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Empirical Research on Decent Work: A Literature Review
Susana Pereira*, Nuno Dos Santos† and Leonor Pais*
Decent work is the sum of people’s aspirations in their working lives. This article aims to report the results
of a systematically conducted literature review of empirical research concerning decent work. Electronic
databases B-On and EBESCO host, using the keywords ‘decent work’ in the ‘title’ and ‘abstract’, yielded
689 citations. After a two-stage application of inclusion and exclusion criteria, 38 articles were retained
for analysis. All studies were conducted between 2003 and 2017. The studies focused on work conditions
in the case of decent work deficit, those workers not benefiting from decent work conditions, and what is
necessary for the existence of decent work. Study samples consisted typically of workers from different
sectors and countries. Data collection was mainly by interview or institutional statistical databases and
most studies were descriptive and cross-sectional. The results of this review show that empirical research
on decent work is grounded in various disciplines and is still in its early stages. Additionally, most studies
report decent work deficit and do not cover the whole decent work concept. Medium, low, and very low
development countries are under-researched.
Keywords: Decent work; literature review; empirical research
Introduction
In the last two decades, economic transformations have led
to changes in the labour market and the flexibilization of
labour relations (Standing, 2013; ILO, 2002). The economic
crisis of 2008–2009 accentuated this tendency further by
increasing unemployment, long-term unemployment,
informal work, underemployment, flexible contracts, and
precarious employment (ILO, 2001a, 2009, 2015). If, on
the one hand, globalization has created great economic
opportunities, on the other hand, it has contributed to
the increase of social inequalities (ILO, 2001a). In this
context, the concept of decent work (DW) emerges as
an institutional effort to combat the degradation of the
labour market (Ferraro, Dos Santos, Pais and Mónico,
2016b).
The concept of DW has evolved since the International
Labour Organization (ILO) was founded in 1919, as
part of the Treaty of Versailles, in order to respond to
international labour policy issues (Ferraro et al., 2016b;
Treaty of Versailles, 1919). It was first defined by the ILO
in 1999 (ILO, 1999) as the sum of people’s ‘aspirations for
opportunity and income; rights, voice and recognition;
family stability and personal development; and fairness
and gender equality’ (ILO, 1999: 3). The development
of DW received several contributions throughout the
ILO’s history and the United Nations action, being the
eighth objective of the United Nations 17 Sustainable
Development Goals (ILO 1944; United Nations 2000a,
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2000b, 2015). The historical landmarks of DW show the
high legitimacy of the concept as a research subject and
as an aim to be pursued by social agents (Dos Santos,
2017). It was originally conceptualized by the more global
international forum which represents the world as a
whole (Ferraro et al., 2016b).
The fundamental aim of the ILO is the achievement
of ‘decent work and productive work for women and
men in conditions of freedom, equity, security and
human dignity’ (ILO, 2008a: 2). These four main values
are expressed through four strategic objectives: i) the
promotion of standards and fundamental principles and
rights at work, to ensure that workers’ constitutionally
protected rights to dignity, equality and fair labour
practices are protected by appropriate legal frameworks;
ii) the promotion of employment creation and income
opportunities, with the goal being ‘not just the creation of
jobs, but the creation of jobs of acceptable quality’; iii) the
access to and improvement of social protection and social
security, which is fundamental to the reduction of poverty,
inequality, and the problem of care responsibilities; and
(iv) the promotion of social dialogue (ILO, 1999, 2001a,
2008b).
Several concepts are closely related to these objectives,
such as unemployment, work-life balance, career
management, worker participation and compensation
systems, to name but a few. Each of these concepts has a
specific contribution to decent work and, taken together,
form a valuable compass to guide the actions of social,
economic and political agents. However, researching
each dimension per se is insufficient to take stock of
labour issues because the interactions among the several
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dimensions will be missed and an accurate portrayal will
be far from possible.
Regarding unemployment, previous research reported
negative effects on social integration and mental health
and highlighted the relevance of work for health and
well-being (Dollard and Winefield, 2002; Gowan, 2014;
McKee-Ryan, Song, Wanberg and Kinicki, 2005; Murphy
and Athanasou, 1999; Paul and Moser, 2009; Wanberg,
2012; Wanberg, Kammeyer-Mueller and Shi, 2001).
Unemployment is one expression of DW deficit.
Research concerning work-life balance revealed that
the interdependence between work, personal life, and
family can become synergic and reduce distress (Allen,
2013; Byron, 2005; Eby, Casper, Lockwood, Bordeaux and
Brinley, 2005; Greenhaus and Allen, 2014; Greenhaus and
Beutell, 1985; Greenhaus, Collins and Shaw, 2003; Kossek,
Baltes and Matthews, 2011; Kossek and Ozeki, 1998,
1999). Work-life balance is mainly related to the first
objective mentioned, namely the promotion of standards
and fundamental principles and rights at work.
Career management research has shown a change in
career management and development practices that
moved responsibilities from employers to employees,
bringing additional pressure on employees while also
providing more autonomy and freedom (Baruch, 2006;
Baruch and Rosenstein, 1992; Greenhaus, 2003; Greenhaus
and Kossek, 2014; Sullivan and Baruch, 2009). Career
management is related to employability, which increases
the employees’ work opportunities. Considering that the
Decent Work Agenda (DWA) proposes the promotion of
employment creation and income opportunities, this body
of career management research is closely related to DW.
Research concerning workers’ participation has shown
this has an impact on commitment, job satisfaction,
trust in managers (Timming, 2012), and productivity
(Doucouliagos, 1995). Moreover, it is related to the fourth
objective of promoting social dialogue. Therefore, it is at
the core of DW, although not carried out under this label.
Research regarding compensation systems revealed
these have an impact on work motivation and perceptions
of justice (Dulebohn and Werling, 2007; Gerhart and
Milkovich, 1992; Judge, Piccolo, Podsakoff, Shaw and
Rick, 2010). It is through remuneration that employees
access quality of life and justice. Moreover, through
compensation workers are rewarded for their efforts when
performing their jobs. It is from remuneration that they
can reach a worthy standard of living.
Several DW measures were used to operationalize
the concept for policy and intervention purposes. These
measures were proposed within the fields of politics,
economics, and law, at organizational, regional, and
national levels, through indicators and indexes. The
availability of those measures has resulted in a greater
focus on poverty reduction and international alignment
with the ILO’s development agenda (Ferraro et al., 2016b).
The various measurement instruments have contributed to
guiding DW national policies in several countries. However,
limitations were pointed out regarding these measures,
and authors and politicians faced several obstacles, such
as: (a) the different levels of economic, social, political, and
national development (Ghai, 2003a; Godfrey, 2003); (b)
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the different social security systems (Ghai, 2003b); (c) the
different labour markets (Godfrey, 2003); (d) the different
instruments and sources of each country (Ahmed,
2003; Bescond, Châtaignier and Mehran, 2003; Bonnet,
Figueiredo and Standing, 2003); (e) the diversity of working
conditions; and (f) the high interdependence between
countries (Ferraro, Pais and Dos Santos, 2015). These
limitations negatively affect the accuracy of information,
on the one hand, making cross-country comparisons
difficult (Anker et al., 2002) and, on the other hand, making
it difficult to create a single index of Human Development
(Anker et al., 2002; Godfrey, 2003). Furthermore, the
individual level of analysis is almost absent from the
existing measures (Ferraro et al., 2016b). Individual-level
analysis complements these measures by considering
workers’ perceptions about DW in their work context. The
WOPP approach makes that unique contribution bringing
new knowledge to the understanding of DW. Knowing that
a specific DW dimension is rated as high by workers from
different countries might not mean that all of them have
the same objective conditions, but that they perceive their
own conditions in that dimension as high. Cultural aspects
and economic conditions in different countries can justify
possible differences between objective measures and
subjective ones. Accurate knowledge of that possible
dissemblance is relevant for theoretical development
and for policy makers, practitioners in human resource
management and others.
Although some previous research in work,
organizational, and personnel psychology has found
important results for deeper understanding of the DW
concept and its nomological network, the empirical
research on the concept as a whole has not been subject
to a literature review so far. Considering the concept as a
whole allows us to see more accurately the interactions
among the various dimensions of DW and relate the
DW condition with other constructs that are relevant to
people, as mentioned above. Furthermore, the scientific
endeavour is both an analytical process that decomposes
the components of the phenomena and necessary to
integrate the partial findings regarding the components
to reach understanding of the phenomena as a whole.
The present study intends to fill this gap, producing an
overview of the general findings of the empirical studies
found in several databases.
Aim
The ‘DW’ expression was coined by the ILO, which gives
it high legitimacy as the subject of research. The present
study aimed to deepen our understanding of the concept
through describing the state-of-the-art empirical research
on DW (using the label ‘DW’) from a psychological
perspective or related fields.
Method

