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ABTRACT 

EXAMINING THE MODERATING EFFECT OF LIFE SATISFACTION ON THE 

RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN PERCEIVED UNDEREMPLOYMENT AND JOB 

ATTITUDES AMONG MILLENNIALS 

By Savannah M. Trakes 

 Underemployment has been associated with negative attitudes and behaviors. 

However, little research attention has been paid to identify variables that might moderate 

the relationship between underemployment and job attitudes.  Given that Millennials are 

one of the groups most susceptible to underemployment, I examined the relationship 

between perceived underemployment and job attitudes (i.e., job satisfaction, intent to 

remain) using life satisfaction as a moderator among Millennial employees.  Based on 

survey data from 552 Millennial employees across various sectors, results showed that 

perceived underemployment was negatively related to job satisfaction, intent to remain, 

and life satisfaction.  Inconsistent with the prediction, life satisfaction did not moderate 

the relationship between perceived underemployment and these job attitudes.  Strategies 

for employees and employers to minimize the negative impacts of perceived 

underemployment such as on-the job training or mentoring programs to learn new skills 

are suggested.
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Introduction 

 In past years, the economic downturn has had significant negative effects on the workforce 

across the globe.  The unemployment rate, a common indicator of economic well-being, hit its peak 

in 2012, reaching around 10% in both the United States (U.S.) and the European Union (Erdogan & 

Bauer, 2009).  By the end of 2014, the situation appeared to improve when the unemployment rate 

fell to 5.4% in the U.S. and to 5.9% in the United Kingdom (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2014; 

EuroStat, 2014).  However, even though the unemployment rate has been on the decline, 

researchers (e.g., Taggart, 1982) argue that the rate of unemployment may not capture all aspects of 

inadequate employment or employment hardships.  One example of inadequate employment is 

underemployment.  

Underemployment is the situation in which individuals have qualifications such as 

education and skills that exceed the requirements of their position (Erdogan & Bauer, 2009) or hold 

a job that is in some way inferior or of lower quality, relative to some standard (Maynard, Joseph, 

& Maynard, 2006).  Underemployment exists in every stratum of society, affecting not only lower 

level employees but executive-level employees as well (Feldman, Leana, & Bolino, 2002).  

According to McKee-Ryan and Harvey (2011), underemployment is widespread across professions, 

and the prevalence of underemployment has been highest among individuals aged 18 to 29 and 

those without a college education, with underemployment rates of 28.9% and 23.1%, respectively 

(Jacobe, 2011).  A study of college graduates in their twenties indicates that 44% of them are stuck 

in low-wage or dead-end jobs, making this one of the highest rates of underemployment in decades 

(Abel, Deitz, & Su, 2014), and the number of recent graduates making an annual salary lower than 

$25,000 has also increased to the highest level since 1990 (Desilver, 2014).  Although the 

unemployment rate has fallen to the lowest rate since 2008 (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2014), Stahl 
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(2015) indicates that this means very little to the Millennial generation, or those born between 1980 

and 2000.  Compared with prior generations, Millennials, even with increased likelihood of college 

education, continue to face some of the highest levels of underemployment (Peralta, 2014). 

Some researchers suggest that the increase in overqualification among young adults may be 

the result of an increase in college educated workers which has exceeded the number of positions 

available for an educated workforce (Batenburg & de Witte, 2001; Mottaz, 1984).  Recent trend 

analyses indicate that the average level of education and the rates of overqualification have both 

been increasing in a positive linear direction (Ng & Feldman, 2009; Vaisey, 2006).  As the number 

of qualified job candidates continues to rise, the competition among them heightens, and some 

adequately qualified individuals may be forced into positions below what they are qualified for, 

simply because there are not enough positions to go around (Cable & Hendey, 2007).  Borghans 

and de Grip (2000) have labeled such phenomenon as “bumping down” or “crowding out,” which is 

said to occur when the lesser educated workforce is forced to accept jobs below their skill level, 

because workers with higher levels of education are accepting lower level positions.  Borghans and 

de Grip’s research also suggests that when underemployment occurs early in one’s career (e.g. new 

college graduates), it may lead to negative long-term attitudes regarding one’s career as a whole.  

The outcomes of underemployment have been examined and revealed that 

underemployment is related to unfavorable job outcomes such as reduced job satisfaction, affective 

commitment, and increased turnover intentions (Allen, & van der Velden, 2001; Bolino & Feldman, 

2000; Feldman, 1996).  More recently, researchers have tried to identify the variables that may 

moderate the relationship between underemployment and job attitudes and behaviors. For example, 

Erdogan and Bauer (2009) demonstrated that psychological empowerment moderated the 

relationship between perceived overqualification and job attitudes, voluntary turnover, and intent to 
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remain such that the negative impact of perceived overqualification on job attitudes and behaviors 

occurred only when individuals were not psychologically empowered.  When individuals were 

psychologically empowered, there was no relationship between perceived overqualification and 

these negative job attitudes.  The Erdogan and Bauer study, indicates that psychological 

empowerment mitigates the negative effects of perceived overqualification on job satisfaction, 

intent to remain, and voluntary turnover.  Given these findings, Erdogan and Bauer called for more 

studies to identify additional moderating variables.  The current study attempted to contribute to the 

call for additional research by examining the role that life satisfaction may play as a moderating 

variable in the relationship between underemployment and negative job outcomes. 

