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Among the most pernicious and enduring ef-
fects of the Great Recession is the rise of long-
term unemployment. Although the rate of long-
term unemployment has declined from its 
Great Recession peak, as of 2015 the percent of 
the unemployed who are long-term unem-
ployed remains at levels unseen prior to the 

Great Recession going back to at least the 1940s. 
A well-established literature associates long-
term unemployment with a variety of social ills, 
including poverty, increased risk of physical 
and mental health problems, deteriorating 
emotional well-being, high suicide and mortal-
ity rates, domestic violence, divorce, and aca-
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demic underperformance of kids (Sullivan and 
von Wachter 2009; Van Horn 2013). In light of 
the historically high rate of long-term unem-
ployment and its associated negative conse-
quences it is important for researchers to de-
velop nuanced understandings of how such 
effects vary and the extent to which these effects 
are mediated by other institutions.

In this paper we draw on mixed methods to 
consider how the negative emotional toll that 
typically accompanies spells of long-term un-
employment differs for men and women, and, 
more specifically, whether and how marital sta-
tus interacts with gender in shaping this emo-
tional toll. Our qualitative data show that mar-
riages are often helpful in buffering the 
emotional toll of long-term unemployment for 
both men and women, but for approximately 
half of our interviewees a range of marital ten-
sions arose as a result of their being unem-
ployed. Looking more closely at such tensions 
reveals a strikingly gendered pattern in which 
marital tensions related to the provider role 
were reported only by married men and not by 
married women. Our analysis of survey data 
also shows that, overall, marriages are helpful 
to the well-being of both unemployed men and 
women. For married men but not for married 
women, however, the analysis reveals that the 
significance of the benefits derived from mar-
riage disappears once we control for household 
income. Taken together these findings make 
an important contribution to the existing lit-
erature by deepening our understanding of how 
gender and marital status shape and mediate 
the emotional toll of long-term unemployment. 
Since this emotional toll is strongly associated 
with negative effects on physical and mental 
health, as well as job search discouragement, 
the findings in this paper have important im-
plications for policymakers and practitioners 
working to address the fallout from the ongo-
ing crisis of long-term unemployment.

The Gre at Recession and  
Long-Term Unemployment
The Great Recession is the longest and most 
devastating economic downturn since the Great 

Depression (Elsby, Hobijin, and Sahin 2010; 
Sum et al. 2009). From May 2007 to October 
2009 the labor force lost over 7.5 million jobs 
and the unemployment rate climbed from 4.8 
percent to 10.1 percent (Grusky, Western, and 
Wimer 2011; Katz 2010). Compared to previous 
recessions, during and after the Great Reces-
sion job loss was much higher, reemployment 
rates were lower, spells of unemployment were 
longer, the rate of underemployment was 
higher, and the increase in the number of dis-
couraged workers was substantial (Farber 2011).

The level of economic dislocation and finan-
cial devastation brought on by the Great Reces-
sion was accompanied by an enormous toll on 
emotional well-being. Among the most salient 
indicators of this negative emotional toll are 
the effects on families, leading to rising divorce 
rates (Morgan, Cumberworth, and Wimer 2011), 
increased domestic violence (Schneider, 
Harknett, and McLanahan 2014), reduced fer-
tility rates (Schneider and Hastings 2014), and 
diminished child development (McLanahan, 
Tach, and Schneider 2013).

One of the distinguishing characteristics of 
the Great Recession was the rise of long-term 
unemployment, defined by the U.S. Bureau of 
Labor Statistics as unemployment lasting 
twenty-seven weeks or longer. May 2015 Bureau 
of Labor Statistics data showed that 29 percent 
of the unemployed were long-term unem-
ployed, compared to 18 percent in 2007.1 In 
March 2010, the number of long-term unem-
ployed individuals reached over 6.5 million, 
representing 44.1 percent of the unemployed 
population, and the long-term unemployment 
rate increased to 4.3 percent, much higher than 
the prior postwar era peak of 2.6 percent in 
1983 (Katz 2010).

The picture is even more distressing if we 
additionally consider the estimated number of 
long-term unemployed workers who became 
discouraged and have dropped out of the labor 
force since the Great Recession. In March 2015 
the Economic Policy Institute estimated that 
the U.S. has 3 million “missing workers,” de-
fined as potential workers who are neither 
working nor looking for work due to weak labor 

1. Bureau of Labor Statistics, “Unemployment Data,” available at http://www.bls.gov/news.release​/empsit​.nr0 
​.htlm (accessed May 9, 2015).

http://www.bls.gov/news.release/empsit.nr0.htlm
http://www.bls.gov/news.release/empsit.nr0.htlm
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market conditions (Gould 2015). Qualitative 
data suggest that a sizable proportion of miss-
ing workers withdrew from the labor market 
after a prolonged and unsuccessful search for 
work (Sharone 2013). The ongoing crisis of long-
term unemployment can also be seen by exam-
ining patterns in unemployment duration. 
Whereas the mean unemployment duration in 
past recessions was twenty weeks, in the Great 
Recession mean duration increased to thirty-
five weeks (Farber 2011).

Long-term unemployment affects men and 
women across varied segments of American so-
ciety. It is widespread across different educa-
tion levels, gender and race groups, and occu-
pations and industries (Gould 2015). Recent 
studies show that long-term unemployment is 
not limited to individuals who are inflexible 
and therefore closed to opportunities in other 
occupations or industries, or to individuals who 
lack advanced education (Sharone et. al 2015). 
Although for college-educated individuals the 
rate of long-term unemployment is lower than 
for individuals without a college degree, the 
college-educated long-term unemployment rate 
is twice as high as it was before the Great Re-
cession. Among the few predictors of long-term 
unemployment is age. More than half of all 
unemployed workers over the age of fifty-five 
are long-term unemployed across all levels of 
education (Evangelist and Christman 2013).

The severe and negative emotional toll of 
long-term unemployment is well established, 
and has been shown to be as harmful to well-
being as the loss of income itself (Winkelmann 
and Winkelmann 1998; Sharone 2013). A line of 
qualitative studies dating back to the Great De-
pression (for example, Bakke 1933) consistently 
show that prolonged unemployment in the 
United States frequently leads to diminished 
self-esteem and increased self-blame, which is 
particularly intense among white-collar work-
ers (Newman 1999; Smith 2001; Wanberg et al. 
2012; Sharone 2013; Chen 2015). For example, 
Katherine Newman’s (1999) study of unem-
ployed managers found that most managers 
perceived their unemployment as a personal 
failing. Sharone (2013) likewise describes the 
emotional toll on long-term unemployed white-
collar workers, who come to feel that they are 
“flawed” or “defective.”

Meta-analytic reviews of quantitative studies 
also consistently show that unemployed indi-
viduals suffer from significantly lower levels of 
mental health compared to employed individ-
uals (McKee-Ryan et al. 2005). Longitudinal 
studies show that when individuals become 
unemployed their psychological health dete-
riorates, and upon reemployment their well-
being recovers. In addition, meta-analytic find-
ings show that as unemployment duration 
increases, so does the negative emotional toll 
and the risk for mental and physical health is-
sues (Paul and Moser 2009). For example, ac-
cording to a Gallup poll (Crabtree 2014), the 
depression rate among long-term unemployed 
workers is 18 percent, compared to 12.4 and 5.6 
percent for all unemployed and employed work-
ers, respectively. Underlying the negative emo-
tional toll of unemployment is not only stress 
induced by the loss of income and savings and 
the exhaustion of unemployment benefits but 
also the loss of self-esteem and self-confidence 
due to the experience of repeated rejections by 
employers. The longer individuals remain un-
employed the more they experience deprivation 
(Brief et al. 1995), exhaustion of coping re-
sources (Kinicki, Prussia, and McKee-Ryan 
2000), and even personality changes (Boyce et 
al. 2015). Alan B. Krueger and Andreas Mueller 
(2011) found that unemployed workers’ unhap-
piness increases the longer they stay unem-
ployed, and such unhappiness is particularly 
salient when they are engaged in job-searching 
activities.