Literature search

The studies relevant to this empirical research were
identified by comparing the entries from two electronic
databases: B-On (Complementary Index, Academic Search
Complete, ECONIS, Business Source Complete, MEDLINE,
RCAAP, Supplemental Index, Scopus) and the EBSCO host
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(Academic Search Complete, Business Source Complete,
MEDLINE, Health Business Elite, Regional Business
News, ERIC, Library, Information Science & Technology
Abstracts, Psychology and Behavioral Sciences Collection,
MedicLatina, SPORTDiscus), to the end of December 2017.
A targeted search was conducted using the keywords
‘decent work’ in the title AND ‘decent work’ in the abstract.
We did not impose a time limit on the studies included
since DW is a relatively new research topic. This search,
limited to the English language, yielded 689 citations of
which 497 were bibliographic citations from the B-On and
192 from the EBSCO. Some of the databases are clearly
in the realm of psychology (for instance: Psychology and
Behavioural Sciences Collection), but others are only
partially within it. Since the various dimensions of DW
have strong research traditions in law, management,
sociology, and other related disciplines, this literature
review includes databases within the wider scope of social
sciences. We have chosen to include the word ‘psychology’
in the field ‘all text’ as a criterion for retrieving studies
with any relationship with psychology.

Results

Inclusion and exclusion criteria applied in the retrieval
process

Study samples are quite diverse (see Table 2). In 10
studies the sample was gathered from statistical data
bases of institutional sources. In 17 studies the sample
was workers from different professional categories.
The groups studied were households and individual
workers, clothing industry workers, local authority staff,
representatives of employers’ associations and workers’
unions, street vendors, tourist guides, unionized hotel
workers, information and communication technology
(ICT) sector employees, industries – private security,
agriculture and hospitality – migrant domestic workers,
automotive industry, unionized firm workers, knowledge
workers, migrant construction labourers, urban workers,
employed sexual minority adults, workers from the
food and beverage industry, employed adults, and
strippers.
Two studies use students as their sample and two
studies use as a source of information the ILO, World
Health Organization and World Bank data. One study

This review concerned studies that 1) were published as
articles in academic journals and 2) reported the results
of empirical studies. A citation was excluded if 1) it was a
book review, 2) it was a book or chapter, or 1) no empirical
data was reported.
Retrieval of the studies for the review

The retrieval process was conducted systematically in
two phases. In the first phase the 689 abstracts were
examined against the inclusion and exclusion criteria. Two
researchers worked independently on the first phase of
the review focusing on the title and abstract of the studies.
The researchers discussed their independent results
and together decided on those abstracts to be analysed
further. Based on the abstract, a total of 132 possible
studies met the inclusion/exclusion criteria and were
included in the second phase of analysis. The remaining
557 were excluded from the review. In the second phase,
the full texts of the retrieved 132 studies were acquired.
Three researchers examined the articles independently,
judging them against the inclusion and exclusion criteria.
Final inclusion or exclusion was confirmed by the whole
research group. During this phase, a total of 94 articles
were deleted because they were not empirical studies. This
left 38 eligible scientific research articles for the review.
Analysis of the studies

Information collected from each of the studies included
the author(s), year and country of publication, the aim
of the study, the main concepts under investigation, the
method (research design, data collection, and analysis
methods), the settings, and the sampling method.
Additionally, information was gathered about the main
results. This information was systematically collected on
a worksheet, designed for this study, and used as data for
this review. During data collection, the original terms used
in the studies were kept and no interpretations were made.

