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Abstract: Over the last three decades, the professional landscape has changed, and career paths
have become more plural, complex, and flexible, as well as less predictable. Consequently, career
sustainability has become a major concern. Since the framework of sustainable careers captures the
complexities of modern careers, we used it in the present study to understand how various types of
significant life events (i.e., negative work events, negative nonwork events, positive work events,
and positive nonwork events) hinder or foster career sustainability among 870 professionally active
adults in Switzerland using a longitudinal design. We used repeated measures analysis of variance
to study changes in health (i.e., self-rated health and stress at work), happiness (i.e., life satisfaction,
quality of life, and job satisfaction), and productivity (i.e., employability and career prospects) by the
type of significant life events over time, from 1 year before the event (T0) to 1 year after the event (T2).
Results indicated that work events are important to consider when studying career sustainability
as there is evidence for spillover effects from work to life. Specifically, experiencing positive work
events seems to foster career sustainability, and these effects seem to be stronger than the negative
effect of negative work or nonwork life events on health, happiness, and productivity.

Keywords: career sustainability; significant life events; self-rated health; life satisfaction; quality of
life; work stress; job satisfaction; employability; career prospects

1. Introduction

Nowadays, career paths have become more flexible and less linear, and they are
characterized by multiple transitions [1]. Due to these complexities, new career theories and
models, such as protean careers [2], boundaryless careers [3], kaleidoscope careers [4], and
life design [1], have underlined the importance of individual agency in constructing careers
while also taking into account some contextual factors. Hence, numerous studies have
highlighted the role of personal resources and individuals’ responsibility in constructing
their career. However, life events, which are often intrinsically related to the context and
take place sometimes out of one’s control, also play an important role in shaping career
paths. Indeed, common major life events, such as childbirth, the death of a loved one, a
promotion, or unemployment, have an impact on almost all aspects of daily life, including
work [5–7]. Some of these events may significantly influence career development and
probably affect one’s career sustainability.

Career sustainability refers to “sequences of career experiences reflected through a
variety of patterns of continuity over time, thereby crossing several social spaces, charac-
terized by individual agency, herewith providing meaning to the individual” [8] (p. 7).
To understand what makes a career sustainable, De Vos and colleagues [9] proposed a
theoretical framework highlighting three critical interacting dimensions of sustainable
careers (i.e., the person, the context, and the time) and three core indicators of a sustainable
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career (i.e., health, happiness, and productivity). The interplay between these dimensions
and indicators is central in analyzing the underlying processes of career sustainability.

The present study aims to advance research on sustainable careers by taking a contex-
tualized approach to careers and by investigating how various types of life events hinder
or foster career sustainability. Therefore, this study, based on the career sustainability
framework [9], will contribute to the general understanding of how events in various life
contexts interact with time to impact a person’s health, happiness, and productivity.

2. Conceptualizing Major Life Events

Life events have been conceptualized using various perspectives, each of them stress-
ing some of their characteristics, and their consequences on individuals and their careers.
Thus, the life course approach addresses life events in terms of ruptures, bifurcations,
or turning points, which trigger changes and from which a range of possible paths can
be followed [10–12]. This perspective also stresses the role of agency. Combining the
event and personal agency gives a continuum between forced or involuntary and cho-
sen or voluntary events [13]. In health psychology, life events have mainly been studied
within a stress perspective that considers them as a specific type of stressor disturbing
the daily routine and leading to a number of predominantly negative outcomes [14,15].
The stress triggered by an event could depend on its feature (e.g., perceived intensity,
duration, predictability, and controllability of the event). In vocational psychology and
career counseling, researchers have mainly studied life events as triggers of transitions [16].
For example, Schlossberg’s transition framework [17] considers life events as complex
transitions during which individuals experience challenges. In his model, expectancy
and occurrence interact to define different types of transitions. More recently, Akkermans
and colleagues [18] conceptualized career shocks as rare events that are often not under
one’s control and trigger a deliberate thought process about one’s career. These shocks can
happen at any time over the life course, vary in terms of valence, foreseeability, frequency,
duration, intensity, and locus, and lead to career transitions. In work and organizational
psychology, Morgeson and colleagues [19] proposed a general theory of how events may
affect organizations, namely event system theory (EST). According to EST, events are dis-
crete and discontinuous happenings (having an identifiable temporal beginning and end
and occurring in a specific context) involving the intersection of various entities. An event
is characterized by three components in interaction: the event strength, space, and time. By
describing these three components, EST shows how spatial and temporal characteristics
of an event interplay with its strength to trigger impactful changes. Finally, Luhmann
and colleagues [20], highlighting the lack of a conceptual framework in psychology that
suggests a systematic examination of the effects of major life events on psychological
outcomes, recently developed a dimensional taxonomy of nine perceived characteristics of
major life events: five event-focused characteristics (i.e., valence, predictability, challenge,
external control, and extraordinariness) and four consequence-focused characteristics (i.e.,
impact, change in world views, social status changes, and emotional significance).

Although each perspective has identified a number of event characteristics, the present
paper focuses on three of its characteristics that seem capital for most of these perspectives:
their valence, emotional significance, and domain.

2.1. Valence, Emotional Significance, and Domain of Life Events

By valence, we refer to the emotional experience of events, which has been to date
mostly assessed through individuals’ appraisal of the event as positive or negative. One
issue with subjective appraisal is that the reported valence often corresponds to the valence
associated with the consequences of experienced events and not the event itself. Moreover,
although subjective ratings may help in linking reported events and subsequent states of
health and well-being (because these reports can better reflect the actual experiences of
the respondents), they are difficult to assess in panel surveys where open-ended questions
are used to assess life events. In any case, the event valence showed promising results
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when studying well-being. For example, event valence has been proven to explain more
variability in subjective well-being (SWB) than other event characteristics [20].

By emotional significance, we refer to events that bear on the person’s interests or
concerns. Indeed, not all life events are equally important to individuals and are relevant
to their health and well-being. According to cognitive appraisal theory [21], an event
will have consequences on the person not simply because it occurs but because it has an
emotional significance for them. From a methodological point of view, this translates into
surveys asking respondents to report only events that were significant for them rather
than collecting data on all trivial or ordinary life events using checklists [22,23]. One study
recently highlighted the very high rank-order stability and intraclass correlations, as well as
the nonsignificant mean-level change of the emotional significance of major life events [24].

Finally, the domain or the life sphere where the event occurs is also important to
consider, especially for examining work–life spillover effects [25]. For example, studies
have shown that stressful life events in private life negatively impacted well-being at work
by impeding the adequate use of psychological resources at work [26,27].

2.2. Life Events and Career Sustainability

A career is considered sustainable when, despite having faced adverse life events or
disruptions, people experience continuity and meaning in their career paths, thus main-
taining their health, happiness, and productivity in both the short and long run. Whereas
health refers to the fit of the career with one’s physical and mental capacities, happiness
refers mainly to how happy and satisfied individuals are with their careers. Productivity
refers to the individuals’ actual level of performance and their employability or career
potential in the future [9]. Thus, productivity includes both work and career performance.

Recent research based on this framework has mainly focused on the importance
of individual or contextual factors related to career management in promoting career
sustainability [28]. Most studies have focused on agency, competencies, and psychological
resources [29,30]. The context has been mostly studied by taking into account organizational
factors [31,32], employer-related contextual aspects [33], or working conditions [34].

Even though the career sustainability framework is not presented as an event-oriented
theory, life events and changes might play an important role in it. Indeed, during the
course of their life, individuals are likely to experience several life events that positively
or negatively impact their career, and they may have to activate resources to cope with
them. A few studies have investigated the role of events by examining the relation between
career shocks (i.e., unexpected career events) and career sustainability [35,36]. To our
knowledge, however, no study has investigated the role of a broad spectrum of life events
on all three indicators of career sustainability.