 According to the RAND Employer Survey (2012), over half of all U.S. employers offer 

some sort of wellness promotion initiative, and in larger organizations, employers are more likely to 

offer complex wellness programs (Mattke et al., 2013).  Due to the large number of business 

resources devoted to these programs such as employee assistance programs, recreational 

reimbursements, and the increasing work-life responsibilities placed on employees, it is appropriate 

to explore how an individual’s life satisfaction outside of work may influence behavior in the 

workplace.  The understanding that life satisfaction leads to a state of balance among one’s 

experiences of meaning, pleasure, and engagement (Schueller & Seligman, 2010), and that happier 

individuals are more likely to be engaged and to find meaning in both a work and personal capacity 

(Lyubomirsky, King, & Diener, 2005) are key aspects to consider when examining workplace 

behavior.  Although most individuals spend more than a third of their life in work-related activities 

(Van Zyl, Deacon, & Rothmann, 2010), little research has examined how life satisfaction could 

hinder or enhance work constructs such as job satisfaction and intentions to remain among 

underemployed individuals in the workplace.  Therefore, the present study attempted to examine 
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whether life satisfaction would moderate the relationship between underemployment and job 

satisfaction and the relationship between underemployment and intention to remain among 

members of the Millennial generation.  

The following sections provide the definition of underemployment, theories of 

underemployment, previous research findings on the consequences of underemployment, the role 

various moderators (e.g. employee empowerment, emotional support) play in the underemployment 

and job outcome relationship, and how life satisfaction might act as a moderator to these 

relationships.  Finally, the hypotheses that were tested in the present study are presented.  

Definition and Measurement of Underemployment 

Individuals are said to be underemployed if they are (1) overeducated for their current job, 

(2) employed in a job outside of their field of study, (3) overqualified based on previous experience, 

(4) employed part-time but desire full-time employment, or (5) earn 20% lower wages than their 

previous job (Feldman, 1996).  Underemployment can be objective or subjective.  Objective 

underemployment is traditionally measured in comparison to an individual’s previous job or those 

with similar education and experience.  In contrast, subjective underemployment, or perceived 

underemployment, occurs when employees feel that their skills or abilities are not being fully 

utilized or that their knowledge or skills exceed the requirements of their current job (Khan & 

Morrow, 1991).  Thus, subjective underemployment relies on how individuals feel that their 

knowledge, skills, and abilities compare to the requirements of the job (Feldman; Khan & Morrow).  

Khan and Morrow argue that subjective underemployment may have a greater effect on an 

individual’s job attitudes and behaviors because of its alignment with the individual’s perceptions 

of his or her current employment situation.  Hence, the present study examined subjective 
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underemployment or an individual’s perception of being underemployed, rather than objective 

underemployment. 

Theories of Underemployment 

Several theories have been used to explain the negative consequences of underemployment, 

but person-job (P-J) fit theory (Kristof-Brown, Zimmerman, & Johnson, 2005; Maynard et al., 

2006) and relative deprivation theory (Feldman et al., 2002; Johnson & Johnson, 2000; Johnson, 

Morrow, & Johnson, 2002) have been the most dominant theoretical frameworks for 

underemployment.  O’Rielly and Caldwell (2001) explain person-job fit (P-J fit) as a situation 

where an individual’s knowledge, skills, or abilities (KSAs) align with the KSAs required to 

successfully complete the job.  The P-J fit framework suggests that the greater the degree of 

perceived fit between the person and his or her job, the more the positive work outcomes will be 

(Kristof-Brown et al., 2005).  In contrast, when the KSAs of individuals do not align with those of 

their jobs, these employees are less likely to be happy with their employment situations (Kristof-

Brown et al.) and are expected to eventually leave the position for one which better matches their 

skill set (Lee & Mitchell, 1994).  In the context of underemployment, subjective underemployment 

or perceived underemployment can be considered a poor P-J fit because employees feel that they 

have more KSAs than a job requires.  

Another theory that has been frequently used to explain the relationship between subjective 

underemployment and negative job outcomes is relative deprivation theory (Feldman et al., 2002; 

Johnson & Johnson, 2000; Johnson et al., 2002).  This theory postulates that an individual’s 

thoughts and behaviors are dependent on his or her evaluation of the situation.  Therefore, 

individuals may experience feelings of deprivation if their expectations of employment are not met, 

and may experience negative attitudes or behaviors if they feel that they are worse off compared to 
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some standard (Smith, Pettigrew, Pippin, & Bialosiewicz, 2001).  Feldman et al. suggest that 

relative deprivation is relevant to the underemployment context because it allows employees to use 

their past, present, or future employment situations as a referent standard for comparing their 

current employment.  Similarly, relative deprivation has also been used as a way to explain the 

reactions encountered by individuals in positions of underemployment (McKee-Ryan, & Harvey, 

2011).   For example, in a study of re-employed executives, relative deprivation served as a 

mediator in explaining how underemployment led to decreased psychological well-being in 

reemployed individuals (Feldman et al.).  Relative deprivation theory encompasses both the 

perception that a job is insufficient by some means, and the belief that the job should be better than 

it is.  Thus, relative deprivation includes individuals wanting more and feeling more entitled than 

what jobs can provide (Feldman & Turnley, 2004; McKee-Ryan, Virick, Prussia, Harvey, & Lilly, 

2009).   

Emotional, Attitudinal, and Behavioral Outcomes of Underemployment 

Research findings have been fairly consistent that both objective and subjective 

underemployment are associated with numerous negative outcomes for both employees and their 

employers (Bolino & Feldman, 2000; Holtom, Lee and Tidd, 2002; Lee, 2005; Wald, 2005).  It is, 

therefore, not surprising that underemployment has been gaining attention among academics.  

Research has consistently shown that underemployment leads employees to exhibit greater negative 

job attitudes and behaviors compared to their adequately employed counterparts (Bolino, & 

Feldman; Johnson, & Johnson, 2000; Peiro, Agut, & Grau, 2010).  For example, individuals who 

perceived themselves as overqualified for their jobs were less likely to be satisfied with their jobs 

(Bolino & Feldman; Burke, 1977; Erdogan & Bauer, 2009 Feldman, & Turnley, 2004; Lee, 2005).  

