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ABSTRACT 

Living Wage (LW) campaigns normally assume a prototype household 

configuration in setting their LW rate, comprised of number of dependent 

householders and the number of incomes. This information is used to 

calculate the hourly pay rate required to sustain their quality of life and 

work life. Real households are nonetheless diverse in terms of number of 

householders and incomes, rendering the living wage conceptually more 

of a continuous variable than a single constant, across a wage spectrum. 

We explored this spectrum and its links to job attitudes with a nationally 

representative sample of N = 1011 low-waged New Zealanders. We 

measured each participant’s: hourly pay rate, number of household 

dependents and total household income, alongside individual job attitudes 

indicative of quality of work life (job satisfaction, work engagement, 

career satisfaction, meaningful empowerment, affective commitment, 

organizational citizenship behaviours and work-life balance). As a set, job 

attitudes consistently pivoted upwards into positive values approximating 

the campaign LW rate in New Zealand, regardless of either number of 

household dependents or household income (net of personal wage). 

However household income net of personal wage (unlike number of 

household dependents) buffered the gradient of the pivot upwards. The 

gradient was steeper (more clearly transformational and binary) among 

lowest-waged workers, in single-income households. To the extent that job 

attitudes as a set are already widely linked to individual and unit-level 

productivity, paying at or above the living wage threshold may bring 

productivity gains and thereby contribute toward decent work and 

economic development combined. 
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INTRODUCTION 

At the recent centenary of the International Labour Organization (ILO), 

the ILO’s Global Commission on the Future of Work recommended a 

universal labour guarantee, including a “living wage” [1]. This concept of 

a living wage is not just pecuniary and material but also extends to 

meeting people’s aspirations for a decent quality of life (and work life), 

being productive (at work), and enabling shared prosperity at home and 

across future generations [2]. It is thus central to the United Nations 

Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), which aim to eradicate poverty in 

all its forms everywhere, and especially SDG 8—Decent Work and 

Economic Growth [3]. 

Living wage campaigns have proliferated since the 1990s, partly in 

response to a growing failure of legal Minimum Wages to prevent working 

poverty [3]. Globally, there are now more than seven times more people in 

work and in “vulnerable employment”, with more again in work that is 

“precarious” [4,5]. Shared prosperity is anathema to income inequality, 

which has grown “in nearly all countries” [6]. Wage-related inequality 

within workplaces, a product of high and low wages, might be part 

responsible for falling per capita productivity globally [7], even in 

relatively dynamic regions like Asia-Pacific [8]. This paper explores 

possible linkages between living wage thresholds, quality of (work) life, 

and productivity, in one Asia-Pacific economy, New Zealand (NZ).  

An intellectual context for this paper is the continuing debate between 

advocates of growth through everyday wages that are lower, versus higher 

[9]. Much of the available evidence remains inconclusive to either side, 

partly perhaps because it tends to rely on single data points (i.e., a specific 

living wage figure), rather than a variable (multiple wage values along a 

wage spectrum): As we have argued elsewhere, in theory the living wage 

is an empirically determinable point of inflexion, or pivot from along a 

wage and income continuum, where wage covers not only the material 

cost of living, such as food and shelter, but also one’s quality of living, 

including quality of work life [10,11]. Setting “a” living wage is thereby 

important towards creating the possibility of escaping from working 

poverty traps, and for cultivating climates of work justice and work-life 

balance [12,13]. Setting “the” right living wage, in terms of money, is 

crucial because too low means that escape from poverty may not actually 

be possible whilst setting it unaffordably high undermines organizational 

viability rather than sustainability [9]. Such theoretical links between 

wages and quality of living are given in Figure 1. 
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Figure 1. Quality of (work) life along the Wage and Income spectrum. Key: MW = Legal Minimum Wage; 

CoLW = Cost-of-Living Wage; QoLW = Quality-of-Living Wage; ≈ = balance in quality of (work) life. Adapted 

with permission from Carr et al. [10]. 

Intuitively, Figure 1 positions commonly used wage descriptors along a 

Wage and Income spectrum, operationalising a wages and incomes as a 

variable. Thus the legal Minimum Wage (MW) is often less than the actual 

monetary Cost of Living Wage (CoLW) that would in turn allow people to 

eat and subsist materially; whilst a Quality of Living Wages (QoLW) 

aspires to capabilities like participation in society and social life, for 

example, and thus would theoretically aim higher—and closer to the ILO 

Agenda for enabling Decent Work (under SDG-8, above). 