3. Life Events in Relation to Health, Happiness, and Productivity
3.1. Life Events and Health

As the career sustainability framework considers individuals embedded in various
life domains, both general and work-related indicators of health and well-being should
be considered in relation to life events. Among the indicators of general health, general
mental and physical health have been largely studied in relation to life events. A group of
studies have analyzed the impact of life events on health using the stress perspective. In
general, findings have suggested that individuals who have experienced more stressful
major or minor events also tend to have poorer mental health [37–39]. However, most
of the studies have been conducted on children, adolescents, or clinical adults and have
focused on the frequency of the events without taking into account other characteristics
such as emotional significance or domain. Moreover, the effects of positive life events have
received less research compared to those of negative events. Although a few studies have
shown evidence that favorable events can enhance health [40,41], others have pointed out
their disruptive effect on health, which was explained by individual differences [42].
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Furthermore, researchers have studied the relation between life events and health at
work through the lens of stress and burnout. Daily experiences of violence at the workplace
have been shown to lead to burnout [43], whereas positive work events have been shown
to be negatively related to work stress [44]. Based on a literature review, Hakanen and
Bakker [27] concluded that positive nonwork events, such as marriage or giving birth, do
not seem to be associated with job burnout, whereas negative nonwork events may be.

3.2. Life Events and Happiness

Among the indicators of overall happiness, SWB [45] and, in particular, life satisfaction
have received the most research in relation to life events [6]. A set of studies have analyzed
the effect of major life events on SWB using a life course perspective. Although early
studies have shown that life events are only moderately associated with changes in SWB
and that this lasts only for a short period [46], recent research has suggested that some
life events may be associated with marked long-lasting changes in SWB [47,48]. Some
studies have mainly focused on the valence of the events and how it impacts SWB [49,50].
For example, Gomez and colleagues [49] found that negative life events had a stronger
impact on SWB compared to positive life events. A meta-analysis [6] showed that events
had various effects on cognitive (e.g., life satisfaction) and affective (e.g., depressed mood)
SWB depending on the domain of the event (e.g., family or work) and the time since its
occurrence (short- vs. long-term consequences): while unemployment had a negative
strong effect on cognitive SWB, followed by an increase over time (the pre-event level of
cognitive SWB was reached again 3 years after the event), childbirth had a positive initial
effect on cognitive SWB, followed by a quick decrease, although its effect on affective SWB
was initially negative, followed by an increase in the long run. Surprisingly, the valence
of the event (e.g., positive, neutral, and negative) did not moderate the effect of the event
on SWB. Luhmann and colleagues [20] recently conducted several studies to examine the
relation between perceived event characteristics and life satisfaction. They observed that
the event characteristic that had the highest predictive power was the perceived valence
of major life events. Experiencing a negative event was associated with an immediate
decrease in life satisfaction followed by a more pronounced increase in life satisfaction
across time. In contrast, experiencing a positive event was associated with an immediate
increase in life satisfaction, followed by a less pronounced increase across time.

Another indicator of overall happiness is quality of life (QoL), a construct that includes
both objective (objective health and life conditions) and subjective components (satisfaction
with various life domains). Pocnet and colleagues [51] examined the relation between major
life events and QoL within a nonclinical general adult population. This study highlighted
the negative association between critical events and QoL. This relation was equally strong,
whether the critical events had happened recently or some years ago. Similar results have
been found in a few studies investigating specific work-related events such as job loss and
unemployment and their relation to QoL [52,53]. To date, no studies to our knowledge
have examined the relation between positive major life or work events and QoL. However,
based on health and life satisfaction studies, we may expect positive life events to have
positive consequences on QoL.

Although most of the studies on major life events have focused on overall SWB, a
few have investigated work-related well-being such as job satisfaction. The latter refers
to the way employees feel and think about their job [54]. Research has shown that major
life events, such as the birth of the first child, had a long-lasting spillover effect on job
satisfaction when compared to marriage [55]. Violence at the workplace has also been
shown to have a detrimental effect on job satisfaction [43]. In the same way, organizational
events and personal work events, whether positive or negative, seem to predict job satis-
faction [56]. In sum, except for the studies focusing on specific events, the link between
life events and job satisfaction using a longitudinal and global perspective has not been
studied to date to our knowledge.
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3.3. Life Events and Productivity

According to De Vos and colleagues [9], performance in one’s current job, as well
as employability and career prospects, which are essential for long-term performance,
could be considered as indicators of one’s level of productivity. Perceived employability is
defined as individuals’ perceptions of their opportunities in the labor market [57]. Only
little research has been done to investigate the effect of major life events on productivity
through their effect on perceived employability. For example, Blokker and colleagues [35]
found that both positive and negative career shocks moderated the relationships between
career competencies and perceived external employability (i.e., employment opportunities
on the external labor market). Concerning career prospects, which refer to individuals’
perception of their career progression possibilities in the future [58], no study to our
knowledge has investigated their relation with life events. However, we could assume that
life events are associated with career prospects in a similar way as with job satisfaction,
work stress, and employability.

4. The Present Study

The aim of the present study was to investigate the extent to which various types of
life events hinder or foster career sustainability, based on the above-mentioned career sus-
tainability framework [9]. To do so, we first assessed significant life events using objective
ratings of the most salient characteristic of events, that is the valence, by distinguishing
between positive and negative events. Given that work domain is central to our framework
and is in interaction with other life domains, we also distinguished between work and
nonwork events. In sum, by considering emotionally significant life events and combining
the valence and domain, we distinguished between four types of life events: significant
positive work events, significant negative work events, significant positive nonwork events,
and significant negative nonwork events. Second, health, happiness, and productivity
indicators were considered altogether and within a longitudinal perspective of career
sustainability. We then assessed their levels 1 year before the event (T0), on the year of
the event (T1), and 1 year after the event (T2). We examined the relation between life
events and work stress, job satisfaction, perceived employability, and career prospects
(considered as indicators of work-related health, work-related happiness, and productivity,
respectively). In parallel, we analyzed the relation between life events and self-related
health (SRH), life satisfaction, and QoL (considered as indicators of overall health and
happiness, respectively).

Since work occupies a central place in one’s life and work events are assumed to have
short and long-term consequences on all three indicators of career sustainability [9], we
expected significant work events to have immediate and long-lasting effects on productivity,
work-related well-being, and the overall indicators of health and happiness.

Hypothesis 1. Negative work events will hinder career sustainability, whereas positive work events
will foster career sustainability. Therefore, we expected that individuals who experienced negative
work events at T1 would report lower levels of health, happiness, and productivity as compared to
T0, with this negative effect remaining 1 year later at T2. Individuals who experienced positive
work events at T1 would report increased levels of health, happiness, and productivity as compared
to T0, with this positive effect remaining 1 year later at T2.

Similarly, because the career sustainability framework stresses the importance of
taking into account individuals’ experiences in different life spheres and therefore the exis-
tence of spillover effects, we also expected that nonwork life events would have effects on
productivity, work-related well-being, and the overall indicators of health and happiness.

Hypothesis 2. Negative nonwork life events will hinder career sustainability, whereas positive
nonwork life events will foster career sustainability. Therefore, we expected that individuals who
experienced negative nonwork events at T1 would report decreased levels of health, happiness, and
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productivity as compared to T0, with this negative effect remaining 1 year later at T2. Individuals
who experienced positive nonwork events at T1 would report increased levels of health, happiness,
and productivity as compared to T0, with this positive effect remaining 1 year later at T2.