Indeed, the most consistent research finding is that underemployment is associated with decreased 
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job satisfaction (Feldman, 2011).  In McKee-Ryan and Harvey’s (2011) meta-analytic review of 

underemployment, they noted that underemployment was negatively related to overall job 

satisfaction with an average correlation of -.22 across 21 studies.  

Furthermore, those who believe that they are underemployed are less likely to be satisfied 

with their pay and promotional opportunities (Khan & Morrow, 1991), have higher turnover 

intentions (Feldman & Turnley, 1995; Maynard et al., 2006; Wald, 2005), and are more likely to 

voluntarily leave their organization (Holtom et al., 2002; Verhaest, & Omey, 2006).  These findings 

hold true among a variety of individuals, including recent university graduates (Burke, 1997), non-

tenure track professors (Feldman, & Turnley, 2004), university employees (Khan & Morrow), and 

overseas expatriates (Bolino, & Feldman, 2000; Lee, 2005).  

Underemployment has been found to be positively linked to employee work alienation (Lee, 

2005) and negatively related to job involvement (Burke, 1997; Feldman & Turnley, 1995).  

Moreover, employees who reported themselves to be subjectively underemployed (McKee-Ryan et 

al., 2009), overqualified (Johnson et al., 2002; Maynard, et al., 2006), and relatively deprived 

(Feldman & Turnely, 2004) felt that they had less of a reason to be committed to their current 

position than their adequately employed counterparts across various organizations (Leana & 

Feldman, 1995).  In sum, these findings clearly indicate the negative attitudinal and behavioral 

consequences for employees associated with underemployment.   

Variables That Moderate the Relationship Between Underemployment and Outcomes 

Although negative job attitudes and behaviors are the most common consequences of 

underemployment, an important gap in the underemployment literature is its relative lack of 

attention to variables that might moderate the relationship between underemployment and its 

outcomes (Erdogan & Bauer, 2009).  Identifying moderating variables is an important next step in 
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the underemployment literature to help identify the factors that may ameliorate the negative effects 

traditionally associated with underemployment.   

Several studies have begun to examine factors that might moderate the relationship between 

underemployment and job outcomes such as interesting work and fair treatment.   For example, 

Wald (2005) found that when overqualified employees felt that their work was interesting or that 

they were being treated in a fair manner, their active pursuit of another job was reduced compared 

to their counterparts who felt their work was not interesting.  Similarly, Erdogan and Bauer (2009) 

examined psychological empowerment as a moderator of the relationships between perceived 

overqualification and job satisfaction, intent to remain, voluntary turnover, and objective sales 

among a sample of 224 Turkish sales associates.  Consistent with their hypotheses, results showed 

that psychological empowerment moderated the relationship between perceived overqualification 

and voluntary turnover, intent to remain, and job satisfaction. There was a negative relationship 

between perceived overqualification and these outcomes only when employees did not feel 

psychologically empowered and there was no relationship between them when employees reported 

higher levels of psychological empowerment.  Furthermore, Johnson and Johnson (1997) also found 

that emotional support moderated the relationship between perceived overqualification and health 

such that the negative effect of perceived overqualification on health was smaller among those who 

received high emotional support compared to those perceiving low emotional support.    

These results suggest that some variables (e.g., interesting work, psychological 

empowerment) attenuate the negative effects of underemployment on job attitudes and behaviors, 

and hence the negative consequences of underemployment could be avoided.  Consequently, 

Anderson and Winefield (2011) have argued that more is needed to know about when 
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underemployment matters and when its consequences are more likely to be positive or negative and 

called for more research on the identification of moderating variables.  

 Life Satisfaction as a Potential Moderator   

 Global life satisfaction or an individual’s tendency to experience life in satisfying ways,  

has been defined as an individuals’ cognitive evaluation of the positivity in their lives as a whole, 

based on their own set of standards (Shin & Johnson, 1978).  In a review of research, Frisch (1999) 

indicates that life satisfaction is not a byproduct of life events or factors (e.g., genetics, 

environmental factors), but it is an important indicating factor of life outcomes such as career, 

health, and interpersonal outcomes.  Suldo and Huebner (2004) also indicate that adolescents with 

positive life satisfaction are less likely to develop externalizing behaviors in the face of stressful 

events compared to those who are dissatisfied with their lives.  These findings indicate 

“…preliminary support that life satisfaction operates as a protective psychological strength that 

provides a buffer against some effects of adverse life events in adolescence,” (Suldo, & Huebner, p. 

93).                                                                                                                                                       

 Lazarus’s (1991) transactional model of stress and coping has also been used as a 

framework for evaluating the process of coping with stressful events.  Lazarus indicates that stress 

is experienced when an individual perceives that the demands of the situation exceed the personal 

and social resources the person is able to mobilize.  Results of research by Jones-Johnson and 

Johnson (1992) reveal a significant positive relationship between underemployment and the five 

indexes of psychosocial stress, such that the more subjectively underemployed a person felt, the 

greater the individual’s psychosomatic stress, frustration, hostility, depression, and insecurity 

(Jones-Johnson, 1989; Jones-Johnson & Johnson).  Lazarus and Cohen (1977) indicate that stressful 

events can be moderated by the individual’s appraisal of the stressor and based on Lazarus’s theory 
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of stress and coping, life satisfaction may operate as a buffer or a moderator against the 

development of negative behaviors in stressful situations.  Life satisfaction may mirror the general 

positive appraisal approach, which is theorized to influence the cognitive evaluations that are 

related to specific environmental events, and associated emotional and coping responses (Suldo, & 

Huebner, 2004).  A positive appraisal style may act to mitigate potentially negative events such that 

these negative experiences are seen in a more positive context which results in more positive 

behavioral and emotional reactions.  Subsequently, when such an appraisal style is negative, this 

may predispose an individual to be more likely to experience negative emotions and behaviors.  

