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Abstract -  
Background: Unemployment is known to exacerbate depressive symptoms. Several theories explain the relation between 
labor market status and depression via physical and psychological pathways, with latent deprivation and economic 
deprivation theories being the most prominent among them. The purpose of the study is examining the mechanisms of both 
latent and economic deprivation models in South Korea population. 
Method: The study sample is from the 2014 Korean Welfare Panel Study (KoWePS) dataset. Multiple mediation analyses 
and bootstrapping methods were used to analyze the differences in depressive symptoms among labor market statuses 
according to different levels of satisfaction of latent and economic functions. 
Results: The employed group has significantly better mental health than the OLF group. The levels of satisfaction of all 
latent and economic functions among the employed were higher than those in the unemployed group. However, satisfaction 
with time structure and economic function were lower in the employed group compared to the OLF group. 
 
Keywords - Latent Deprivation Theory, Economic Deprivation Theory, Out Of Labor Force Group, Unemployment, 
Mediating Effect 

INTRODUCTION 
 
Employment is more than being employed. Through 
work, not only we support our daily lives 
economically, but also it forms our core social 
identity. For this reason, unemployment may affect 
our mental health though multiple pathways. Thus, 
the purpose of this study is to understand these 
pathways with a representative sample of the South 
Korean population. Furthermore, this study examines 
which of two contrasting theories, namely ‘latent 
functions or employment’ and ‘economic deprivation 
model’ better explains the association between labor 
market status and depression. 
Depression is a common mental disorder expressed 
by sadness, loss of pleasure, feeling of guilt or low 
self-evaluation, disturbed sleep or appetite, feeling of 
tiredness, and poor concentration (WHO, 2015). 
Depression is one of the most widespread mental 
illnesses globally(Frijters, Johnston, & Shields, 2014; 
Rueda et al., 2015).The WHO has predicted that the 
cost of depression is going to be the second highest 
among illnesses in 2020 (Christodoulou, 2012). In 
Korea, 80% of suicidesare related to depression 
(Kang, 2005).  
Jahoda’s latent deprivation theory (1982) has focused 
on losing “latent” functions which are associated with 
psychological needs of having a job. These latent 
functions include imposing a well-scheduled time 
structure on a day, providing shared contact regularly 
with people outside of the nuclear family, enforced 
activity, defining social status or identity, and feeling 
purposefulness. Janlert’s economic deprivation theory 
(1991) stresses the importance of income loss which 
depends on labor market status. Unemployment or 
being out of the labor force for a long period can lead 

to poverty which restricts people from having the 
necessary resources to plan and organize a satisfying 
lifestyle to maintain their well-being (Muller, Creed, 
Waters, & Machin, 2005; O'Campo et al., 2015). 
However, as society has developed, psychological 
distress is likely to be more linked to perceived 
expenditures and resources rather than absolute 
income (Thomas, Benzeval, & Stansfeld, 2007).A 
number of studies have investigated negative mental 
health factors among the Korean unemployed 
population within the context ofselection and 
exposure theories between unemployment and mental 
health. Several studies have also used social support, 
self-esteem, and income as mediators. Nevertheless, 
no study has specifically investigated theories of an 
explainable mechanism of the psychological impact 
of different labor market statuses. Further, few studies 
have examined these effects among those that are out-
of-labor-force (OLF). The aim of this study is 
therefore to test whether the employed group is 
significantly more satisfied with the latent functions 
and economic support not only in comparison to the 
unemployed group but also in the OLF group. 
Another aim is to test which theory is more likely to 
explain the pathway between labor market status and 
depressive symptoms in Korea. Thus, this comparison 
might shed some light on the question of whether 
employment is a better solution than non-employment 
to decrease severity of depression among the 
unemployed. 
 
II. METHODS 
 
 Data source and study population 
Data were obtained from the 9th wave survey of the 
Korean Welfare Panel Study (KoWePS) which is an 
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annually conducted, ongoing survey by the Korea 
Institute of Social and Health Affairs in conjunction 
with Seoul National University [www.koweps.re.kr]. 
For the purposes of this study, we chose a sample of 
25 to 64 year old individuals except for those who 
reported that they could not work because of 
disability and illness. The final sample under analysis 
was 7,025 composed of 3,341 men and 3,684 women.  

 
III. MEASURES 
 
 Latent functions 
Time structure was measured as the level of 
satisfaction with leisure time which was scored as 0 
for “very unsatisfied,” to 4 for “very satisfied.”. 
Social contacts was measured with the level of 
satisfaction with social relationships which was 
scored as 0 for “very unsatisfied,” to 4 for “very 
satisfied.” Social contacts means the relationships 
with others outside of the family (Jahoda, 1982).  
Status was measured with the five items of the self-
esteem scale developed by Rosenberg (Rosenberg, 
1965). The five items consisted of the meanings and 
interpretations that involved relative evaluation 
compared with others (Giuntoli, Hughes, Karban, & 
South, 2014). 
The amount of participation in volunteering is used to 
measure collective purpose. Volunteering makes 
peoplehave meaningful social roles and cultural 
expectation (Ekerdt, 1986). Although this type of 
activity stresses that being active ─ even if it is due to 
external forces ─ is important for an individual’s 
mental health, it was excluded in this study since 
there was no related variable in the KoWePS. 
 