Given that the events happening at work should be more closely related to how
individuals feel and think about this context than the events happening in other life
domains, we expected the effect of significant work events to be stronger than the effects of
significant nonwork events on work-related indicators.

Hypothesis 3. Negative and positive work events will have stronger effects on work-related
indicators than negative and positive nonwork events.

The effect of significant life events on career sustainability were examined beyond the
effect of age, gender, income, and personality traits, which are all well-known correlates
of health and well-being [59–61]. The effect of daily hassles was also controlled given the
importance of distinguishing between major and minor life events.

5. Method
5.1. Participants

We conducted the analyses on a roughly representative sample of the French- and
German-speaking Swiss working population (N = 870). We drew the data from Waves 5(T0),
6 (T1), and 7 (T2) of a 7-year longitudinal survey on professional paths conducted each year
from 2012 to 2018 at the Swiss National Center of Competence in Research—Overcoming
Vulnerabilities: Life Course Perspectives (LIVES). The survey assessed participants’ pro-
fessional situation and some sociodemographic variables, the perception of their work
and social environment, and some of their psychological characteristics and resources. A
complete description of the research and collected data are stored in the FORSbase data
repository and are available upon request (https://forsbase.unil.ch/project/study-public-
overview/16093/0/, accessed on 23 November 2021).

We used the data of 870 participants who fully completed the survey in the three
consecutive last waves (W5–W7). They were aged between 31 and 61 at W6 (i.e., T1 of
the current study), and 50.9% of the sample were female, with a mean age at W6 = 47.76,
SD = 8.10. The participants were all employed at W5 (T0), although their employment
status could have changed in the successive waves. Specifically, 836 participants were
employed, 20 were unemployed, and 14 were nonactive at W6. Also, 821 were employed,
32 were unemployed, and 17 were nonactive at W7.

We conducted dropout analysis and compared the retained sample to employees
who participated at W5 but dropped out from the study in the next waves (N = 356).
These analyses revealed no differences in terms of gender, age, personality traits, life
satisfaction, self-rated health, and perceived quality of life. The only exception was for
household income: Employees in the dropout sample reported a lower household income
at W5 compared to employees in the retained sample [∆M = 0.50, t(1134) = 3.54, p < 0.001,
d = 0.25].

5.2. Procedure

At the beginning of each year, participants of the Professional Paths survey received a
letter explaining the aim of the study and inviting them to participate to the study, which
was voluntary. Confidentiality was ensured as data were collected anonymously using a
6-digit personal code associated to each participant. The entire process complied with the
ethical standards of the Swiss Society for Psychology.

https://forsbase.unil.ch/project/study-public-overview/16093/0/
https://forsbase.unil.ch/project/study-public-overview/16093/0/
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5.3. Measures
5.3.1. Significant Life Events

The respondents were asked to indicate whether they had experienced any significant
life events over the course of a year preceding W6. If so, they had to describe the events
they experienced using an open text format. Two raters (first and second authors of the
current paper) coded the responses into various categories. To do this, all five authors first
created and validated a codebook. We applied a theory-based approach to the creation of
the codebook, following the three-step procedure by Boyatzis [62]:

1. generating the code;
2. reviewing and revising the code in context of the data; and
3. determining the reliability of coders and the code.

The following categories were generated based on the life events literature (see Intro-
duction section): valence, predictability, frequency, and domain of the event. To set the
inclusion criteria, existing life event lists have been considered: the Stralsund Life Event
List [23], the revised 51-event Social Readjustment Rating Scale [22], the affective work
events taxonomy [63], and the PERI Life Events Scale [64].

After starting to code the events, it became evident that the participants did not
provide information about event predictability. For this reason, the raters did not code this
category and only coded the number of events reported, and for each event, they estimated
its valence (i.e., positive, negative, mixed, neutral, impossible to determine), domain (i.e.,
work, family, health, education, leisure, and other), and frequency (once in the past year or
more than once).

Finally, Kappa Interrater reliability was calculated for the two categories of interest
in this study: overall valence of all the reported events together (i.e., work and nonwork
events) and valence of reported work events. Kappa Interrater reliability was κ = 0.82
(strong agreement) for overall valence and κ = 0.68 (moderate agreement) for work va-
lence [65]. The two raters went through all of the mismatched cases until an agreement
was found.

By combining these two categories, four types of events were distinguished: positive
work events, positive nonwork events, negative work events, and negative nonwork events.
We also added a fifth type (i.e., no events reported), which we used as a baseline in our
analysis. We recoded mixed valence events (n = 43), neutral valence events (n = 38), events
to which it was impossible to attribute a valence (n = 16), and skipped responses (n = 4)
into missing values.

5.3.2. General Health and Happiness Indicators

Self-Rated Health (SRH). We measured SRH at W5, W6, and W7 using one item
developed and used by the World Health Organization [66]. We asked the participants to
evaluate their general health using a 5-point Likert-type scale (1 = very bad, 5 = very good).

Life Satisfaction (SWLS). We used the 5-item Satisfaction With Life Scale [67] to
assess the global cognitive judgments of satisfaction with one’s life at W5, W6, and W7.
The participants were asked to rate their life satisfaction on a 7-point Likert-type scale
(1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree). Cronbach’s alpha coefficients were 0.90, 0.91, and
0.92 for W5, W6, and W7, respectively.

Quality of Life (QoL). We measured QoL using a one-item scale at W5, W6, and W7.
This item is similar to what can be found in other international surveys and was adapted
to the Professional Paths study. The participants were asked to rate their overall QoL on a
5-point Likert-type scale (1 = very bad, 5 = very good).

5.3.3. Workplace Health, Happiness, and Productivity Indicators

Work Stress (GWSS). We used the 9-item General Work Stress Scale [68] at W5, W6,
and W7 to measure the work-related level of stress. This questionnaire uses a 5-point
Likert-type scale (1 = never, 5 = always). The respective Cronbach’s alpha coefficients were
0.90, 0.91, and 0.91 for W5, W6, and W7.
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Job Satisfaction (JOBSAT). We used the 5-item JobSat inventory [69] at W5, W6, and
W7 to measure the satisfaction with various job facets (i.e., general working conditions,
salary, job security, and quality of the relationships with the supervisor and colleagues).
The participants were asked to rate their job satisfaction on a 4-point Likert-type scale
(1 = not at all satisfied, 4 = highly satisfied). The Cronbach’s alpha coefficients were 0.71, 0.72,
and 0.72 for W5, W6, and W7, respectively.

Employability. We measured perceived employability using a one-item scale at W5,
W6, and W7. Participants were asked to indicate their perceived difficulty in finding a
similar job to the one they had at the time using a 4-point Likert-type scale (1 = very difficult,
4 = very easy). Previous studies have successfully applied similar single-item measures to
evaluate perceived employability [70].

Career Prospects. We measured career prospects with a one-item scale at W5, W6,
and W7. The respondents were asked to indicate their agreement with the item “My
career prospects and promotion opportunities are good” using a 4-point Likert-type scale
(1 = strongly disagree, 4 = strongly agree).

5.3.4. Control Variables

We used age, gender, and household income from W6 as control variables. While
gender was coded as 1 = male and 2 = female, household income, which referred to the
annual income of the household, was used as a continuous variable (1 = lowest annual
income, 8 = highest annual income).

