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Abstract
This study uses a person-centered approach to distinguish between subpopulations of self-
employed individuals using multidimensional well-being indicators. Data were obtained 
from European Social Survey including a sample of 3461 self-employed individuals from 
29 European countries. The analysis has empirically identified six distinct profiles named 
‘unhappy’, ‘languishing’, ‘happy’, ‘satisfied’, ‘passionate’, and ‘flourishing’. The profiles 
were associated with significant differences in well-being, health and work-related vari-
ables. The results highlight the heterogeneity of the self-employed population, and describe 
the complex—both hedonic and eudaimonic—character of the well-being concept in this 
population.
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Thus far, little attention has been given to the heterogeneity among the self-employed in 
terms of their well-being. In general, the self-employed report high levels of well-being 
(Baron et al. 2016; Stephan and Roesler 2010; Uy et al. 2013). However, the positive rela-
tionship between self-employment and well-being may be limited to the rich (Alesina et al. 
2001), to the younger and highly educated (Rietveld et  al. 2015), to those who became 
self-employed out of opportunity rather than necessity (van der Zwan et al. 2016), to self-
employed with employees and to immigrant self-employed (Johansson Sevä et al. 2016). 
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Moreover, most research has adopted a narrow view of well-being, investigating the effects 
of self-employment only on life satisfaction or job satisfaction and ignoring other impor-
tant well-being indicators (Benz and Frey 2008; Lange 2012). Keeping in mind both the 
heterogeneity of the self-employed population and the complexity of the well-being con-
cept, it is unlikely that all enjoy unanimously high levels of well-being. Thus, it seems 
crucial to identify and quantify to what extent and in which aspects well-being may vary 
within the self-employed group.

This study identifies profiles of the self-employed taking into account different well-
being indicators. Such approach relaxes the assumption that all individuals in the sample 
belong to the same population (Morin et al. 2018; Wang and Hanges 2011), and thus it is 
especially appropriate for a study that aims at exploring how individuals differ from one 
another. By estimating profiles, we investigate a more comprehensive well-being concept 
than it was previously studied among the self-employed. Moreover, we use several health 
and work-related variables to explain the profile membership. Thus, the unique contribu-
tion of this study lays in systematically identifying and comparing specific groups of the 
self-employed both in terms of the amount and the type of their well-being.

1  Identifying the Well‑Being Profiles

Although there are many debates on what constitutes a ‘good life’, scholars agree that well-
being is a complex and multidimensional concept. A popular distinction is the one between 
hedonic and eudaimonic well-being (Bujacz et  al. 2014; Huta and Waterman 2014). 
Hedonic well-being is often the prevailing approach to well-being measurement, usually 
meaning that only life satisfaction is assessed, sometimes in addition to the presence of 
positive affect and the absence of negative affect (Kashdan et al. 2008). This is also true 
for much of the studies on well-being of the self-employed. Thus, little is known about the 
amount and distribution of eudaimonic aspects of well-being in this group.

The eudaimonic approach has recently gained significant attention from well-being 
researchers (Huta and Waterman 2014). It points out that pleasant feelings and favorable 
evaluations are not enough and well-being aspects related to positive functioning in life 
should also be considered (Vittersø and Dahl 2013). These include, for example, having 
a meaningful life, being interested and engaged, and fulfilling one’s potential and aspira-
tions. In fact, current findings suggest that pursuing both hedonic and eudaimonic well-
being may be the most beneficial for individuals (Huta and Ryan 2010). Thus, the self-
employment literature may also advance from simultaneously investigating hedonic and 
eudaimonic aspects of well-being.

A downside of the multidimensional approach to defining well-being is that no consen-
sus seems to exist about the number and kinds of core well-being dimensions. Different 
scholars have made lists of such dimensions including from three to over ten indicators 
(Deci and Ryan 2000; Huppert and So 2013; Ryff 2013; Schueller and Seligman 2010). 
Therefore, in this study we base our selection of well-being indicators on two main criteria. 
First, indicators should reflect a job-related well-being when applied to the self-employed. 
Second, the indicators should represent both hedonic and eudaimonic well-being.

Given these considerations, we assessed the hedonic aspect of well-being with two 
indicators capturing work-related evaluations: job satisfaction and satisfaction with work-
life balance. Job satisfaction can be defined as an evaluative judgment of one’s job (Weiss 
2002), which has been consistently shown to be higher among self-employed than among 
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employed individuals (Benz and Frey 2008; Bradley and Roberts 2004; Lange 2012). The 
issue of work-life balance satisfaction is also crucial for the well-being of self-employed 
workers, as they often have blurred boundaries between their work life and their private 
life (Myrie and Daly 2009). One motive to becoming self-employed can be the wish to bal-
ance work and life better and use the flexibility innate to being self-employed. However, 
being self-employed often brings about long work hours, financial risks and stressful work 
demands (Ezzedeen and Zikic 2017).

