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 Abstract 

Purpose: The purpose of this study is to examine the changes in work centrality of 

individuals who experienced meaningful adverse occupational events (dismissal 

from the workplace, prolonged unemployment, and retirement), as compared to 

employees who did not experience such events over 12 years.  

Methodology: By implementing a fixed-sample panel /longitudinal research,12 

years after conducting the Meaning of Work questioner, 411 individuals were 

located and re-conducted.  The respondents were asked about life and work events 

they had experienced between the first and second time. The data was analysed by 

regular and multivariate analysis of variance.  

Main Findings: The work centrality of individuals who experienced prolonged 

unemployment did not change, while it increased among those who did not 

experience these events. Experiencing dismissal from work increased work 

centrality. Unexpectedly, work centrality continues to increase among individuals 

after retirement.   

Applications: There are several suggestions for the social and welfare and 

policymakers regarding adverse occupational events and the impact these policies 

may have on the magnitude of these events on work centrality.  

Novelty/Originality: This is a unique longitudinal study over twelve years, that 

compared the change in work centrality among individuals who did and did not 

experience adverse occupational events. 
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INTRODUCTION  

Over time, people experience expected and unexpected life and occupational events. These positive (e.g., marriage, 

childbirth, promotion to managerial position) and adverse (e.g., divorcee, unemployment) meaningful events can affect 

people's affective and cognitive well-being, mental and physical health, values, and beliefs (Bakker, Du & Derks, 2019; 

Hobson, Delunas & Kesic, 2001; Luhmann, Hofmann, Eid & Lucas, 2012; Sharabi & Harpaz, 2010). Experiencing 

major events requires individuals to make a significant readjustment and can have both short-term and long-term effects 

on their values and work centrality (Luhmann, et al., 2012; Sharabi & Harpaz, 2010). To examine the effects of 

occupational events on work centrality, there is a need for a longitudinal study over several years. As far as we know, 

there is no study about the relationships between meaningful occupational events and work centrality and their causality 

aside from ours. 

The Meaning of Work International Research Team (MOW, 1987) defined “work centrality” as the degree of general 

importance that work has in one's life at any given time Work is an essential part of human existence and plays a 

fundamental role in the lives of individuals. Research has indicated that people consider work and work outcomes to be 

an essential aspect of their lives, as well as an important means of meeting several needs. Essential to the above are the 

economic or instrumental purposes served by work, allowing people to secure their basic sustenance and satisfy their 

material needs. However, above and beyond the material benefits of work, an interest in and commitment to work has 

also been part of human nature and human needs. Finally, work has also been associated with socio-psychological or 

intrinsic factors and it emphasizes the contribution of work to an individual’s identity, social relationships, self-esteem, 

status, and sense of accomplishment (Bakker, Du & Derks, 2019; MOW, 1987; Rosso, Dekas & Wrzesniewski, 2010; 

Sharabi & Harpaz, 2019). From various studies, we can conclude that the importance of work (and that of home/ family) 

is of higher importance relative to other areas of life in different countries around the world, that is despite the cultural 

and social differences (Sharabi & Harpaz, 2007; Kuchinke et al., 2011; Meda, 2017). 

Furthermore, there is a positive correlation between work centrality and important organizational variables, such as job 

satisfaction, participation in decision-making, and willingness to work longer hours, than employees who have low work 

centrality. Additionally, there is a negative relationship between work centrality, absenteeism, and turnover (Bakker, Du 

& Derks, 2019; Rosso et al., 2010; Sharabi & Harpaz, 2019; Snir & Harpaz, 2002).  
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The rationale of the study  

Varied studies found that employee's high work centrality, related to high job performance, work involvement, 

motivation,  

organization commitment etc. (Rosso et al., 2010; Sharabi & Harpaz, 2019; Diefendorff et al., 2002). Therefore, 

employee's work centrality has an impact on organizational performance and success. Whether occupational events such 

as dismissal from the workplace, prolonged unemployment, and retirement, increase or decrease the centrality of work 

among individuals (and as a result increase their involvement, motivation, performance, and outcomes) over time. 

Furthermore, to conclude about the causal relations between work centrality and occupational events, there is a need to 

do follow-up research on the same individuals. 