 To illustrate, even though the underemployed are more likely to be a poor fit for a given job 

and active job searchers, compared to their adequately employed counterparts (Wald, 2005), it is 

nevertheless possible that life satisfaction may serve as a buffer against the negative job outcomes 

typically associated with underemployment.   The present study attempted to examine subjective 

underemployment as a life stressor that may be moderated by life satisfaction.  One way to test 

whether or not life satisfaction may lessen the negative associations traditionally associated with 

underemployment is to assess its ability to function as a moderating variable in predictions of job 

satisfaction and turnover intentions in situations of underemployment.  In this context, it would be 

expected that underemployed individuals with positive levels of life satisfaction would be less 

prone to experiencing job dissatisfaction and turnover intentions.  

As mentioned earlier, Jones-Johnson and Johnson (1992) examined social and supervisor 

support as moderating variables on the relationship between subjective underemployment and 

psychosocial stress.  Although these variables did not moderate the relationship, results of the study 

indicate that the greater the supervisor support, the less psychosocial stress the workers felt (Jones-

Johnson and Johnson).  To the author’s knowledge, no studies have examined life satisfaction as a 
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moderator of the relationship between perceived underemployment and job attitudes.  Therefore, 

this study seeks to better understand the role life satisfaction may play in alleviating the detrimental 

outcomes typically associated with underemployment.  We suggest that individuals who achieve 

high levels of life satisfaction will have carry over effects into the workplace that act as a buffer 

against the negative job outcomes traditionally associated with underemployment.  Thus, the 

purpose of this study was to test a moderational model of the effects of life satisfaction on the 

relationship between underemployment and subsequent outcomes among Millennials. 

Hypothesis 1:  Life satisfaction will moderate the relationship between perceived 

underemployment and job satisfaction among Millennial employees, such that when life 

satisfaction is low, there will be a negative relationship between perceived 

underemployment and job satisfaction. However, when individuals have high levels of life 

satisfaction, there will be no relationship between perceived underemployment and job 

satisfaction.  

Hypothesis 2:  Life satisfaction will moderate the relationship between perceived 

underemployment and intent to remain among Millennial employees, such that when life 

satisfaction is low, there will be a negative relationship between perceived 

underemployment and intent to remain. However, when individuals have high levels of life 

satisfaction, there will be no relationship between perceived underemployment and intent to 

remain.  

Contributions of the Study 

Limited research attention has been paid to identify boundary conditions or variables that 

may moderate the relationship between underemployment and job attitudes.  The identification of 

boundary conditions are important because underemployment may not be associated with negative 
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outcomes under certain situations.  The present study expands the existing underemployment 

literature by 1) providing additional research around underemployment and the Millennial 

generation; 2)  responding to calls for additional research to explore variables that may moderate 

the underemployment relationship (Erdogan & Bauer, 2009); and 3) to better understand how an 

individual’s overall life satisfaction may influence his or her attitudes and behaviors in the 

workplace.   
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Method 

Participants                                                                                                                                                         

 A total of 696 individuals participated in the study.  However, data from 68 participants were 

excluded from the analysis as they failed to respond to many items, and 76 participants were 

excluded because they did not meet the participation criteria.  As an inclusion criterion, participants 

needed to be at least 18 years of age and employed at the time of data collection, resulting in 

responses from 552 individuals.   

     Table 1 depicts the demographic information of the participants.  The sample consisted of 343 

women (62.3%) and 208 men (37.7%).  The majority of participants were aged between 18-20 

years (74.3%, n = 410), followed by 21-29 years (22.5%, n = 124), and 30-35 years (3.3%, n = 18).                                                                                                                                                

 Participants identified themselves with a range of ethnicities such as Asian/Pacific Islander 

(32.6%, n = 180), Hispanic/Latino (31.9%, n = 176), White (23.9%, n = 132), Other (7.2%, n = 40), 

African American (4.0%, n = 22), and Native American (0.4%, n = 2).  Most participants (46.3%, n 

= 255) identified themselves as second generation to the United States, followed by 104 participants 

(18.9%) identifying as first generation, and the remainder of participants identified themselves as 

third generation or greater.  The majority of respondents indicated a marital status of single, never 

married (90.9%, n = 501), followed by cohabitating with partner (5.1%, n = 28), married (3.8%, n = 

21), and divorced (0.2%, n = 1).                                                                                                                               

 At the time of the survey, most respondents had achieved an education level of a bachelor’s 

degree (58.5%, n = 323), followed by a high school diploma (32.4%, n = 178), associate’s degree 

(7.1%, n = 39), master’s degree (1.3%, n = 7), and doctoral degree (0.7%, n = 4).  Part-time 

employment (77.0%) was the most common employment situation of respondents, followed by full-

time (15.9%) and temporary or contract employment (7.1%).  The number of years of total work 

experience ranged from less than one year to more than 10 years, with the majority of the 
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respondents having 1 to 2 years of experience (42.2%), followed by 2 to 4 years (27.4%), less than 

1 year (14.3%), 4 to 6 years (9.2%), more than 10 years (3.8%) and 6 to 10 years (3.1%).   
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Table 1         

Demographic Information  (N = 552)  

Demographics     n % 

Gender         

  Women     343 62.3% 

  Men     208 37.7% 

Age          

  18-20 years     410 74.3% 

  21-29 years     123 22.5% 

  30-35 years     18 3.3% 

            

Ethnicity          

  African American     22 4.0% 

  Asian / Pacific Islander     180 32.6% 

  Hispanic / Latino     176 31.9% 

  Native American     2 0.4% 

 White     131 23.9% 

  Other     40 7.2% 

            

Generation to the U.S.          