5.3.5. Personality Traits

We used the 60-item NEO Five-Factor Inventory–Revised [71] to measure three out
of the five main personality dimensions proposed by the Five Factor Model: neuroticism
(N), extraversion (E), and conscientiousness (C). Contrary to all of the other variables,
personality traits were assessed in Wave 4. Each subscale contained 12 items, and the
participants had to rate their personality traits on a 5-point Likert-type scale (1 = strongly
disagree, 5 = strongly agree). The Cronbach’s alpha coefficients for the three dimensions were
0.86, 0.74, and 0.72, respectively.

5.3.6. Daily Hassles

We assessed daily hassles (DH) at W6 using the 18-item LIVES-DHS [72] that taps
into the five sources of DH: financial, physical, relational, environmental, and professional.
Participants had to indicate to what extent they worried about a number of sources of
preoccupations on a given day on a 4-point Likert-type scale (1 = not at all, 4 = very
much). Two work-related were given only to employed participants. The Cronbach’s alpha
coefficient for the total score was 0.95.

5.4. Statistical Analysis

The data were analyzed using SPSS. First, bivariate correlations were calculated to
assess the pattern of relationships between the study variables. Then, normality checks
were carried out on the residuals using skewness and kurtosis analyses. As we used
a sample larger than 300 participants, either an absolute skew value larger than 2 or
an absolute kurtosis larger than 7 was used as a reference value for determining non-
normality [73]. To test the hypotheses, seven repeated measures analysis of variance (RM
ANOVAs) were used to study changes in participants’ health, happiness, and productivity
by the type of significant life event over time. In this regard, time was specified as a
three-level (within-subject) factor: T0 (pre-event), T1 (event), and T2 (post-event). This
design was used because the major life events research has widely acknowledged that
studies should use a longitudinal design in which the outcome variables are measured
after the occurrence of major life events and, ideally, before they happened [20].

For each RM ANOVA, the type of significant life event (between-subject) and the
following control variables were added: age, gender, neuroticism, extraversion, consci-
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entiousness, household income, and DH. Moderation analyses were conducted to test
whether mean-level changes of our dependent variables across the three waves varied
by the type of significant life event reported at T1. When Mauchly’s test showed that
the assumption of sphericity had been violated, degrees of freedom were corrected using
Greenhouse–Geisser estimates of sphericity. Significant main effects and interactions (e.g.,
Time X Type of event) were followed up with using Bonferroni pairwise comparisons, and
effect sizes were calculated: partial eta squared (ηp

2) values of 0.14, 0.06, and 0.01 were
considered large, medium, and small effect sizes, respectively.

6. Results
6.1. Some Examples of Significant Life Events

Forty-seven participants reported positive work events such as events related to work-
ing conditions (e.g., more flexibility, possibility to reduce working hours, less mobbing),
increases in salary, promotions, success in projects, reemployment, and job changes for
better jobs. Positive nonwork events were reported by 117 participants and included family
events, such as their own and/or other family members’ marriage, births, their own or
other family members ‘physical and mental health improvement, school and/or work
achievement of children, success in leisure activities, holiday trips, moving to a better
location, and buying a property.

Fifty-five participants reported negative work events such as poor working conditions
(e.g., conflicts with colleagues and managers, mobbing), job loss/unemployment, and
burnout. Negative nonwork events were reported by 115 participants and included family
events such as the death of a loved one, conflicts or separation/divorce, their own or others’
physical and mental health issues, and some financial issues.

6.2. Descriptive Analysis, and Correlations

Table 1 presents the means, standard deviations, and bivariate correlations. Overall,
each type of significant life event was significantly correlated with at least one indicator
of health, happiness, and productivity, except for positive nonwork events, which were
not correlated with either employability or career prospects in any of the waves. These
correlations were rather small. Positive work events showed the highest correlations with
GWSS at T0, JOBSAT at T1, and career prospects at T1. Positive nonwork events showed
the highest correlations with SRH, SWLS, and QoL at T1. Negative work events showed
the highest correlations with JOBSAT and SWLS at T1. Negative nonwork events showed
the highest correlation with SRH at T1. It is interesting to note that negative work events
showed a significant and small correlation with DH.

Also, the control variables were significantly correlated with at least one indicator
of health, happiness, and productivity, except for gender, which was not correlated with
health indicators in all three waves.

6.3. Effect of Type of Event on Health

Normality checks were first carried out on the residuals, which were all normally
distributed. GWSS (indicating work-related health) and SRH (indicating overall health)
were used as dependent variables in the RM ANOVAs.

For perceived stress at work, results indicated a nonsignificant mean-level change
in perceived work stress between T0 and T2 (see Table 2). The moderation analysis
indicated a marginally significant interaction effect between the time and type of event.
The interaction effect, although marginally significant, showed a significant quadratic
effect, F(4, 665) = 2.57, p = 0.037. We found also a main effect of the type of event. All
interaction effects are represented in Figure 1. As illustrated in Figure 1a, only facing
positive significant work events seems to have a positive effect on perceived stress at work
but only on a short-term basis. Negative work or nonwork events were not found to
increase the level of perceived stress at work.
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Table 1. Means, Standard Deviations, and Pearson Correlations (N = 870).