The association between unemployment 
and negative physical health outcomes is also 
established by a long line of research and meta-
analyses (for example, Sullivan and von Wachter 
2009; McKee-Ryan et al. 2005; Paul and Moser 
2009; Brand 2015). A number of studies link the 
emotional toll of unemployment just de-
scribed—especially the experience of self-
blame and the internalization of stigma among 
unemployed workers—with negative health 
outcomes (Rantakeisu, Starrin, and Hagquist 
1999; Eales 1989; Creed and Bartrum 2007). Over 
the past decade a rapidly growing literature on 
the connection between stigma and health 
shows that the internalization of stigma is 
linked, among other mechanisms, to increased 
diastolic blood pressure (Harrell, Hall, and 
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Taliaferro 2003; Guyll, Matthews, and Brom-
berger 2001) and increased cortisol output 
(Townsend et al. 2011; Dettenborn et al. 2010). 
These physical responses to internalized stigma 
are described in this literature as connected to 
experiences that threaten people’s identity and 
status in social hierarchies, and specifically to 
experiences involving conditions of uncertainty 
about outcomes, and in which a successful out-
come involves a process of “social evaluation” 
of the individual by others (Keating 2009, 75; 
Major and O’Brien 2005). The core experience 
of unemployment and searching for work is 
precisely one of repeatedly subjecting oneself 
to social evaluation under conditions of great 
uncertainty, which upon repeated employer re-
jections frequently leads unemployed workers 
to perceive themselves as “flawed” (Sharone 
2013; Newman 1999). A further mechanism link-
ing unemployment and negative physical 
health is social isolation (Keating 2009; Umber-
son, Crosnoe, and Reczek 2010; Kawachi and 
Berkman 2001).

Gender, Marital Status, and the 
Emotional Toll of Unemployment
An important but under-studied question is 
how the negative emotional toll of long-term 
unemployment varies by gender and marital 
status. The qualitative literature on this issue 
yields mixed results. Older studies dating back 
to the 1930s suggest that unemployment is par-
ticularly undermining of married men, due to 
the effects of the traditional male breadwinner 
role. For example, Mirra Komarovsky’s (1940, 
74) classic study of long-term unemployment 
in the Great Depression, using in-depth inter-
views, finds that “man experiences a deep frus-
tration because in his own eyes he fails to ful-
fill what is the central duty of his life, the very 
touchstone of his manhood—the role of family 
provider.” According to Komarovsky, this emo-
tional toll was more acute for men whose ex-
clusive identity was as providers than for men 
who also identified as fathers and husbands. 
A similar finding about the particular vulner-
ability of married men was reported by New-
man’s (1999) study of unemployed managers 
in the 1980s. She explains: “Unemployment 
strikes at the heart of the masculine ideal. . . . 
[Having] failed at the task that most clearly de-

fines his role, he suffers a loss of identity as a 
man” (139). Like Komarovsky (1940), Newman 
(1999) also found that not all men were equally 
vulnerable to this emotional toll; specifically, 
gay men who were not married were much less 
likely to report the anxiety and anguish ex-
pressed by married men.

A more recent qualitative study examining 
the emotional toll of long-term unemployment 
challenges the applicability of Komarovsky and 
Newman’s studies in the current era and claims 
that with changing gender roles it is now mar-
ried women, more than married men, who are 
vulnerable to self-blame and the emotional toll 
of identity loss. According to Carrie Lane (2011), 
men in the twenty-first century “have an alter-
native standard of masculinity” where relying 
on a partner’s income is evidence of progressive 
manhood” (121). According to Lane, the unem-
ployed men she interviewed took it as a badge 
of honor that they were “secure enough in 
[their] manhood to comfortably rely on [their] 
wife’s income” (117). For women, on the other 
hand, their increasingly career-based identities 
mean that relying on their husbands’ income 
is devastating to their self-worth, evoking un-
comfortable feelings of being needy and de-
pendent. Thus, in comparing the experiences 
of unemployed married men and women, Lane 
(2011) concludes that “women’s feelings of 
dwindling self-worth mirror those of male man-
agers in [Newman’s] study far more so than did 
the comments of their male peers” (126). Lane’s 
claims are interesting, but more research is 
needed to determine whether a historical re-
versal has indeed occurred. One limitation of 
Lane’s study is that none of the men who “took 
pride” in letting their wives support them were 
part of a dual-earner couple with children. This 
is significant because other contemporary stud-
ies show that the traditional male breadwinner 
role expectations surface most clearly when 
married couples have children (Gerson 2011).

Turning to survey studies that compare  
the unemployment experiences of men and 
women, we also find mixed results there. Some 
studies find that men experience more distress 
associated with unemployment than women, 
whereas others find no difference (Broman  
et al. 1995; Leana and Feldman 1991). Meta-
analytic findings suggest that men are more 
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negatively affected by unemployment than 
women (Paul and Moser 2009). Yet several other 
prior studies show that it takes more time for 
women to find a job after a period of unem-
ployment, and that long-term-unemployed 
women’s reemployment opportunities come 
with a greater loss of prior salary than is the 
case for long-term-unemployed men (Snyder 
and Nowak 1984).

A different line of studies explores how mar-
ital status mediates the negative emotional toll 
of unemployment. The dominant perspective 
in the psychology literature is that marriage 
provides critical social support and acts as a 
shield in difficult times such as unemployment. 
Prior studies that examine the effect of being 
married on unemployment typically focus on 
the social support aspect of the marriage rela-
tionship. For example, cross-sectional studies 
consistently find that married unemployed in-
dividuals are in a better psychological state 
than single unemployed individuals (Cooke 
and Rousseau 1984; Leana and Feldman 1991). 
These findings are consistent with sociological 
studies suggesting that marriage benefits both 
men and women and enhances mental health 
(Simon 2002). In their meta-analytic study, 
Frances McKee-Ryan and her colleagues (2005) 
found that married unemployed individuals are 
more satisfied with their lives than single un-
employed ones. Similarly, using British panel 
data, Andrew E. Clark and Andrew J. Oswald 
(1994) found that married unemployed indi-
viduals experience less mental health distress 
than single unemployed individuals.

Alongside these studies showing the sup-
portive effects of marriages, the literature also 
reveals that some unemployed individuals ex-
perience negative social support from their 
spouses, including findings of social undermin-
ing, which refers to negative evaluation of the 
person in terms of his or her attributes or ac-
tions (Vinokur and Van Ryn 1993). One of the 
reasons for such negative social support in mar-
riages is the economic strain experienced in 
times of unemployment. Economic hardship 
changes the quality of the relationship and cre-
ates conflict in married couples (Conger, Ru-
eter, and Elder 1999). For example, Saul D. Hoff-
man and Greg J. Duncan (1995) found that a 
husband’s low income significantly increases 

the risk of marital dissolution. Similarly, Peter 
Jensen and Nina Smith (1990) found that if the 
husband is unemployed, divorce is more likely 
to occur, but this is not the case when the wife 
is unemployed. However, more recent studies 
find that either a husband’s or wife’s unemploy-
ment leads to increased likelihood of marital 
dissolution (Jalovaara 2003; Hansen 2005). An-
other complicating factor in the current era of 
stagnating wages is that increased economic 
interdependence between married men and 
women prevents both husbands and wives from 
contemplating separation (McManus and Di-
Prete 2001).