Figure 1 also makes competing theoretical predictions (the black line 

was included in Carr et al. [10] for comparison only). The continuous blue 

line is predicting a poverty trap in the blue zone, whereby quality of 

(work) life as a function of income is non-linear due to workers feeling 

trapped below the poverty line until some living wage threshold is crossed, 

whilst the dotted line implies that even very low wages can be positive (i.e., 

any wage is a good wage, especially compared to being unemployed, even 

in economies with social welfare). Examples for how a poor quality of life 

manifests at work (i.e., on the y-axis in Figure 1) include job attitudes, for 

instance, poor job satisfaction and workplace disengagement, low 

organizational commitment, work-life imbalance, and a sense of 

disempowerment [10]. According to Figure 1, only beyond a certain 

Quality-of-Living Wage (QoLW) threshold [14], beyond/to the right of the 

blue zone, would fortunes transform from dissatisfaction to satisfaction, 

disengagement to engagement, imbalance to balance (≈). Importantly, too, 

job attitudes like job satisfaction and work engagement have links to 

productivity, both individual [15] and organizational [16], within and 

between economies [17,18].  
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Organizational case studies suggest that raising legal minimum wages 

toward QoLW levels does not necessarily result in a reduction of jobs, may 

improve retention [9,19] and bring efficiency gains to productivity [20]. 

Nonetheless, case-based evidence to date [21–23] has not been persuasive 

enough to influence most employers to choose to pay the national or 

regional campaign living wage [24]. In addition, at a community level, 

households are diverse, which may render “real” or impactful living wage 

values variable rather than fixed [10]. Thus, without knowing the 

relationship between different wage values (x) and quality of work life (y), 

critics and doubtful employers continue to argue that the value should and 

could be higher or lower, between continuous and dotted blue lines in 

Figure 1. 

Empirical evidence has recently explored this relationship across two 

economic and cultural contexts. Recent survey evidence from NZ and 

South Africa [25]—two arguably very different societies (on population 

levels, inequality index, GDP, cultural groups, and a range of other 

variables, for details see [25]—found that the relationship between income 

and QoLW resembles most closely the blue dotted line in Figure 1. Most 

organizations in New Zealand and South Africa (SA) were not living wage 

employers. Yet, there was a transformation from negative to positive 

valence, on job attitudes like job satisfaction, when wages and income 

climbed above NZ$20 per hour and 12K SA Rand per month, respectively. 

These values approximated their respective campaigned Living Wage 

rates at the time. Additionally, they were reasonably close in terms of 

Purchasing Power Parity dollars (PPP$), when converted to a monthly rate, 

namely ±PPP$2000 [25]. This closeness may indicate robustness in the 

PPP$ figure [25]. However, the transformation was more dramatic 

(sharper cusp upwards) in SA, where societal inequality was higher.  

We must also consider the complexities of household composition and 

income sources when considering the consequences of living wages for 

addressing poverty. Demographic research from one recent review 

indicates three main contributors to in-work poverty: low earnings, labour 

participation in the household, and number of dependents [26]. Yet Living 

Wage campaigns have tended to assume a set household configuration 

and number of incomes, which are then coupled with cost-of-living figures 

to calculate an hourly rate required to buy essential commodities for that 

fixed household unit [27,28]. In NZ, for instance, the campaign rate has 

assumed a household of four people, comprising two adults and two 

dependent children, with two adult income streams, one full-time and one 

part-time to care for those children [29]. Critics argue that, as family size 

and household income naturally vary across households, any living wage 

value too will vary, as costs of living co-vary with both variables.  

This study sets out to explore empirically the link between household 

characteristics, personal wages, and an employee’s quality of work life, 

through the prism of salient Job Attitudes [10]. In work and organizational 

psychology, these are standard indicators of quality of (work) life [10,30]. 
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As Figure 1 points out, we need to ask not only “what” individual wage 

figure enables people to experience a Quality of (work) life, which would 

indicate a Quality-of-Living Wage (QoLW in Figure 1), but also whether 

that QoLW value fluctuates with different sizes of household unit and 

amounts of household income. Logically and conceptually, the value of 

this household income would have to be calculated net of personal wage, 

i.e., over and above personal wage, since the same variable cannot be 

counted twice in any such test of moderation. In other words, we cannot 

have personal wage appearing as both predictor of quality of work life and 

as a moderator of that linkage.  

