 18–82)

5 waves, 6-
month time
lags

Random
coefficient
modelling

Low .53–.60 T1–T2;
.59–.69 T2–T3;
.59–.67 T3–T4;
.61–.73 T4–T5a

Heterogeneous

Evolahti et al. (2013) Burnout Heterogeneous sample of
Swedish female employees
(n = 116), age range at T1
49–53.

3 waves, 2-
and 5-6-
year time
lags

Hierarchical cluster
analysis, Analysis
of variance

Low (whole data) Not provided Heterogeneous

Farkas and Tetrick
(1989)

Job satisfaction American first-term navy
enlisted male employees (n
= 440), mean age 19b

3 waves, 8–
10 and 11–
12 month
time lags

SEM High .44 T1–T2;
.44 T2–T3c

Decreased

Feldt et al. (2013) Burnout, work
engagement

Finnish managers (n = 298),
mean age 31 (SD = 3.22)

3 waves, 2-
year time
lags

Latent profile
analysis,
multivariate
analysis of
covariance

Burnout: Low; work
engagement: High

Not provided Heterogeneous

Hakanen and
Schaufeli (2012)

Burnout, work
engagement

Finnish dentists (n = 1964),
mean age 43.9 (range 26–72)

3-waves, 3-
and 4-year
time lags

SEM Burnout: Low; work
engagement: High

Burnout:
.76 T1–T2;
.77 T2–T3c

Work engagement:
.78 T1–T2;
.77 T2–T3c

Work engagement
stable, burnout not
inferential

Houkes, Winants,
Twellaar, and
Verdonk (2011)

Burnout Dutch physicians (n = 212),
mean age = 48.4 (SD = 6.25)

3 waves, 2-
year time
lags

General linear
model, SEM

Low .49–.71 T1–T2;
.31–.59 T2–T3c

Heterogeneous

Hultell et al. (2013) Burnout Swedish newly graduated
teachers (n = 816), mean age
= 34.95 (SD = 7.87)

3 waves, 1-
year time
lags

Analysis of
variance, cluster
analysis

Low (whole data) Not provided Heterogeneous

Kiely (1986) Job satisfaction Employees of four English
manufacturing companies (n
= 108), ageb

4 waves, 4–
6-month
time lags

Repeated
measures, mean
scores

High Not provided Heterogeneous

Kim, Ji, and Kao
(2011)

Burnout American social workers (n =
285), mean age = 45.6 (SD =
12)

3 waves, 1-
year time
lags

Analysis of
variance, SEM

Low Not provided Heterogeneous
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Leone et al. (2008) Burnout Heterogeneous sample of
Dutch employees (n = 1207),
mean age = 41.7–42.4 (SD =
7.6–7.8)

4 waves, 1-
year time
lags

Mean change
scores, logistic
regression analysis

Heterogeneous Not provided Heterogeneous

Leung et al. (2010) Job satisfaction Heterogeneous sample of
Chinese employees (n = 400),
60.5% between 31 and 50
years, 24.5% above 50 yearsb

3 waves, 6-
month time
lags

SEM Average High subjective well-being
group (n = 192):
.32 T1–T2;
.20 T1–T2c

Low subjective well-being
group (n = 208):
.29 T1–T2;
.17 T2–T3c

Stabled

Liu, Mitchell, Lee,
Holtom, and Hinkin
(2012)

Job satisfaction American recreation and
hospitality employees (n =
5270), mean age = 41.8 (SD
= 13.9)

3 waves, 6-
month time
lags

Hierarchical
generalized linear
modelling

High Not provided Increased

Lizano and Mor Barak
(2012)

Burnout American public child welfare
workers (n = 335), mean age
= 36.8 (SD = 11.46)

3 waves, 6-
month time
lags

Two-level growth
curve analysis

Low/average .51–.64 T1–T2;
.44–.52 T2–T3a

Increased

Luyckx et al. (2010) Burnout, work
engagement

Heterogeneous sample of
Belgium employees (n =
300), mean age = 29.1 (SD =
4.86)

3 waves, 6-
month time
lags

Cluster analysis,
analysis of
variance

Burnout: Low; work
engagement: Average

.47–.65 T1–T2;

.48–.64 T2–T3a

(not differentiated between
Burnout–Work engagement)

Heterogeneous

Maier and Brunstein
(2001)