To assess the eudaimonic part of the well-being concept, we included four indicators of 
positive functioning: stress resistance, meaning, autonomy, and interest. These indicators 
reflect personal qualities that make it more likely for individuals to fulfill their needs and 
important life goals (Binder and Coad 2013). Stress resistance refers to the ability to adapt 
and recover from difficult challenges (Smith et al. 2010). Because of the level and variety 
of work stressors for self-employed, coping is an important area of research for this group 
(Uy et  al. 2013). Meaning describes whether individuals see that their current activities 
are purposeful and lead to positive future states (Steger et  al. 2009). Autonomy is often 
mentioned as the main reason for becoming self-employed (Schonfeld and Mazzola 2015). 
However, unlimited autonomy may also bring challenges to the self-employed, such as 
threats for autonomy by stakeholders (van Gelderen 2016). Finally, interest is an important 
indicator of engagement, which facilitates being actively involved and motivated to chal-
lenging life goals, learning new skills, and developing potentials (Vittersø et  al. 2009b). 
It is assumed that self-employed are highly engaged with their work, with some scholars 
characterizing repeated entrepreneurship as ‘addiction’ (Spivack et  al. 2014). Similarly, 
passion of entrepreneurs is linked to both engagement and workaholism (Gorgievski et al. 
2014). Thus, interest levels seem to be one of the crucial indicators of positive functioning 
among the self-employed.

In sum, the six indicators chosen to represent well-being of the self-employed may form 
various well-being profiles. This study is the first that uses person-centered approach to 
describe well-being among the self-employed, and one of the few that applied this method-
ology to study well-being in other populations (Bhullar et al. 2014; Chevalier et al. 2018; 
Heilala et al. 2014). Thus, we do not make any assumptions about which profiles of well-
being among self-employed exist and at which prevalence. Instead, we adopt an exploratory 
approach with an aim to find which well-being profiles are typical for the self-employed.

Research Question 1 Which profiles of well-being can be distinguished among self-
employed and how prevalent are these profiles?

2  Explaining the Well‑Being Profiles

Profiles of well-being are likely associated with demographic and work-related charac-
teristics. This means that some characteristics may make it more likely for an individual 
to develop a certain well-being profile. For example, it is argued that older entrepreneurs 
know their strengths and weaknesses better and have better regulatory strategies to deal 
with negative events and derive meaning from them (Baron et al. 2016). Gender may also 
play a role in differentiating between profiles. The long working hours of the self-employed 
may negatively affect well-being of women more than men, as the former tend to carry 
the main responsibility for household and childcare (Parasuraman and Simmers 2001). 
Also, women tend to have more difficulties switching off from work (Sonnentag and Bayer 
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2005). There are small differences in the motives of becoming self-employed between men 
and women, with women more likely to want to gain more flexibility and autonomy (Hil-
brecht and Lero 2014; Stephan et al. 2015). However, it was also shown that self-employed 
women report worse health than similar employed women (Parslow et al. 2004). Thus, age 
and gender were both included as control variables in this study.

Self-employed workers may be more likely to have a certain well-being profile depend-
ing on their education, occupation, current income level, and on whether they have 
employees. Higher education, and thus a high-skilled work, is positively related to bet-
ter health and well-being (Eurofound 2014). Higher education may also shape the motives 
for entering self-employment, as well as affect the type of business being managed (Ste-
phan et al. 2015). Thus, there are differences in the health of self-employed across differ-
ent sectors (Toivanen et al. 2015). The psychological situation for the self-employed dif-
fers also depending on whether they have employees or not (Rauch and Frese 2000). Most 
self-employed are sole proprietors and very few have more than five employees (Johansson 
Sevä et al. 2016). It was found that mortality rates are higher among sole proprietors (Toi-
vanen et al. 2015), and self-employed without employees reported higher levels of job dis-
satisfaction, fatigue and muscular pain compared to self-employed with employees (Bena-
vides 2000).

Finally, insufficient income is likely to be related to lower levels of life and work evalu-
ations (Kahneman and Deaton 2010). Importantly, insufficient income refers to a subjec-
tive perception of one’s earnings, which may be quite independent from the actual income 
level. For instance, while it was shown that female founders earned less than male found-
ers, they were also more satisfied with their income (Carree and Verheul 2012). Another 
aspect is whether the income of the self-employed individual constitutes the main income 
source of the household. The responsibility of being the breadwinner may potentially be a 
stressor and provide a risk factor for lower well-being. In sum, there are reasons to believe 
that well-being profiles are linked to both individual and work-related characteristics.

Research Question 2 Are certain groups of self-employed (high-skilled individuals, 
employers, low income individuals) more likely to have a specific well-being profile?

