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Abstract 

While Europe is slowly recovering from the economic recession, its effects on labour markets 

are still visible. The number of jobless families has increased and previous research has 

shown  that unemployment can affect the well-being of both parents and their children. This 

study develops our understanding of the links between parental unemployment and youth life 

satisfaction by considering the potential moderating roles played by satisfaction with family 

life and perceived family wealth. 

Descriptive statistics, correlations, simple moderation and moderated moderation models of 

regression were performed on data from a representative sample of 3937 Portuguese students 

(Mage = 13.9 years ±1.7; 47.8% boys).  

Results showed that the negative effects of parental unemployment on youth life satisfaction 

were moderated by youth perceived satisfaction with family life but not by perceived wealth.  

This study provides evidence that during family unemployment, young people satisfied with 

their family life are less vulnerable to the negative effects of parental unemployment on their 

life satisfaction. The relationship between parental unemployment and youth well-being 

requires further research, especially during periods of labour market crisis. 
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Parental unemployment and youth life satisfaction: the moderating roles of 

satisfaction with family life 

Unemployment is a major risk factor for psychological distress among adults (Paul & 

Moser, 2009). Furthermore, there is evidence that unemployment in the family may follow an 

intergenerational course which can affect the well-being of both parents and their children 

(Baxter, Gray, Hand, & Hayes, 2012).   

Studying the possible effects of unemployment in the family on youth well-being is 

pertinent because the economic recession has increased unemployment rates and therefore  

the number of young people living in unemployed households in Euro area (from 7.6% 

before the crisis 2007 to 10.5% in 2013) (Eurostat) and also because adolescence is an 

important developmental period susceptible to influences in the family environment that can 

ultimately modify youth developmental trajectories (Viner et al., 2012).  

There is growing support for the claim that young people living in jobless families 

have poorer mental well-being, and decreased cognitive and social–emotional outcomes in 

comparison to those living in working families (Baxter et al., 2012; Siponen, Ahonen, 

Savolainen, & Hameen-Anttila, 2011; Sleskova et al., 2006; Varga, Piko, & Fitzpatrick, 

2014). Along similar lines, the family stress model  (R. D. Conger & Donnellan, 2007) argues 

that young people’s well-being deteriorates following parental job loss due to heightened 

parental distress levels and strain in family relations caused by economic hardship and 

pressure. Unemployed families experience more financial deprivation than working families 

(Fanjul, 2014; McClelland, 2000; Wall et al., 2013) and unemployed parents who become 

distressed may be short-tempered and less nurturing with their children (Christoffersen, 

2000). Several studies have found that financial deprivation is associated with harsher parent-

adolescent relationships (Baxter et al., 2012; Broman, Hamilton, & Hoffman, 1997; R.D. 

Conger & Conger, 1992; Leinonen, Solantaus, & Punamäki, 2002; Reising et al., 2013).   
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Young people living in jobless families may therefore be affected by changes in daily 

family life which may increase vulnerability to low well-being. However, some studies have 

found that good family interactions may buffer the possible negative consequences of 

parental unemployment on youth well-being (Maria Bacikova-Sleskova, Madarasova 

Geckova, van Dijk, Groothoff, & Reijneveld, 2011; Cui & Conger, 2008; Willemen, 

Schuengel, & Koot, 2011).  

This study examined during a period of unemployment in a nationally representative 

sample of school-aged children, first if parental unemployment is associated with young 

people’s low life satisfaction scores, and second if youth perceived family life satisfaction 

and financial deprivation may moderate such a relationship. Parental unemployment is 

expected to be negatively associated with young people’s life satisfaction, and perceiving a 

positive family life is expected to moderate this association. Furthermore, perceived family 

wealth may interact with this interaction by moderating the moderation effect of family life 

satisfaction.  