Although the studies described analyze the 
effects of gender and marital status on the emo-
tional toll of unemployment, prior quantitative 
studies have not considered how marital status 
interacts with gender in mediating this emo-
tional toll. The interaction of gender and mar-
ital status is likely important, given the well-
documented significant effects of marriage on 
well-being and given the persistence of gender 
differences in the experiences of men and 
women in contemporary society. In light of the 
existing literature on the effects of marriage, 
we expect that for both long-term-unemployed 
men and women, marriage offers some protec-
tive benefits and buffers against the emotional 
toll of unemployment. Marriage is a ready-
made support system. In addition to emotional 
support, marriages also play a social and eco-
nomic insurance role. However, based on prior 
qualitative studies such as Komarovsky (1940) 
and Newman (1999), discussed earlier, for long-
term-unemployed men, we hypothesize that 
marriage is a double-edged sword. On the one 
hand it provides varied forms of support, but 
on the other hand—to the extent that stereo-
typical gendered expectations persist, which 
focus the male role in the family on breadwin-
ning—long-term unemployment is likely to cre-
ate tensions. Specifically, we expect that the in-
ability of long-term unemployed men to fulfill 
the breadwinner role will generate marital dis-
tress that will offset the supportive benefits of 
marriages for men. Given that this tension is 
premised on the persistence of stereotypical 
male gender roles, we expect that this particu-
lar interaction of gender and marital status will 
affect men more than women. With respect to 
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women, given the well-documented research 
on the labor market obstacles facing long-term-
unemployed women, we expect that the emo-
tional toll of long-term unemployment will be 
as difficult for women as for men, and perhaps 
more so, but that in the case of women, mar-
riage will follow the general pattern of having 
a salubrious effect on their well-being.

Qualitative Data and Analysis
To begin our exploration of how the emotional 
toll of long-term unemployment varies by gen-
der, and whether and how it is mediated by 
marital status, we turn to our qualitative data. 
The qualitative data discussed in this paper are 
derived from fifty in-depth interviews con-
ducted with long-term-unemployed job seekers 
in 2013 and 2014. To recruit interview subjects 
we contacted job seekers through Boston-area 
career centers, networking groups, and librar-
ies, and invited job seekers to sign up for the 
opportunity to participate in research in ex-
change for receiving free support to be provided 
by volunteer career coaches and counselors. 
Interested job seekers were asked to complete 
a short survey so that we could see whether 
they met the following criteria:

1.	 Unemployed six months or longer

2.	 Between the ages of forty and sixty-five

3.	 Working in white-collar occupations and 
college-educated

4.	 Looking for work in the Boston area

Over 800 job seekers signed up for the oppor-
tunity to participate, but only 125 met the cri-
teria for participation. Our sample of 125 un-
employed job seekers was 55 percent male and 
45 percent female, with 70 percent of the sam-
ple being married and with a mean age of fifty-
four. Our recruiting focused on unemployed 
workers over the age of forty because, as previ-
ously discussed, older workers are more likely 
than younger workers to get trapped in long-
term unemployment. We expect that due to 
self-selection our sample consists of unem-
ployed job seekers with higher-than-average 
levels of motivation to continue with their job 
search and to receive job search support, but 
we do not expect this particular selection bias 

to affect our findings regarding how gender and 
marital status mediate the emotional toll of 
long-term unemployment. Our focus on white-
collar workers who are college educated may 
bias our qualitative findings, but such bias 
likely cuts against our hypothesis regarding 
how gender and marital status mediate the 
emotional toll of long-term unemployment. 
Prior research (for example, Lane 2011) suggests 
that male breadwinner expectations are less 
salient for married college-educated men than 
for married men without a college education. 
So our qualitative findings regarding college-
educated white-collar workers may understate 
the extent of marital tensions stemming from 
male breadwinner expectations.

In-depth interviews with a randomly se-
lected subset of fifty long-term unemployed job 
seekers were conducted prior to any of the job 
seekers’ receiving support. These semistruc-
tured, in-depth interviews were conducted ei-
ther in person or by telephone and lasted one 
to two hours. We asked participants questions 
regarding their experience looking for work and 
the effect of unemployment on their well-being 
and personal relationships.

The in-depth interviews revealed the intense 
negative emotions that long-term-unemployed 
job seekers experience. Consistent with prior 
research, both male and female job seekers dis-
cussed the emotional toll of financial stress and 
diminishing self-esteem. For example, Debo-
rah, a fifty-two-year-old marketing executive, 
discussed how job loss has entailed a “pro-
found loss of self-esteem and confidence.” She 
explained: “My job was a huge part of my iden-
tity. Huge part of how people saw me. It’s hard 
not to feel like a throw-away.” Steven, a fifty-six-
year-old computer engineer, succinctly de-
scribed similar feelings: “I’m embarrassed. I’m 
humiliated. I feel like a loser.”

A vast literature, as previously described, 
finds that marriages are generally supportive 
of individuals’ emotional well-being. Consis-
tent with this literature, our unmarried inter-
viewees described painful feelings of intense 
isolation and the absence of support more fre-
quently than the married unemployed workers. 
For example, Abby, a single woman, told us, “I 
have no one supporting me. I’m on my own.” 
Even though Abby has friends and extended 
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family, she explains that, “It’s not like I’m talk-
ing to them every day. I really feel the weight 
of this is on myself. It’s really emotionally dev-
astating to feel that sort of isolation.” Gene, a 
widower, described unemployment as being 
the “darkest period in my life,” and isolation 
as the most difficult aspect of this period, since 
his social life had been fully centered around 
his former work. Being home alone, “I do not 
talk to anyone on a daily basis.” He describes 
the temporary reprieve from isolation when 
he goes to a networking support group: “These 
meetings are helpful sometimes for the cama-
raderie for a couple hours.” But, he adds, “I 
find myself as the meeting is closing . . . I sit 
there and go, ‘This isn’t gonna last much lon-
ger. Maybe another twenty minutes. Then I’m 
going to get in my car and go home. It’s going 
to be dark.”

Both unmarried men and women described 
how as a result of their unemployment their 
friendships have become more fragile, and thus 
friends are less available as a source of support. 
Frank described how his friends have with-
drawn: “People that I thought I knew, some 
have just dropped off the radar and have liter-
ally told me not to contact them. It’s like they 
are saying, ‘There is something wrong with you. 
You’re not working and we don’t want to talk 
to you.’” Tammy’s friends have not cut off con-
tact, but they are “all married, so a lot of times 
they’re tied up with other obligations,” and 
even when they do get together, Tammy feels 
like “people don’t really want to know all the 
gory details about how depressing it is. They 
will say, ‘Oh, that’s awful, it’s depressing, let’s 
talk about something else.’ ” In addition to the 
discomforts and stigmas that lead friends to 
withdraw from unemployed workers, other fac-
tors lead unemployed workers to withdraw 
from friends. In part, such withdrawal is due 
to financial constraints, since being with 
friends usually involves spending money. Rob 
put it this way: “I don’t have the money to go 
out and do what my friends are doing.” But 
withdrawing from friends is also the result of 
social unease rooted in the loss of status. Jack 
put it this way: “You feel uncomfortable about 
where you are in your life versus where your 
friends are. Some of these folks have jobs, rang-
ing from vice presidents to directors, doctors. 

So you tend to maybe not socialize as much as 
you would like to or as you did in the past.”

Some single unemployed workers also men-
tioned that although they would like to find a 
romantic partner, dating was simply not fea-
sible during unemployment. Denise, with a 
laugh, rhetorically asked, “I’m already facing 
rejection right and left on the job front. Who 
needs more rejection?” But then she added, 
with a more serious note, “What’s the first ques-
tion anybody asks you when they meet you: 
‘What do you do for a living?’ Well, I don’t do 
anything because I’m one of these people who 
had the misfortune to be laid off. I can’t even 
see any gentleman taking me seriously.” David 
likewise reported wishing to be in a relation-
ship but then added, “A part of me feels too 
unworthy to be. . . . I feel ‘less than.’”