It is important to determine this threshold empirically, first-and-

foremost by charting the relationship between income and Quality of 

(work) life to explore what shape(s) of function results. Figure 1 offers the 

idea of a wage spectrum to calibrate at what point, if any, people’s job 

satisfaction and other job attitudes (indicative of not feeling trapped in 

working poverty) begin to improve (≈). Specifically, we probe whether (1) 

household dependents and income, net of individual wage, would alter the 

point of inflexion or (2) the gradient of the curve. The latter is a question 

of moderation, by household income, of personal living wage—and 

validity of “one” living wage. It is also a question that bears directly on the 

SDGs, and in particular on the links between SDG-8—Decent Work and 

Economic Development, and the primary SDG-1—Eradicating poverty in 

all its forms everywhere [3]. 

METHOD 

Participants 

A total of N = 1011 eligible participants were drawn from a nationally-

representative, survey panel of lower income workers in NZ, who were 

paid under NZ$60,000 per annum [24]. By income level, the majority 

(39.4%) came from the NZ$40,001–60,000 band, closely followed by the 

NZ$20,001–40,000 band (35.9%), and then the up to NZ$20,000 band 

(24.7%). 

Demographically, the respondents were more likely to be female (69%), 

with age ranging from the early 20s to over 60 years. The average age 

category was in the 30–35 age range. Weekly hours worked ranged from 

10–50+, with the average in the 26–30 category. By ethnicity, 61% were NZ 

European, with the remainder Māori (11%), Asian (11%), Indian (7%), 

Pacific (6%), and 3% other. At the firm level, 68% of respondents were from 

the private sector, followed by 18.1% from the public sector, and 14% from 

the not-for-profit sector. Respondents worked in firms of various sizes, 

with the largest group (28%) located in micro-sized firms (1–10 

employees), and the average firm size being 50 employees. A number also 

worked in larger firms, including those with more than 5000 employees 

(9%). These proportions were reasonably representative of the lower-end 

of the wage spectrum and economy in NZ [24]. 
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Measures  

In addition to a range of standard demographic items, we focused on 

two particular sets of variables, reflecting (i) income level and (ii) job 

attitudes.  

Income Level. In keeping with the goals of the study (above), income 

was assessed at both individual and household levels [26]. For individual 

income, we asked for annual income before tax (open-ended), plus for 

annual income before tax (in increments of NZ$5000), and for hourly rate 

of pay (if paid by the hour); for household income, we asked for total 

annual income before tax (“yours and that of your partner/family 

members”), using increments of NZ$5000). 

Job Satisfaction. This construct was measured using three items from 

Judge and colleagues (2005), coded 1 = strongly disagree through to 5 = 

strongly agree. A sample item includes “I feel fairly satisfied with my job”. 

This measure has been validated in New Zealand samples [31,32], and had 

excellent reliability in the present study (α = 0.91). 

Work Engagement. This construct was measured using a 9-item 

measure developed by Schaufeli and colleagues (2001). Our measure used 

a 5-point frequency scale that ranges from Never to Everyday (for details, 

see [24]). An exemplar item is “I am enthusiastic about my job”. In the 

present study, across nine items, α = 0.92. 

Career Satisfaction. This was assessed using a 3-item measure 

developed by Greenhaus and colleagues [33]. The measure utilises a  

5-point scale from strongly disagree to strongly agree. An examplar item 

is: “I am satisfied with the success I have achieved in my career/work”. In 

this study, α = 0.85. 

Meaningful Work. This is a 3-item element in the measurement of 

workplace empowerment, developed by Spreitzer [34]. The 5-point scale 

ranges from strongly Disagree to Strongly Agree. An exemplar item is “The 

work I do on this job is meanfingful to me”. For this study, α = 0.93. 

Affective Commitment. This is the main attitudinal component in the 

measure of organizational commitment developed in Meyer and 

colleagues [35]. There were three items, on a scale ranging from strongly 

disagree through to strongly agree. An examplar item is: “I really feel as if 

this organisation’s problems are my own”. In this study, α = 0.78. 

Organizational Citizenship Behaviors (OCBs). These were measured 

using a four-item measure [36] targeting the organizational dimension. 

The scale ranged from strongly disagree to strongly agree. An exemplar 

item is “I take action to protect the organisation from potential problems”. 

In this study, Coefficient α = 0.84. 