The purpose of the study  

The purpose of this research is to examine the impact of adverse occupational events (such as dismissal from the 

workplace, retirement, etc.) on an individual’s work centrality. Specifically, we explore whether changes have occurred 

in the work centrality of individuals who experience meaningful occupational events, as compared to employees who do 

not experience such events over 12 years. To the best of our knowledge, there is no longitudinal research examining the 

relationships between different occupational events and work centrality and its causality 

LITERATURE REVIEW   

Life-course and life \ occupational events  

In the social sciences, there is a serious consideration as to how human maturation affects people’s health, behaviour, 

values, and norms. Moreover, there is a wide range of terminologies in use, such as  “Life Course Event”, “Life span 

Event”, or "Life Cycle Events" which refer to the periodicity of a person’s life, from birth to death, during which a 

person undergoes different stages such as childhood, maturity, career development, family life, economic stability, etc. 

(see: Baxter et al., 2015; Elder, 1998; Shanahan, Mortimer & Johnson, 2016; O’Rand & Krecker, 1990; Rank & Hirschl, 

2002; Super, 1990). Through these events, one’s personality, preferences, and values change as that individual matures. 

The importance and centrality of work increase parallel to changes in the prominence of other life roles (Sharabi & 

Harpaz, 2010; Sharabi, Polin & Yanay, 2019; Super, 1990).  

Several scholars claim that these models represent a sequence of developmental changes that an individual undergoes, 

while in actuality, unpredictable events which disrupt this course of events occur in one’s (e.g., O’Rand & Krecker, 

1990; Duncan, 1988; Rank & Hirschl, 2002; Shanahan et al., 2016). For example, divorce or divorce followed by 

remarriage, changes the course of one’s life, produces a late-life founding of a new family, and have an impact on an 

individual’s economic stability.  

It is important to emphasize that a country and its decisions affect one’s life course events and how dramatic they may 

be. Mayer & Schoepflin (1989) discuss the impact of a country on an individual’s life and life events. They believe that 

social policies and legislation regarding subjects such as the age at which compulsory school studies begin, the 

prohibition of child labour, the minimum age for marriage, the retirement age, etc., have an apparent effect on an 

individual’s life. The social policy that varies between countries also affects the many life events of the individual and 

how dramatic they may be, following the level of involvement and support given by the welfare system (Baxter et al., 

2015; Rank & Hirschl, 2002). Unemployment benefits, income security, health insurance, child benefits, career 

retraining finance, etc., can ease and even prevent an individual from specific crises that may result from occupational 

and life events such as childbirth and expansion of the family, divorce, job dismissal, prolonged unemployment, disease, 

etc. 

The occupational events which are described in our research, are considered by the psychological literature as stress 

factors (stressors). These stressors are defined as traumatic events or significant changes in one’s life (Luhmann et al., 

2012; Bromet et al., 1988; Hobson et al., 2004; Shanahan et al., 2016). These stressors can affect a person’s physical and 

mental health (Luhmann et al., 2012) and the traumatic ones especially, can influence people’s world view, their 

approach to various subjects, their values, and their behaviour (Bromet et al., 1988; Luhmann et al., 2012). 

Adverse Occupational Events and work centrality  

Amongst adverse occupational events that we include in our study: job dismissal, prolonged unemployment, and 

retirement. As we have stated, these occupational events, as stressors, can influence the different values of an individual. 

There are few studies about the effect of occupational events on work values and work centrality. Next are the findings 

of these studies.  

Job dismissal, unemployment, and work centrality 

Job dismissal and resulting unemployment are counted as especially traumatic work events. It has been found that job 

tenure and the feeling of job security contribute to a rise in work centrality (Dubin & Chamoux, 1977; Noon, et al., 

2013). Dismissal from the workplace can be seen as an extreme case of a lack of job security, which results in a period 

of unemployment for the individual. Dismissal from the workplace and unemployment were found to influence an 

individual’s confidence and sense of individuality, work ethic, and especially the increase in the importance of financial 

income in instances such as these (Isaksson et al., 2004; Noon, et al., 2013; Janlert, et al., 2015).  
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Rothman (1987) states four negative aspects regarding an individual, which can result from prolonged unemployment: 

(a) economic harm following the lack of a steady income, (b) reduction in social relationships resulting from the lack of 

contact with colleagues, and a lack of money to finance social entertainment, (c) decreased self-esteem and self-respect 

as a result of humiliation that the individual has experienced while searching for work, and (d) damaging effects on 

mental and physical health as a result of the psychological pressures arising from the situation.; Indeed, prolonged 

unemployment is correlated with a deterioration in health and risky health behaviour (Janlert, et al., 2015) as well as a 

larger negative psychological effect, especially on those who are highly invested in their work (Janlert, et al., 2015; 

Isaksson et al., 2004). It was found that dismissal from the workplace followed by a period of unemployment, causes a 

decrease in work centrality. Furthermore, work centrality among the unemployed is lower in comparison to people who 

are employed in various jobs, similar to that of part-time workers (Harpaz, 1990; MOW, 1987). As the period of 

unemployment extends, the tendency of the unemployed to search for a new job declines (Janlert, et al., 2015; Sharabi & 

Simonovich, 2017), which indicates an increasing readiness to accept the situation and a lack of active working life. In 

addition, it was found that in countries where there is a prolonged period of high unemployment rates (e.g., Germany), 

there is a steady decrease in work centrality, and it is relatively lower compared to other countries (Sharabi & Harpaz, 

2007). 