3  Validating the Well‑Being Profiles

One way to better understand empirically determined profiles of well-being among self-
employed is to relate the profiles to relevant external variables (Bergman et al. 2003). In this 
study, we include two types of such auxiliary variables: health-related and work-related.

In terms of health-related characteristics, we look at differences across the profiles 
regarding life satisfaction, overall happiness, self-rated health, depression and anxiety. 
Life satisfaction refers to a global assessment of satisfaction with one’s life (Diener et al. 
1985), and happiness refers to general assessment of positive emotions one experiences in 
life (Kahneman 2000). Both function as summative assessments of positive mental health 
from the hedonic perspective. However, previous studies suggest that general life evalu-
ations do not relate to positive functioning indicators (Vittersø et  al. 2009a). Therefore, 
profiles with higher eudaimonic well-being indicators may not necessarily have higher life 
satisfaction or happiness scores. At the same time, profiles with higher work satisfaction 
scores should result in higher general life satisfaction. Due to this distinction, the general 



1665Not All Are Equal: A Latent Profile Analysis of Well‑Being Among…

1 3

satisfaction scores are good validation variables that confirm the meaning of the empiri-
cally determined profiles.

An inclusion of health-related variables in this study may help determine to what extent 
certain well-being profiles are accompanied by an increased risk for health problems. 
Recently, the relevance of health has become acknowledged in the self-employment litera-
ture, noting that the health of the entrepreneur is vital to sustaining successful businesses 
(Uy et al. 2017). Self-rated health is an independent predictor of mortality, a relevant pre-
dictor for a wide range of health-related symptoms, and a good indicator for actual health 
(Idler and Benyamini 1997). We also compare the profiles on ill-being aspects: depres-
sion and anxiety. Depression reflects an overall negative orientation that facilitates negative 
emotional experiences (Insel and Charney 2003). Depressive symptoms hinder effective 
decision-making, such as opportunity recognition and uptake (Bradley and Roberts 2004). 
Together with depression, anxiety is the second most common mental disorder, with symp-
toms including worrying, an inability to concentrate and relax, as well as physical discom-
fort (Barlow 2000). Both are most likely negatively related to business success (Gorgievski 
et al. 2014; Rietveld et al. 2015).

In terms of work-related characteristics, individuals with different well-being profiles 
may also differ in their work hours, socioeconomic position and income. Although work 
demands are generally negatively related to health and well-being, research suggests that 
work hours and well-being stand in a complex relationship, such that some individuals 
manage to stay happy and healthy while working long hours (Akerstedt et al. 2002). It is 
also interesting to see whether differences in income follow different well-being profiles, 
especially because self-employed individuals have been reported to earn less than com-
parable employees (Andersson 2008). However, research suggests that the return on well-
being with increased level of income is limited (Clark et al. 2008; Kahneman et al. 2006). 
In general, individuals in profiles characterized by high-income levels may be expected to 
also have higher socioeconomic position and life satisfaction.

In sum, to interpret and explain the unique empirical profiles of well-being among the 
self-employed, this analysis will compare the profiles on different variables related to both 
work and health aspects.

Research Question 3 How do profiles of well-being differ in terms of health-related and 
work-related variables?

4  Method

4.1  Participants

The study was based on the data collected during the European Social Survey Round 6 
(European Social Survey 2012). The current analysis included a subsample of participants 
(N = 3461; 32.9% women; mean age = 47.12, ranging from 18 to 89 years) from 29 Euro-
pean countries. Selected participants fulfilled the following inclusion criteria: (a) were 
working, (b) were self-employed, and (c) have answered to all questions selected as well-
being indicators. The last inclusion criterion resulted in excluding 73 participants. The 
number of participants and the percentage of the entire sample included in the analysis in 
each of the countries are presented in the Supplementary Material.



1666 A. Bujacz et al.

1 3

4.2  Measures

Measures included in the analysis were divided into three categories. First, we chose six 
indicators that formed the well-being profiles: job satisfaction, work-life balance satisfac-
tion, interest, stress resistance, meaning, and autonomy. Second, we identified five covari-
ates that helped understand who is more likely to hold a certain well-being profile: educa-
tion, being an employer, occupation, main income source, and insufficiently low income. 
Finally, we described eight characteristics associated with profile membership. Three of 
them were work-related (income, subjective socioeconomic position, and work hours) and 
five were health-related (self-rated health, life satisfaction, general happiness, depression, 
and anxiety). Exact wording and response scales for all the measures are presented in the 
Supplementary Material.

5  Analyses

Due to sizeable differences in mean scores of indicators and covariates at the country level, 
all continuous variables measured as self-reported ratings were country-mean centered. 
Variables with scales including a meaningful zero (i.e., age and work hours) were grand-
mean centered. Standard scores were used in all plots as they provide a common scale for 
the indicators and are more easily interpreted (Meyer and Morin 2016).