Focus and topics

The first of the reviewed studies focusing on DW was
published in 2003 (Table 1). Research into DW clearly
increased in 2016. The earliest studies on the topic were
concerned with DW indicators, human development, and
economic growth. We have identified many topics related
to DW (Table 2). The studies focused on DW indicators,
DWA, DW deficit, human development, economic growth,
gender differences, gender equality, employment promotion,
tourism employment, immigrants’ employment situation,
women’s employment, self-employment, working conditions,
quality of work life, precarious work, good work, national
culture, career counselling, global production network,
sexual minorities, and quality of working life.
The first instrument to measure DW appeared in 2015;
another was published in 2016 and another in 2017.
In 2017, DW appears related to very topical themes
such as work motivation, psychological capital, sexual
discrimination, and quality of working life.
Informants and settings

Table 1: Number of publications.
Year

Number of
publications

2003

2

2006

1

2007

1

2008

2

2009

3

2012

2

2013

1

2014

3

2015

5

2016

11

2017

7
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Table 2: Sampling and study method in the studies reviewed.
Studies (order by
publication date)

Main research topic

Countries
Sample

Design
Data Collection/Sample
Analysis Method

Ahmed, 2003

Relationship between
decent work and
human development

Transnational
(38 countries)

Cross-sectional: Correlational
Composite index of decent work deficit; Human
Development Index
Regression analysis

Bescond et al., 2003

Indicators to measure
decent work

Transnational
(40 countries)

Cross-sectional: Descriptive
Data from national labour force surveys
Data analysis

Kantor, Rani and Unni,
2006

Decent work deficit
among male and
female

India

Cross-sectional; Descriptive
Questionnaire: 814 households and individual workers
(407 males and 407 females)
Descriptive analysis

Kelkar and Yunxian, 2007

Gender-specific
features of labour
market

China and India Cross-sectional; Descriptive
Available literature and policy discourse and reports
produced by labour organisations and women’s
organisations in China and India, such as the All China
Women’s Federation (ACWF), China Women’s News,
the Chinese Working Women’s Network (CWNN),
Self-Employed Women’s Association Literature and
(SEWA), with attention to the clothing industry
Documental analysis

Lawrence, Gil, Fluckiger,
Lambert and Werna, 2008

Promoting decent
work

Transnational
(4 countries)

Case study; Descriptive
Documentary sources: Local authority staff,
representatives of employers’ associations and workers’
unions
Documental analysis

Gil, Lawrence, Fluckiger,
Lambert and Werna, 2008

Decent work, local
employment

Brazil

Case study; Mixed-methods; Descriptive
Data about employment conditions from official
statistics at both the national and local levels; Structured
interviews: Local authority staff, representatives of
employers’ associations and workers’ unions
Data analysis; Content analysis

Saha, 2009

Decent work, working India (Mumbai)
conditions

Cross-sectional; Mixed-methods; Exploratory; Descriptive
Semi-structured questionnaire; Street vendors: 200
personal interviews with: 5 group sessions; 10–15 vendors
per group session; Key respondents: 5 in-depth interviews
Descriptive analysis

Tangian, 2009

Indexing working
conditions

Transnational
(31 countries)

Cross-sectional; Descriptive
Data from the Fourth European Working Conditions
Survey: 23788 persons selected
HBS (Hans Böckler Foundation) method

Thore and Tarverdyan,
2009

Quantify ILO
objectives and
identify policies
conducive to DW

Transnational
(61 countries)

Cross-sectional; Descriptive
World Bank national accounts data, and OECD National
Accounts data files; International Monetary Fund,
International Financial Statistics and Balance of
Payments databases, among others
Data envelopment analysis (DEA) - instrument of
performance management

Adhikari, Hirasava,
Takakubo and Pandey,
2012

Decent work and
quality of work life

Nepal

Cross-sectional; Descriptive
Literature survey of national policy documents, National
Planning Commission, labour legislations, International
Labour Organization (ILO) and other relevant literature
Documental analysis

Pedraza et al., 2012

Immigrants’
employment
situation

Spain

Cross-sectional; Correlational
Data from Muestra Continua de Vidas Laborales: 650,000
workers
Logistic regressions
(Contd.)