  First generation      104 18.9% 

  Second generation     254 46.3% 

  Third generation     27 4.9% 

  Fourth generation      48 8.7% 

  Fifth generation      81 14.7% 

  Unknown     37 6.5% 

            

Marital Status          

  Single, never married     501 90.9% 

  Cohabiting with partner     28 5.1% 

  Married     21 3.8% 

  Divorced     1 0.2% 

            

Education Level         

  High school diploma     178 32.4% 

  Associate's degree     39 7.1% 

  Bachelor's degree     323 58.5% 

  Master's degree     7 1.3% 

  Doctorate degree     4 0.7% 

            

Employment Situation         

  Full-Time     88 15.9% 

  Part-Time     424 77.0% 
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  Temporary or Contract Worker     39 7.1% 

            

Years of Work Experience         

  Less than 1 year     79 14.3% 

  1 to 2 years     232 42.2% 

  2 to 4 years     151 27.4% 

  4 to 6 years     51 9.2% 

  6 to 10 years     17 3.1% 

  More than 10 years     21 3.8% 

         

Procedure 

        Data were collected using an online survey, and distributed to individuals meeting the criteria 

using the researcher’s personal contacts, professional networks, and a research participant pool 

from a state university located in Northern California.  Upon starting the online survey, participants 

were provided with a short description of the study and were required to provide their consent to 

participate.  The survey commenced with questions about current employment status, and the next 

section inquired about the participants’ attitudes towards their current job.  This section consisted of 

items about perceptions of underemployment, job satisfaction, intent to remain, and overall life 

satisfaction.  The last set of questions asked about demographic information such as age, gender, 

ethnicity, marital status, and generational status to the United States.  Following the submission of 

responses, participants were thanked for their participation and the survey ended.  

Measures                                                                                                                                         

 Perceived underemployment.  Perceived underemployment was measured with 10 items from 

Johnson et al.’s (2002) Perceived Overqualification scale. A 5-point Likert-type rating ranging from 

1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree) was used.  Sample items include “I have mastered nearly 

every aspect of my job,” and “My work experience is more than necessary to do my present job.”  

Higher scores indicate that participants perceive themselves as more underemployed.  Cronbach’s 

coefficient alpha was .79, indicating that the scale has good internal consistency.                                                                                                                                                                          
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 Job satisfaction.  Job satisfaction was measured with three items from Cammann, Fichman, 

Jenkins, and Klesh’s (1979) study.  The items were measured on a 5-point Likert-type scale ranging 

from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree) and include “I like working at this organization,” 

“In general I like my job,” and “All in all, I am satisfied with my job.”  Higher scores indicate that 

participants are more satisfied with their current job.  Cronbach’s coefficient alpha was .90, 

indicating that the scale has high internal consistency.                                                                       

 Intent to remain.  Intent to remain was measured with two items from Adams and Beehr’s 

(1998) study. Responses were captured on a 5-point Likert-type rating scale ranging from 1 

(strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).  Items include “I will probably look for a new job in the 

next year,” and “I often think about leaving this organization.”  Higher scores indicate that 

participants have a greater intention to remain at their current job.  Cronbach’s coefficient alpha 

was .73, indicating that the scale has good internal consistency.                                                                                                                                                  

 Life satisfaction.  Life satisfaction was measured with five items from Diener, Emmons, 

Larsen, and Griffin (1985).  Participants responded to the items on a 5-point Likert-type scale 

ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).  Sample items include “So far I have 

gotten the important things I want in life,” and “In most ways my life is close to my ideal.”  Higher 

scores indicate that participants are more satisfied with the conditions of their life.  Cronbach’s 

coefficient alpha was .85, indicating that the scale has high internal consistency.                                                                                                                                 

 Demographics.  Participants were asked to answer eight questions on their demographic 

information.  Items included age, gender, ethnic background, marital status, highest level of 

education completed, and generational status to the United States.  
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Results 

Descriptive Statistics 

        Table 2 presents the means, standard deviations, Pearson correlations, and Cronbach’s alphas 

of the measured variables.  On a 1-5 point scale, participants perceived themselves as being 

somewhat underemployed (M = 3.11, SD = .51).  Furthermore, they were relatively satisfied with 

their jobs (M = 3.63, SD = .94), somewhat intended to remain at their current job (M = 2.64, SD = 

.99), and had moderate levels of life satisfaction (M = 3.16, SD = .80).  

Table 2        

Means, Standard Deviations, Pearson Correlations, and Reliabilities (N = 552)   

Demographics M SD 1 2 3 4  

1.   Perceived  

      underemployment 3.11 .51 (.79)     

2.   Job satisfaction 3.63 .94 -.37** (.90)    

3.   Intent to remain 2.64 .99 -.45** .59** (.73)   

4.   Life satisfaction 3.16 .80 -.02* .25** .17** (.85)  

Note: *p < .05 **p <.01        

Reliability coefficients (alpha) appear on the diagonal     

        

Pearson Correlations                                                                                                                          

 As can be seen from Table 2, perceived underemployment was negatively related to job 

satisfaction (r = -.37, p < .01), intent to remain (r = -.45, p < .01), and life satisfaction (r = -.02, p < 

.05).  That is, the more underemployed participants felt, the less they were satisfied with their jobs, 

the less likely they were to remain in their jobs, and the less satisfied they were with their lives.  