In conclusion, job loss and unemployment in the short term increase the centrality of work, since it dramatically changes 

an individual's routine and way of life in addition to harming them physically, psychologically, and financially (Noon, et 

al., 2013; Janlert, et al., 2015). Long-term unemployment decreases the centrality of work, since individuals get used to 

being unemployed, thus lowering expectations regarding finding a job. At the same time, they are developing a leisure 

activity to fill their free time (Sharabi & Harpaz, 2007; Sharabi & Simonovich, 2017; Noon, et al., 2013). Based on the 

review, we offer the following hypotheses: 

Hypothesis 1: dismissal from the workplace/ job loss will contribute to an increase in the work centrality of an 

individual in comparison to those who have not experienced such an event. 

Hypothesis 2: prolonged unemployment will contribute to a decrease in the work centrality of an individual, in 

comparison to those who have not experienced such an event. 

Retirement and work centrality 

Similar to unemployment, retirement may have negative psychological and physiological indications because of the 

detachment from an intensive working life and the immediate transition to an extra free time where leisure becomes 

central in life (Dosman et al., 2006; Robinson, Coberly & Paul, 1985; Froidevaux & Hirschi, 2015). It was found that 

amidst adults nearing retirement age, in Japan and the USA, there was a decrease in work centrality and a decline in the 

readiness to work after entering retirement age (England & Misumi, 1986). This finding can be explained via Cummings 

& Henry's (1961) “Disengagement Theory”, which stated that workers approaching retirement prepare themselves 

mentally and try to find different life interests in which to invest their time. As a result, the work centrality among this 

population will decrease (Misumi & Yamori, 1991; Dosman et al., 2006; Froidevaux & Hirschi, 2015). These findings 

coincide with a lowered willingness to work in the absence of an economic constraint among older people (Mannheim & 

Rein, 1981; Sharabi & Harpaz, 2019). Furthermore, people who are actual retirees grants lower importance to work, in 

comparison to employed groups, while granting higher importance to family and community domains (Harpaz, 1990; 

MOW, 1987). Based on the above, the following hypothesis was formulated: 

Hypothesis 3: event of retirement will contribute to a decrease in the work centrality of an individual in comparison to 

those who have not experienced this event. 

METHOD 

Samples and Data Collection 

A longitudinal study about the "Meaning of Work" was conducted in 1981, 1993, and again in 2005 among Israeli 

employees. From 973 individuals of the original samples, we succeeded in locating and interviewing only 411 after 12 

years from the first interview. This final sample included 158 women and 249 men; their mean age was 52.4 years. 

Regards respondents’ educational level, 19.6 percent finished elementary school, 38.5 percent finished secondary school, 

20.8 percent had post-secondary education and 21.1 percent had an academic degree. By implementing a fixed-sample 

panel /longitudinal research, we examine the same respondents in the long term. This method enabled us to study the 

impact of occupational events on work centrality over the years and the causal relationship between them. 

Measures 

In addition to the question about their work centrality, the re-interviewed respondents were asked if they experienced 

adverse occupational events between the first and second time.  

Work centrality was measured by the question: "What is the importance of work and its meaning in your life?”  and the 

scale was from 1 to 7 (one of the least / most important things in my life) (see MOW, 1987 questionnaire). This 

measurement has been implemented in various countries for almost four decades and the findings over time show that 

this measurement had high reliability and validity.  
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Occupational Events - The impact of meaningful adverse occupational events on the work centrality of the sample was 

measured by the question: "Please stipulate which central events or changes (that are especially meaningful or important) 

taking place in your occupational life in the last decade, had a significant effect on how you relate to your work (attitude 

to work, motivation, values, the effort you put into work, etc.)." 

Respondents who experienced occupational events such as dismissal from work, prolonged unemployment, and 

retirement were asked to rate the effect from 1 (no effect) to 5 (significant effect). We only addressed some of the 

occupational events, those that were experienced by a high number of individuals, and which have a theoretical basis 

regards their effect on work centrality.  