Pereira et al: Empirical Research on Decent Work

Art. 4, page 5 of 15

Studies (order by
publication date)

Main research topic

Countries
Sample

Design
Data Collection/Sample
Analysis Method

Bletsas and Charlesworth,
2013

Gender equality and
decent work

Australia

Cross-sectional; Descriptive
ParlInfo database: 87 parliamentary documents
Qualitative discourse analysis

De Beer, Rogerson and
Rogerson, 2014

Working conditions

South Africa

Cross-sectional; Descriptive
Literature Survey; Interviews: 60 tourist guides; 5 leading
South African tour companies; 3 smaller tour enterprises
Thematic analysis; Content analysis

Edralin, 2014

Precarious work,
decent work

Philippines

Cross-sectional; Descriptive
Literature survey; Structured questionnaire: 93 workers
from 12 unionized hotels; 8 interviews; government
publications
Content analysis; Descriptive Analysis

Di Ruggiero et al., 2014

Decent work agenda

Global
institutions

Cross-sectional; Descriptive
Semi-structured interviews: 16 representatives from
three global institutions
Content analysis

Charlesworth and
Macdonald, 2015

Decent work agenda
and gender equality

Australia,
Canada, the
Netherlands,
and the UK

Cross-sectional; Descriptive; Mixed-methods
In-depth interviews: 73 representatives from
government, employment and human rights
organisations, employer and business bodies, unions
and civil society organisations; documents produced by
stakeholder organisations
Content analysis; Documental analysis

Di Ruggiero et al., 2015

Conceptualizations of
decent work, health,
equity

Global
institutions

Cross-sectional; Descriptive
Policy discourses: 10 policy texts by ILO, WHO, WB
Critical discourse analysis techniques (CDA)

Mehta, 2015

Women’s work and
working conditions

India

Cross-sectional; Descriptive
Semi-structured questionnaire: 220 female ICT employees
Statistical analysis (ratios, averages and percentages)

Sehnbruch et al., 2015

Human development
and decent work

Global
Institutions

Cross-sectional; Descriptive; Mixed-methods
Qualitative interviews: 50 interviews with United
Nations officials (25 from ILO; 25 from United Nations
Development Programme, other United Nations
institutions, policy makers, EU officials and academic
experts)
Content analysis

Webster et al., 2015

Diagnostic tool for
the realization of
decent work

South Africa

Cross-sectional; Descriptive; Mixed-methods
Interviews and questionnaire: 3 industries – private
security, agriculture, and hospitality
Content analysis; Statistical analysis

Di Fabio and Bucci, 2016

Green positive
guidance and
green positive life
counselling

Italy

Cross-sectional; Descriptive-correlational
Questionnaires: 144 high school students
Descriptive statistics, Pearson’s r correlations, and
hierarchical regressions

Di Fabio and Kenny, 2016

Decent life and
positive self
and relational
management

Italy

Cross-sectional; Descriptive-correlational
Questionnaire: 184 university students
Descriptive statistics; Pearson’s r correlations

Edralin, 2016

Good work through
decent work practices

Philippines

Cross-sectional; Descriptive-exploratory
Survey interview, focused group discussion (FGD), and
participant observation: 140 workers from 16 unionized
firms
Content analysis

Ferraro et al., 2016d

Development of
the Decent Work
Questionnaire

Brazil and
Portugal

Cross-sectional; Descriptive; Mixed-Methods
25 semi-structured interviews: experts; Decent Work
Questionnaire: Knowledge workers: 636 PT and 1039 Brazil
Content analysis; Exploratory factor analysis
(Contd.)
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Studies (order by
publication date)

Main research topic

Countries
Sample

Design
Data Collection/Sample
Analysis Method

Islam, Cojocaru, Rahman,
Siti-Hajar and Arnakim,
2016

Decent work practice

Singapore and
Italy

Cross-sectional; Descriptive
National and international reports and documents
including reports published by ILO, IOM, Human Rights
Watch, and Human rights organizations
Documental analysis

Sandhu, 2016

National culture and
decent work

UAE

Cross-sectional; Descriptive
Participant observation method, semi-structured
interviews and narrative method: migrant construction
labourers: 18 Indian/12 Pakistani/11 Bangladeshi groups
or individuals
Cross-cultural analysis

Lavagnini and Mennella,
2016

Decent work and
human development,
capability approach

Italy

Cross-sectional; Case study; Descriptive
Data of ISTAT, INPS, EUROSTAT, OECD, ISFOL
Empirical analysis

Pouyaud, 2016

Psychosocial
approach to decent
work

France

Cross-sectional; Case study
Interview: 1 social worker
Thematic analysis

Ribeiro et al., 2016

Decent work
and social
constructionism

Brazil and
Portugal

Cross-sectional; Descriptive
Thematic autobiographical narrative: 20 urban workers
Content analysis

Simonova et al., 2016

Decent work
principles

Russia

Longitudinal; Descriptive
Data of Federal State Statistics Service and data from
Social and Labor Rights Center
Data Analysis

Wicaksono and Priyadi,
2016

Decent work in global Indonesia
production network

Cross-sectional; Descriptive
Data of Sakernas (National Labour Survey), BPS
Data analysis

Cruz, Hardy and Sanders,
2017

Decent work, selfUK
employment, working
conditions

Cross-sectional; Descriptive; Mixed-methods
Interviewer-administered survey: 197 dancers; Interviews:
N = 35 dancers, N = 20 people who worked in the
industry and owners, N = 20, N = 15 people involved in
regulation with roles.
Statistical analysis; Content analysis

Douglass et al., 2017

Discrimination,
decent work

EUA

Cross-sectional; Descriptive-correlational
Decent work scale: 218 employed sexual minority adults
Structural equation modelling

Duffy et al., 2017

Decent Work
Questionnaire,
psychology of
working

EUA

Cross-sectional; Descriptive-correlational
Decent work scale: 864 employed adults
Exploratory factor analysis

Ferraro et al., 2017

Work motivation and
psychological capital

Brazil and
Portugal

Cross-sectional; Descriptive-correlational
Decent work questionnaire: 3004 knowledge workers
Structural Equation Modelling analyses

Jawando and Adenugba,
2017

Gender differences
and decent work

Nigeria (Lagos)

Cross-sectional; Mixed-methods; Descriptive
Questionnaire: 550 workers from the food and beverage
industry; Interviews: 16 interviews (5 female workers,
3 male workers, 4 management staff and 4 Union
executives)
Descriptive analysis; Content analysis