       Job satisfaction was significantly related to intent to remain (r = .59, p < .01), and had a 

significant positive relationship with life satisfaction (r = .25, p < .01).  These findings show that 

respondents who were satisfied with their jobs were more likely to remain at their current job and to 

have increased feelings of life satisfaction.  There was also a positive relationship between intent to 
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remain and life satisfaction (r = .17, p < .01).  However, the correlations among the variables were 

weak to moderate.  

Tests of Hypotheses                                                                                                                  

 Hypothesis 1 stated that life satisfaction would moderate the relationship between perceived 

underemployment and job satisfaction such that when life satisfaction was high, there would be no 

relationship between perceived underemployment and job dissatisfaction; however, when life 

satisfaction was low, the relationship between perceived underemployment and job satisfaction 

would be negative.  Hypotheses 2 stated that life satisfaction would moderate the relationship 

between perceived underemployment and intent to remain such that when life satisfaction was high, 

there would be no relationship between perceived underemployment and intent to remain but when 

life satisfaction was low, the relationship between perceived underemployment and job satisfaction 

would be negative.                                                                                                                                                                      

 In order to examine the potential moderating role of life satisfaction, a hierarchical regression 

analysis was performed for each variable.  In each hierarchical regression analysis, perceived 

underemployment was entered in Step 1, life satisfaction in Step 2, and finally, the product of 

perceived underemployment and life satisfaction as the interaction term was entered in Step 3.  If 

the variance explained by the interaction between perceived underemployment and life satisfaction 

is statistically significant, this indicates a significant interaction effect.                                          

 The first model evaluated whether life satisfaction would moderate the relationship between 

perceived underemployment and job satisfaction.  Table 3 shows the results of the hierarchical 

regression analysis.  The analysis revealed that perceived underemployment was a significant 

predictor of job satisfaction and accounted for 14% of the variance in job satisfaction, R² = .14, 

R²adj = .14, F(1, 550) = 87.89, p < .001.  This indicates that respondents who had high levels of 
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underemployment were more likely to be dissatisfied with their jobs. Next, life satisfaction 

accounted for an additional 6% of the variance in job satisfaction above and beyond the variance 

explained by perceived underemployment, ΔR² = .06, F(2, 549) = 68.34, p < .05.  Millennials who 

had high levels of life satisfaction were more likely to be satisfied with their jobs above and beyond 

feeling underemployed.  Results of Step 3 in the hierarchical regression analysis showed that the 

interaction term accounted for an additional 1% of the variance  in job satisfaction above and 

beyond the variance explained by perceived underemployment and life satisfaction, ΔR² = .01, F(3, 

548) = 47.45, p >.05 but it was not statistically significant.  Therefore, life satisfaction did not 

moderate the relationship between perceived underemployment and job satisfaction.  These results 

show that Hypothesis 1 was not supported.  

Table 3  

Hierarchical Regression Summary for Variables Predicting Job Satisfaction  

Steps and Predictor Variables β  R2  ΔR2  R  

Step 1: 

        Perceived underemployment  

 

-.37***  

 

.14**  

 

.14** 

 

.37**  

Step 2:  

        Life satisfaction 

 

.25***  

 

.20**  

 

.06*  

 

.45**  

Step 3:  

        Perceived underemployment x  

        Life satisfaction  

 

.53*  

 

.21**  

 

.01  

 

.46  

Note: * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001. Betas reported at time of entry. 

          The second model assessed the moderating effect of life satisfaction on the relationship 

between perceived underemployment and intent to remain.  Table 4 presents the results of the 

hierarchical regression analysis.  The analysis showed that perceived underemployment was a 

significant predictor of intent to remain and accounted for 20% of the variance in intent to remain, 

R² = .20, R²adj = .20, F(1, 550) = 139.76, p < .001.  This indicates that respondents who had higher 

levels of underemployment were less likely to intend to remain in the organizations.  Next, life 
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satisfaction accounted for additional 3% of the variance in intent to remain above and beyond the 

variance explained by perceived underemployment, ΔR² = .03, ΔF(2,549) = 83.19, p < .001.  These 

findings show that employees who had high levels of life satisfaction were more likely to remain at 

their organizations above and beyond their perceptions of underemployment.  In the third step of 

this hierarchical regression analysis, the interaction term did not account for an additional 

significant proportion of the variance in intent to remain above and beyond the variance explained 

by perceived underemployment and accurate job preview, ΔR² = .001, ΔF(3,548) = 55.71, p <.001.  

Therefore, Hypothesis 2 was not supported.  

Table 4  

Hierarchical Regression Summary for Variables Predicting Intent to Remain  

Steps and Predictor Variables β  R2  ΔR2  R  

Step 1: 

        Perceived underemployment  

 

-.45***  

 

.20***  

 

.20***  

 

.45***  

Step 2:  

        Life satisfaction 

 

.17***  

 

.23***  

 

.03***  

 

.48*** 

Step 3:  

        Perceived underemployment x  

        Accurate job preview  

 

-.22  

 

.23*  

 

.00 

 

.48*  

Note: * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001. Betas reported at time of entry. 
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Discussion 

Underemployment has been identified as a pervasive problem for both employers and 

employees (Feldman & Maynard, 2011), with Millennials being one of the most susceptable 

generations to underemployment (Abel et al., 2014).  However, research on the relationship 

between perceived underemployment and job attitudes among Millennials and recent college 

graduates is scarce.  The examination of perceived underemployment among this particular group is 

important as the Millennial generation has now become the most educated generation in U.S. 

history, but is also the generation anticipated to face the most widespread underemployment 

(Peralta, 2014).  It is also important to understand how these early career experiences build the 

foundation for job experiences and expectations throughout one’s career and if moderator variables 

exist to lessen the negative consequences of underemployment.  Therefore, the current study was 

conducted to examine the relationship between perceived underemployment and job attitudes in a 

sample of Millennial employees while also examining life satisfaction as a potential moderator of 

the relationship between perceived underemployment and job attitudes.  It is argued that based on 

Lazarus’s (1991) theory of coping and stress, life satisfaction may interact with the experience of 

stressful events (i.e., perceived underemployment) to predict subsequent thoughts and behaviors 

(i.e., job satisfaction and intentions to remain).  This may prove particularly beneficial to employees 

of the Millennial generation who have been considered the most susceptable generation to 

underemployment (Abel et al., 2014).                                                                                                    

 Consistent with past research, results of this study show that employees who perceived 

themselves as more underemployed had lower levels of job satisfaction and intentions to remain.  