Work–Life Balance was measured using a 3-item measure by Haar [31] 

which was coded 1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree. A sample item 

is: “Nowadays, I seem to enjoy every part of my life equally well”. This 

construct has been well validated [12,24,37,38], including cross-culturally 

[32], as well as in daily diary studies [39], showing it to be a valid and useful 

J Sustain Res. 2019;1:e190007. https://doi.org/10.20900/jsr20190007 

https://doi.org/10.20900/jsr20190007


 

Journal of Sustainability Research 7 of 19 

construct for understanding work-life balance. The measure had very 

good reliability in this study (α = 0.88). 

Procedure 

The project was funded by the Royal Society of NZ (RSNZ) through its 

Marsden Fund (17-MAU/137), and secured ethical approval from Massey 

University’s Northern Human Ethics Committee [40]. The survey was 

designed by the authors and distributed via a private research company, 

Qualtrics, which collected the data. Within Qualtrics panel protocols, all 

participants were assured of confidentiality and remained anonymous to 

the researchers. Qualtrics pays respondents for their time, but the nature 

of this arrangement is proprietary. The Qualtrics system had an estimated 

time for the survey (10 min in this example), and removed respondents 

who completed the survey too quickly or too slowly. It also ensured that 

each respondent can only complete the survey once. We utilized this 

approach specifically because Qualtrics can target income level in their 

respondent recruitment, and because their respondents are already 

familiar with survey formats. During piloting, lack of such familiarity had 

been identified as a potential barrier to participation by lower-income 

groups. 

Measurement Models 

We confirmed our constructs using CFA with AMOS version 25, using 

three goodness-of-fit indices by Williams et al. [41] to assess the data: (1) 

the comparative fit index (CFI > 0.95), (2) the root-mean-square error of 

approximation (RMSEA < 0.08), and (3) the standardized root mean 

residual (SRMR < 0.10). Table 1 shows the CFA and comparison models. 

Table 1. Results of confirmatory factor analysis. 

 Model Fit Indices Model Differences 

Model χ2 df CFI RMSEA SRMR ∆χ2 ∆df p Details 

Model 1 1301.9 328 0.95 0.05 0.05     

Model 2 1920.5 334 0.92 0.07 0.06 618.6 6 0.001 Model 2 to 1 

Model 3 2811.0 334 0.88 0.09 0.09 1509.1 6 0.001 Model 3 to 1 

Model 1: Hypothesized model: Job Satisfaction, Work Engagement (higher order construct of vigour, dedication and 

absorption), Career Satisfaction, Meaningful Work, Affective Commitment, OCBs, Work-Life Balance. 

Model 2: Alternative model: as model 1 but with Job Satisfaction and Career Satisfaction combined. 

Model 3: Alternative model: as model 1 but with MFW and WLB combined. 

Overall, the hypothesized measurement model was the best fit for the 

data (both samples) and this was confirmed by testing several alternative 

CFA models and these were all significantly poorer fit (all p < 0.001) to the 

data [42]. 
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Analysis 

Consistent with previous analysis protocols in this field [14], we first 

checked for a statistically significant relationship between personal 

income (two open-ended questions, above) on the one hand, and worker 

job attitudes on the other (Figure 1). Converging with previous tendencies 

in lower-income samples [14,24], more participants responded to hourly 

rate of pay (n = 722) than to annual income options (n = 629). Therefore, 

we computed hourly rate of pay as the predictor variable and job attitude 

mean scores per item (above) as the criterion, in our initial, relatively 

smoothed curve estimations. 

Curve estimation analyses were conducted in SPSS, exploring three 

main possibilities: linear; logarithmic and cubic relationship, as suggested 

in Figure 1 (straight line, diminishing returns, and poverty trap, 

respectively). 

These analyses consistently revealed that there was a statistically 

significant relationship between hourly rate of pay and job attitudes  

(p < 0.001). The strongest relationship was reliably cubic rather than either 

logarithmic or (weakest of all three) linear (Figure 1). Specifically, hourly 

rate of pay accounted for 6.4% of the variance (uncorrected) in a cubic 

relationship with job satisfaction (F3,591 = 13.65); for 3.8% of work 

engagement (F3,608 = 7.92); for 9.2% of career satisfaction (F3,591 = 19.94); for 

6.8% of meaningfulness in work (F3,591 = 14.36); for 5.1% in affective 

commitment (F3,591 = 10.50); for 5% of OCBs (F3,424 = 7.47); and for 3.1% in 

Work-Life Balance ((F3,591 = 6.36). These variances are small, and the data 

noisy, but the initial aim was not to explain variance but to explore any 

underlying relationship. On that basis, we then proceeded to explore in 

more detail whether and how these linkages were potentially moderated 

by (a) number of household dependents and (b) other incomes in the 

household. 