N M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13

1. Age 862 47.76 8.10 1
2. Gender 870 1.51 0.50 0.01 1
3. Household income 866 5.17 2.05 0.05 −0.11 ** 1
4. Neuroticism 836 2.52 0.63 −0.10 ** 0.20 *** −0.24 *** 1
5. Extraversion 836 3.33 0.46 −0.07 0.06 0.17 *** −0.39 *** 1
6. Conscientiousness 836 3.86 0.43 0.00 0.03 0.08 * −0.37 *** 0.29 *** 1
7. Daily hassles 870 1.64 0.64 0.06 0.08 * −0.27 *** 0.35 *** −0.05 −0.06 1
8. SRH at T0 868 4.14 0.71 −0.08 * −0.04 0.18 *** −0.37 *** 0.18 *** 0.16 *** −0.27 *** 1
9. SRH at T1 870 4.17 0.77 −0.10 ** −0.01 0.16 *** −0.34 *** 0.22 *** 0.13 *** −0.29 *** 0.63 *** 1
10. SRH at T2 870 4.10 0.73 −0.09 ** 0.00 0.14 *** −0.35 *** 0.21 *** 0.09 * −0.30 *** 0.63 *** 0.67 *** 1
11. GWSS at T0 869 1.90 0.63 −0.01 −0.04 −0.01 0.46 *** −0.16 *** −0.21 *** 0.25 *** −0.32 *** −0.30 *** −0.26 *** 1
12. GWSS at T1 836 1.90 0.65 −0.03 −0.01 0.01 0.44 *** −0.16 *** −0.19 *** 0.28 *** −0.29 *** −0.35 *** −0.33 *** 0.69 *** 1
13. GWSS at T2 821 1.90 0.65 −0.06 0.01 0.03 0.42 *** −0.13 *** −0.18 *** 0.26 *** −0.28 *** −0.28 *** −0.34 *** 0.67 *** 0.73 *** 1
14. SWLS at T0 869 5.30 1.10 0.03 0.04 0.33 *** −0.49 *** 0.33 *** 0.24 *** −0.35 *** 0.42 *** 0.40 *** 0.41 *** −0.37 *** −0.32 *** −0.30 ***
15. SWLS at T1 869 5.34 1.16 0.07 * 0.03 0.31 *** −0.47 *** 0.31 *** 0.24 *** −0.34 *** 0.40 *** 0.46 *** 0.43 *** −0.30 *** −0.41 *** −0.33 ***
16. SWLS at T2 869 5.32 1.16 0.06 0.03 0.30 *** −0.45 *** 0.35 *** 0.24 *** −0.31 *** 0.35 *** 0.38 *** 0.45 *** −0.31 *** −0.38 *** −0.38 ***
17. QoL at T0 867 4.25 0.69 −0.04 0.05 0.33 *** −0.36 *** 0.18 *** 0.10 ** −0.34 *** 0.57 *** 0.46 *** 0.49 *** −0.31 *** −0.26 *** −0.24 ***
18. QoL at T1 870 4.23 0.71 0.01 0.04 0.31 *** −0.37 *** 0.23 *** 0.13 *** −0.36 *** 0.46 *** 0.59 *** 0.52 *** −0.25 *** −0.37 *** −0.30 ***
19. QoL at T2 870 4.22 0.71 0.01 0.06 0.32 *** −0.38 *** 0.25 *** 0.15 *** −0.33 *** 0.45 *** 0.48 *** 0.59 *** −0.26 *** −0.33 *** −0.35 ***
20. JOBSAT at T0 870 3.16 0.47 0.02 0.05 0.18 *** −0.26 *** 0.11 ** 0.06 −0.21 *** 0.27 *** 0.25 *** 28 *** −0.48 *** −0.33 *** −0.32 ***
21. JOBSAT at T1 839 3.15 0.47 0.03 0.03 0.17 *** −0.26 *** 0.12 ** 0.09 ** −0.23 *** 0.24 *** 0.26 *** 0.27 *** −0.32 *** −0.44 *** −0.34 ***
22. JOBSAT at T2 831 3.15 0.49 0.08 * 0.08 * 0.10 ** −0.24 *** 0.12 ** 0.08 * −0.19 *** 0.20 *** 0.19 *** 0.29 *** −0.31 *** −0.37 *** −0.50 ***
23. Empoyability at T0 870 2.21 0.81 −0.31 *** 0.01 0.03 −0.16 *** 0.15 *** 0.11 ** −0.14 *** 0.10 ** 0.09 ** 0.10 ** −0.12 *** −0.12 ** −0.08 *
24. Empoyability at T1 839 2.19 0.83 −0.34 *** −0.02 0.03 −0.18 *** 0.20 *** 0.08 * −0.17 *** 0.14 *** 0.13 *** 0.12 *** −0.10 ** −0.10 ** −0.05
25. Empoyability at T2 830 2.20 0.82 −0.35 *** 0.01 0.06 −0.16 *** 0.18 *** 0.12 *** −0.16 *** 0.08 * 0.07 0.09 ** −0.10 ** −0.11 ** −0.09 *
26. career prospects at T0 869 2.33 0.78 −0.12 *** −0.08 * 0.11 ** −0.19 *** 0.18 *** 0.07 −0.13 *** 0.20 *** 0.18 *** 0.18 *** −0.22 *** −0.14 *** −0.14 ***
27. career prospects at T1 834 2.32 0.79 −0.09 ** −0.05 0.04 −0.17 *** 0.12 *** 0.10 ** −0.11 ** 0.16 *** 0.16 *** 0.15 *** −0.13 *** −0.22 *** −0.15 ***
28. career prospects at T2 821 2.29 0.77 −0.11 ** −0.07 0.03 −0.15 *** 0.17 *** 0.10 ** −0.05 0.13 *** 0.12 *** 0.20 *** −0.14 *** −0.15 *** −0.19 ***

14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 26 27 28

14. SWLS at T0 1
15. SWLS at T1 0.74 *** 1
16. SWLS at T2 0.72 *** 0.77 *** 1
17. QoL at T0 0.60 *** 0.51 *** 0.52 *** 1
18. QoL at T1 0.52 *** 0.61 *** 0.56 *** 0.59 *** 1
19. QoL at T2 0.53 *** 0.58 *** 0.66 *** 0.59 *** 0.66 *** 1
20. JOBSAT at T0 0.43 *** 0.36 *** 0.32 *** 0.35 *** 0.28 *** 0.28 *** 1
21. JOBSAT at T1 0.35 *** 0.43 *** 0.36 *** 0.31 *** 0.36 *** 0.34 *** 0.61 *** 1
22. JOBSAT at T2 0.32 *** 0.36 *** 0.38 *** 0.27 *** 0.33 *** 0.35 *** 0.53 *** 0.62 *** 1
23. Empoyability at T0 0.16 *** 0.12 *** 0.16 *** 0.13 *** 0.12 ** 0.11 ** 0.14 *** 0.17 *** 0.14 *** 1
24. Empoyability at T1 0.16 *** 0.15 *** 0.16 *** 0.18 *** 0.16 *** 0.13 *** 0.17 ** 0.17 *** 0.13 *** 0.69 *** 1
25. Empoyability at T2 0.18 *** 0.14 *** 0.19 *** 0.16 *** 0.14 *** 0.11 ** 0.14 *** 0.16 *** 0.14 *** 0.68 *** 0.70 *** 1
26. career prospects at T0 0.31 *** 0.27 *** 0.23 *** 0.18 *** 0.19 *** 0.16 *** 0.40 *** 0.30 *** 0.23 *** 0.19 *** 0.19 *** 0.21 *** 1
27. career prospects at T1 0.22 *** 0.31 *** 0.25 *** 0.11 ** 0.18 *** 0.13 *** 0.30 *** 0.45 *** 0.33 *** 0.18 *** 0.17 *** 0.22 *** 0.58 *** 1
28. career prospects at T2 0.18 *** 0.22 *** 0.23 *** 0.11 ** 0.12 ** 0.15 *** 0.26 *** 0.31 *** 0.40 *** 0.22 *** 0.22 *** 0.25 *** 0.56 *** 0.61 *** 1

N M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13

29. Positive work events 47 −0.03 0.02 0.00 −0.02 0.06 0.00 0.01 −0.05 0.02 0.02 0.10 ** 0.01 0.05
30. Positive nonwork events 117 −0.19 *** −0.03 0.03 −0.06 0.01 −0.04 −0.07 0.09 * 0.12 ** 0.11 ** −0.05 −0.02 −0.05
31. Negative work events 55 0.02 0.01 −0.01 0.11 ** −0.02 −0.07 0.14 *** −0.08 * −0.17 *** −0.13 *** 0.16 *** 0.17 *** 0.19 ***
32. Negative nonwork events 115 0.08 * 0.17 ** −0.02 0.13 ** −0.07 0.00 0.05 −0.07 * −0.13 *** −0.12 ** 0.00 0.04 0.02
33. No events reported 435 0.09 * −0.11 ** 0.00 −0.09 * 0.02 0.07 * −0.06 0.06 0.09 * 0.06 −0.10 ** −0.10 ** −0.10 **

14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 26 27 28

29. Positive work events 0.01 0.04 0.05 −0.04 0.078 * 0.04 −0.06 0.10 ** 0.06 0.09 ** 0.07 * 0.08 * −0.01 0.10 ** 0.09 *
30. Positive nonwork events 0.07 0.12 ** 0.07 0.10 ** 0.13 *** 0.12 ** 0.02 0.01 0.02 0.06 0.06 0.06 0.03 0.04 0.02
31. Negative work events −0.14 *** −0.19 *** −0.16 *** −0.14 *** −0.18 *** −0.14 *** −0.16 *** −0.21 *** −0.15 *** −0.06 −0.09 * −0.10 ** −0.15 *** −0.13 *** −0.08 *
32. Negative nonwork events −0.04 −0.07 * −0.07 * 0.02 −0.09 * −0.06 −0.01 0.04 0.01 −0.07 −0.07 −0.07 −0.06 −0.09 * −0.08 *
33. No events reported 0.04 0.05 0.06 0.01 0.03 0.01 0.11 ** 0.02 0.03 −0.01 0.01 0.02 0.10 ** 0.05 0.04

Note. SRH = Self-rated health, GWSS = Stress at work, SWLS = Life satisfaction, QoL = Quality of life, JOBSAT = Job satisfaction. T0 = pre-event period, T1 = period of the event, T2 = one year after the event.
Gender was coded as 1 = male and 2 = female. * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001.
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Table 2. Mean-Level Changes in health, happiness and productivity by type of life events.

