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Extended abstract 

Unemployment not only affects the wellbeing of individuals who lose their jobs, but can also crossover 

onto children. Previous research shows that adolescent children are a particularly vulnerable group 

(Andersen 2021; Brand and Thomas 2014; Powdthavee and Vernoit 2013). However, little is known about 

how the effects of parental unemployment on wellbeing of adolescents vary across institutional contexts 

(Proctor, Linley and Maltby 2009). Both the consequences of unemployment for families, as well as the 

institutional settings that aim to support families in adverse circumstances, vary across contexts 

(Lindemann and Gangl 2020). Moreover, the knowledge of the role of institutional factors is imperative 

for designing interventions to mitigate effects of parental unemployment, and to ensure an equitable start 

in life for all children. Therefore, comparative analyses are best suited to provide important insights into 

the underlying processes that place children with unemployment parents at a disadvantage.  

In this study, we investigate how parental unemployment affects the wellbeing of adolescents across 

European countries, and if these effects are moderated by educational policies. To this end, we combine 

cross-country harmonized microdata on about 45,992 adolescents aged 16-24, their parental background 

as well as and their life satisfaction, with institutional data on education policies. We focus on educational 

policies, as this is of particular importance given the developmental stages characteristic of adolescence, 

and since existing research suggests that intangible resources, such as educational opportunities, may be 

central for explaining how the adverse consequences of unemployment for wellbeing spread within 

families (Moustgaard, Avendano and Martikainen 2018; Peter 2016). 

We contribute to the literature in several ways. First, we provide novel evidence of the international 

variability of wellbeing among adolescents with unemployed parents, thereby allowing us to determine 

whether the crossover effects are universally present within Europe or if they are bounded in space. 

Second, we develop a conceptual framework and provide evidence for the effects of educational policies 

at two distinct levels of the analysis: individual and country-level. We explain how, at the individual level, 
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receiving education-related allowances may alleviate the otherwise negative effects of parental 

unemployment. At the level of a country, we discuss arguments on how the benefits from educational 

policy extend to adolescents who do not receive this support at a specific time point, but might have access 

to it should they need and want it. Our research speaks to broader debates emphasizing how social policies 

can be viewed as a “collective resource” which supports not only the direct beneficiaries, but also 

generates externalities for broader societal groups (Baranowska-Rataj and Högberg 2018; Carr and Chung 

2014; Haushofer et al. 2020; Högberg 2019a; Sjöberg 2010). Thus, our multilevel assessments of policies 

provide theoretical and methodological insights into mechanisms fostering resilience of families with 

adolescent children against economic shocks. 

Theoretical background  

Crossover effects of parental unemployment 

Intergenerational crossover effects of parental unemployment on wellbeing of children attract a growing 

attention in research on social inequalities (Bubonya, Cobb-Clark and Wooden 2017; Peter 2016; 

Powdthavee and Vernoit 2013; Schaller and Zerpa 2019). Compared to younger children, who may lack 

the cognitive capacity to comprehend the situation (Brand and Thomas 2014), adolescents may be 

particularly sensitive to the stigma and status loss attached to parental unemployment. This may be 

understood from the perspective of adolescence as a distinct stage in life, in which parental 

unemployment can disrupt developmental processes and constrain the agency and autonomy of 

adolescents (Billari, Hiekel and Liefbroer 2019; Kalil and Ziol-Guest 2005). 

Parental unemployment implies substantial losses in household incomes, which, since adolescents often 

lack an independent source of income, affects them as well. Financial difficulties can in turn constrain 

opportunities for participation in social activities and forming social ties to peers (Hjalmarsson and Mood 

2015). Since adolescence is a period where non-family relationships become more salient (Eccles et al. 