 Economic function 
In this study, economic function was measured with 
the level of satisfaction with family income and 
scored as 0 for “very unsatisfied,” to 4 for “very 
satisfied.” 
  
 Depression as mental health 
The 11-item version of the Centers for Epidemiologic 
Studies Depression Scale (CES-D) was used to 
measure the number and severity of depressive 
symptoms(Kohout, Berkman, Evans, & Cornoni-
Huntley, 1993). 
 
 Labor market status 
Samples were divided into three sub-groups based on 
their labor market status. The three sub-groups were 
classified into two groups witheconomic activity (the 
employed and the unemployed) and one with 
noeconomic activity (out-of-labor-force, OLF). The 
type of economic activity was measured by a single 
question asking to categorize themselves intonine 
groups: permanent, temporary, daily, family, self-
employed worker or employer. The unemployed were 
people who lost a job and tried to find job actively in 
last 4 weeks. The group with noeconomic activity 

was categorized as out of labor force. 
 

IV. STATISTICAL METHODS 
 
All statistical analyses were conducted with STATA 
version 12.0.To assess whether the employed have 
better mental health and functions than the 
unemployed and OLF groups, ANOVA examined the 
difference in depression and each function in the 
three groups. Using the post hoc Tukey-Kramer 
method clarified which groups were significantly 
different (H.-Y. Kim, 2015). 
To determine whether the satisfaction level of each 
function mediated the effect of labor market status on 
depression severity, and whether this relationship 
differed across the employed, the unemployed, and 
OLF groups, I utilized the causal steps approach by 
Baron and Kenny (1986). 
 
V. RESULTS 
 
The descriptive statistics of demographic variables 
are presented in Table 1. The data are shown 
separately for the employed, unemployed, and OLF 
groups, and for the sample as a whole. A total of 
7,025 adults aged 25-64 years were included in the 
sample, of whom 5,557 were employed (79.10%), 
139 were unemployed (1.98%), and 1,329were out of 
the labor force (18.92%).  
Although it seemed to have a similar composition in 
the employed and the OLF groups, there was a higher 
proportion of never married people in the 
unemployed group (53.24%). As for income, the 
proportion of people with over 300% of the minimum 
cost of living was the highest in the study population 
(48.68%). The lowest group was the proportion of 
people with less than the minimum cost of living 
(3.22%). In contrast, the proportion of people with 
less than the minimum cost of living was 9.35% in 
the unemployed group which was the highest among 
the groups. In particular, the proportion of people 
with over 300% of the minimum cost of living was 
the highest among the income conditions in the OLF 
group. Furthermore, income was higher in the OLF 
group than that in the unemployed group. Most 
people had graduated high schoolin each group 
(n=2,317 in the employed (41.70%), n=55 in the 
unemployed (39.57%), n=621 in the OLF (46.73%)); 
the second proportion of each groupwas composed of 
people who had graduated university.The 
unemployed group was the youngest group compared 
to the others (M=39.55, SD=11.44). 
 
[Difference among labor market statuses using 
ANOVA and the Tukey-Kramer test] 
 
Table 2 shows the means and standard deviations of 
depression, latent functions, and economic function 
among the three groups using an analysis of variance 
and post hoc Tukey-Kramer test. The differences in 
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all dependent and independent variables between the 
three groups were significant (Depression, F(2, 
7022)=10.36, p<.001; time structure, F(2, 
7022)=16.86, p<.001; social contacts, F(2, 
7022)=12.05, p<.001; status/identity, F(2, 
7022)=15.31, p<.001; economic function, F(2, 
7022)=20.95, p<.001). Overall, severity of depression 
was lower in the employed group than the 
unemployed and OLF groups. In contrast, the 
satisfaction level of each function was generally 
higher in the employed compared to the unemployed 
and OLF groups. The post hoc Tukey-Kramer test 

confirmed the differences among the groups. When 
compared with the unemployed group, the employed 
group generally had a lower severity of depression 
and higher levels of satisfaction with their time 
structure, social contacts, status, and economic 
function. In addition, compared with the OLF group, 
the employed group had significantly lower severity 
of depression and higher levels of satisfaction with 
their social contacts and status. However, satisfaction 
with their time structure and economic function was 
higher in the OLF group than the employed group.

Table 1 Demographic Characteristics of the Employed, Unemployed, and OLF Groups (n=7,025) 
 

 
¹P-value of the ANOVA test comparing each function among the three groups. 
Sharing the same subscript in a row indicates a significant mean difference at p<.05 in the Tukey-Kramer test. For example, the employed group and 
OLF group share an “a” in the first line, indicating that they differ significantly with regard to depression. / **p<.01 

Table 2 Depression, Latent Functions, and Economic Function of the Employed, Unemployed, and OLF Groups 
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