RESULTS 

With respect to the number of household dependents, an initial 

frequency count of the numbers of dependents revealed that the 

distribution of numbers of dependents per household was skewed toward 

none (n = 665 respondents) and between one (n = 165) or two (n = 123), 

rather than larger households with three dependents (n = 36), four (n = 18), 

five (n = 2), and six or more (n = 2, total valid N = 1011). Initially, we had 

hoped to replicate the use (from [25]) of Locally Estimated Scatterplot 

Smoothing (LOESS) to explore moderation in the shape of the function 

linking individual income to job attitudes, by different numbers of 

dependents. With the n in some cells being too small to make meaningful 

comparisons, we chose instead to utilise MANOVA (Multiple Analysis of 

Variance). Individual income (in brackets of NZ$5000) was one 

independent variable (N = 1011), number of dependents was the second 

independent variable, and job attitudes provided the criterion variables 
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(There were 13 respondents who checked a personal income over 

NZ$60,000, even though they had indicated at screening that they earned 

less. They were therefore excluded from subsequent analyses).  

Moderation would be signalled by a statistically significant interaction 

between the main predictor variables (personal wage and the number of 

household dependents). MANOVA revealed that there was a borderline 

multivariate main effect of (i) personal income-band (F77,3908 = 1.21,  

p = 0.10, partial eta-squared = 0.02) and (ii) number of children living in 

the household (F259,4498 = 1.13, p = 0.08, partial eta-squared = 0.06). At 

univariate level, however, there were no effects from the number of 

children (p > 0.90), and no significant or borderline significant interactions 

between income and number of children on any job attitude (p > 0.23). As 

a set, therefore, these findings for household size suggested that number 

of children in a household was at best a minor moderator of the living 

wage function in Figure 1.  

Although campaign living wage calculations in NZ focus on child 

dependents (see Introduction), we also asked about the number of “other 

adults” living in the household (“adult children, other family, friends, 

living with you”). This question too was not a moderator of the link 

between personal income and job attitudes, nor did it moderate when 

added to the number of children living in the household. These other 

adults in the household might have been earning incomes of their own, of 

course. Hence, we turned to those other incomes more directly, by creating 

a new variable, household income net of personal income, which our 

Introduction noted meant that we had to calculate the household income 

apart from personal participant wage. 

This variable was therefore computed by converting NZ$5000 

categories (for both personal income and household incomes) to an 

interval scale from 1 to 12, and subtracting the former from the latter, to 

derive a household-income-net-of-personal income score (Households 

with combined incomes over NZ$60,000, which scored 13+ on the band 

score, were converted to value missing, in order to keep each variable, 

personal income and household income, on equivalent scales). Any 

negative values (household gross income less than individual net, which 

would not be possible, n = 16) were removed from subsequent analyses. In 

order to convert the derived interval scale score, which was continuous, 

to a discrete moderator variable, a median split was used. This created a 

low (n = 304) versus high (n = 310) buffer variable, with a total usable  

N = 614. Split-file was then applied in SPSS to produce separate LOESS 

curves for each half of the net-household income group, for each job 

attitude as a function of hourly wage, at the individual level, by utilising a 

protocol in Carr et al. [25]. Applying this protocol to determine the point at 

which the curves were neither too smooth nor too jagged, the tension 

parameter was eventually set to 0.40, and the kernel function was 

Epanechnikov. The resulting LOESS curves, two graphs for each of the job 

attitudes that formed our criterion variables, are presented in Figure 2. 
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From Figure 2, a clear and relatively self-evident pattern can be 

discerned. Overall, there is a pattern of flat-rise-rise, which replicates 

previous research [25]. For lower household incomes net of personal 

income, the curve resembled more clearly the poverty trap function in 

Figure 1. In the relatively higher household incomes net of personal 

income, the shape was visibly smoother, in general signifying a less 

dramatic poverty trap. In each group, however, scores began to climb, and 

to rise above the mid-point on quality of work life, only beyond the 

Minimum Wage (NZ$15.75/hour), and toward the campaign living-wage 

value in New Zealand at the time (NZ$20.55). Beyond that point/range of 

inflexion, there is a second relatively flat section of the curve, a “pause” in 

the pattern above, which again replicates previous research in this domain 

[25]. Thereafter, there are clearly diminishing marginal returns [14]. 