Methods 

Participants and procedures 

 The analyses were based on data from the Health Behaviour in School-aged Children 

survey (HBSC/WHO) conducted in 2014. The HBSC study is carried out internationally 

every 4 years in 44 European and North American countries, in collaboration with the World 

Health Organisation. For this study we included a representative sample of 3937 Portuguese 

students from 8th grade to 10th grade (Mage = 13.9 years ±1.7; 47.8% boys). 

 According to the HBSC/WHO international standardized research protocol, the 

participants were recruited via a clustered sampling design (whole classes were used as 

sampling units) to meet the required number of students for each school grade from selected 
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national schools (Currie et al. 2001; Roberts et al. 2009). All participant schools gave their 

approval and students’ legal guardians gave signed informed consent. Students’ participation 

was voluntary and the survey was self-completed after being sent to schools and administered 

in the classroom by teachers. Confidentiality was ensured as questionnaire responses were 

anonymous.  

 Ethics approval for the 2014 Portuguese HBSC was given from the Portuguese 

Ministry of Education and Health, by the ethics committee of São João Hospital, and by the 

national ethics committee.  

Measures  

 Parental employment status was dichotomised into two groups: 1) both parents 

employed; 2) at least one parent unemployed (both parents were unemployed and looking for 

a job; only the father was unemployed and looking for a job; only the mother was 

unemployed and looking for a job).  

Life satisfaction was measured by an adapted version of the Cantril Ladder (Cantril, 

1965) on which adolescents rated their current life satisfaction as a measure of subjective 

wellbeing (Diener, Suh, Lucas, & Smith, 1999). They were asked to indicate on a picture of a 

ladder where they felt they stood at the time (the top of the ladder 10 was the best possible 

life and the bottom 0 was the worst possible life). This scale has been validated and used in 

several studies to assess associations between several variables and mental and physical 

health in adolescents (C. Currie et al., 2008; R. L. Currie, 2009; Kuntsche & Gmel, 2004; 

Molcho, Gabhainn, Kelly, Friel, & Kelleher, 2007; Muldoon, Levin, van der Sluijs, & Currie, 

2010).  

Satisfaction with family environment was evaluated with a Cantril’s self-anchoring 

ladder (Cantril, 1965). Individuals were asked to picture a ladder with 10 steps and to tick 

next to the number that best described where they stood at that moment. The top of the 
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ladder, 10 was the best possible family environment and at the bottom, 0 was the worst 

possible.  

Perceived family wealth is an indicator that combines the perception of family 

absolute and relative economic wealth, measured by asking ‘How well-off do you think your 

family is?’. The response range was from: 1) ‘not at all well-off ’; 2) ‘not so well-off’; 3) 

‘average’; 4) ‘quite well-off;  5) ‘very well-off ’ (Griebler, Molcho, & Samdal, 2010).  

Statistical analyses 

Data were analyzed firstly using descriptive statistics (mean and standard deviation) 

and correlations. To analyze the effects of parental unemployment, satisfaction with family 

environment and perceived family wealth in predicting change in youth life satisfaction, 

simple moderation and moderated moderation models of regression were performed using 

Hayes’ PROCESS macro for SPSS (Hayes, 2013). Significance was determined at 95% bias-

corrected confidence intervals and each analysis utilized a bootstrapping approach. To avoid 

multicollinearity issues all variables were centred prior to analysis, and the estimated effects 

reported are unstandardized regression coefficients (Hayes, 2013). Youth gender and age 

were controlled for in all models.  

Results 

The sample consisted of 2748 Portuguese students, with a mean age of 14.7 years 

(SD±1.2). Approximately, 48% were boys and 19% reported to be living with one or both 

parents who were currently unemployed and looking for a job.  

Table 1 presents descriptive statistics and correlations for the main variables. Life 

satisfaction was positively correlated with family life satisfaction, and negatively correlated 

with subjective family wealth.  