Singh, 2017

Decent work agenda

India

Cross-sectional; Descriptive
Data of ASI
Data analysis

Yao, Parker, Arrowsmith
and Carr, 2017

Decent work and
life and quality of
working life

New Zealand

Cross-sectional; Descriptive
Narratives: 606 employees
Content analysis
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focuses on policy discourse and reports produced by
labour organizations and women’s organizations; one
study focuses on national and international reports and
documents including reports published by ILO, IOM,
Human Rights Watch, and human rights organizations;
one study focuses on interviews with key government,
employer, union, and civil society stakeholders in Australia,
Canada, the Netherlands, and the United Kingdom and
relevant policy documents; one study focuses on national
policy documents; and one study focuses on parliamentary
documents.
The sample size of the qualitative studies ranged from 1
to 606 and in quantitative surveys up to 3004.
In terms of location, twenty-four studies include data
from just one country. Six studies include data from a
large number of countries (transnational), five studies
collected data in two countries, and three operated in
global institutions.
Study method

Most studies were cross-sectional and either descriptive
or/and correlational. Three studies are case studies and
six are based on mixed methods (see Table 2). The most
common method of data collection in the reviewed studies
was the interview, used in 13 studies, followed by data,
used in 11 studies and the ad-hoc questionnaire used in
eight studies. Data were also collected from documents
(six studies), literature survey (three studies), narratives
(two studies), and participant observation (two studies).
Only one study used the focus group for data collection.
The Decent Work Questionnaire was used in two studies,
one being the instrument’s development. The Decent
Work Scale was also used in two studies, one being the
instrument’s development. One diagnostic tool of DW was
developed.
The most common analysis method was content analysis,
used in 13 studies, followed by statistical analysis, used in
eight studies, descriptive analysis used in six studies and
documental analysis used in five studies. Four studies do
not give information about the data analysis method. Two
studies use thematic analysis, two studies use discourse
analysis, one study uses cross-cultural analysis, one study
uses regression analysis and one study uses logistic

Art. 4, page 7 of 15

regression. Two studies use a specific method of analysis
(Hans Böckler Foundation method and Data Envelopment
analysis).
Most studies (25) are descriptive (Table 3). In four
studies DW was related with other variables (Pearson’s r
correlations, hierarchical regressions, regression analysis,
and logistic analysis). In one study DW is an independent
variable, and it is a dependent variable in another.
Main findings of the reviewed studies

The descriptive studies found in the literature review used
several indicators to describe DW. Some of them refer to
countries, and 55 indicators were used in those studies
(Table 4). In general, the studies indicate a DW deficit in
those countries and the challenges to meet the DW goals.
Concerning sector of activity, the authors used 35
indicators to describe DW (Table 5). In general, they
highlight the need to overcome the DW deficit existent in
those sectors of activity.
Concerning the studies examining discourse and policy
on DW from international organizations and governments,
differences were found between institutions. Bletsas and
Charlesworth (2013) reported that DW is a contested
concept in the sense that the commitment to DW does
not always reflect the commitment to gender equality. Di
Ruggiero, Cohen and Cole (2014) reported that the pursuit
of DW is an important and fundamental goal to promote
fair policies, and that the ILO is refining the global policy
about work on United Nations agencies.
Later, Di Ruggiero, Cohen, Cole and Forman (2015)
reported that DW is a contested notion and that different
institutional perspectives are shaping DW in economic,
social, and/or health terms.
Kelkar and Yunxian (2007) reported deficits of DW and
gender equality in pursuit of inclusive and fair growth and
that growth opportunities for men and women depend
on the integration of dignity and equality as a crucial
factor of the economic environment and institutional
conditions.
Charlesworth and Macdonald (2015) reported that
developed countries argue that the DWA is more
meaningful for developing economies and that this idea
may be due to the perceived lack of relevance of the DWA in

Table 3: Decent work as variable.
Decent Work

Studies

Independent variable

Ferraro et al., 2017

Dependent variable

Douglass et al., 2017

Descriptive variable

Adhikari et al., 2012; Bescond et al., 2003; Bletsas and Charlesworth, 2013; Charlesworth and
Macdonald, 2015; Cruz et al., 2017; De Beer et al., 2014; Di Ruggiero et al., 2014; Di Ruggiero et
al., 2015; Edralin, 2014; Edralin, 2016; Islam et al., 2016; Jawando and Adenugba, 2017; Kantor
et al., 2006; Kelkar and Yunxian, 2007; Sandhu, 2016; Lavagnini and Mennella, 2016; Mehta,
2015; Ribeiro et al., 2016; Saha, 2009; Sehnbruch et al., 2015; Simonova et al., 2016; Singh, 2017;
Tangian, 2009; Thore and Tarverdyan, 2009; Wicaksono and Priyadi, 2016; Yao et al., 2017

Variable related to others Ahmed, 2003; Di Fabbio and Bucci, 2016; Di Fabio and Kenny, 2016; Pedraza et al., 2012
Other

Duffy et al., 2017; Ferraro et al., 2016d; Gil et al., 2008; Lawrence et al., 2008; Pouyaud, 2016
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Table 4: Indicators used by countries.
Studies

Countries

Indicators

Bescond et al., 2003

40 countries

Low hourly pay; excessive hours of work; youth unemployment; male-female
gap in labour force participation; old age without pension; unemployment;
child labour

Kantor et al., 2006

India

Labour market security; employment security; work security; skill reproduction
security; income security; representation security; job security

Gil et al., 2008

Brazil

Lawrence et al., 2008

Child labour; inequality in the workplace; employment opportunities; paid
employment; conditions of work; social security insurance; old-age pensions;
Zimbabwe, Tanzania,
union density coverage; collective bargaining coverage; forced labour;
Brazil, Ecuador
inequality in the workplace