 

 

 
Figure 2. Job attitudes as a function of personal × household income. 
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Figure 2. Cont. 

Summing up, whilst number of dependents mattered less for the 

linkage between employee wage and quality of work life, reflected in job 

attitudes, other incomes may have mattered more, not by changing the 

actual value of a living wage but by enhancing its transformational value 

(for quality of work life). 
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DISCUSSION 

Living wage debates have arguably struggled to reconcile individual 

living wages with the diversity of households in which individuals live and 

which support their work. Econometric means of calculating living wage 

figures, which rely on cost-of-living surveys, have assumed a particular 

household configuration, which may not match much of the country [10]. 

The current study offers a potential way to reconcile an impasse in the 

critical debate about the validity of the living wage number, by probing 

empirically how the household factors of child dependents and other 

income streams, may buffer what counts as a living wage for individual 

employees.  

Specifically, our approach treated household variables as potential 

moderators of links between hourly pay and job attitudes, which are 

proxies for perceived quality of work life, and indirectly quality of life 

more broadly. Using this technique in an NZ context, with a nationally 

representative sample of low-income workers, we have shown how (and 

that) child dependents mattered less, and other incomes may matter 

significantly more, for the quality of (work) life that workers were 

enjoying.  In everyday terms, it seems intuitively obvious that quality of 

work life (and job attitudes) might negatively relate to number of 

dependents and positively to household income, as the poorer one 

becomes, the more generally stressed life may be. However, our results 

also suggest that one of the linkages is not necessarily as strong as might 

have been expected—especially perhaps for numbers of dependent 

children in the household.  

As a caveat with respect to dependents, we only sampled from 

relatively small numbers of household dependents. Logically there would 

be a point at which large household sizes, in which there were no other 

income streams, would experience pressures and insecurities to maintain 

Quality of living and potentially QoLW (in Figure 1). This could occur for 

example through life-work interference, by worrying about feeding the 

household and paying household bills. At that point, for such a relatively 

special case of large household and low number of household incomes, the 

number of dependents could logically be expected to moderate the links 

between individual wage and personal job attitudes. We did find some 

slight signs of such potential moderation in the current study, across job 

attitudes as a set (see also [26]). 

With respect to other income net of personal wages, individuals living 

in single income households, and particularly if they were paid at or near 

to the legal Minimum Wage, experienced a sharper poverty trap, as well 

as a more dramatic transformation in quality of life and work life, from 

crossing the living wage threshold. Our study was conducted in one 

economy, in NZ, but at least one other study, in Hong Kong, found that 

number of dependents did not tip households into working poverty, in the 

way that low wage and fewer other incomes in the household (especially 

being a single-earner) did [26]. Thus, our findings are consistent with other 
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research, and connect that research specifically with the living wage (and 

living wage value). 

In terms of living wage theory, our data are more consistent with 

poverty trap theory than with either classical linear models of pay-

attitudes linkages [43], or with theories of Diminishing Marginal Returns 

(for a review, see [10]). The shape of the functions that we obtained for job 

attitudes (in Figure 2) were closer on the whole to the sigmoidal, S-shaped 

line (in Figure 1) than to either a straight line or logarithmic curve. The 

finding of second pause in the curve, once hourly pay exceeds the 

campaign Living Wage, was consistent with previous research as well as 

with the Theory of Relative Deprivation [25]. Specifically, having 

surpassed the living wage threshold in Figure 1, expectations and  

frames-of-reference may have risen toward the upper end of the wage 

spectrum [10,14]. 

In terms of fitting with sustainable development, these findings have 

relevance for sustainable development policy. Specifically, Sustainable 

Development Goal 8 calls for Decent Work and Economic Development, 

whilst SDG-1 is to reduce poverty in all its forms everywhere, including 

working poverty and poverty in higher-income economies [3]. The concept 

of a living wage threshold, beyond which job attitudes become more 

positive than negative, suggests a link between the twin targets (and a 

potential win-win). In the wider literature that is, increases in job 

satisfaction and organisational commitment have been widely and 

substantively linked, with increases in both individual- and unit-level 

productivity, across a range of socio-cultural and socio-economic contexts 

[16–18,35,44,45]. Thus research on living wages can contribute to the 

achievement of the SDGs, including shared prosperity for all through 

decent work and economic development. 