 

***** Table 1 ***** 
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Table 1 Means, standard deviations, and correlations of key variables, *p < .01 

 Mean (SD) 1 2 3 

1. Life satisfaction 8.80 (1.80) -   

2. Family life satisfaction 7.44 (1.96) .45* -  

3. Perceived family wealth 3.26 (0.70) .25* .17* - 

 

A simple moderation analysis using the PROCESS macro was performed to test the 

hypothesis that the link between parental unemployment and change in life satisfaction would 

be moderated by family life satisfaction (see Figure 1). 

 

Fig. 1 Conceptual diagram of the moderation analysis: Effect of parental unemployment on youth life 

satisfaction moderated by family life satisfaction.  
 

 

 

 

 

  

 

Parental unemployment and family life satisfaction accounted for a significant amount of 

variance in youth life satisfaction, R2 = .22, F (5, 3662) = 210.73, p < .001. The interaction 

between these two variables (Fig.2) accounted for a statistically significant proportion of the 

variance in youth life satisfaction, (ΔR2 = .0013, p = .013).  Examination of the conditional 

effect values showed that good family life satisfaction has a moderation effect on the negative 

effect of parental unemployment on youth life satisfaction.   

 

 

youth life 

satisfaction 

parental 

unemployment 

family life 

satisfaction 



8 
 

b= -1.08, SE= .37, p < .001 

b= .33, SE=.05, p < .001 

b= .10, SE=.04, p < .05 

Fig.2 Simple moderation analysis results with unstandardized regressions coefficients.  

 

 

 

  

  

 

 

 

 

Moderated moderation 

To test whether the interaction found between parental unemployment and family life 

satisfaction was moderated by perceived family wealth, a moderated moderation analysis 

(also known as three-way interaction) was performed (Fig 3). 

Fig. 3 Conceptual diagram of the moderated moderation analysis: Effect of parental unemployment on change in 

youth life satisfaction as a function of family life satisfaction moderated by perceived family wealth 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 Altogether the model accounted for a significant amount of variance in youth life 

satisfaction, R2 = .26, F (9, 3658) = 141.12, p < .001. Family life satisfaction and perceived 

family wealth were mean centered prior to the analysis by the PROCESS macro. The 
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b= -3.98, SE=1.63, p < .01 

b= .01, SE=.22, p = .95 

b= -1.47, SE=.60, p < .05 

 

b= .43, SE=.19, p < .05 

b= 0.95, SE=.49, p = .05 

b= .10, SE=.07, p = .15 

b= -.10, SE=-.06, p = .09 

significant moderation effect on life satisfaction (b= .43, t(3658) = 2.27, p < .05) but 

perceived family wealth did not significantly affect the strength of this relationship (Fig. 4).  

Examination of the conditional effect values showed that family life satisfaction buffered the 

negative effects of parental unemployment on youth’s life satisfaction independently of 

perceived wealth. 

Fig. 4 Moderated moderation analysis results with unstandardized regressions coefficients.  
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Discussion 

 

 In this study we examined the effect of parental unemployment on youth life 

satisfaction and the moderating roles of family life satisfaction and perceived family wealth. 

The results confirmed the hypothesis that parental unemployment is associated with youth 

low life statifaction, and that satisfaction with family life moderates this relationship. This 

means that the link between parental unemployment and youth low life satisfaction weakens 

when family life is perceived as being positive, and corroborates the idea that good family 

environment may act as a protector of the effects of parental unemployment on youth well-

being  (Maria Bacikova-Sleskova et al., 2011; Cui & Conger, 2008; Willemen et al., 2011). 