These findings are consistent with Burke (1997) and Feldman and Turnley (1995) who examined 

the relationship between perceived underemployment and job satisfaction among recent business 
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school graduates.  If employees perceive themselves to be underemployed, it is likely that they 

experience lower job satisfaction and lower levels of intentions to remain, probably because the 

terms or rewards of employment are inadequate for them.  One new consequence of perceived 

underemployment revealed by the present study is a negative relationship between perceived 

underemployment and life satisfaction such that people may become less satisfied with their own 

lives when they find themselves in positions of perceived underemployment.                                 

 Although it was hypothesized that life satisfaction would moderate the relationship between 

perceived underemployment and job satisfaction and the relationship between perceived  

underemployment and intent to remain, results did not support these hypotheses.  Life satisfaction 

did not act as a moderator of the relationship between perceived underemployment and these job 

attitudes.  An explanation for these findings could be that the Millennial employees in the sample 

did not feel highly underemployed; therefore, it did not matter whether or not they were highly 

satisfied with their lives, they still felt satisfied with their jobs.  Another explanation for the lack of 

the interaction effect could be that because Millennial employees are still the early stages of their 

lives and careers, they may have not yet experienced many of the personal values that make up the 

framework for life satisfaction (e.g. love, family, money, career, religion, material items).  The 

majority of respondents (84%) were employed in only a part-time or temporary capacity, and nearly 

91% of the respondents were single and never married.  Therefore, the levels of life satisfaction in 

our sample may have not been varied enough to moderate the relationship. 
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Implications of the Study 

The current study provided additional support for the relationship between perceived 

underemployment and job satisfaction and perceived underemployment and intent to remain 

(Burris, 1983; Feldman et al., 2002; Khan & Morrow, 1991).  Perceived underemployment was 

negatively related to both job satisfaction and intent to remain such that Millennial employees who 

perceived themselves as underemployed experienced lower levels of job satisfaction and intent to 

remain.  These results support findings that perceived underemployment reduces job satisfaction 

and intent to remain.                                                                                                                                         

 Although the moderating role of life satisfaction on the relationship between perceived 

underemployment and job attitudes was not supported, life satisfaction was found to be negatively 

related to perceived underemployment.  Workers in the sample who experienced lower levels of life 

satisfaction also experienced higher levels of perceived underemployment or vice versa.              

 One of the most important implications of the current study is that the finding that the 

negative relationship between perceived underemployment and life satisfaction might indicate that 

employees become less satisfied with their own lives when they are in positions of perceived 

underemployment.  Employees should increase their awareness of the negative implications of 

underemployment not only on their workplace attitudes but the negative implications 

underemployment may have on their satisfaction of life as well.                                                       

 The current study also has some practical implications for organizations that employ 

underemployed individuals.  This study found that perceived underemployment was negatively 

related to job satisfaction and intent to remain.  Therefore, it is important that organizations seek to 

better understand the negative implications of perceived underemployment and take measures 

against it.  Given the potential negative consequences associated with perceived underemployment, 
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it is important for organizations to address the issue of underemployment within their workforce.  

On-the-job training or mentoring is a low cost option that organizations may wish to consider to 

enhance their workforce.  This may be especially beneficial for the underutilized or underemployed 

workforce as these particular employees typically have additional capability or capacity.  With 

workplace mentoring or on-the-job training, these workers might contribute to the success of the 

organization.  These on-the-job training and mentoring programs are likely to be beneficial for 

individuals as they improve their knowledge, skill set or professional growth and the organization 

will benefit from increased contributions with the same number of resources.  It is essential that 

organizations understand the skill set and capacity of their workforce, as there may be untapped 

potential available to respond to business demands within their current underutilized or 

involuntarily part-time workforce.  These kinds of practices are likely to help companies expand the 

capacity of employees who are inclined to perceive underemployment in their current work 

situation.  

Strengths, Limitations, and Directions for Future Research                                                             

 One strength of this study is that perceived underemployment was examined among 

Millennial employees.  Millennials, especially in the United States, are at a greater risk of being 

underemployed than Generation X (those born during the late 1960s and 1970s) and Baby Boomers 

(those born between the end of World War 2, 1945 and the late 1960s).  For example, Peralta 

(2014) has shown that nearly 30% of Millennials with a medical degree are underemployed, 

compared to 22% of Gen Xers and 21% of baby boomers.  Although Millennials are now the most 

educated generation of the U.S. workforce, they also face the highest levels of underemployment 

(Peralta).  However, research on perceived underemployment among Millennials is relatively 

sparse.  Burke (1997) and Feldman and Turnley (1995) each studied underemployment among 
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recent college graduates, however, at the time these studies were conducted, the oldest of 

individuals in the Millennial generation would have not yet reached university and would have not 

been included in the studies.  Underemployment among recent college graduates was pervasive then 

(Burke, 1997; Feldman & Turnley, 1995), but may be even more prevalent now.  The most 

significant contribution of this study is that it adds upon previous findings in a sample of Millennial 

employees.  The current study also reveals the negative relationship between perceived 

underemployment and life satisfaction.  To the author’s knowledge, this is the first study to 

examine such relationship.  An additional strength of the study is the relatively large sample size 

which is likely to increase statistical power of the results.  Finally, the ethnic diversity of 

respondents in the sample help to make the results more generalizable across both gender and race. 