By contrast to these unmarried job seekers’ 
descriptions of isolation and lack of social sup-
port, approximately half of the married job 
seekers we interviewed described varied forms 
of positive supports from their spouses. For ex-
ample, Ryan shared: “I would not have been 
able to make it through this period without my 
wife. My wife could not be more supportive.” 
Ryan explained that in the moments when he 
felt most discouraged his wife would remain 
“really positive and hopeful” and “she’d say, 
‘Oh, this is going to be your week, I can see it.’” 
Jen described her supportive relationship with 
her husband of thirty years. Despite the fact 
that at the time of the interview Jen and her 
husband were about to lose their home to fore-
closure, she found much solace in the marriage, 
explaining: “We have been able to face the ter-
ror together and in so doing, we have built a 
bond that is amazingly durable. Nobody should 
have to go through what we’ve been through, 
but [the marriage] is a tremendous balm.”

While unmarried unemployed workers were 
more likely to describe painful isolation than 
married workers, marriage does not always al-
leviate the isolation felt by unemployed work-
ers. In fact, about half our married interviewees 
also reported experiencing the emotional toll 
of unemployment in isolation. Steven, who said 
he felt “embarrassed” and “humiliated,” added 
that despite the fact that he is married, he feels 
“very much alone,” and reflected on how “it’s 
very hard to talk to my wife about it because 
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she’s never been through anything like it.” Al-
bert shared a similar experience: “My wife has 
no clue what it’s like.” The experience of emo-
tional isolation within marriages is not limited 
to men. Linda, a fifty-eight-year-old woman who 
has worked for over twenty years in software 
sales, put it this way: “My husband doesn’t un-
derstand what I’m going through.” Because 
Linda’s husband’s salary is sufficient to finan-
cially support the both of them, he has difficul-
ties relating to Linda’s negative emotions of 
identity loss and her growing sense of financial 
vulnerability.

Although our qualitative data suggest that 
both men and women may experience emo-
tional isolation within marriages, when we look 
more closely at the narratives of married un-
employed workers, a strikingly gendered pat-
tern emerges: about a third of the men, but no 
women, describe marital tensions due to dis-
agreements over job search intensity and what 
kind of job the unemployed spouse should 
seek. Tensions over job search intensity fre-
quently took the form of men reporting that 
their wives did not think they were exerting suf-
ficient effort to find work. For example, Larry 
is a software engineering manager specializing 
in speech recognition. Larry and his wife are 
under significant financial pressure because 
they have two school-age children and a large 
mortgage. Larry describes the strain this has 
put on his marriage: “[My wife] says, ‘You’re 
not doing enough.’ What the hell? I can only 
do so much. She doesn’t understand it. She 
hasn’t been through that herself. There is a lot 
of pressure if you’re in a family.”

A different but related kind of tension was 
discussed by Richard, a fifty-year-old public re-
lations professional. Richard and his wife also 
have young children and feel intense financial 
stress due to Richard’s unemployment. Richard 
explained, “I’ve never really been in a position 
where I wasn’t sure whether I could pay the 
mortgage or buy my food or keep my car re-
paired.” His family is dependent on his income 
since his wife “doesn’t make much money. 
She’s mostly volunteering.” Unlike Larry’s case, 
the source of the marital tension, as Richard 
described it, is not that he is not doing enough 
on his job search but that he is doing too much 
job searching and not enough to contribute his 

share to the “second shift,” child care (Hochs-
child 1989). Richard put it this way: “My wife 
feels neglected because I’m wrapped up in job 
search related things and not spending enough 
time just doing other things which are a part 
of daily life. She might think I’m not doing any-
thing but looking for a job is more than forty 
hours. You always have to be ‘on.’ That’s a 
stress.”

The marital tensions described by Richard 
and Larry are partly rooted in the difficulties 
spouses have of understanding the experience 
of unemployment. The feeling that spouses 
“don’t understand” is frequently reported by 
both men and women. The distinctly gendered 
pattern is the lack of understanding coupled 
with the suggestion that the job seeker is not 
doing enough on his search, or is not doing 
enough at home, a complaint that was only re-
ported by male job seekers. Given the abundant 
research showing that married women do a dis-
proportionate amount of house and care work 
in families (for example, Gerson 2011) it is per-
haps not surprising that women with unem-
ployed husbands may expect more support on 
the home front. At the same time, for men like 
Richard who struggle to do the “work” of job 
searching (Sharone 2013) under the stress of 
unemployment, this spousal expectation may 
signal that his wife “might think I’m not doing 
anything.” Interestingly, some unemployed 
women we interviewed did report the kind of 
tension described by Richard but not in the 
context of their marriages. Instead these ten-
sions arose with mothers, sisters, or close 
friends who were disappointed at not receiving 
support from unemployed women who, they 
had presumed, had time on their hands. For 
example, Nadine, an unemployed unmarried 
woman, described changes in her relationship 
with her mother and sister: “They both expect 
me to pick up a lot more of the pieces. My mom 
will now ask would you mind stopping at the 
post office and mailing this package? The sub-
text is that since ‘you’re not doing anything 
why don’t you help me?’ They don’t understand 
the pressures of looking for work.”

Another kind of marital tension that was 
generally only reported by men focuses on the 
kind of job the unemployed spouse should 
seek. A good example is Warren, a sixty-two-
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year-old environmental scientist, with a seven-
year-old child. Despite the fact that Warren’s 
wife works full-time, his family is under con-
siderable financial stress in the absence of his 
income. Warren reported that his wife has pres-
sured him to seek any available job, whether 
or not in his field, including a low-paying retail 
position. Warren explained: “It’s a huge stress 
on our marriage. My relationship with my wife 
is really fraught with difficulty because I didn’t 
realize how much she really wanted a bread-
winner in the mix. . . . My wife has been pres-
suring me to get a job in retail sales, selling 
camping gear or something.”

In his long career as an environmental sci-
entist Warren has taught at Ivy League univer-
sities and conducted research funded by multi-
million-dollar grants. Although Warren has 
expanded the breadth of his search beyond 
teaching and research to include university ad-
ministration, he has maintained a focus on po-
sitions that would allow him to continue mak-
ing a contribution in his field of expertise. Yet 
the unexpected toll on his marriage from his 
hesitation to consider jobs such as in retail 
sales weighs heavily on Warren as he confides, 
“I don’t want to let my loved ones down. That’s 
a huge thing.”

In Warren’s case marital tensions arose from 
his spouse feeling that his search was too nar-
row; other men report marital tensions arising 
from spouses thinking their husbands’ searches 
are too broad. James, a fifty-three-year-old for-
mer corporate manager, has expanded his 
search to include finance-related positions in 
nonprofit companies. James believes that his 
corporate finance experience can be a valuable 
asset to a nonprofit company, and that down 
the road such a position will provide more se-
curity and meaning than his former work, even 
if this would involve an initial pay cut. Yet, 
James is experiencing tensions in his marriage 
because his wife does not support his inclusion 
of nonprofit companies in his search:

I feel I should take a lower-paying job and 
she’s like, “Oh, my god, that’s so low.” She 
doesn’t want me to take it. She’s thinking 
we’re going nowhere with me taking a lower-
paying job. I feel like I have a longer-range 
view of things than her. . . . She’s just looking 

for how much they are going to pay me right 
now. And I’m looking at how much I’m going 
to end up getting after five to ten years.