Analyses of Variance Mean Comparisons

Wave5
(T0)

Wave 6
(T1)

Wave 7
(T2) By Type 1

Measures Time Type Time X Type Type(s) M SD M SD M SD M SD

GWSS F(2, 1330) = 0.217, p = 0.805 F(4, 665) = 3.05, p = 0.017 F(8, 1330) = 1.75, p = 0.082
Positive work events 2.15 0.08 1.91 0.08 2.02 0.08 2.03 0.07

ηp
2 = 0.02 ηp

2 = 0.01 Positive nonwork events 1.84 0.05 1.87 0.06 1.82 0.06 1.85 0.05
Negative work events 2.05 0.08 2.02 0.09 2.04 0.08 2.04 0.07
Negative nonwork events 1.84 0.05 1.91 0.06 1.89 0.06 1.88 0.05
No events reported 1.84 0.03 1.85 0.03 1.86 0.03 1.85 0.02
By wave 2, M (SD) 1.94 0.03 1.91 0.03 1.93 0.03

SRH F(2, 1434) = 0.50, p = 0.608 F(4, 717) = 3.70, p = 0.005 F(8, 1434) = 2.49, p = 0.011
Positive work events 4.01 0.10 4.19 0.10 4.14 0.10 4.11 0.08

ηp
2 = 0.02 ηp

2 = 0.01 Positive nonwork events 4.22 0.06 4.33 0.07 4.23 0.07 4.26 0.06
Negative work events 4.11 0.09 3.84 0.10 3.94 0.09 3.97 0.08
Negative nonwork events 4.09 0.06 4.03 0.07 3.99 0.07 4.04 0.06
No events reported 4.18 0.03 4.22 0.03 4.15 0.03 4.18 0.03
By wave, M (SD) 4.12 0.03 4.12 0.04 4.09 0.03

JOBSAT F(1.95, 1322.51) = 0.22, p = 0.797 F(4, 677) = 4.13, p = 0.003 F(7.8, 1322.51) = 5.03, p < 0.001
Positive work events 3.06 0.07 3.36 0.07 3.28 0.07 3.23 0.06

ηp
2 = 0.02 ηp

2 = 0.03 Positive nonwork events 3.19 0.04 3.15 0.05 3.18 0.05 3.17 0.04
Negative work events 2.96 0.07 2.87 0.07 3.01 0.07 2.95 0.06
Negative nonwork events 3.18 0.04 3.20 0.05 3.16 0.05 3.18 0.04
No events reported 3.23 0.02 3.16 0.02 3.16 0.02 3.18 0.02
By wave, M (SD) 3.12 0.02 3.15 0.02 3.16 0.02

SWLS F(2, 1432) = 1.79, p = 0.167 F(4, 716) = 4.18, p = 0.002 F(8, 1434) = 1.97, p = 0.046
Positive work events 5.30 0.13 5.49 0.14 5.51 0.14 5.43 0.12

ηp
2 = 0.02 ηp

2 = 0.01 Positive nonwork events 5.45 0.09 5.65 0.09 5.50 0.09 5.53 0.08
Negative work events 5.09 0.12 4.90 0.13 5.02 0.13 5.00 0.11
Negative nonwork events 5.30 0.09 5.18 0.09 5.23 0.09 5.24 0.08
No events reported 5.34 0.04 5.35 0.05 5.36 0.05 5.35 0.04
By wave, M (SD) 5.30 0.04 5.31 0.05 5.32 0.05

QoL F(2, 1436) = 4.44, p = 0.012 F(4, 718) = 5.70, p < 0.001 F(8, 1436) = 3.35, p = 0.001
Positive work events 4.14 0.09 4.44 0.09 4.31 0.09 4.30 0.07

ηp
2 = 0.01 ηp

2 = 0.03 ηp
2 = 0.02 Positive nonwork events 4.33 0.06 4.40 0.06 4.39 0.06 4.37 0.05

Negative work events 4.04 0.08 3.91 0.09 4.00 0.09 3.98 0.07
Negative nonwork events 4.31 0.06 4.10 0.06 4.14 0.06 4.18 0.05
No events reported 4.25 0.03 4.23 0.03 4.20 0.03 4.23 0.02
By wave, M (SD) 4.21 0.03 4.22 0.03 4.21 0.03

Employability F(2, 1352) = 1.08, p = 0.340 F(4, 674) = 2.24, p = 0.064 F(8, 1352) = 0.21, p = 0.989
Positive work events 2.49 0.11 2.38 0.11 2.43 0.11 2.43 0.10

ηp
2 = 0.01 Positive nonwork events 2.21 0.07 2.18 0.07 2.19 0.07 2.19 0.06

Negative work events 2.10 0.11 2.07 0.11 2.06 0.11 2.08 0.10
Negative nonwork events 2.16 0.08 2.15 0.08 2.11 0.08 2.14 0.07
No events reported 2.24 0.04 2.21 0.04 2.24 0.04 2.23 0.03
By wave, M (SD) 2.24 0.04 2.20 0.04 2.21 0.04

Career prospects F(1.98, 1313.73) = 0.30, p = 0.737 F(4, 663) = 3.84, p = 0.004 F(7.92, 11313.73) = 2.58, p = 0.009
Positive work events 2.34 0.11 2.63 0.11 2.57 0.11 2.51 0.10

ηp
2 = 0.02 ηp

2 = 0.02 Positive nonwork events 2.37 0.08 2.38 0.08 2.31 0.08 2.35 0.06
Negative work events 1.98 0.11 2.03 0.12 2.17 0.12 2.06 0.10
Negative nonwork events 2.30 0.08 2.19 0.08 2.16 0.08 2.21 0.07
No events reported 2.42 0.04 2.35 0.04 2.31 0.04 2.36 0.03
By wave, M (SD) 2.28 0.04 2.31 0.04 2.30 0.04

Note. 1 By event type averaged across all waves, 2 By wave, irrespective of the type of event. SRH = Self-rated health, GWSS = Stress at work, SWLS = Life satisfaction, QoL = Quality of life, JOBSAT = Job satisfaction.
T0 = pre-event period, T1 = period of the event, T2 = one year after the event.
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Figure 1. Cont.
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Figure 1. Growth trends in health, happiness and productivity indicators in the four different types of significant major life event experiences: (a) Growth trends in work stress rated on a
5-point Likert-type scale, (b) growth trends in self-rated health rated on a 5-point Likert-type scale, (c) growth trends in job satisfaction rated on a 4-point Likert-type scale, (d) growth
trends in life satisfaction rated on a 7-point Likert-type scale, (e) growth trends in perceived quality of life rated on a 5-point Likert-type scale, (f) growth trends in employability rated on a
4-point Likert-type scale, and (g) growth trends in career prospects rated on a 4-point Likert-type scale.
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Results indicated a nonsignificant mean-level change in SRH between T0 and T2. How-
ever, the moderation analysis indicated a significant interaction effect between the time and
type of event. The interaction effect showed a significant quadratic effect, F(4, 717) = 3.05,
p = 0.017. We found also a main effect of the type of event: Individuals reporting positive
nonwork events had a higher score on SRH than those reporting negative work events
(d = 0.30, p = 0.024) and negative nonwork events (d = 0.22, p = 0.049). As illustrated in
Figure 1b, positive work events had positive effects on SRH, whereas negative work events
had negative effects on SRH. These effects tended to disappear in the long term.