Job satisfaction Heterogeneous sample of
German newcomer
employees (n = 81), mean
age = 27.9 (SD = 2.4)

3 waves, 4-
month time
lags

Regression
analysis

High .23 T1–T2;
.39 T1–T3a

Heterogeneous

Mäkikangas et al.
(2011)

Job-related
affective well-
being

Finnish managers (n = 402),
mean age = 41.9 (SD = 6.9)

3 waves, 3-
and 7-year
time lags

Growth mixture
modelling

Anxiety: Low; Comfort:
Average; Depression:
Low; Enthusiasm:
Average

Anxiety: .58 T1–T2; .47 T2–T3.
Comfort .48 T1–T2; .41 T2–T3,
Depression .52 T1–T2; .37 T2–
T3. Enthusiasm .55 T1–T2; .45
T2–T3a

Heterogeneous

Nagy and Nagy
(1992)

Burnout American rural school
teachers (n = 566), ageb

3 waves, 3-
and 2-year
time lags

Mean scores Low/average Not provided Heterogeneous

Rudman and
Gustavsson (2011)

Burnout Swedish nurses (n = 997),
mean age = 30.5 (range =
21–52)

3 waves, 1-
year time
lags

Analysis of
variance;
Cluster analysis

Low (whole data) .59 T1–T2;
.61 T2–T3a

Heterogeneous

Salmela-Aro et al.
(2011)

Burnout Finnish academically
educated employees
(baseline n = 292), age at T1
18–25 (SD = 1.8)

3 waves, 4-
year time
lags (T4–T6)

Latent growth
curve modelling

Low .40–.58 T4–T5;
.55–.63 T5–T6a

Heterogeneous

(Continued )
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Table 1. Continued.

Authors
Well-being
construct Participants Design Statistical analysis

Level of well-being
construct Rank-order stability Absolute stability

Schaufeli et al. (2011) Burnout Dutch physicians (n = 165),
ageb

3 waves, 5-
year time
lags

SEM Average .58–.66 T1–T2;
.57–.63 T2–T3a

Heterogeneous

Simbula et al. (2011) Work
engagement

Italian schoolteachers (n =
104), age = 14% under 35,
26% 36–45, 27% 46–50 and
33% over 50 yearsb

3 waves, 4-
month time
lags

SEM High .81 T1–T2;
.78 T2–T3a

Stabled

Staw and Ross (1985) Job satisfaction Heterogeneous sample of
American male employees (n
= 3200), age = 45–59b

3 waves, 3-
and 2-year
time lags

Regression
analysis

Not provided .32 T1–T2;
.42 T2–T3a

Not provided

Taris, Le Blanc,
Schaufeli, and
Schreurs (2005)

Burnout Dutch oncology care
providers (n = 218), mean
age = 37 (SD = 8.5)

3 waves, 1-
year time
lags

SEM Low .50–.67 T1–T2;
.45–.51 T2–T3c

Stabled

Vandenberghe et al.
(2011)

Job satisfaction Heterogeneous sample of
French newly graduated
employees (n = 170), mean
age = 25.4b

3-waves, 3-
month time
lags

Latent growth
modelling

High .51 T1–T2;
.62 T2–T3a

Decreased

Weigl et al. (2010) Work
engagement

German hospital physicians
(n = 416), mean age = 30.5
(SD = 2.7)

3 waves, 14-
and 19-
month time
lags

SEM High .59 T1–T2;
.64 T2–T3c

Decreased (T2–T3)

Wong et al. (1998) Job satisfaction Heterogeneous sample of
Chinese newly graduated
employees s who stayed in
the same job (n = 196), ageb

3 waves, 1-
year time
lags

SEM Average .64 at both wavesc Not inferential

Wu and Griffin (2012) Job satisfaction Heterogeneous sample of
British employees (n = 5827),
mean age = 34.6 (SD = 11.7)

10 waves, 1-
year time
lags

Latent growth
curve modelling

High .66 T1–T4 → T5
.71 T6–T9 → T10c

Increased (T6–T10)

Ybema et al. (2011) Job
satisfaction,
burnout

Heterogeneous sample of
Dutch employees (n = 1004),
mean age = 41 (SD = 9.3)