The kinds of marital tensions described by 
Warren and James that were common among 
long-term unemployed men were strikingly ab-
sent from the accounts of marital tensions de-
scribed by women. In both of these cases the 
marital tensions arising from unemployment 
are implicitly linked to the extent to which the 
unemployed male is perceived to be fulfilling 
the breadwinner role. For Tom, a fifty-five- 
year-old unemployed sales agent, the link of 
breadwinning and the state of his marriage was 
made explicit. Tom noted that the strain in his 
marriage has been somewhat mitigated due to 
savings that he had accumulated when he had 
a job, which means “I’ve still been able to pro-
vide.” But, after a pause, he added, “Absolutely, 
if I wasn’t able to provide, I probably would not 
be married today.”

To summarize, as we review the qualitative 
data, we find that consistent with the existing 
literature on the positive effect of marriage on 
wellbeing, about half of our married unem-
ployed workers benefitted from forms of posi-
tive support that were less frequently available 
to unmarried unemployed workers. Yet our 
qualitative data also reveal two kinds of marital 
tensions that exacerbate the emotional toll of 
long-term unemployment. First, both men and 
women report that marital tensions may arise 
because of spouses’ inability to understand and 
relate to the difficult experiences of unemploy-
ment. Second, unemployed married men but 
not women describe marital tensions arising 
from spouses’ feeling that the unemployed 
spouse is not doing enough on his search or is 
not looking for the right kind of job. It is im-
portant to note that the second kind of marital 
tension, which was only reported by men, was 
in almost every case accompanied by descrip-
tions of the family’s severe economic stress. 
This is perhaps not surprising, given that ten-
sions surrounding issues like the appropriate 
level of job search intensity and appropriate 
job targets are more likely to arise under con-
ditions of economic duress. Although the qual-
itative data are derived from a relatively small 
sample, this striking pattern does support our 
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hypothesis that while both men and women 
generally benefit from being married, in the 
context of unemployment, lingering male 
breadwinner expectations for men mean that 
the benefits of marriage are counterweighed 
by marital tensions that intensify the emotional 
toll of long-term unemployment. In the remain-
der of this paper we explore this hypothesis, 
using a larger dataset and quantitative analysis.

Quantitative Data and Analysis
To further examine the effects and interactions 
of gender and marital status in mediating the 
emotional toll of long-term unemployment, 
and specifically to explore the hypothesis gen-
erated by our qualitative data and the literature 
discussed in the previous section, we exploit a 
set of data collected right after the end of Great 
Recession from a sample of unemployed work-
ers in New Jersey. The Survey of Unemployed 
Workers in New Jersey was conducted by the 
Princeton University Survey Research Center 
from October 2009 to April 2010. The sample 
consists of 6,025 unemployed individuals who 
were recipients of unemployment insurance in 
New Jersey.2 The unemployed individuals in this 
study were surveyed for twelve consecutive 
weeks, with a subset of respondents who were 
long-term unemployed at the time of the study 
surveyed for an additional twelve weeks for a 
total of twenty-four weeks. In total, 39,201 sur-
veys were completed. Table 1 provides informa-
tion on the sample characteristics.

The survey had two parts: an initial survey, 
which was administered in the first week and 
collected information on demographics and 
income, and a weekly survey, administered in 
the first week and in each subsequent week, 
that gathered a wide range of information about 
respondents’ ongoing job search activities, time 
use, reservation wages, job offers, and emo-
tional states (for a detailed description of the 
Survey of Unemployed Workers in New Jersey, 
see Krueger and Mueller 2011). Although at the 
time of the survey New Jersey’s overall unem-
ployment rate was similar to the national un-
employment rate, it is important to note that 

2. Because the New Jersey data are limited to unemployment insurance recipients it excludes long-term-
unemployed workers whose benefits eligibility have expired, as well as unemployed workers who do not qualify 
for unemployment benefits. This selection bias may exclude unemployed workers experiencing particularly in-

Table 1. Characteristics of New Jersey Sample

Demographic Group
Percentage of 
Total Sample

Female
Male

52.1
47.9

Marital status
Married 48.9
Single 28.0
Separated 3.3
Divorced 12.1
Widowed 1.9
Domestic partnership 5.7

Years of age
24 or less 6.8
25–34 21.3
35–44 21.1
45–54 26.8
55 or over 24.0

Race
White 68.0
Black 15.3
Other 5.4

Ethnicity
Hispanic 9.1
Non-Hispanic 80.8

Education
Less than high school 7.0
High school 26.0
Some college 26.4
College 40.7

Unemployment duration 
(weeks of UI paid)

0–9 11.2
10–19 11.2
20–29 11.9
30–39 10.8
40–49 11.3
50–59 10.1
60 or more 33.6

N 6,025

Source: Authors’ compilation based on the Survey 
of Unemployed Workers in New Jersey.
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New Jersey’s long-term unemployment rate, 
with 40 percent of its unemployed workers be-
ing long-term unemployed, was among the 
highest in the United States.

The New Jersey dataset is well suited for ad-
dressing our theoretical and empirical ques-
tions regarding the effects of gender and mar-
ital status in shaping the experience of 
unemployment because it includes information 
on the emotional state of unemployed respon-
dents as measured by life satisfaction, as well 
as time spent in a negative mood on a weekly 
basis. Life satisfaction was measured with the 
question “Taking all things together, how sat-
isfied are you with your life as a whole these 
days?” Respondents were asked to pick a level 
of life satisfaction from a four-point scale rang-
ing from very satisfied to not at all satisfied. 
The survey also measured respondents’ mood 
with the question “Now we would like to know 
how you feel and what mood you are in when 
you are at home. When you are at home, what 
percentage of the time are you: ‘in a bad mood’, 
‘a little low or irritable mood’, ‘in a mildly pleas-
ant mood’, ‘in a very good mood?’” Respon-
dents were asked to indicate the percentage of 
time that they experienced each mood category.

Descript ive Results
We begin our analysis by examining descriptive 
statistics about the reported level of life satis-
faction among the unemployed respondents. 
Table 2 breaks down these responses by gender 
and marital status. To provide some context 
for interpreting the responses of the unem-
ployed individuals in the New Jersey survey we 
also present the responses of employed indi-
viduals to the same life satisfaction question 
from the Princeton Affect and Time Use Survey 
(PATS). PATS is a national telephone survey that 
was conducted in the spring of 2006 by the Gal-
lup Organization. Although the whole PATS 
sample consists of nearly four thousand re-
spondents, for purposes of our comparison 
with the New Jersey data we limit our analysis 
to the responses of employed individuals in the 
PATS data. As seen in table 2, the differences 

in the life satisfaction of employed and unem-
ployed individuals are dramatic. Only 5.5 per-
cent of unemployed single females are very sat-
isfied with their lives, compared to 37 percent 
for employed single females. Overall, married 
females are more satisfied than single females, 
regardless of employment status, but again the 
effect of unemployment is enormous, with the 
percentage of unemployed married women who 
are very satisfied with their lives at 8.7 percent, 
compared to 55 percent for employed married 
females. Table 2 shows a similar pattern for 
men, with immense differences in life satisfac-
tion between employed and unemployed men, 
and as is the case with women, married men 
report higher levels of life satisfaction than 
single men. While the comparison between the 
PATS and New Jersey data is limited by the fact 
that PATS data were collected three years earlier 
and are national in scope (as opposed to focus-
ing only on New Jersey), the dramatic differ-
ences in the answers to the identical questions 
about life satisfaction provide a useful baseline 
for contextualizing the emotional state of un-
employed individuals in the New Jersey survey.

For additional descriptive statistics on how 
the emotional toll of unemployment varies by 
gender and marital status, we draw on the New 
Jersey survey data to compare the means of the 
responses given to the life satisfaction question 
and the percentage of time respondents re-
ported spending in a bad mood for each group 
(single female, married female, single male, 
and married male). In table 3 ANOVA (analysis 
of variance) statistics show that there is a sig-
nificant difference between groups. Both un-
employed men and unemployed women who 
are married report more life satisfaction and 
less time spent in a bad mood than single un-
employed individuals.