Analysis  

Since we had to examine the causality of the relationship between occupational events and the centrality work, in 

addition to the maturation effect among the sample, we used some statistical methods. The changes in the centrality of 

work among those who did or did not experience each of the occupational events were measured by the residuals (Δ) 

between T1 and T2 (using t-test). At T1, we compared the centrality of work among those who would and would not 

experience each of the occupational events, and at T2, the work centrality means of those who did or did not experience 

each of the occupational events (using ANOVA). 

The respondent’s maturation in 12 years since the beginning of the study was measured by the interaction between the 

event and the maturation of the respondent in addition to the effect of the event (using MANOVA).  

FINDINGS  

Table 1 presents the types of occupational events and their occurrence and changes in work centrality of the sample 

during the 12-years. The main findings from table 1 are represented by figures that portray the differences in work 

centrality between those who have or have not experienced occupational events. 

Table 1: Occupational events and work centrality among a research group between T1 and T2 

a
 Work centrality differences at T1 between those who will experience each occupational event and those who will not 

(t-test).  
b 

Work centrality differences at T2 between those who did experience each occupational event and those who did not (t-

test). 
c 

Work centrality differences between T1 and T2 among those who did experience each occupational event and those 

who did not (t-test for residuals). 
d 

Interaction of maturation effect and the effect of the event (mix design ANOVA between and within the respondents). 
±
 P < .10      * P < .05      ** P < .01     *** P < .001   

Among those who experienced dismissal from work, the event led to a significant increase in their work centrality (from 

5.43 before dismissal to 5.93 after, P<.05), confirming Hypothesis 1. As presented in Figure 1, while in T1, they had 

lower work centrality compared to those who would not later experience dismissal, after they experienced the event, 

their work centrality is higher than their counterparts.  

 

Figure 1: Work centrality among employees who will be dismissed among those who do not 
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As presented in Figure 2, prolonged periods of unemployment did not cause a decline in work centrality, instead, it was 

stable. However, there is a significant increase in work centrality (from 5.54 to 5.76, P<.05) among those who did not 

experience prolonged unemployment. 

 

Figure 2: Work centrality among those who will not experience/experienced prolonged unemployment 

Those who are going to retire had significantly higher work centrality than those who would continue working (5.83 

compared to 5.46 respectively, P<.05). Retirement does not contribute to a decline in work centrality, which instead 

increases after retirement (from 5.83 pre-retirement to 6.12 post-retirement, P<.10), as can be seen in Figure 3. The 

above findings did not match our hypotheses 2 and 3, since unemployment and retirement did not contribute to a 

decrease in individuals’ work centrality compared to those who did not experience such events7 

 

Figure 3: Work centrality among employees who will retire/retired and among those who do not 

DISCUSSION  

Overall, the centrality of Work among individuals is increasing with ageing (Kuchinke et al., 2011; MOW, 1987; Sharabi 

& Harpaz, 2007) and there was an expected increase among some of the participants. However, other participants 

showed stability in their centrality of work or a decrease over time.  

Dismissal from work seems to be a shocking event. Those who lost their jobs showed a dramatic increase in work 

centrality compared to a slight increase among those who did not experience it.  This job loss changes individuals’ 

routines and way of life dramatically as well as harms them physically, psychologically, and financially (Noon et al., 

2013; Janlert et al, 2015). It leads them to bestow more importance to work, as we found. Moreover, individuals who 

experienced dismissal over time had lower work centrality from the outset than those who did not. It appears that an 

individual’s low work centrality could be a predictor of one’s future dismissal. 

A dismissal event can lead to periods of prolonged unemployment, but unlike dismissal, work centrality does not change 

among those who experience prolonged unemployment. However, during this period, there was a significant increase in 

the centrality of work, among those who did not experience prolonged unemployment. The findings do not support our 

assumption that prolonged unemployment would contribute to a decline in work centrality. However, since the work 

centrality of the research population increased with age, the stability of work centrality among those who experienced 

prolonged unemployment reflects the negative effect of the event on work centrality. There are several main 

explanations for this.: a) individuals are becoming used to being unemployed, thus lowering their expectations of finding 

a job and are investing more in family and leisure domains at the expense of work domain (Sharabi & Harpaz, 2007; 

Sharabi & Simonovich, 2017; Noon, et al., 2013); b) resulting in a decreased self-esteem and self-respect due to the 

humiliation that the individual has experienced while searching for a job (Rothman 1987; Janlert, et al., 2015); and c) 
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lastly, with ageing, it becomes harder to find a suitable job that would enhance interest in work-life (Sharabi & 

Simonovich, 2017).  