3 waves, 1-
year time
lags

SEM Job satisfaction: High;
burnout: Low

Job satisfaction at both waves:
.32c

Burnout at both waves:.57c

Stabled

Ybema et al. (2010) Job
satisfaction,
burnout

Heterogeneous sample of
Dutch employees (n = 844),
mean age = 35 (SD = 9)

4 waves, 1-
year time
lags

SEM Job satisfaction: High;
Burnout: Low

Job satisfaction at all waves:
.43c

Burnout at all waves: .48c

Job satisfaction
decreased

Note: SEM = structural equation modelling.
aBased on correlation matrix.
bAge or its standard deviation/range not provided.
cBased on standardized stability coefficients/beta-values.
dBased on descriptive information, not statistically tested.
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satisfaction was operationalized in various ways: the Minnesota Satisfaction Questionnaire
(Weiss, Dawis, England, & Lofquist, 1967) was used in two studies, whereas the remaining
studies all used different measures.

The overall mean level of employee well-being is presented in Table 1 and is based on
the three-level categorization (i.e. low, average, and high) constructed for the purposes of
this review study. According to this categorization, the level of employee well-being was
typically high: In 80% of the analysed studies, the level of job satisfaction was high and
in 20% it was average. Similarly, the mean level of work engagement was also high, and
average in only one study. Furthermore, in 75% of the studied cases, the level of
burnout (or certain sub-dimension of it) was low. In the remaining studies (25%),
burnout was at most at the average level. The studies reporting average levels of
burnout were typically conducted among the human services professions. Overall, in
more than three-quarters of the reviewed studies, high levels of employee well-being
were reported (i.e. low levels of burnout, high levels of job satisfaction, or work
engagement).

Stability of employee well-being

The minimum of three measurements was met in 75% of the studies and more than three
measurement points, typically four waves (20%), in the remainder. However, in one study,
10 waves were used (Wu & Griffin, 2012). The length of the time lag between measure-
ments was typically six months (25%) or one year (38%), although the overall range
was from six weeks up to seven years (see Table 1). The majority of the studies (73%)
used time lags of the same length, while the remaining studies, using different time
lags, showed no clear pattern: in some cases the time lag either doubled or halved, or
remained about the same.

Rank-order stability

Typically, the reviewed studies analysed long-term stability with rank-order stability as an
indicator. This was clearly evident in the majority of the studies (73%), which used either
correlations or regression estimates. The rank-order stability for job satisfaction varied
from .32 to .71 across one year, which was the commonest time lag (n = 7). The
average value of the reported rank-order stability over this period was .54. A similar
mean level of stability was found in time lags shorter than one year (i.e. 3–10 months).
As with job satisfaction, the rank-order stability for burnout was most typically studied
over a period of six months or one year. The average rank-order estimate was .56 over
six months (n = 5) and .57 over one year (n = 10). The information on rank-order stability
was provided in five work engagement studies, each with a different time lag (from four
months to four years). The average rank-order stability estimate for work engagement
was .66 (evaluated across all five studies).

In light of these stability coefficients, the previous measurement explained under half of
the variance of the latter measurement(s) in these three indicators of employee well-being.
Job satisfaction, burnout, and work engagement did not differ in their stabilities: the coef-
ficients were approximately the same. This is noteworthy, as the time lags differed between
studies. Overall, to have a decreasing effect on stability estimates, differences in time lags
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should exceed one year. For example, the rank-order stability of burnout and work
engagement was found to be the same whether the time lag was three or four years
(Hakanen & Schaufeli, 2012). However, when the difference increased, that is, from
three to seven years, stability was found to decrease (e.g. Mäkikangas et al., 2011).
Taken together, however, the impact of the time lag on the rank-order stability of the
employee well-being measures was relatively minor.

In contrast, the rank-order stability estimates showed that the employees’ mean age
played a larger role in stability than the time lag used. In work engagement studies
where the average age of employees was around 30 years, rank-order stability varied
from .47 to .65 with a time lag of 6 months (Luyckx, Duriez, Klimstra, & De Witte,
2010) was .59 with a time lag of 14 months and .64 with a time lag of 19 months
(Weigl et al., 2010). However, in a sample where the employees were over 40 years old
(Hakanen & Schaufeli, 2012), the rank-order stability for work engagement varied from
.77 to .78 for time lags of 3–4 years. Moreover, in a sample where over one-third of the
participants were over age 50 (Simbula, Guglielmi, & Schaufeli, 2011), stabilities varied
from .78 to .81 over a 4-month time lag. Thus, it seems that rank-order stabilities are
higher among older than younger workers, independently of the time lag used.