Our descriptive results are not surprising. 
We see, first, that consistent with the literature 
on the emotional toll of unemployment, em-
ployed individuals are indeed far more satisfied 
with their lives than unemployed individuals, 
and, second, consistent with the literature on 
the salubrious effects of marriage, married un-

tense financial and emotional duress, but in this study such bias is partially mitigated by the fact that the New 
Jersey data were collected at a time when the federal government extended the maximum unemployment 
benefit duration to ninety-nine weeks.
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employed and employed individuals are more 
satisfied with their lives than single employed 
and unemployed individuals.

Cross-Sectional Analyses
We next analyze whether the interaction of gen-
der and marital status significantly predicts 
individuals’ life satisfaction and mood. Using 
data from the initial survey of unemployed New 
Jersey workers, as seen in table 4, we first re-
gressed life satisfaction on gender, marital sta-
tus, and a host of control variables such as 
education, number of children, household in-
come, race, age, and unemployment duration. 

In this model, levels of life satisfaction are 
higher for unemployed women than for unem-
ployed men, and higher for married than single 
individuals of both genders. When we added 
the interaction of gender and marital status we 
see that the interaction term is significantly 
and negatively related to life satisfaction. This 
result shows that single males experience the 
lowest levels of life satisfaction, followed by 
single females. Married women reported 
higher levels of satisfaction than married men. 
The interaction term is also significantly and 
negatively related to time spent in a good 
mood. Again, single males, as a group, spend 

Table 2. Levels of Life Satisfaction Expressed by Unemployed and Employed (Figures in Parentheses) 
Individuals, by Marital Status (Percents)

Level of Satisfaction Single Female Married Female Single Male Married Male

Very satisfied 5.5 (37) 8.7 (55) 5.9 (34) 9.0 (48)
Satisfied 35.8 (52) 49.9 (38) 31.0 (54) 40.6 (43)
Not satisfied 46.5 (9) 35.8 (6) 51.7 (10) 41.8 (8)
Not at all satisfied 12.2 (2) 5.7 (1) 11.4 (3) 8.7 (1)

Source: Authors’ compilation based on the Survey of Unemployed Workers in New Jersey and Princeton 
Affect and Time Use Survey.
Notes: Percentages in parentheses are nationwide employed individuals’ responses from Princeton Af-
fect and Time Use Survey. Sample size for the PATS is 2,048 and 6,025 for the Survey of Unemployed 
Workers in New Jersey.

Table 3. Means and ANOVA Results for Life Satisfaction Score and 
Percentage of Time Spent in Bad Mood

Life Satisfaction Score 
(1 = not at all satisfied; 

4 = very satisfied)

Percentage of Time 
Spent in a Bad Mood at 

Home

Single female 2.34
(0.76)

12.98
(16.33)

Married female 2.61
(0.72)

10.69
(14.93)

Single male 2.31
(0.74)

14.49
(17.78)

Married male 2.49
(0.77)

12.36
(16.57)

F score 49.013** 12.151**

Total N 6,011 5,939

Source: Authors’ compilation based on the Survey of Unemployed Workers in 
New Jersey.
Note: Standard deviations are in parentheses.
**p < .001
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the least amount of time in a good mood, fol-
lowed by single females. Married women report 
spending the most time in a good mood, fol-
lowed by married men. The cross-sectional 
analyses of the data support our descriptive 
findings.

Panel Data Analysis
One of the distinguishing characteristics of the 
Great Recession is the crisis of long-term un-
employment that came in its wake. For this 
reason we are particularly interested in explor-

ing how the experience of unemployment 
changes over time as unemployment duration 
increases. Because the New Jersey survey of un-
employed individuals provides data on the 
emotional state of respondents on a weekly ba-
sis, we are able to run individual fixed effects 
models to see how the emotional toll of unem-
ployment unfolds over time for married and 
single men and women. Using panel data also 
helps reduce the likelihood that our findings 
are driven by omitted variables, which have the 
potential to be in relationship with the inde-

Table 4. OLS Results with Entry Survey Data

Life Satisfaction Time in Bad Mood Time in Good Mood

Education 0.018*
(0.008)

0.020*
(0.008)

–0.358*
(0.179)

–0.374*
(0.180)

–0.289
(0.293)

–0.241
(0.294)

Number of children 0.014ᶡ
(0.008)

0.015ᶡ
(0.008)

0.197
(0.173)

0.181
(0.173)

–0.000
(0.282)

0.045
(0.283)

Household income 0.022**
(0.003)

0.022**
(0.003)

–0.393**
(0.076)

–0.386**
(0.076)

0.289*
(0.125)

0.268*
(0.125)

Unemployment duration –0.001**
(0.000)

–0.001**
(0.000)

0.023*
(0.008)

0.023*
(0.008)

–0.048*
(0.140)

–0.049**
(0.014)

Female 0.094**
(0.020)

0.133**
(0.027)

–2.125**
(0.432)

–2.669**
(0.581)

2.063*
(0.706)

3.635**
(0.949)

Black –0.061*
(0.029)

–0.057*
(0.029)

0.161
(0.634)

0.109
(0.635)

5.597**
(1.035)

5.749**
(1.037)

Asian –0.086ᶡ
(0.047)

–0.086ᶡ
(0.047)

–3.12*
(1.018)

3.124*
(1.018)

–1.898
(1.663)

–1.910
(1.662)

American Indian –0.046
(0.181)

–0.054
(0.181)

1.612
(3.88)

1.728
(3.883)

5.102
(6.340)

4.767
(6.339)

Pacific islander –0.191
(0.179)

–0.183
(0.179)

–3.823
(3.96)

–3.924
(3.964)

7.762
(6.474)

8.053
(6.472)

Hispanic 0.061ᶡ
(0.035)

0.062ᶡ
(0.025)

0.443
(0.775)

0.420
(0.775)

4.969**
(1.266)

5.036**
(1.266)

Age groups 0.003
(0.004)

0.004
(0.004)

–1.012**
(0.096)

–1.03**
(0.097)

–0.086
(0.158)

–0.032
(0.159)

Single –0.124**
(0.023)

–0.077*
(0.032)

–0.279
(0.510)

–0.952
(0.701)

–1.319
(0.833)

0.624
(1.144)

Female X single –0.086*
(0.040)

1.233
(0.881)

–3.564*
(1.438)

Constant 2.266**
(0.051)

2.237**
(0.053)

22.694**
(1.107)

23.101**
(1.144)

25.822**
(1.808)

24.645**
(1.869)

R² 0.0411 0.0419 0.0432 0.0436 0.0138 0.0148

Source: Authors’ compilation based on the Survey of Unemployed Workers in New Jersey.
Note: Standard errors are in parentheses.
*p < .05; **p < .01
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pendent variable. By using fixed effects models 
we can eliminate unobserved heterogeneity 
across individuals, which might introduce spu-
rious results.

In tables 5 and 6 we present fixed effects 
models for single females, married females, 
single males, and married males with the de-
pendent variables of life satisfaction and time 
spent in a bad mood, respectively. Table 5 shows 
that as unemployment duration increases, life 
satisfaction increases for all groups except sin-
gle males, but the effect sizes are extremely 
small and therefore not very meaningful.3 Much 
more striking are the findings with regard to 
time spent in a bad mood. As seen in the table 
6, as the duration of unemployment increases, 
time spent in a bad mood significantly in-
creases for all groups. 