1993), this may negatively affect their wellbeing. Moreover, emotional distress in the unemployed parent, 

and associated disruption of parent–child relationships (McLeod and Shanahan 1993; Ponnet et al. 2015), 

may impair adolescents’ own wellbeing (Masarik and Conger 2017; Peter 2016). Since parents acts as role 

models for adolescents, the status loss and downward social mobility associated with unemployment may 

undermine their children’s own ambitions, aspirations and ultimately attainment (Andersen 2011; Lehti, 

Erola and Karhula 2019; Mooi-Reci et al. 2019), with negative consequences for wellbeing (Buchmann and 

Kriesi 2011; Voßemer and Eunicke 2015). 
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The moderating effect of education policies 

If an essential pathway through which parental unemployment reduces adolescent children’s wellbeing is 

the constraints it imposes on autonomy and agency, policies that support adolescents’ autonomy should 

operate as a buffer against such negative effects. Combining two key insights – that education is central 

for autonomy and development, but that parental unemployment reduces both autonomy and 

educational opportunities, we can expect that educational policies supporting adolescents’ participation 

in education, can foster autonomy and thereby reduce adverse crossover effects on wellbeing. To 

understand the role of education policies this process, we take Amartya Sen’s capability approach as a 

point of departure. Capabilities can be defined as what people are able to do, what kind of life they are 

effectively able to achieve, should they want to. As such, they do not refer to realized outcomes, but to 

potential outcomes over and above the realized ones (Sen 2006). In this sense, capabilities are closely 

related to concepts such as autonomy and agency (Steckermeier 2021), and there is substantial empirical 

support that capabilities are positively associated with wellbeing (Anand, Hunter and Smith 2005; Graham 

and Nikolova 2015; Steckermeier 2021; Verme 2009).  

From the perspective of the capability approach, policies can counteract constraints on autonomy caused 

by parental unemployment. Substantively, financial support for students can make education affordable 

and lessen adolescents’ dependence on parental resources (Braga, Checchi and Meschi 2014; Czarnecki, 

Korpi and Nelson 2020; Högberg 2019b; Lindemann and Gangl 2020). As unemployment reduces 

household incomes, such support may be particularly beneficial for adolescents with unemployed parents. 

Therefore, we formulate a hypothesis that receiving education-related allowances moderates the negative 

effects of parental unemployment on wellbeing (Hypothesis 1).  

In line with the capability approach, the intrinsic value of opportunities implies that the above described 

benefits also operate not only at the individual but also at the contextual level, as characteristics that affect 

all prospective students. If individuals are forward-looking, their beliefs about what they can realistically 

do in the future, their perceived opportunities, shapes their assessment of, and wellbeing in, the present 

(Seligman et al. 2013). Thus, education policies can have externalities that apply also for those adolescents 

for whom the mere knowledge that education is a realistic opportunity provides comfort. The intrinsic 

value of opportunities, moreover, tends to be relatively greater for disadvantaged or vulnerable groups 

(Högberg et al. 2019; Sjöberg 2010; Steckermeier 2021). Hence, we expect that the negative effects of 

parental unemployment on wellbeing are smaller in societies with broader access to education-related 

allowances (Hypothesis 2). 
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Research design 

We use cross-sectional data from two EU-SILC ad-hoc modules on wellbeing carried out in 2013 and 2018, 

which provide information on household members aged 16 or more in 32 countries (De Smedt 2013). We 

focus on adolescents aged 16-24, which corresponds to adolescent growth across a variety of societal 

contexts (Sawyer et al. 2018). Our total sample includes 45,992 adolescents in 32 countries.  

The dependent variable is life satisfaction of adolescents measured on a scale of 0 (completely dissatisfied) 

to 10 (completely satisfied). The key explanatory variable measures parental employment status. We 

distinguish the following categories: parental employment, unemployment, inactivity and we include an 

additional category of a parent who is absent in the household. The labour market status together with 

the absence of a parent operationalized this way allows examining separately the effects of mothers’ and 

fathers’ unemployment, while avoiding excluding adolescents living with lone parents from our sample.  