A similar observation was made in the burnout studies. Over a 4-year time period, the
rank-order stabilities of burnout for young adult employees (28–35 years) varied between
.40 and .63 (Salmela-Aro, Tolvanen, & Nurmi, 2011), whereas for over 40-year-old
employees stabilities varied between .76 and .77 (Hakanen & Schaufeli, 2012). However,
an interesting exception was the study by Demerouti, Bakker, and Bulters (2004), in
which burnout was studied among employees around age 30. Although the rank-order
stabilities in this study were high (.66–.70), they may be explained by the short time lag
of six weeks, which, in fact, reflects the test–retest reliability of the burnout measure
rather than the long-term stability of the construct itself.

The effect of age on the rank-order stability of job satisfaction was less evident when
compared with the effects of work engagement and burnout. One reason for this may
be the fact that the great majority of the job satisfaction studies were conducted among
relatively young employees. Nevertheless, there was a tendency towards low rank-order
stability for job satisfaction, compared to the average rank-order estimate, in the
samples of young employees: For example, the stability for employees with a mean age
of 19 years was .44 over 10 months (Farkas & Tetrick, 1989).

It emerged that job changes had been studied only in relation to job satisfaction
(Boswell, Shipp, Culbertson, & Payne, 2009; Staw & Ross, 1985). The results of these
two studies either showed zero stability for satisfaction between the previous and
current job (Boswell et al., 2009) or the stability estimate was very small (.13; Staw &
Ross, 1985). In addition, in many (5 out of 16) of the job satisfaction studies, the
sample was confined to either job stayers (Dormann, Fay, Zapf, & Frese, 2006; Wong,
Hui, & Law, 1998) or new employees (Farkas & Tetrick, 1989; Maier & Brunstein,
2001; Vandenberghe, Panaccio, Bentein, Mignonac, & Roussel, 2011). Job change was
not examined in the work engagement or burnout studies from the viewpoint of rank-
order stability. To conclude, both young age and job change during the study period
seemed to be the factors that reduced the rank-order stability of employee well-being.
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Absolute stability

Mean levels of employee well-being over time were reported in all except one study.
However, typically, the significance of mean-level changes was not statistically tested. In
these cases, the label of absolute stability in Table 1 is naturally only indicative, as it is
based on our reasoning. In three studies (Castanheira & Chambel, 2010; Hakanen &
Schaufeli, 2012; Wong et al., 1998), firm conclusions cannot be drawn because the
mean changes in employee well-being were minor and also not statistically tested.

In one-fifth of the reviewed studies, the level of employee well-being remained stable
over time. A decrease in mean scores, in turn, was observed in more than every tenth
(13%) study and between at least two measurement occasions. An increase in well-
being scores was reported in 10% of studies. The most typical finding (in half of the
studies) was, however, that heterogeneous patterns of change emerged. That is, employees
showed, for example, increasing, decreasing and stable profiles across time.

Overall, it can be concluded that a mean level of change over time was more common
than stability. The three studies that focused on the amount of stability or change variance
(Brauchli, Schaufeli, Jenny, Füllemann, & Bauer, 2013; Dormann et al., 2006; Schaufeli,
Maassen, Bakker, & Sixma, 2011) reported that the proportion of change variance was
larger than the proportion of stability variance. Mean-level change was not related to
the specific indicator of employee well-being, that is, change and stability were equally dis-
tributed among work engagement, burnout, and job satisfaction. The studies applying a
person-centred methodology (e.g. cluster analysis) showed greater diversity in the direc-
tion of change. In the four burnout studies (Evolahti, Hultell, & Collins, 2013; Hultell,
Melin, & Gustavsson, 2013; Leone, Huibers, Knottnerus, & Kant, 2008; Rudman & Gus-
tavsson, 2011), all the possible directions (e.g. stable, increasing, decreasing, and curvi-
linear) of mean-level change were detected in each study. In all four studies, mean-level
changes over time were more prominent than mean-level stability. In the work engage-
ment or job satisfaction studies, the use of a person-centred methodology was, however,
rare.