In short, our findings consistently show that 

for married and single men and women time 
spent in a bad mood dramatically increases 
with longer periods of unemployment, and be-
cause we use fixed effects models to look at the 
same individuals over time we can eliminate 
the possibility that these findings are driven 
by observed and unobserved time-invariant dif-
ferences among individuals. Looking more 
closely at these findings to explore whether the 
extent of the increase in time spent in a bad 
mood significantly differs across groups, we use 
our panel data to run random effects models, 
which include the interaction of unemploy-
ment duration with married and single men 
and women. As seen in table 7, the interaction 
of unemployment duration with gender and 
marital status reveals a significant difference 
between single men and married men. The in-
crease in time spent in a bad mood as unem-

3. This finding is unexpected, given that other indicators of negative well-being intensify with increased unem-
ployment; however, it is consistent with Krueger and Mueller (2011), who analyzed the same data and found that 
self-reported mood worsens as unemployment duration increases but life satisfaction does not. This finding is 
also consistent with other prior studies that find some evidence of habituation to unemployment as individuals 
remain unemployed (Clark 2006; Winkelmann and Winkelmann 1998).

Table 5. Fixed Effects Models for Dependent Variable: Life Satisfaction

Single Female Married Female Single Male Married Male

Unemployment duration 0.0086*** 0.0015* 0.002 0.0014*

Constant 1.945*** 2.622*** 2.292*** 2.541***

N of observations 5,159 9,891 3,708 11,398
N of groups 921 1363 757 1573

R² 0.0126 0.0005 0.0007 0.0004

Source: Authors’ compilation based on the Survey of Unemployed Workers in New Jersey.
*p < .05; ***p < .001

Table 6. Fixed Effects Models for Dependent Variable: Time Spent in Bad Mood

Single Female Married Female Single Male Married Male

Unemployment duration 0.222*** 0.185*** 0.322*** 0.141***

Constant 4.090*** 1.895 0.1534 5.398***

N of observations 5,131 9,846 3,695 11,366
N of groups 914 1,353 752 1,570

R² 0.0099 0.0101 0.0225 0.0053

Source: Authors’ compilation based on the Survey of Unemployed Workers in New Jersey.
***p < .001
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ployment continues is significantly higher for 
single men than for married men. However, it 
is important to note that although the increase 
in time spent in a bad mood as unemployment 
continues is likewise higher for single females 
than for married females, this difference is not 
significant.

Taken as a whole, the findings described 
suggest that marriage mediates and dimin-
ishes the negative emotional toll of unemploy-
ment for both men and women. In the final 
step of our analysis we attempt to dig deeper 
to understand what it is about marriage that 
is helpful. Our analysis here is guided by our 
qualitative findings, which suggest that mar-
riages may be less supportive when married 
couples feel acute financial stress. Moreover, 
the pattern in the qualitative findings suggest 
that marital tensions as a result of financial 
stress are more likely to arise in couples with 
an unemployed man as compared to an un-
employed woman.

To explore whether the salubrious effects of 
marriage vary by gender under conditions of 
financial stress, we separated our analysis for 
married and single men and women. For this 
analysis, following Daniel Kahneman and his 
colleagues (2006), we created a new dependent 
variable called “negative mood” by combining 
time spent in a bad mood and time spent in a 
low/irritable mood. We first examine the rela-
tionship among marital status, economic 
strain, and negative mood for men. As can be 
seen in table 8, model 1, when we regress mar-
ital status on negative mood, and control for 
unemployment duration, we find that, as ex-
pected, single men spend significantly more 
time in negative moods than married men. 
However, in model 2, when we add household 
income to the regression we find that after con-
trolling for household income marital status 
became insignificant. In other words, once we 
control for the extra household income that 
typically comes from being married, there is 
no significant difference between the time 
spent in a negative mood for single men and 
married men. To see the effects of other vari-
ables in model 3 we included all other control 
variables, except household income, and still 
found the significant difference between single 
men and married men with regard to time in 
a negative mood. In model 4, when we added 
household income along with the other control 
variables, the marital status variable once again 
became insignificant. One interpretation of this 
striking finding is that for unemployed men, 
the benefits of marriage derive more from 
added income than from other forms of intan-
gible or emotional supports.

We next ran the same models for women, 
and as can be seen in table 9, the results are 
strikingly different. In model 1, when we regress 
marital status on negative mood, and control 
for unemployment duration, we find that single 
women, just like single men, spend signifi-
cantly more time in a bad mood than their mar-
ried counterparts. The difference between men 
and women arises when we control for house-
hold income in model 2. Unlike men, women 
benefitted from being married even after con-
trolling for household income, as well as after 
controlling for all other variables (models 3 and 
4). The differences in the effects of marriage 

Table 7. Random Effects Generalized Least 
Squares Regression Results

DV: Time 
Spent in Bad 

Mood

Unemployment duration 0.06**
Gender_marital status

Single female 1.132
Married female –2.56*
Single male 0.85

Gender_marital 
status*unemployment duration

Single female 0.03
Married female 0.02
Single male 0.07**

Constant 10.59**

N of observations 29,806
N of groups 4,554

R² within 0.0100
R² between 0.0196

Source: Authors’ compilation based on the Survey 
of Unemployed Workers in New Jersey.
Note: Married men is the omitted category.
*p < .05; **p < .01
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for men and women suggested by tables 8 and 
9 are broadly consistent with the pattern ob-
served in our qualitative data, which suggested 
more marital tensions arising for couples under 
financial stress with an unemployed male.

Finally, since our findings suggest that a lin-
gering male breadwinner role increases the 
emotional toll of unemployment for married 
men, and since according to some existing 
studies the salience of the male breadwinner 
role varies by education levels—and specifically 
has diminished for married college-educated 
men (for example, Lane 2011)—to explore vari-

ations by levels of education we looked at 
whether men and women’s education level 
moderates the relationship between unemploy-
ment duration and negative mood. Our regres-
sion analyses using panel data in tables 8 and 
9 show that overall, unemployed college-
educated workers (which for purposes of those 
tables we define as workers with at least some 
college education) spend significantly less time 
in a negative mood than unemployed workers 
who are not college-educated. Prior studies 
comparing the experiences of college-educated 
white-collar and blue-collar unemployed work-

Table 8. Random Effects with Longitudinal Data for Time Men Spent in a Negative Mood

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Unemployment duration 0.081*** 0.079*** 0.128*** 0.115***
Single 3.94** 1.104 4.318* 2.646

Household income –0.780*** –0.670*

Ethnic or racial background
Black 1.722 –2.825
Asian 6.513* 6.311*
American Indian –9.455 –9.300
Pacific Islander –15.202 –14.589
Hispanic –2.201 –3.450

Age
20–24 11.098* 10.365*
25–29 12.108** 11.217*
30–34 12.184* 11.166**
35–39 13.835*** 13.367***
40–44 11.895* 11.117**
45–49 13.761*** 13.643***
50–54 12.775*** 12.283***
55–59 10.992** 10.891**
60–64 3.464 3.337

College –5.821** –4.869**
Number of children –0.070 –0.0616
Monthly rent or mortgage payments 0.001* 0.001**
Extended study –0.701 –0.618

Constant 31.898 39.119 21.955*** 27.866***

R² 0.0069 0.0158 0.0412 0.0471

N of observations 14,945 14,708 12,244 12,041
N of groups 2,302 2,270 1,772 1,751

Source: Authors’ compilation based on the Survey of Unemployed Workers in New Jersey.
Note: White and age (over 65) are omitted categories.
*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .000
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ers find that white-collar workers are more 
likely to experience negative emotions from 
blaming themselves for their unemployment 
(Newman 1999; Sharone 2013; but see Chen 2015 
finds self-blame among blue-collar workers). 
However, our findings suggest that when look-
ing more broadly at negative moods, which may 
be triggered by a variety of sources beyond self-
blame, they are more frequently experienced 
by workers who are not college-educated. The 
benefit of higher education levels holds for 
both men and women, but differences emerge 
between men and women when we control for 

income and other demographic variables. 
Among men, after controlling for income and 
demographic variables, college-educated un-
employed workers spent significantly less time 
in a negative mood than unemployed male 
workers who did not go to college. By contrast, 
among women, after controlling for income 
and demographic variables, college-educated 
unemployed workers do not significantly differ 
in time spent in a negative mood from unem-
ployed female workers who did not attend col-
lege.