The key moderator variables measure educational policies, and in particular, the access to education-

related allowances. EU-SILC provides measures of individual receipts of education-related allowances, and 

we create a dummy variable identifying adolescents who receive these allowances versus those who did 

not. In addition, we examine the role of the opportunity for all adolescents to participate in education 

should they want to do so. Therefore, we generate an aggregate measure of the coverage of these 

allowances in the whole population of students in a given country. Next to the measure of the country-

level coverage of the allowances, we also use a recently developed indicator of the generosity of this 

support (Czarnecki, Korpi and Nelson 2020). 

We use a battery of individual and family-level control variables, specifically: age and sex as well as chronic 

illnesses of adolescents, parental education attainment and immigrant background. In addition, we control 

for survey wave and we use a set of macro-level variables: aggregate unemployment rate, Gini coefficient 

of inequality and the share of services in the national economy. We also consider both coverage and 

generosity of out-of-work benefits that are available at the country level (Nelson et al. 2020). 

Our data have a hierarchical structure, with observations on adolescents nested within countries. We 

estimate linear probability multilevel models, where we consider the impact of individual characteristics 

(such as having an unemployed parent) and country-level variables (such as the coverage of education-

related allowances), as well as the interactions between these two types of variables. In the first step we 

examine how parental unemployment is associated with adolescent children’s wellbeing. Next, we test 

whether the associations between parental unemployment and adolescent wellbeing depend on receiving 
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education-related allowances by including individual-level interactions. Finally, in line with our conceptual 

framework, we examine the moderating role of country-level coverage of education-related allowances 

and the way it reduces the effects of parental unemployment on wellbeing among adolescents. To this 

end, we include cross-level interactions in our multilevel models, with random slopes for variables 

indicating parental employment status. This approach provides more robust inferences regarding the 

cross-level interactions (Heisig and Schaeffer, 2019). 

Summary of empirical results 

The results from our multilevel models indicate that parental resources play an important role for 

wellbeing among adolescent children, and show how receiving education-related allowances moderates 

the negative effect of parental unemployment. While adolescents, whose fathers are unemployed, have 

life satisfaction lower by 0.68 scores, receiving education-related allowances diminishes this association 

by 0.50 scores. We do not observe such moderation effect in case of paternal inactivity. Adolescents with 

unemployed mothers have life satisfaction lower by 0.48 score, and this negative association is reduced 

by 0.24 scores when adolescents receive education-related allowances, but this interaction is not 

statistically significant. We also observe that receiving education-related allowances reduces the 

otherwise negative effects of maternal inactivity. 

We test the hypothesis that country-level coverage of education-related allowances moderates the effects 

of parental employment status. Regarding paternal unemployment, adolescents with unemployed fathers 

have life satisfaction lower by 0.50 scores as compared to adolescent with employed fathers, and one 

standard deviation increase in macro-level availability of education-related allowances reduces this gap by 

0.33 scores. We also observe the moderating role of educational policy with respect to paternal inactivity, 

as the cross-level interactions imply reductions in the otherwise negative associations by 0.12 scores. 

While the availability of educational allowances is not related to lower negative effects of maternal 

unemployment, associations between maternal inactivity and adolescent wellbeing are stronger in 

countries where adolescents cannot count on financial support for participation in education.  

We have carried out a range of additional analyses to test different operationalisations of parental 

employment status, variability in means-testing of education-related allowances across countries, and 

measurement error in macro-level coverage of education–related allowances. Our results remained robust 

in these checks. Overall, our findings imply that educational policies play an important role for improving 

wellbeing among adolescents from less privileged families.  



6 
 

Funding 

This study is a part of the project “HEALFAM: The effects of unemployment on health of family members.” 

which has received funding from the European Research Council (ERC) under the European Union's 

Horizon 2020 research and innovation programme under grant agreement No 802631. We would like to 

also acknowledge support from the Swedish Research Council (VR) under grant No 2018-03870. 

  

References 

Anand, Paul, Graham Hunter, and Ron Smith. 2005. "Capabilities and Well-Being: Evidence Based on the 
Sen–Nussbaum Approach to Welfare." Social Indicators Research 74(1):9-55. 