Like rank-order stability, absolute stability was also affected more by employee age and
change of job than by the time lags used. Moreover, an increase in the mean level of
employee well-being was mostly observed in studies of older employees, whereas a
mean-level decrease was detected (or prevalent) in the studies conducted among
younger employees (Amati et al., 2010; Farkas & Tetrick, 1989; Maier & Brunstein,
2001; Vandenberghe et al., 2011; Weigl et al., 2010; Ybema, Smulders, & Bongers,
2010). In addition, the job change studies revealed increased job satisfaction directly
after job change (Boswell et al., 2009). However, among job changers the levels of
burnout first increased and then decreased, whereas no mean-level changes were observed
for job stayers (Dunford, Shipp, Boss, Angermeier, & Boss, 2012). Overall, it seems that the
first years of employment/after a starting new job be labelled as years of turbulence, as the
mean-level changes typically occurred in this career phase.

Ipsative stability

Ipsative stability was investigated only in one study, where the focus was on all four
dimensions of job-related affective well-being, that is, anxiety, depression, comfort, and
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enthusiasm (Mäkikangas et al., 2011). Using a person-centred method, it was found that
for the majority (86%) of employees’ job-related affective well-being remained high and
slightly increased over time. Notable mean level changes (i.e. either decreasing or increas-
ing) occurred among only a small minority (6–8%). Although this study suggested the
existence of variety of well-being trajectories, it also showed that positive development
in well-being was more predominant than negative development.

Discussion

The aim of this article was to review, summarize and evaluate the longitudinal research
on employee well-being. Well-being was conceptualized by the four quadrant model of
affective well-being (Warr, 2007) in terms of burnout, workaholism, work engagement,
and job satisfaction. Along with several quality criteria, our review focused on studies
with at least three measurement times, as this is considered a requirement for an ade-
quate longitudinal study (Kelloway & Francis, 2013). Altogether, 40 longitudinal
studies were identified. Our systematic literature review revealed that employee well-
being was more variable than stable over time in both rank-order and absolute stability.
In addition, age and job change emerged as the major factors influencing rank-order and
absolute stability: for younger employees and for job changers, stabilities were found to
be lower than for older employees and job stayers. The review further indicated that the
level of employee well-being was found to be relatively high in the great majority (over
three-quarters) of the reviewed longitudinal studies. Job satisfaction and work engage-
ment did not fall below average levels over time, whereas burnout was typically at a
low level.

Change more frequent than stability

Our first research question was, is well-being stable over time? The average of the mean
rank-order estimates showed that less than 50% of the variance at a particular time
point was explained by the values estimated at the previous time point(s). Compared,
for example, with the rank-order stability of personality dispositions (self-esteem, opti-
mism, and sense of coherence .73–.85; Mäkikangas, Feldt, & Kinnunen, 2007; Mäkikangas,
Kinnunen, & Feldt, 2004) and Big Five personality traits (.65–.97; Rantanen, Metsäpelto,
Feldt, Pulkkinen, & Kokko, 2007), the rank-order stability of employee well-being seemed
to be substantially lower. We may therefore conclude that, over time, the ordering of
employees in their relative levels of well-being changed more often than remained the
same. It was also found that positive (job satisfaction and work engagement) and negative
employee well-being indicators (burnout) did not differ in their rank-order stability when
compared with their average rank-order estimates. In addition, the rank-order stabilities
were about the same when the continuity of both positive and negative employee well-
being indicators (e.g. work engagement and burnout) was investigated in the same
study (Brauchli et al., 2013; Hakanen & Schaufeli, 2012).

The findings of rank-order stability go hand in hand with the findings related to absol-
ute stability. This is exemplified by the finding that in three-quarters of the reviewed
studies the mean employee well-being scores changed over time. In every case where
change was investigated at either the between-person or within-person level, employee
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well-being appeared to be variable rather than stable. However, the direction of change
was not unequivocal, but varied widely. In 13% of the reviewed studies, the mean level
of employee well-being decreased over time, whereas an increase was detected in a
similar proportion of studies. Typically, then, change varied in nature, meaning that
within the same study, increasing, decreasing, and stable developmental patterns were
found. As mean-level change was not statistically tested in the majority of the reviewed
studies, these findings can only be indicative. A convincing finding was, however, that
in every case where change was examined its variance was larger than the variance of stab-
ility (Brauchli et al., 2013; Dormann et al., 2006; Schaufeli et al., 2011).