In this case, social and economic policies could moderate the negative impact of these events on the individual (see 

Baxter et al., 2015; Rank & Hirschl, 2002). It can be assumed that these policies, as expressed in the Israeli welfare 

system (income security, unemployment benefits, etc.), minimized the level of trauma caused by dismissal from the 

workplace or a prolonged period of unemployment.  

In practice, prolonged unemployment, regardless of the welfare policies as described, contributes to a worsening 

economic situation due to the lack of a steady income, and as a result, getting into debt (see O’Rand & Krecker, 1990; 

Rothman, 1987; Shanahan et al., 2016). Beyond the fact that dismissal from work and unemployment contribute to 

changes of values in the importance of work, they also contribute to a rise in the matter of financial income and job 

security (Sharabi & Harpaz, 2016). 

Unexpectedly, the work centrality of those supposed to retire during the study period is significantly higher than those 

who would continue working. The findings refute the Disengagement Theory, which maintains that an employee's work 

centrality will decrease before approaching retirement since they are preparing themselves mentally to leave and are 

trying to find different life interests in which invest their time (Cummings & Henry, 1961; Mannheim & Rein, 1981; 

Froidevaux & Hirschi, 2015). Furthermore, work centrality continues to rise even after retirement, which may reflect the 

psychological crises among retirees since work becomes more critical, still, they cannot turn this growing need into 

action. Eckerdt (1986) found that work ethics and work values are not forgotten after the individual retires. Retirees try 

to continue occupying themselves with activities to replace the time that had previously been spent on work, thus 

maintaining their lifestyle before retirement. Many of them would not find alternative meaning in life after retirement 

(Froidevaux & Hirschi, 2015) and would attempt to find alternative activities, including temporary jobs and volunteering 

(Dosman et al., 2006). 

Retirement immediately cut varied emotional needs such as interpersonal relationships with co-workers, self-fulfilment, 

status, need for identification with working, job, organization, etc. (Eckerdt, 1986; Froidevaux & Hirschi, 2015; 

Robinson, et al. 1985). It seems that the inability to fulfil these needs increases the importance of work among retirees, 

whereas in reality, other life domains, especially leisure and family, fill the gap between what one wants and what one 

has (Dosman et al., 2006; Eckerdt, 1986; Froidevaux & Hirschi, 2015; Super, 1990). 

In this case, as well, public policies can mitigate the retirement crisis by providing alternatives to work through various 

projects of community service, which can contribute to both the community and the retired, so that both sides benefit. At 

the same time, there is a need to develop leisure activities and culture at the community level to provide activities to 

enrich the daily routine of retired people. In conclusion, there is a need to provide meaning in life beyond work (see 

suggestion by Froidevaux & Hirschi, 2015) 

It should be emphasized that when comparing countries regarding the effects of various occupational and life events on 

an individual’s work centrality, the social policies in every country should also be taken into consideration. These 

governmental social policies may moderate the influence of occupational and life events that the citizens undergo 

following the degree of involvement and support that the social welfare system offers (Mayer & Schoepflin, 1989; 

Baxter et al., 2015; Rank & Hirschl, 2002; Shanahan et al., 2016). 

In conclusion, the maturing of the subjects contributes to changes in work values. As mentioned at the beginning of the 

discussion, work centrality increases with age. When analysing the findings, we investigated the impact of adverse 

occupational events on work centrality among those who have and those who have not experienced them, while 

measuring the interaction with the maturation of the sample. Furthermore, there is a reference to welfare and social 

policies regarding adverse occupational events, and the impact these policies may have on the magnitude of these events 

on work centrality.  

LIMITATIONS AND STUDY FORWARD 

This study has several limitations. There is a difficulty in attempting to differentiate between occupational events the 

respondents experienced, to examine their relationship with work centrality, since indeed some of the respondents had 

experienced several events during the period of this research. Some of the events result from other events (e.g., dismissal 

leads to unemployment and sometimes prolonged unemployment). Furthermore, the respondents were required to note 

the occupational events they underwent in retrospect, and the answers do not contain information as to when and how 

many times each event occurred (such as dismissal from the workplace, prolonged unemployment, and more) during 

twelve years.  

Regarding future longitudinal studies examining the relationships between occupational events and work centrality, it is 

recommended to perform them several times over a shorter period (about every one to two years). In that way, it would 

be possible to address occupational events that the respondents experienced between each period and would allow a 

more thorough understanding of the causal relationships between these events and work centrality. This way, it would be 

possible to examine the influence of a single event, or the combined influence of several related occupational events, on 

work centrality during an individual’s life.  
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