Andersen, Signe Hald. 2011. "Common Genes or Exogenous Shock? Disentangling the Causal Effect of 
Paternal Unemployment on Children's Schooling Efforts." European Sociological Review 
29(3):477-88. 

—. 2021. "Association of Youth Age at Exposure to Household Dysfunction With Outcomes in Early 
Adulthood." JAMA Network Open 4(1):e2032769-e69. 

Baranowska-Rataj, Anna, and Björn Högberg. 2018. "Spillover effects of social policies. Can the state 
support for the unemployed affect employees’ health and wellbeing?". 

Billari, Francesco C, Nicole Hiekel, and Aart C Liefbroer. 2019. "The Social Stratification of Choice in the 
Transition to Adulthood." European Sociological Review 35(5):599-615. 

Braga, Michela, Daniele Checchi, and Elena Meschi. 2014. "Educational policies in a long-run 
perspective." Economic Policy 28(73):45-100. 

Brand, Jennie E., and Juli Simon Thomas. 2014. "Job displacement among single mothers: effects on 
children's outcomes in young adulthood." AJS; American journal of sociology 119(4):955-1001. 

Bubonya, Melisa, Deborah A. Cobb-Clark, and Mark Wooden. 2017. "Job loss and the mental health of 
spouses and adolescent children." IZA Journal of Labor Economics 6(1):6. 

Buchmann, Marlis C., and Irene Kriesi. 2011. "Transition to Adulthood in Europe." Annual Review of 
Sociology 37(1):481-503. 

Carr, Ewan, and Heejung Chung. 2014. "Employment insecurity and life satisfaction: The moderating 
influence of labour market policies across Europe." Journal of European Social Policy 24(4):383-
99. 

Czarnecki, Krzysztof, Tomas Korpi, and Kenneth Nelson. 2020. "Student support and tuition fee systems 
in comparative perspective." Studies in Higher Education:1-15. 

De Smedt, Marleen. 2013. "Measuring subjective issues of well-being and quality of life in the European 
Statistical System." Social Indicators Research 114(1):153-67. 

Eccles, Jacquelynne S., Carol Midgley, Allan Wigfield, Christy Miller Buchanan, David Reuman, Constance 
Flanagan, and Douglas Mac Iver. 1993. "Development during adolescence: The impact of stage-
environment fit on young adolescents' experiences in schools and in families." American 
Psychologist 48(2):90-101. 

Graham, Carol, and Milena Nikolova. 2015. "Bentham or Aristotle in the Development Process? An 
Empirical Investigation of Capabilities and Subjective Well-Being." World Development 68:163-
79. 

Haushofer, Johannes, Matthieu Chemin, Chaning Jang, and Justin Abraham. 2020. "Economic and 
psychological effects of health insurance and cash transfers: Evidence from a randomized 
experiment in Kenya." Journal of Development Economics 144:102416. 



7 
 

Hjalmarsson, Simon, and Carina Mood. 2015. "Do poorer youth have fewer friends? The role of 
household and child economic resources in adolescent school-class friendships." Children and 
Youth Services Review 57:201-11. 

Högberg, Björn. 2019a. "Educational policies and social inequality in well-being among young adults." 
British Journal of Sociology of Education 40(5):664-81. 

—. 2019b. "Transitions from Unemployment to Education in Europe: The Role of Educational Policies." 
Journal of Social Policy:1-22. 

Högberg, Björn, Jonas Voßemer, Michael Gebel, and Mattias Strandh. 2019. "Unemployment, well-being, 
and the moderating role of education policies: A multilevel study." International Journal of 
Comparative Sociology 60(4):269-91. 

Kalil, Ariel, and Kathleen M. Ziol-Guest. 2005. "Single Mothers' Employment Dynamics and Adolescent 
Well-Being." Child Development 76(1):196-211. 