How are these findings explained theoretically? It is clear that no one of the three the-
ories presented in the introduction – the set point, change, or life-course theories – suffi-
ciently explains the heterogeneous patterns of change observed in the reviewed studies.
Overall, the results would seem to favour the theories that emphasize change over time
(Baltes et al., 1998; Fredrickson, 1998; Hobfoll, 1989) than stability (Cummins et al.,
2002; Headey &Wearing, 1989). This can be concluded from the rank-order and absolute
stabilities, which indicated that mean-level changes across time were rather typical and the
explained variances were usually under 50%. However, as the time lags used were relatively
short, no far-reaching theoretical conclusions can be drawn. Interestingly, however, the
studies with the longest follow-up time (i.e. 10 years) supported the life-course theories
that predict that well-being develops favourably over time (Baltes et al., 1998). For
example, Wu and Griffin (2012) found increased job satisfaction over the last five-year
period of their nine-year study. Mäkikangas and her colleagues (2011), in turn, reported
that among the majority of employees well-being developed in a positive direction across
10 years: job-related feelings of anxiety and depression decreased, and feelings of comfort
and enthusiasm increased. However, as both studies are based on very age-heterogeneous
samples, no definitive conclusions can be drawn concerning maturity and growth with
increasing age (Charles & Carstensen, 2009).

Employee well-being less stable among younger employees and job changers

Age and job change were found to affect the stability of well-being. Compared with this,
the time lag effect was minor. For age, the rank-order stabilities were lower and mean-level
changes more prevalent among younger than older employees. Several alternative expla-
nations can be suggested for this novel finding. It could be that younger employees face
several detrimental stressors, such as job insecurity (Scheibe & Zacher, 2013), that have
shown great variability over time (Kinnunen, Mäkikangas, Mauno, Cuyper, & Witte,
2014), thereby also contributing to instability in levels of employee well-being. It might
be also that instability among young employees is caused by changing attitudes towards
the job; that is, young employees start their first job with a rosy outlook which,
however, becomes less rosy over time, as suggested by the curvilinear trend found in
job satisfaction (Boswell et al., 2009). In addition, older employees with more work experi-
ence might be better adjusted to cope with various stressors (Mauno et al., 2013), that is,
reactivity to different stressors differs as a function of age (Scheibe & Zacher, 2013). The
result concerning employee age could also be interpreted in the light of the life-course the-
ories (Baltes et al., 1998). According to this approach, adaptation and stress management
improve with age thus contributing to favourable well-being development (Baltes & Baltes,
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1990; Charles & Carstensen, 2009; Isaacowitz & Blanchard-Fields, 2012; Staudinger &
Kunzmann, 2005).

Job change was associated with both low rank-ordering and change in the mean level of
well-being. These findings are largely based on the job satisfaction studies, which clearly
indicated no or only low continuity between the satisfaction scores for the previous and
current job (Boswell et al., 2009; Staw & Ross, 1985). As voluntary job change is typically
to a better job, such positive development in well-being can be viewed as natural (see
Mäkikangas, Schaufeli et al., 2013). On the other hand, these findings might also be
explained by the “honeymoon effect”, which refers to employees’ tendency to paint an
overly positive picture of their new job (Boswell et al., 2009). Therefore, longer follow-
ups with several additional measurements are needed to further investigate this issue, as
it has been suggested that it takes about two years to return to one’s normal equilibrium
after job change (Dunford et al., 2012).

Limitations

Our literature review suffers from certain limitations. In selecting the studies, we used the
quadrant model of job-related affective well-being (Warr, 2007) as a conceptual frame-
work. However, the conceptual jungle that currently characterizes the employee well-
being literature hampered the search for the relevant studies. In addition, restricting
employee well-being concepts limited our investigation, as several other relevant employee
well-being concepts are also commonly used, such as commitment or psychosomatic
health (see e.g. van Horn et al., 2004). It is also possible that despite our careful search
methods, we were not able to identify all the relevant studies, if the search criteria concepts
employed were not mentioned in the title, abstract, or keywords of the articles.