6.4. Effect of Type of Event on Happiness

Job satisfaction (indicative of work-related happiness), life satisfaction (indicative of
overall life happiness), and QoL (indicative of overall health and happiness) were used as
dependent variables in RM ANOVAs.

For job satisfaction, Mauchly’s test showed that the assumption of sphericity had been
violated; consequently, degrees of freedom were corrected using Greenhouse–Geisser esti-
mates of sphericity. Results indicated a nonsignificant mean-level change in life satisfaction
between T0 and T2. However, the moderation analysis indicated a significant interaction
effect between the time and type of event. The interaction effect showed significant linear,
F(4, 667) = 4.39, p = 0.002, and quadratic effects, F(4, 667) = 5.91, p < 0.001. We found also a
main effect of the type of event: Individuals reporting negative work events scored lower
on SWLS than those reporting negative nonwork events (d = −0.23, p = 0.008), positive
work events (d = −0.28, p = 0.005), positive nonwork events (d = −0.22, p = 0.011), and
individuals who did not report any significant events (d = −0.23, p = 0.001). As illustrated
in Figure 1c, positive work events had a positive effect on job satisfaction at T1, and this
effect remained 1 year later; however, negative work events had a negative effect on job
satisfaction, but this effect disappeared 1 year later.

For life satisfaction, the results indicated a nonsignificant mean-level change in life
satisfaction between T0 and T2. However, the moderation analysis indicated a significant
interaction effect between the time and type of event. The interaction effect showed a
significant quadratic effect, F(4, 716) = 2.83, p = 0.024. We found also a main effect of the
type of event: Individuals reporting negative work events scored lower on SWLS than
those reporting positive nonwork events (d = −0.53, p = 0.001) and those who did not
report any significant events (d = −0.35, p = 0.041). As illustrated in Figure 1d, positive
nonwork events had positive effects on life satisfaction at T1, but this effect disappeared
one year later. Similarly, negative work events had a negative effect on life satisfaction, and
this effect disappeared one year later. On the contrary, positive work events had a positive
effect on life satisfaction at T1, and this effect remained one year later.

For quality of life, results indicated significant mean-level changes in QoL between
T0 and T2. Specifically, there was a slight decrease in QoL from T1 to T2. The moderation
analysis indicated a significant interaction effect between the time and type of event.
The interaction effect showed both a significant linear, F(4, 718) = 2.94, p = 0.020, and
quadratic effect, F(4, 718) = 3.77, p = 0.005. We found also a main effect of the type of event:
Individuals reporting negative work events reported lower level of QoL than the ones
reporting positive work events (d = −0.31, p = 0.017), positive nonwork events (d = −0.39,
p < 0.001) and those who did not report any significant events (d = −0.25, p = 0.008). As
illustrated in Figure 1e, positive work events had a positive effect on QoL at T1, and this
effect remained one year later, whereas negative nonwork events had a negative effect on
QoL at T1, and this effect also remained one year later.

6.5. Effect of Type of Event on Productivity

For employability as a dependent variable, results indicated a nonsignificant mean-
level change in life satisfaction between T0 and T2, a marginally significant main effect of
the type of event (p = 0.064), and a nonsignificant interaction effect between the time and
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type of event. Figure 1f shows that individuals reporting negative work events had lower
levels of perceived employability than those reporting positive work events.

For career prospects, Mauchly’s test showed that the assumption of sphericity had
been violated; consequently, Greenhouse–Geisser estimates of sphericity was used to
correct degrees of freedom. Results indicated a nonsignificant mean-level change in career
prospects between T0 and T2. However, the moderation analysis indicated a significant
interaction effect between the time and type of event. The interaction effect showed a
significant linear effect, F(4, 663) = 3.67, p = 0.006. We found also a main effect of the
type of event: Individuals reporting negative work events tended to perceive lower career
prospects than those reporting positive work events (d = −0.45, p = 0.010) and those who
did not report any significant events (d = −0.30, p = 0.040). As illustrated in Figure 1g,
positive work events had a positive effect on perceived career prospects at T1, and this
effect remained 1 year later.

7. Discussion

The present study aimed to examine the immediate and long-lasting effects of various
types of significant life events on health, happiness, and productivity using the sustainable
career framework. Overall, results indicated that significant life events, especially those
falling into the work domain, are important to consider when studying career sustainabil-
ity, and we also found some evidence for spillover effects from work to life. Moreover,
experiencing positive work events seems to boost career sustainability, and these effects are
stronger than the negative effect of negative work or nonwork events on health, happiness,
and productivity.

7.1. The Role of Positive Work Events in Fostering Career Sustainability

Hypothesis 1 was only partially confirmed. Although positive work events fostered
career sustainability, negative work events did not hinder it. Indeed, experiencing positive
work events had an immediate and long-lasting positive effect on work-related happiness
and career prospects. It also had positive effects on work stress (which decreased) but only
in the short run. Our study highlights for the first time the long-lasting benefits of positive
work events on job satisfaction and the importance of considering positive work events
when studying career prospects. Experiencing positive events at work increased employees’
level of satisfaction with their work, enhanced their perception of their future career in
the short and long run, and decreased their work stress momentarily. These results fall in
line with the sustainable career theory, which points out the importance of considering an
event and its interaction with time to predict different work-related outcomes [9].

Although positive work events seem to foster career sustainability, the effects of
negative work events were only marginal. Indeed, results indicated that negative work
events had an immediate but small effect, especially on job satisfaction, which is in line with
stressor-strain models [74]. More surprising was their positive effects on career prospects in
the long run. One explanation could be that people tend to proactively cope with negative
events in the long run. In other words, even though individuals experience negative events
at the workplace that negatively impact their job satisfaction right after they occur, they
may activate their resources to counteract these negative effects in order to finally return to
their pre-event level of job satisfaction and even improve their view of career prospects.

Although negative work events did not hinder career sustainability, participants who
reported these negative events also reported poorer outcomes (in terms of health, happiness,
and perceived career prospects) across all waves than those who faced positive work and/or
nonwork events. This suggests that individuals reporting negative experiences at work
could face in parallel other vulnerabilities hindering their career sustainability.

Hypothesis 2 was not confirmed. Indeed, there was scarce evidence that nonwork
events would hinder or foster career sustainability. However, some interesting trends were
observed. For example, negative nonwork events had small immediate and long-lasting
effects on career prospects. Our findings suggest that experiencing negative events outside
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of the workplace may negatively impact the way individuals perceive their career prospects,
whereas the opposite effect was observed for negative work events. Our findings suggest
that individuals had the resources to counteract the negative effects of negative work events
and could even use them to boost their career prospects. However, they could not mobilize
enough resources to cope with the negative effects of negative nonwork events on career
prospects. One explanation of this result could be that some negative effects (and their
impacts on careers) might be predictable in the work domain and that people can activate
available resources (i.e., personal and organizational means) to cope with them. However,
when the negative event happens outside of the workplace, its impact on work might not
be so easily counteracted because people may not have readily available external resources
and/or organizations might not have the necessary resources to support employees facing
those events.

In sum, our findings suggest first that positive work events enhance career sustain-
ability. Second, individuals reporting negative work events seemed to already be in a more
precarious situation, which might explain why negative work events did not worsen it.

Finally, Hypothesis 3 was confirmed. Indeed, although it is not clear to what extent
events occurring outside of the work domain may affect career sustainability, nonwork
events were found to have a certain effect on general health and well-being outcomes.
In other words, neither positive nor negative nonwork events directly impacted work-
related outcomes.