Further, the moderated moderation analysis revealed that the association between parental 

unemployment and youth low life satisfaction was not moderated by combining family life 

satisfaction with perceived family economic position. This means that the moderation role of 

satisfaction with family life on the association between parental unemployment and youth’s 

low life satisfaction was independent of the perceived wealth of the family. The results give 

some support to the family stress model (Rand D. Conger & Elder Jr, 1994) by showing that 

parental unemployment is associated with youth low well-being, and that this association is 

moderated by the quality of the family life. Moreover, perceived family economic position 

did not influence this moderation link, suggeting that the association between parental 

unemployment and youth well-being goes beyond the financial situation of the family. The 

provides support for other studies which have also found that the association between 

parental unemployment and young people’s well-being is unrelated to family economic 

situation (M. Bacikova-Sleskova, Benka, & Orosova, 2015; Frasquilho et al., 2015; 

Powdthavee & Vernoit, 2013; Reinhardt Pedersen, Madsen, & Kohler, 2005). 

 Nonetheless, these findings should be interpreted with caution since causal inference 

and generalization are limited to the cross-sectional design of this study.  Moreover, it is 
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important to consider that the analysis was performed with self-reported data, which has the 

advantage of measuring youth’s perception of family wealth but can differ from ‘reality’ (e.g. 

young people may not want to reveal socially undesirable family economic positions) and 

this could have modified the effect of perceived family wealth in the model. However, the 

variable used to assess family well-off in this study has been shown to reflect dimensions of 

family socioeconomic position while relating to health and health behaviour outcomes in the 

HBSC study (Griebler et al., 2010). It is also important to note that although the moderating 

role of family life satisfaction on the relationship between parental unemployment and youth 

life satisfaction was significant, the variance accounted for by this moderation was relatively 

low. We believe this is because unemployment in the family is a complex phenomenon and 

many variables that we could not account for may also operate in the moderation model (e.g. 

duration of the unemployment and level of parental stress). Despite the low value, its 

statistical significance indicates an association which warrants further research. 

 This study contributes to a deeper understanding of the effect of parental 

unemployment in youth life satisfaction in school-aged children, and is the first to our 

knowledge to use a nationwide population-sample. The moderating role of youth satisfaction 

with family life on the effect of parental unemployment on life satisfaction highlights the 

importance of accounting for the family context in jobless homes. In particular, the results 

point to the importance of quality of family life - rather than solely the financial 

consequences – on youth well-being during unemployment in the family. Future research is 

needed to provide evidence for causality of the effects (e.g. longitudinal design studies) and 

raise awareness of the associations between parental unemployment and changes in youth 

well-being. Moreover, this body of research might help improve policy-making by suggesting 

that jobless families not only need financial assistance, but may also require aditional 

resources to maintain and improve family life satisfaction during periods of labour market 
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crisis and economic recession (e.g. making parenting support programmes available for 

families facing unemployment). Supporting jobless families may help interrupt the 

deleterious intergenerational consequences of unemployment for well-being, thereby 

maximising the health opportunities of young people in unemployed families. 

Conclusion 

 This study examined whether parental unemployment is associated with youth low 

life satisfaction, and whether this association is moderated by satisfaction with family life and 

by family economic position. Results showed that parental unemployment was associated 

with lower youth life satisfaction scores, and that satisfaction with family life moderated this 

relationship. The findings suggest a transmission of the negative consequences of parental 

unemployment on young people’s well-being, and that good family environment exerts a 

significant moderation effect on this association. These findings contribute to the existing 

literature delineating the impact of parental unemployment upon young people, which is 

particularly important given the labour market and unemployment crises currently facing 

many families.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



13 
 

Key findings 

 parental unemployment is associated with low youth life satisfaction scores; 

 young people satisfied with their family life are less vulnerable to the negative effects 

of parental unemployment on their life satisfaction; 

 This moderation role is independent of perceived family wealth; 

 the findings improve our knowledge about possible associations between parental 

unemployment and youth well-being during the economic downturn and labour 

market crisis, by taking into account the possible buffer-effect of maintaining or 

promoting positive family life;  

 parental unemployment seems to entail important social consequences that affect the 

family context (rather than solely financial), these may be addressed when researching 

and supporting jobless families and their children.  
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