In addition, it should be borne in mind that the results of the review may suffer from
the healthy worker effect (see Schaufeli, Bakker, Hoodguin, Schaap, & Kladler, 2001), as we
only included studies where participants evaluated their job-related well-being (i.e. were
employed) on all measurement occasions. It can also be speculated that healthier employ-
ees have a greater tendency to participate in longitudinal studies than unhealthy employ-
ees; therefore, the selected studies could suffer from attrition per se. It is, perhaps, partly
for these reasons that the average level of employee well-being was so high. Furthermore,
as job change was reported and analysed in only a minority of the reviewed studies, our
understanding of the impact of job change on employee well-being cannot but be
rather limited. Job change within the samples (changes inside the organization or
changes between jobs) might have occurred, but not been reported in the sample
description.

Also, the impact of age was investigated at the general level, that is, combining results
based on both heterogeneous and homogeneous (i.e. job-specific and organization-based)
samples, as well as not using any specific thresholds for age. As age may affect the work
context in several ways – that is, what work events are encountered and how they are
appraised and what reactions they evoke (Scheibe & Zacher, 2013) – it would be illumi-
nating to compare younger and older employees within the same occupation, an approach
that was not possible in this review.

The mean-level estimates of well-being (i.e. low, average, or high) constructed for the
purpose of our study can be considered rough approximations. In addition, the label
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absolute stability was inexact, as the mean-level changes usually went untested in the
reviewed studies. Furthermore, the rank-order stability estimates were either based on cor-
relation information or on the results of structural equation modelling or regression analy-
sis. Since the correlations between the latent factors will be higher due to the estimation of
measurement error, the resulting rank-order stabilities, based on sum squares (i.e. corre-
lations), may have underestimated the longitudinal stability of well-being. Moreover, given
that people have their own idiosyncratic ways of answering psychological questionnaires,
for example, owing to their personality (Furnham, 1986), pseudo-stability is a possible
outcome of the answering style of some individuals. Although employee affective well-
being is difficult to investigate using other than by self-report methods, it would be worth-
while to try.

Overall, in the future, when sufficient studies have been reported, it would be important
to verify the results of this review on stability coefficients, as along with age and job
change, by using meta-analytic methods. Finally, as employee low scores on well-being
are primarily viewed as a consequence of a mismatch between the individual and the
environment (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984), the role of job-related factors that have the
potential to create strain or motivation for individuals in the short and long run,
should not be neglected.

Recommendations for future research

We believe that this review complements the literature on employee well-being by provid-
ing theoretical arguments and empirical evidence for development of well-being. On the
basis of the current review, we identify seven main issues that merit consideration in future
longitudinal studies on employee well-being. These are as follows:

(1) More comprehensive investigation of employee well-being. The focus of most previous
studies has been on the longitudinal development of employee ill-health rather than on
positive well-being. Only eight studies (out of 40) simultaneously investigated two or
more employee well-being constructs. In these studies, the dual construct positive–nega-
tive was usually explored (i.e. burnout–work engagement/job satisfaction) (see Brauchli
et al., 2013; Feldt et al., 2013; Hakanen & Schaufeli, 2012; de Lange, Taris, Kompier,
Houtman, & Bongers, 2004; Luyckx et al., 2010; Ybema et al., 2010; Ybema, Evers, &
van Scheppingen, 2011). However, they were typically analysed as separate constructs.
Therefore, in future research, more emphasis should be placed on a comprehensive inves-
tigation of employee well-being. Employee well-being, like other psychological phenom-
ena, cannot be properly understood without taking both positive and negative
experiences simultaneously into account (Wong, 2011).

(2) Longer follow-up times needed. Typically, the reviewed studies utilized relatively short
time lags (i.e. 6 months to 1 year), and consequently the period analysed in the longitudi-
nal studies was mostly 1.5–3 years, with a maximum of 10 years. As the typical work career
is around 40 years in duration, the follow-ups used can only offer a snapshot of well-being
development over the entire working career. Therefore, more multi-wave studies over
longer time periods are needed to understand the development of well-being over the
entire career.
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(3) More research on older employees needed. None of the reviewed studies focused solely
on 50- to 60-year-old employees. Instead the research focused on early careers or used
samples comprising individuals of various ages, but typically comprising middle-age
employees. Therefore, we urgently need studies on older employees to investigate the
development of employee well-being during the pre-retirement years. In addition, longi-
tudinal age-cohort studies, also absent among the reviewed studies, would yield important
knowledge about the development of employee well-being from the life-course
perspective.