7.2. Evidence for Work–Life Spillover Effects

The current study yielded some evidence for work-to-life spillover effects. Indeed,
positive work events had both an immediate and long-lasting impact on life satisfaction and
QoL. They also had an immediate effect on SRH. These results confirm the so-called role
enhancement hypothesis or positive spillover mechanism, which postulates that positive
experiences at work may also improve one’s functioning in the other life domains [75]. In
addition, this study pointed out a negative effect of negative work events on SRH and life
satisfaction and a marginally significant effect on QoL, but only in the short run for all of
them. Along with the small effect of nonwork events on work-related indicators, these
findings tend to confirm the observation made by Geurts and Demerouti [25] about the
higher prevalence of work influencing home rather than home influencing work. Moreover,
our results also corroborate their findings about employees’ tendency to evaluate the
impact of nonwork domain experiences on working life as positive rather than negative.

To sum up, positive work events seem to play an important role in increasing work-
related well-being and overall health and happiness. In contrast, the negative effects
of negative work events on work-related and overall health and well-being appear to
be short lived, reaching their baseline one year after. These findings are consistent with
previous research in the SWB literature and especially with adaptation theory [6,20]. Indeed,
Luhmann and colleagues [6] stressed that a negative work event, such as unemployment,
had a strong negative effect on life satisfaction at the time of the event, but the pre-event life
satisfaction level was reached again slowly after years. When facing adverse experiences,
individuals may thus activate personal, social, or institutional resources to counteract these
detrimental effects and re-establish their well-being. However, results should be interpreted
carefully, as different characteristics of the event, such as its foreseeability, length, or
frequency, should be taken into account for a finer understanding of these processes.
For example, unemployment may have more detrimental, persistent negative effects on
health and well-being when the event is more unpredictable, involuntary, and long lasting
compared to the opposite case. Whereas Luhmann and colleagues [6] found evidence
for the adaptation pattern, it is all the more necessary that Mousteri and colleagues [53]
found evidence for the scarring effect of unemployment on life satisfaction and QoL across
various countries. These contrasting results highlight the importance for future studies
to thoroughly analyze the characteristics of each event and the way they interact with
personal, social, and institutional resources in predicting health and well-being.
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7.3. Perceived Employability: More a Resource Than an Outcome

Even though De Vos et colleagues [9] stressed in the sustainable career framework
the importance of accounting for employability as an indicator of productivity to study
career sustainability, our findings did not show any significant direct effects regarding
perceived employability, so its role and place in the sustainable career framework should
be clarified. Employability denotes one’s standing (actual performance along with oppor-
tunities, desirability to employers, etc.) in the labor market and can be assessed objectively
or subjectively. Although objective employability clearly reflects individuals’ labor market
outcomes and performance (e.g., reflected in one’s skills and employment history), sub-
jective or perceived employability (e.g., a belief that one could find a similar job) might
also act as a self-regulatory resource, similar to career self-efficacy or adaptability [76], or
as a psychosocial resource [77]. Therefore, two different indicators could be distinguished:
the actual performance, which is a workplace outcome, and the confidence in finding a
similar job, which has a higher chance of being a mediator of the relation between life
events and performance than a direct outcome. Although De Vos and colleagues [9] recog-
nized perceived employability to be more of a personal resource, future studies examining
employability within the career sustainability framework could assess objective employa-
bility as an indicator of productivity, whereas perceived employability might be used as a
resource by the person, which might interact with the time and the events to predict health,
happiness, and productivity.

7.4. Theoretical and Organizational Implications

By linking this study’s variables to the different dimensions and indicators of the
sustainable career framework, we advanced empirical knowledge on how events inter-
act with time to predict health, happiness and productivity. Our findings are in good
agreement with the chosen framework given that they showed the relevance of adopting
a broad and integrative perspective to understand career sustainability. Indeed, using
multiple indicators, including both positive and negative, work and nonwork events,
and distinguishing between immediate and long-term effects allowed us to conclude that
positive work events contribute to long-term career sustainability. Beyond the occurrence
of an event, its characteristics should also be taken into account to better understand
(dis)continuity in career experiences. Moreover, this study underscores not only the central
role of work events in career sustainability, but also the importance of having different
indicators of career sustainability and choosing the most relevant ones to understand
sustainable career processes.

Our findings have also some implications for organizations and managerial practices.
Indeed, in work and organizational psychology, most practices tend to focus on a narrow
scope of antecedents (e.g., work-related events or other work/organizational factors),
whereas our findings show that multiple life domains should be considered in order to
properly understand employees’ long-term outcomes. This implies the importance of
adopting a systemic approach when planning organizational/managerial interventions
and/or trying to understand people’s diverse reactions to various events. Moreover,
our findings pointed out the key role of employees’ positive experiences toward their
career sustainability. Based on this result, organizations, especially managers, should be
encouraged to provide positive moments for their employees at work. For example, they
might recognize even the smallest personal successes and create a moment at the end
of the day where employees can share their positive daily experiences and/or increase
group cohesion by organizing group activities. Such microinterventions may provide
an opportunity for employees to experience positive work events, which may in turn
increase their work-related and overall health and well-being, as well as their confidence
and optimism about their career advancement and opportunities. In parallel, organizations
should continue to do what is necessary to help employees cope with not only negative
experiences in the workplace but also nonwork events that may potentially have an impact
on employees’ work-related health, happiness, and productivity. Finally, through tailor-
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made interventions for vulnerable persons [78], organizations should also pay particular
attention to workers who already have a lower level of health, happiness, and productivity,
as well as to those who struggle to find a decent work–life balance and a sustainable career.

7.5. Limitation and Future Directions

The present study has some limitations that must be taken into account. First, groups
of employees who experienced different types of events were rather modest in size, which
limits the power of the comparisons and encumbers the interpretation of the results. We
suggest that future studies should test our findings on larger samples. Second, although
we aimed to encompass the period spanning from pre- to post-event, we might have
overlooked the actual moment of the event. Indeed, the time span between the occurrence
of the event and participation in the study could not be controlled for, which may have
affected the strength of the observed effects, even though a recent study showed that the
rank orders of most of the major life event characteristics over one year were relatively
stable [24]. Hence, future studies could adopt a more dynamic approach by using an
intensive longitudinal design. Third, we used an open-ended question to assess significant
life events, and external raters attributed event valence. It would be relevant to check if
participants’ attributed valence to events would yield similar results. Finally, other indica-
tors could be used for health, happiness, and, in particular, productivity. We encourage
future studies to include more performance-related outcomes and better distinguish be-
tween work- and career-related outcomes and resources. Moreover, future research should
continue to analyze the interplay between the individual, context, and time while also
considering all three indicators of career sustainability. Researchers should also continue to
test the interaction between life events and psychological resources (e.g., social support
or career adaptability) in predicting health, happiness, and productivity. Finally, further
developments of the sustainable careers framework might benefit from a stronger focus on
life–work domain interrelationships and the mutual influences between them. It may also
be important to distinguish between short- and long-term dynamics and conduct more
research on these aspects.

8. Conclusions

The current study showed the importance of taking into account multiple indicators of
health, happiness, and productivity to better understand how different life events interact
with time to predict career sustainability. By adopting an integrative and longitudinal
perspective, we pointed out which significant life events played a critical role in career
sustainability depending on whether they were negative or positive, and work-related or
nonwork related. Significant events, especially significant positive work events played
an important role in career sustainability by enhancing individuals’ perceived career
opportunity and both work-related and overall health and happiness over time. Future
research should continue to advance research on career sustainability by focusing on
the interrelation between the three dimensions and the three indicators of the career
sustainability framework.
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