 Like most other research, this study also holds several limitations.  First, the sample used in 

this study came from a single university, which may hinder the results from being generalizable to 

the wider population.  Since the responses were collected from students and graduates of a single 

university the results represent only a subset of the population specific to the university sampled 

and its surrounding employers.  It would be better to gather data from a sample of Millennial 

employees across many universities and segments of the country.  Moreover, the sample mainly 

consisted of Millennials employed in a part-time or temporary capacity.  Employees in a full-time 

capacity could be exposed to perceived underemployment in differing levels.  Full time employees 

may more fully associate themselves with their careers which may lead to stronger workplace 

sentiments.  Therefore, a sample that is more varied in terms of employment status may yield 

different results in examining perceived underemployment among Millennials.                          

 Secondly, data were collected through a self-report survey tool and the use of self-report 

measures may increase common method variance (Podsakoff, MacKenzie, Lee & Podsakoff, 2003).  



 

 

27 

 

However, several measures in the study such as perceived underemployment and life satisfaction 

require the perceptions of the employee rather than objective measures and are required to be 

collected as self-report.  To minimize the potential effects of common method variance in the study, 

it would have been preferable to introduce a time lag between the measurement of perceived 

underemployment and perceptual outcomes (Erdogan & Bauer, 2009).  Future studies could also 

examine underemployment in its objective form with employee performance reviews and job 

qualifications rather than just self-report measures.  Objective underemployment takes into 

consideration an individual’s actual skills and knowledge as compared with the requirements of the 

job to determine if underemployment exists, rather than relying solely on the opinion of the 

employee.                                                                                                                                                  

 The current study was not intended to examine causality between the constructs and 

consequently, the lack of causality is another limitation of this study.  Therefore, it is unknown 

whether perceived underemployment causes one to feel that they have lower levels of job 

satisfaction or if having lower levels of job satisfaction may have led to the increase in perceived 

underemployment.  To solve for this problem, future research should incorporate an element of 

interviewing into the sample to help understand and establish cause and effect between perceived 

underemployment and job satisfaction.  Another remedy may be to utilize a longitudinal study 

when underemployment and job attitudes are measured longitudinally.                                                  

 Finally, this study measured job attitudes, however, future study could measure both 

performance in-role and extra-role performance.  Behaviors such as performance are important to 

study because these types of outcomes are directly related to how an employee behaves both 

positively and negatively in the workplace.  Similar to the views of Erdogan and Bauer (2009), it is 

recommend that future research to further explore the moderator variables that may ameliorate the 
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relationship between perceived underemployment and negative job outcomes.  As the negative 

implications of underemployment are widely known, research to further explore moderator 

variables that may reduce these unpleasant outcomes is still needed.  Future studies may wish to 

consider incorporating a measure of awareness, or intent for accepting a position of 

underemployment into their model of moderation.  Furthermore, underemployment research on the 

Millennial generation would also be useful to further the underemployment literature and to 

understand how underemployment early in one’s career may shape their thoughts and feelings 

around the workplace as their career progresses.  

Conclusion 

 In an attempt to further examine possible moderating variables of underemployment, the 

present study examined the relationship between perceived underemployment and job attitudes and 

posited life satisfaction as a possible moderator of these relations among Millennial employees.  

Findings of the study revealed that the sample perceived underemployment to be experienced at 

moderate levels, and that perceived underemployment was negatively related to job satisfaction, 

intent to remain, and life satisfaction.  However, when examined as a moderating variable, life 

satisfaction did not moderate the relationship between underemployment and job satisfaction or the 

relationship between underemployment and intent to remain.  An important implication of this 

research is that it supports past research that perceived underemployment has negative 

consequences for both employees and organizations and it extends that perceived underemployment 

also relates to life outside of work life.  Employers can look to identify those who may be in 

positions of underemployment and tap into the underutilized capacity of these workers.  By 

providing additional challenges and training or mentorship opportunities, employers and 
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underemployed employees may have the opportunity to further expand the capabilities of the 

underemployed workforce and this may lead to benefits for both employees and organizations.       
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Appendix 

Survey Items 

Perceived Overqualification (Johnson, Morrow, & Johnson, 2002) 

1. My formal education overqualifies me for my present job. 

2. My work experience is more than necessary to do my present job. 

3. Frankly, I am overqualified for the job I hold. 

4. My talents are not fully utilized on my job. 

5. I have mastered nearly every aspect of my job. 

6. Some continuing education related to my job would improve my job performance.  

7. My job frequently provides me with new challenges.  

8. My job provides me with the opportunity to learn new things.  

9. The day-to-day content of my job seldom changes. 

10. My job has a lot of potential for change and growth.  

Job Satisfaction (Cammann, Fichman, Jenkins, & Klesh, 1979) 

1. I like working at this organization. 

2. In general I like my job. 

3. All in all, I am satisfied with my job. 

Intent to Remain (Adams, & Beehr, 1998) 

1. I often think about leaving this organization. 

2. I will probably look for a new job in the next year.  

Satisfaction with Life (Diener, Emmons, Larsen & Griffin, 1985) 

1. In most ways my life is close to my ideal. 

2. The conditions of my life are excellent. 

3. I am satisfied with my life. 

4. So far I have gotten the important things I want in life. 

5. If I could live my life over, I would change almost nothing. 
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