(4) Simultaneous investigation of different forms of stability. The great majority of the
reviewed studies focused on rank-order stability. Simple rank-order stability estimates
do not reveal what happens at the mean level, and in order to obtain a balanced view
of different aspects of employee well-being stability and change across time, rank-order
and absolute stability need to be investigated simultaneously. This is a crucial issue, as
the different forms of stability are largely independent of each other. For example,
although rank-order stability may be very high, the mean-level may nevertheless increase
or decrease across the participants. As the reported rank-order stabilities for employee
well-being varied typically between .54 and .66, it is highly probable that employees
varied in absolute stabilities. Overall, more flexible data analytical methods that could
capture the means as well as the covariance structure of the data are called for (see
Duncan, Duncan, Strycker, Li, & Alpert, 1999).

(5) More person-oriented studies needed. In rare cases a person-oriented approach was
used, that is, employee well-being was investigated in subgroups of employees
(Bergman et al., 2003; Laursen & Hoff, 2006). These studies usually focused on a single
indicator of employee well-being, namely burnout (Evolahti et al., 2013; Hultell et al.,
2013; Leone et al., 2008; Rudman & Gustavsson, 2011). Only one study simultaneously
modelled the mutual development of several employee ill-health and well-being indicators
at the intra-individual level (see Mäkikangas et al., 2011). The person-oriented methods
used illustrated the diverse nature of employee well-being development: employees dif-
fered from each other at the baseline level as well as in the direction of long-term devel-
opment taken at the mean level. Therefore, more person-oriented studies are needed to
gain a more comprehensive view on intra-individual well-being development.

(6) Moderators of stability need investigation.More research on the factors playing a sig-
nificant role in stability – age and job change – is needed. For example, to what extent are
these two factors inter-related? What is the impact of job change that occurs later in the
career? Although job change seems to be beneficial in terms of employee well-being
(Boswell et al., 2009; Mäkikangas, Schaufeli et al., 2013), the motivation for job change
should be more closely investigated, that is, is it voluntary or involuntary? Involuntary
job change caused by, for example, occupational disease or unemployment could have
an opposite impact on employee well-being compared to that following voluntary job
change. Furthermore, job change within or between jobs should be better taken into
account in future longitudinal studies, as it clearly has effects on the stability estimates
(Boswell et al., 2009; Staw & Ross, 1985).
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(7) Theories should be developed.As the time perspective of traditional job stress models is
rather limited, that is, they focus on specific job characteristics and their increasing or
decreasing impact on well-being at the very general level (Kelloway & Francis, 2013),
the life-span perspective and knowledge relating to it should be integrated with job
stress theories. For example, the set point theories (Cummins et al., 2002; Headey,
2006, 2007; Headey & Wearing, 1989) could also be a good starting point for understand-
ing employee well-being development, as they take into account the facts that (a) major life
events can change the set point of subjective well-being permanently, (b) subjective well-
being slightly increases over time, and (c) individual subjective well-being profiles show
variation in the nature and direction of developmental paths, although subjective well-
being typically remains stable in most individuals.

In addition, a hypothesis on the maintenance of levels of well-being discussed in the
context of personality development (Antonovsky, 1987; see also Feldt et al., 2011) could
also be a useful theoretical underpinning when seeking to explain the long-term develop-
ment of employee well-being. According to the level hypothesis, individuals with a high
level of positive personality traits tend to maintain a high level of well-being. However,
among those whose level of positive personality traits is low, stability would also be
lower, with a tendency towards an even lower future level of well-being (Antonovsky,
1987; see also Feldt et al., 2011). Some support for the level hypothesis was offered by
Leung, Ip, and Leung (2010), who showed that rank-order stability over a six-month
follow-up was higher in the high compared to low subjective well-being group.

Conclusions

To summarize, the findings of this systematic review showed that employee well-being
varied, especially in the early career. However, employee well-being was not rigidly
fixed in the later career either. Hence it is important to ensure that employee well-being
is maintained throughout all career phases. Furthermore, since age and job change
played a major role in the long-term stability of employee well-being, these issues
warrant more emphasis in job stress research, which has tended to focus on the role of
job characteristics. Lastly, the findings of this review showed that the indicators studied
here can meaningfully be used to measure employees’ affective well-being in future longi-
tudinal research.
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