Lehti, Hannu, Jani Erola, and Aleksi Karhula. 2019. "The heterogeneous effects of parental 
unemployment on siblings’ educational outcomes." Research in Social Stratification and Mobility 
64:100439. 

Lindemann, Kristina, and Markus Gangl. 2020. "Parental Unemployment and the Transition into Tertiary 
Education: Can Institutions Moderate the Adverse Effects?" Social Forces 99(2):616-47. 

Masarik, April S., and Rand D. Conger. 2017. "Stress and child development: a review of the Family Stress 
Model." Current Opinion in Psychology 13:85-90. 

McLeod, Jane D., and Michael J. Shanahan. 1993. "Poverty, parenting, and children's mental health." 
American Sociological Review 58(3):351-66. 

Mooi-Reci, Irma, Bart Bakker, Matthew Curry, and Mark Wooden. 2019. "Why Parental Unemployment 
Matters for Children’s Educational Attainment: Empirical Evidence from The Netherlands." 
European Sociological Review 35(3):394-408. 

Moustgaard, Heta, Mauricio Avendano, and Pekka Martikainen. 2018. "Parental unemployment and 
offspring psychotropic medication purchases: A longitudinal fixed-effects analysis of 138,644 
adolescents." American journal of epidemiology 187(9):1880-88. 

Nelson, Kenneth, Daniel Fredriksson, Tomas Korpi, Walter Korpi, Joakim Palme, and Ola Sjöberg. 2020. 
"The social policy indicators (SPIN) database." International Journal of Social Welfare 29(3):285-
89. 

Peter, Frauke. 2016. "The effect of involuntary maternal job loss on children's behaviour and non-
cognitive skills." Labour Economics 42:43-63. 

Ponnet, Koen, Karla Van Leeuwen, Edwin Wouters, and Dimitri Mortelmans. 2015. "A Family System 
Approach to Investigate Family-Based Pathways Between Financial Stress and Adolescent 
Problem Behavior." Journal of Research on Adolescence 25(4):765-80. 

Powdthavee, Nattavudh, and James Vernoit. 2013. "Parental unemployment and children's happiness: A 
longitudinal study of young people's well-being in unemployed households." Labour Economics 
24:253-63. 

Proctor, Carmel L, P Alex Linley, and John Maltby. 2009. "Youth life satisfaction: A review of the 
literature." Journal of Happiness Studies 10(5):583-630. 

Sawyer, Susan M, Peter S Azzopardi, Dakshitha Wickremarathne, and George C Patton. 2018. "The age of 
adolescence." The Lancet Child & Adolescent Health 2(3):223-28. 

Schaller, Jessamyn, and Mariana Zerpa. 2019. "Short-Run Effects of Parental Job Loss on Child Health." 
American Journal of Health Economics 5(1):8-41. 

Seligman, Martin E. P., Peter Railton, Roy F. Baumeister, and Chandra Sripada. 2013. "Navigating Into the 
Future or Driven by the Past." Perspectives on Psychological Science 8(2):119-41. 



8 
 

Sen, Amartya. 2006. "Poverty and Human Functioning: Capabilities as Fundamental Entitlements." in 
Poverty and Inequality, edited by David B. Grusky and Ravi Kanbur. Stanford Stanford University 
Press. 

Sjöberg, Ola. 2010. "Social insurance as a collective resource: unemployment benefits, job insecurity and 
subjective well-being in a comparative perspective." Social forces 88(3):1281-304. 

Steckermeier, Leonie C. 2021. "The Value of Autonomy for the Good Life. An Empirical Investigation of 
Autonomy and Life Satisfaction in Europe." Social Indicators Research 154(2):693-723. 

Verme, Paolo. 2009. "Happiness, freedom and control." Journal of Economic Behavior & Organization 
71(2):146-61. 

Voßemer, Jonas, and Nicoletta Eunicke. 2015. The impact of labor market exclusion and job insecurity on 
health and well-being among youth : a literature review. 

 