Tangian, 2009

31 countries

Qualifications and development possibilities; creativity; career opportunities;
possibilities for influence; communications and transparency; quality of
management/leadership; industrial culture; collegiality; meaningfulness of
work; time arrangements; work intensity/stress; physical strain; emotional
strain; job stability and job security; income

Thore and Tarverdyan,
2009

61 countries

Exports of goods and services; foreign direct investment; subsidies and other
transfers; taxes on international trade; unemployment; non-poverty headcount;
women in paid employment

Adhikari et al., 2012

Nepal

Employment opportunities; income; job security; poverty

Lavagnini and
Mennella, 2016

Italy

Working hours deficit; physical safety deficit; legality of jobs deficit;
unemployment rate pressure

Singh, 2017

India

Output; employment; productivity; profits and investment; wages and
distribution of income

Yao et al., 2017

New Zealand

Wage effectiveness

Table 5: Indicators used by sector of activity.
Studies

Sector of Activity

Indicators

Saha, 2009

Street vendors

Level of income; accessibility of finance; security of work; safety in the
workplace; working hours

De Beer et al., 2014

Tourist guides

Job security; income; benefits

Edralin, 2014

Unionized hotel workers Precarious work

Mehta, 2015

Female ICT sector
employees

Employment opportunity; working conditions; social security; social
dialogue

Edralin, 2016

Unionized firm workers

Productive work; opportunities for work; equity in work; security at
work; representation at work

Islam et al., 2016

Migrant domestic
workers

Working hours; annual leave; maternity protection; minimum wage

Sandhu, 2016

Migrant construction
labourers

Migration debt; extended family; overwork; no religious rights;
homesickness; no entertainment; abuse at work; no proper food;
absenteeism; injury at work; no social security; family issues at home

Wicaksono and Priyadi, 2016

Automotive industry

Employment opportunity; productive work; adequate earnings

Cruz et al., 2017

Strippers

Self-employment

Jawando, 2017

Workers in the food and
beverage industry

Gender differences

those developed countries. The challenge in the developed
countries is to overcome the minimum standards of work
and inclusion of gender for the promotion and gender
equality (Charlesworth and Macdonald, 2015).
Sehnbruch, Burchell, Agloni and Piasna (2015) reported
that the fundamentals and theoretical development are
key factors for the success of DW and human development,

because they are factors that facilitate the operationalization
of these concepts.
Ribeiro, Silva and Figueiredo (2016) reported that
urban workers in Brazil seek work with fair wages,
social protection, safety, and personal development
opportunities, as recommended by the ILO, but these
principles, in contexts of economic vulnerability, come
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from the community and not from the State, which
creates different forms of DW.
Simonova, Sankova, Mirzabalaeva, Shchipanova and
Dorozhkind (2016) analysed existing approaches to the
assessment of DW and developed a model which overcomes
the DW deficit through structural and institutional
changes. In general, since DW is a comprehensive and
integrative construct, it allows some appropriation by the
different institutions that emphasize the components of
the concept (Simonova et al., 2016).
Concerning the scientific fields of research on DW,
Pouyaud (2016) reported that the field of vocational
psychology deals with the need for a multilevel,
psychosocial perspective, taking into account both
objective and subjective dimensions of DW, and four levels
are highlighted in defining DW: (1) Personal Level (Life
Story); (2) The Level of Activity (Work as Concrete Action);
(3) Collective Level (Interaction with Peers); and (4) Social
Level (Values). In this case study, the author characterizes
the extent to which a professional’s practices express the
concept of DW.
Regarding development of psychological measures,
three instruments were developed (Duffy et al., 2017;
Ferraro et al., 2016d; Webster, Budlender and Orkin, 2015).
Ferraro et al. (2016d), using a sample of 1675 knowledge
workers from Portugal and Brazil, developed the Decent
Work Questionnaire, which is a subjective measure
covering the full range of substantive elements defined by
the ILO. The final 31-item version yields seven factor scores
and a global DW score showing very good psychometric
properties. The seven subscales are: (a) Fundamental
Principles and Values at Work; (b) Appropriate working
time and workload; (c) Fulfilling and productive work;
(d) Meaningful retribution for the exercise of citizenship;
(e) Social protection; (f) Opportunities; and (g) Health and
safety.
Duffy et al. (2017), using a sample of 864 adults in
the USA, developed a multidimensional measure of DW
demonstrating reliable and valid scores and capturing
five components of the construct. The final 15-item scale
yields five factors/subscales corresponding to the five
components of DW: (a) physically and interpersonally safe
working conditions, (b) access to health care, (c) adequate
compensation, (d) hours that allow for free time and rest,
and (e) organizational values that complement family and
social values. These authors anchor this instrument on a
DW concept which is different from that defined by the ILO.
Webster et al. (2015), using a sample of 1206 workers in
South Africa, developed a diagnostic tool based on nine of
the indicators identified by the ILO, focusing on individual
workers at industry level rather than conditions at country
level. Like the Duffy et al. (2017) measure, the full range of
DW is not covered by this instrument.
Regarding DW determinants, three studies were found
(Ahmed, 2003; Douglass, Velez, Conlin, Duffy and England,
2017; Pedraza, González and Llorente, 2012). Douglass
et al. (2017), using the DW concept of the Psychology
of Working Theory (PWT; Duffy et al., 2016), found that
heterosexist discrimination and social class directly
predicted DW. These results, although relevant, reveal
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what was expected because heterosexist and social class
non-discrimination are components of the DW concept as
described by the ILO.
Using the composite index of DW deficit (combining
indicators of low hourly pay, excessive working hours,
unemployment, non-enrolment in school, youth
unemployment, male-female gap in labour force
participation and old age without a pension) and the
Human Development Index in 38 countries, Ahmed
(2003) reported that high levels of DW can be achieved
without high incomes and that high incomes do not
guarantee high levels of DW.
Pedraza et al. (2012) reported that, in a negative
economic context, early immigrants to a country are more
likely to achieve full-time DW, while those who enter later
are more likely to find part-time jobs with a DW deficit.
Concerning the impact of DW, only one study refers
to this (Ferraro, Pais, Moreira and Dos Santos, 2017).
Using a sample of knowledge workers from Portugal and
Brazil, the authors reveal that DW plays an important
role in promoting a positive approach to work, and that
psychological capital is an important mediating variable
in the promotion of autonomous work motivation.
Moreover, DW has a relevant role as a predictor of different
types of work motivation through PsyCap mediation.
Finally, two studies use the DW just for contextualizing
research focused on other variables (Di Fabbio and Bucci,
2016; Di Fabio and Kenny, 2016). Di Fabbio and Bucci
(2016) revealed that the connection to nature, on the one
hand, is not related to fluid intelligence and, on the other
hand, has a moderate relation with the personality traits.
Di Fabio and Kenny’s (2016) study provides empirical
support for the conceptualization of positive self and
relational management (PS and RM) as positive lifelong
life-management, positive lifelong self-management, and
positive lifelong relational management. The authors seek
to identify variables that will allow students to have a
decent life and DW. Therefore, the relationship of these
last studies reported is very distal.
Discussion
The scarcity of articles reporting empirical studies on
DW published so far shows that the subject is still in
its early stages of development, mainly in psychology.
Furthermore, among these articles just a few address
the DW concept as a whole. Most studies consider only
some DW components measured by indicators or other
measures (Table 6). That is remarkable because one of the
merits of this concept is its integrative and comprehensive
nature. One of its strengths is its capability to join together
dispersed research that has been undertaken in several
fields and perspectives for many years (Dos Santos, 2017).
Approaching only part of the full concept prevents one
of its strongest contributions to knowledge development
and policy design and implementation. Only an approach
that first considers the concept as a whole gives credence
to a more detailed look at one of its dimensions. The DW
concept allows us to see the big picture and, through its
dimensions, to see the accurate relationships between
the different dimensions of the concept. Moreover,
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Table 6: Gaps in the existing DW empirical research.
Gaps