We further examined whether education 

Table 9. Random Effects with Longitudinal Data for Time Women Spent in a Negative Mood

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Unemployment duration 0.0784*** 0.0724*** 0.0604** 0.045*
Single 4.728*** 2.901* 6.407*** 4.062*

Household income –0.494** –0.763***

Ethnic or racial background
Black –6.897*** –7.960***
Asian 4.408 4.617
American Indian 16.828 14.829
Pacific Islander 16.629 17.945
Hispanic 2.337 1.367

Age
20–24 17.683** 16.747**
25–29 18.669** 17.479**
30–34 15.970** 15.310**
35–39 18.409** 18.479**
40–44 17.465** 17.692**
45–49 20.573*** 20.666***
50–54 17.598** 17.653**
55–59 18.713** 17.892**
60–64 11.388* 11.823*

College –3.341* –1.979
Number of children –0.283 –0.368
Monthly rent or mortgage payment 0.0005 0.000
Extended study 0.213 0.519

Constant 30.152 34.711*** 16.889** 23.411***

R² 0.0150 0.0192 0.0448 0.0502

N of observations 14,861 14,310 12,470 12,000
N of groups 2,252 2,181 1,842 1,785

Source: Authors’ compilation based on the Survey of Unemployed Workers in New Jersey.
Note: White and age (over 65) are omitted categories.
*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .000
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level moderates the effect of unemployment 
duration on negative mood for men and women 
separately. For this analysis, we regressed neg-
ative mood on the interaction terms of unem-
ployment duration with education level dum-
mies. As seen in table 10, there is a significant 
difference for men between the reference cat-
egory of some high school and the higher edu-
cation categories. As the education level in-
creases, this difference gets bigger. However, 
we do not see a similar pattern for women. Fig-
ure 1 graphically shows the difference by gender 
in the time spent in a negative mood as it re-
lates to level of education. The graph shows 
that for men, but not for women, time spent 
in negative mood decreases as education level 
increases. These findings lend some support 
to claims in the literature that the salience of 
the male breadwinner role varies by education 
levels, and specifically, that the male breadwin-
ner expectations, and the emotional toll that 
accompanies such expectations during times 

of unemployment, are less salient for married 
college-educated men than for men without a 
college education.

Discussion and Conclusion
Although the Great Recession officially ended 
in June 2009, its disastrous effects are still with 
us. Strikingly, the rate of long-term unemploy-
ment remains at levels unseen in the postwar 
era, wreaking havoc on the finances and well-
being of millions of American families. Volu-
minous research has shown that long-term un-
employment is associated with a variety of 
social ills including, among others, job search 
discouragement leading workers to drop out 
of the workforce, and deteriorating mental and 
physical health. As discussed in the introduc-
tion to this paper prior research has linked both 
job search discouragement (Sharone 2013) and 
the deterioration of health (for example, Ran-
takeisu, Starrin, and Hagquist 1999; Creed and 
Bartrum 2007) to the severe and negative emo-

Table 10. Random Effects Regression Results for Dependent Variable: Negative Mood

Only Men Only Women

Unemployment duration 0.35** 0.14

Education level
High school diploma or equivalent 5.08 5.98
Some college –0.12 2.89
College diploma –2.82 4.29
Some graduate school 9.28 5.61
Graduate degree 4.11 3.82

Education level*unemployment duration
High school diploma or equivalent –0.29* –0.04
Some college –0.22ᵝ –0.04
College diploma –0.21ᵝ –0.08
Some graduate school –0.44** –0.09
Graduate degree –0.39** –0.07

Constant 31.77*** 27.99***

N observations 14,945 14,914
N groups 2,302 2,260

R² within 0.0061 0.0015
R² between 0.0118 0.0090

Source: Authors’ compilation based on the Survey of Unemployed Workers in New 
Jersey.
Note: Some high school is the reference category.
ᵝp < .10; *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .000
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tional toll of long-term unemployment. Draw-
ing on both qualitative interview data as well 
as survey data this paper breaks new ground 
by examining how the negative emotional toll 
of long-term unemployment is shaped by the 
interaction of gender and marital status.

A well-established literature shows the sa-
lubrious effects of marriage for well-being. Yet, 
given the ongoing debate in the qualitative lit-
erature about the degree to which marriage may 
in some cases exacerbate the emotional toll of 
unemployment for married men (for example, 
Newman 1999) or for married women (Lane 
2011), it is surprising that to our knowledge no 
prior survey study has focused on the interac-
tion of gender and marital status in mediating 
the emotional toll of long-term unemployment.

Our in-depth interviews with long-term un-
employed job seekers in the Boston area reveal 
a suggestive pattern. As can be expected, given 
the existing literature on the positive effects of 
marriage, many interviewees discuss the ben-
efits of marriage. Yet approximately half the 
interviewees also brought up marital tensions 
that exacerbated the emotional toll of long-
term unemployment. Although both unem-

ployed men and women reported some ten-
sions in their marriages arising from the fact 
that their spouses had difficulties understand-
ing their prolonged unemployment, it was only 
men who described a second kind of tension 
involving spouses who suggested the unem-
ployed male was not doing enough on their 
search, not doing enough at home, or not look-
ing for the right kind of job. This pattern in the 
qualitative data, along with prior studies, led 
us to hypothesize that for unemployed men the 
generally supportive effects of being married 
would be counterweighed by marital tensions 
that tend to intensify the emotional toll of long-
term unemployment.

Turning to our analysis of survey data of un-
employed job seekers in New Jersey we confirm 
the immense emotional toll of unemployment, 
finding large differences in life satisfaction be-
tween employed and unemployed individuals, 
as well as the extent to which negative moods 
increase over time with prolonged unemploy-
ment. How does the interaction of gender and 
marital status shape this emotional toll? Over-
all our data suggest that marriages are helpful 
to the well-being of both unemployed men and 

Figure 1. Percentage of Time Spent in Negative Mood

Source: Authors’ compilation based on the Survey of Unemployed Workers in New Jersey.
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women. Yet, an interesting finding emerges 
when we attempt to understand what it is about 
being married that is particularly helpful to 
well-being. Marriages may be helpful in various 
ways, including as a source of emotional com-
fort and support and as a form of economic 
insurance with spousal contributions to house-
hold income. It is striking that when we look 
at the emotional toll of unemployment for men 
(as measured by time spent in a negative mood) 
our analysis revealed there were no significant 
benefits to being married once we controlled 
for household income. The survey data we an-
alyzed suggest that the main emotional benefit 
of marriage for unemployed men derives from 
increased household income. Further research 
is needed to examine this finding more closely. 
For unemployed women, by contrast, the ben-
efits of being married for their emotional well-
being remained significant even after control-
ling for household income. These findings are 
broadly consistent with the pattern in our qual-
itative data showing heightened marital ten-
sions among married couples with an unem-
ployed male.

This study has important implications for 
policymakers and practitioners working to re-
spond to the negative consequences of the on-
going crisis of long-term unemployment. In 
thinking about responses to the negative emo-
tional toll generated by unemployment—which 
to an important extent underlies issues such 
as job search discouragement and deteriorat-
ing mental and physical health—traditionally 
available sources of emotional support during 
times of crisis, most notably spouses, may not 
be well positioned to provide such support in 
the specific context of financial stress and long-
term unemployment. This points to the im
portance of policies and practices that bolster 
public support institutions for long-term-
unemployed job seekers and to the need to re-
verse the trend of defunding public sources of 
such support (McKenna, McHugh, and Went-
worth 2012).
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