These previously demonstrated linkages have shown themselves to be 

especially strong when job attitudes combined into a single model as a set 

(see [15,46]). Efficiency Wage Theory then suggests that crossing a living 

wage threshold can be experienced by employees as being valued by 

employers and is capable of resulting in a qualitative rise in productivity 

levels [47–49]. Indeed, in other research, we found that working for a 

living wage employer brought a significant boon to job satisfaction [24]. 

Thus, a living wage has the potential, through job attitudes, to link to 

higher productivity, for which meta-analytic support exists [50]. Along 

with other variables above (e.g., workplace size, job characteristic and 

type, skills usage, autonomy, etc., above) it would thereby contribute 

towards both facets of SDG-8, decent work and economic development, 

marking the beginnings of an SDG-focused business case for living wage 

values [51,52]. 

This study is not without its limitations. With respect to child 

dependents in the household, a larger sample and sub-samples per income 

bracket, would have allowed us to use LOESS rather than the cruder 

MANOVA test for cusps in the income-attitudes function. Future research 
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may also explore larger household sizes than we managed to capture, 

since at some point, larger numbers of dependents and small numbers of 

income will logically start to bite. Our sample though representative did 

not capture such extreme configurations.  Similarly, at the other extreme 

of household size, we can envisage single parent households in which 

income-earning potential is constrained due to child-care needs and 

responsibilities.  Such configurations may further vary by gender, and 

thereby relate to gender equity (SDG-5). Future research will explore this 

possibility. 

In terms of generalizability outside of the NZ economy and labour 

market, we would highlight some specificities of the study’s context. For 

example, a discussion of the living wage needs to locate the notion in the 

context of the tax and transfer system and the quality of welfare state 

services and infrastructure specific to the country and how these affect 

household income and wellbeing. It could make a world of difference how 

much an individual’s wage has to pay directly for education and health 

services compared with being free, the extent to which these rights are 

available and the quality of the country’s public infrastructure. If there are 

high marginal tax rates for individuals it affects the extent to which a 

higher wage corresponds to access to services. For instance in Australia a 

higher household income will affect the level of the child care subsidy.  

Similarly productivity is a very complex phenomenon with a large 

literature attached, with worker morale a dimension which this paper 

importantly feeds into. Higher wages (and here, wellbeing) may boost 

productivity and vice versa. A different view is that workers and worker 

effort plays little role in determining productivity which is fixed 

technologically by relationship between inputs.  This view remains to be 

tested in the future of work. 

All of our data were concurrent, and it would also be informative, for 

purposes of determining income mobility, to have a longitudinal sample. 

However, in NZ labour law reform, efforts are being made to determine 

whether major increases in the legal minimum wage, from NZ$16.50 in 

2018 to NZ$17.70 in 2019, NZ$18.80 in 2020 and NZ$20 by 2021 [53] 

currently being implemented in stages between now and 2021, will make 

a difference to achieving SDG-8 in New Zealand, for example, by 

accelerating low-paid workers’ escapes from (working) poverty traps 

(Figure 1). It remains for other studies in this field to explore this 

possibility empirically and over time. For example higher wage countries’ 

firms and economies are relatively sustainable and might be more so to 

the extent that wellbeing is increased through living wages that they are 

more able to afford in the first place, for example through relatively slack 

resources. Such questions of sustainability are set to be tested in our 

project and across collaborative networks globally [52]. 

In conclusion, the findings reported in this study suggest a novel and 

substantive empirical way to bolster living wage policies as a means to 

sustainable livelihood and shared prosperity, across employees, their 
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households and employer groups. The study remains exploratory and is 

anchored in one particular context—the NZ economy and society. For 

example, NZ is a small economy and has a relatively specialised labour 

market, with service-sector emphasis rather than heavy industry 

structure, reliance on small to medium enterprises, and being a trading 

dependent nation. Such factors may clearly have implications for the 

generality or otherwise of the findings.  

Nevertheless, this application of a multi-level approach, in which 

households and workplaces are intersecting domains, and where level 2 

household variables moderate the linkages at level 1 (individuals), 

between pay and quality of (work) life, marks what we perceive to be an 

interdisciplinary step towards decent work and economic development 

for all, with a potential to extend to other contexts and measures than job 

attitudes. 
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