Suggestions

Assumptions

Lack of integration of research
on different subjects that are
components of DW

Integrative research is suggested to
bring together research on different DW
components.

Joining together previous research on DW
components allows a deeper understanding
of labour-related phenomena.

Assumption that if a country reports
Take into account the interdependence
DW deficit that country has a problem brought by globalization and always
approach DW deficits as world problems.

DW deficit, whenever it occurs, is a world
DW deficit.

The extant psychological measures of
DW were applied in a small number
of countries and in a narrow span of
worker diversity.

Validate these instruments in diverse
samples (from several countries and
including worker diversity).

The psychological measurement of DW is
useful for knowledge development and
practical improvements in the labour field.

Absence of the effects of different
determinants on DW

Examine the determinants in relation
to DW namely in terms of psychological
variables more closely.

The study of the nomological network of
the DW concept is relevant for knowledge
development and practical improvements in
the labour field (DW as criterion variable).

Absence of research on different
impacts of DW

Develop studies on the DW impact.

The study of the nomological network of
the DW concept is relevant for knowledge
development and practical improvements in
the labour field (DW as predictor variable).

Countries’ diversity is
under-researched so far

Expand empirical research to different
countries worldwide.

DW has some cultural diversity in the way it
is expressed, which is relevant to study both
for knowledge development and practical
improvements.

DW enables the inclusion in the same picture of many
disperse studies that separately have contributed to the
field. A more comprehensive understanding of workrelated constructs became easier.
The descriptive studies apply different indicators and
report mostly DW deficits. When using indicators by
country, it is implicitly assumed that the country has a
problem (Table 6; Tangian, 2009). However, the huge
interdependence brought about by globalization means
it is not enough to consider that the country where
the DW deficit occurs is the owner of the problem and
solely responsible for it. That problem is the result of
complex interaction between the various players in the
scenario. It seems more accurate to consider that a DW
deficit, whenever it occurs, is a world DW deficit and
should be approached accordingly (Dos Santos, Pais and
Ferraro, 2016; Ferraro et al., 2015). Therefore, policy
makers, researchers, and practitioners have to approach
the DW deficit as a world problem whenever it occurs,
and this requires a wide understanding of the complex
interactions between different players. The empirical
research undertaken so far lacks an approach to DW as
a concept that has to be considered within the great
interdependence described. Psychological perspectives
that study conditions contributing to people’s
understanding of that interdependence will be welcome.
The lack of empirical research is further demonstrated
by the low number of measures developed (Table 6).
Three psychological instruments were developed to
measure DW. While Ferraro et al. (2016d) and Webster et
al. (2015) used the ILO definition of DW, Duffy et al. (2017)
have a more restricted definition of DW. Future research
can both verify to what extent the current instruments

show adequate psychometric properties in more diverse
samples and undertake validation studies in other
countries.
Although there are some correlational studies, the
explanatory power of the effects of different determinants
on DW is also largely absent from the literature (Table 6).
The review found reports of some associations, for example,
between DW and economic development and human
development. The relationship between these concepts is
important since the impact of countries’ industrialization
and income on DW has been reported (Ahmed, 2003;
Bescond et al., 2003). However, the current evidence
about relationships between concepts is sparse and based
on reviews and descriptive and single correlation studies
and can only be considered as preliminary evidence. There
is also a need for closer examination of the determinants
in relation to DW, as these have been found to impact
employment situations and may affect the achievement
of DW (Pedraza et al., 2012).
Regarding the descriptive component, the studies
reviewed here were conducted in countries, using
indicators that describe what happens in those countries or
in specific groups. Although many different workers have
already been studied, that diversity is far from covering
the full diversity of the labour market. That is even truer
regarding workers’ perspectives on DW. Therefore, research
on DW from different worker perspectives is an important
topic for future research. With regard to the diversity of
countries, studies were made in many different countries
where the DW deficit is high.
According to the Human Development Index ranking,
40 of the countries studied show a very high human
development (out of 51), 23 are in the category of high
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human development (out of 53), 15 present a medium
human development (out of 40), and the last 4 countries
(out of 40) are in the category of low human development.
Therefore, most countries subject to research are in the
very high or high human development levels (Table 6).
One possible explanation can be drawn: The countries
in those categories are more researched because of their
investment in research. Researchers who work in those
countries study mainly data from their own countries.
They have greater access to data, and research funding
policies reinforce their focus on the countries that pay the
bill. Moreover, the cultural environment where they live
is better known by them than the cultural environments
of low and medium human development countries,
and they prefer to study what is guaranteed instead of
taking risky options. This hypothesis should be tested in
further studies and if confirmed should indicate a need
for more investment in research in medium and low
human development countries. This implication is more
pertinent when considering the great interdependence
regarding conditions that lead to the above-mentioned
DW deficits. Moreover, in low development countries the
DW deficit symptom is expected to be more prominent
than in more developed countries. Confirmation of that
situation should encourage both researchers and policy
makers to undertake research on DW deficit in developing
countries.
In addition, the DW deficit seems to be a problem
that emerges regardless of the position of the country
in the Human Development Index. It seems to be a
worldwide symptom as a result of complex interactions
between players. Tracking the chains of production and
use of products and services worldwide can be relevant
in identifying how the DW deficit is caused and provide
crucial information for tackling the problem and inspiring
paths to solve it. That endeavour should be an important
task in future research and intervention.
Since the empirical studies in this review focused on only
a few topics related to DW, it is not possible to draw firm
conclusions about the main results (Table 6). However,
there is some evidence that DW is associated with different
types of work motivation through PsyCap mediation and
that DW characteristics are highly motivating for workers
(Ferraro et al., 2017).
Social science is still taking the first steps in approaching
the DW concept as a whole. However, we can say that
there is already a long tradition of research in the various
components of DW, taken separately, albeit not within the
DW field. Further studies should be concerned with the
integration of evidence-based knowledge in explaining
and managing DW.
Conclusions
In the present work we undertook a literature review of the
empirical studies on DW and found that, being a recent
concept, the empirical literature is not very extensive. Of
the 38 studies analysed, most are descriptive, covering
82 countries and 17 sectors of activity. Most countries
are high or very high in the Human Development Index,
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which means medium, low, and very low development
countries are under-researched. There is a need to broaden
the scope of occupations and contexts covered by research
in line with the DW agenda.
Additionally, most studies are found not to cover the
whole DW concept. Being an integrative concept, this
limitation should be addressed in future research. Taking
the full range of the concept into account will improve the
contribution of the research on DW and its dissemination
throughout the world.
Considering that DW is a concept with value per se,
future study of its determinants seems to be more relevant
than its consequences. These determinants are multiple
and their identification will contribute to enriching
the nomological network of the concept and mainly to
designing interventions to promote DW.
Considering the aforementioned interdependence
resulting from globalization, the need to study the roles
played by the different stakeholders, whether outside or
inside organizations, seems also relevant.
Furthermore, only a few studies were dedicated to the
DW impact, but none have considered the impact on the
different spheres of workers’ lives (e.g., family, friends) or
on society in general. These are also aspects that should be
studied in the future.
Three instruments were identified for psychological
measurement of DW. Validation of this type of instrument
for use in culturally diverse countries would enhance
current knowledge and understanding of DW, considering
both objective and subjective measures of the concept.
Furthermore, despite the difficulties anticipated in
applying this type of measure, it will still be relevant to
develop and validate a tool focused on the organizational
level of analysis. It is remarkable that no research has
focused on studying possible differences between
cultures or sectors of activity regarding the most relevant
dimensions of DW and the least important dimensions at
a specific point in time. Further studies can address this
topic.
Given that the number of empirical studies on DW
is very small, we decided not to consider as exclusion
criterion ethical standards or quality. This decision was
taken considering that all the studies were published in
academic journals with peer review assessment and the
assessment of quality and ethical standards was previously
undertaken before being accepted for publishing.
However, future literature reviews might use additional
criteria regarding quality or ethical standards.
The approach presented here is a contribution, among
others, that can help to strengthen understanding of the
concept and its nomological network. That understanding
might help people (e.g., workers, employers, policy
makers) to be aware of what they are making of their
working lives and, above all, what they can do differently
to achieve a better quality of life for themselves and
others. The differences between objective measures and
subjective perceptions seem to be very important in
studying the phenomena related to work and the role it
represents for people currently and in the future. Work
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as a social institution should always be considered as DW
instead of only focusing on performance and outputs,
otherwise work seems to be an alienation of the subject.
Human resource managers are advised that work design
and human resource practices and policies have to be
updated taking into account the evolving nature of the
DW concept, as highlighted by Ferraro et al. (2015).
Those practices and policies that are against any of the
DW dimensions are not sustainable and have expected
negative consequences. The definition of DW deficits, its
measurement, and subsequent intervention have to take
into account an appropriate time frame to detect to what
extent the DW deficit is just a short and episodic moment
or more long-lasting and requires corrective action, as
highlighted by Dos Santos et al. (2016).
In general, DW has the potential to become a more
relevant concept in research and intervention. That can
be true if an effort is made to join the diverse research
traditions in several disciplines, thereby contributing to
deepening understanding of the concept.
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