The data were analyzed using Latent Profile Analysis, a modelling approach in which 
the latent variable is categorical and the indicators are treated as continuous (Collins and 
Lanza 2010). A latent categorical variable represents multiple subpopulations character-
ized by different levels of indicators (Wang and Hanges 2011). Thus, this analytical strat-
egy allows for empirical distinction of fairly homogenous groups of people within the sam-
ple, and unlike traditional clustering approaches it takes into account the goodness-of-fit of 
the model and the measurement error (Morin 2016). Thus, the best fitting model is chosen 
based on the variety of statistical indicators as well as the substantive meaning of the solu-
tion (Marsh et al. 2009).

Covariates were included into the model following the three-step approach (Asparouhov 
and Muthén 2014). The effects of the covariates were compared by testing whether each 
of the covariates contributes to the classification above and beyond other covariates (Col-
lins and Lanza 2010). For model comparisons, the BIC difference was used. A difference 
value higher than 10 provides strong evidence against the model with the higher BIC value 
(Kass and Raftery 1995). We tested the significance of mean-level differences in health-
related and work-related characteristics across all specific pairs of profiles using the BCH 
approach (Bakk and Vermunt 2016).

6  Results

The choice of the six-profile solution was based on the information criteria and the 
meaningfulness of the obtained solution (see the Supplementary Material). The infor-
mation criteria kept improving with the addition of latent profiles, yet the decreases in 
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BIC values reached a plateau around 5–6 profiles. The six-profile solution included not 
only profiles characterized by low or high levels of all indicators, but also two profiles 
characterized by different levels of work evaluations and functioning well-being indi-
cators. Thus, we decided that the six-profile solution provides the most detailed and 
meaningful description of the sample of self-employed workers analyzed in this study. 
Table 1 and Fig. 1 present mean levels of well-being indicators in the retained latent 
profile model.

All the covariates were shown to significantly contribute to the classification above and 
beyond each other (education ΔBIC = 32, being an employer ΔBIC = 350, high-skilled 
occupation ΔBIC = 104, self-employment as the main income source ΔBIC = 178, and 
subjectively low income ΔBIC = 222). Gender and age were also included in the model, 
yet they did not contribute above and beyond other covariates. Table 2 presents the results 
of the multinomial logistic regressions, in which each covariate has five complementary 
effects for each possible pairwise comparison of profiles. For clarity of interpretation, in 
the Table 2 we also report odds ratios (OR) reflecting the change in the likelihood of mem-
bership in a target profile versus a comparison profile.

Finally, all health-related and work-related characteristics were shown to significantly 
differ across profiles (all p < 0.001). Table 3, Figs. 2, and 3 illustrate differences between 

Table 1  Mean levels and variances of well-being indicators in the retained latent profile model (N = 3461)

Variances are presented in italics. Values in percentage represent final class proportions based on the esti-
mated model. Indicators are estimated from country-mean centered variables

Unhappy 
(15.2%)

Languishing 
(34.2%)

Happy 
(22.9%)

Satisfied 
(6.3%)

Passionate 
(11.8%)

Flourish-
ing (9.6%)

Job sat. − 2.38 5.09 − 0.39 1.58 0.68 0.80 1.77 0.58 0.45 2.83 1.87 0.32
Work–life − 2.32 5.21 − 0.67 2.79 1.21 1.07 2.66 0.68 − 1.02 5.15 2.67 0.60
Interest − 1.50 4.45 − 0.53 1.47 0.30 0.86 − 0.09 2.93 1.55 0.27 1.68 0.28
Stress resistance − 1.29 3.99 − 0.35 2.18 0.81 1.14 − 0.73 6.45 0.44 4.19 1.39 2.51
Meaning − 1.89 5.35 − 0.45 1.60 0.59 1.10 − 0.56 5.64 1.45 0.90 1.76 0.64
Autonomy − 1.68 5.79 − 0.71 3.38 1.12 1.44 0.23 5.37 0.05 7.31 2.31 1.42

-3

-2

-1

0

1

2

3

Unhappy Languishing Happy Sa�sfied Passionate Flourishing

job sa�sfac�on work-life balance interest stress resistance meaning autonomy

Fig. 1  Mean levels of well-being indicators in the retained latent profile model. Note Indicators are esti-
mated from country-mean centered variables
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mean levels of variables associated with profile membership. Below, we present a detailed 
description of the results for the six profiles.

Table 2  Logistic regression results evaluating the effects of covariates on latent profile membership

Participants (n = 309) were excluded from this analysis due to missing data. Odds ratios are presented in 
italics. Significant effects (p < 0.05) marked in bold and underlined (p < 0.10). Education is coded 1 = uni-
versity degree and 0 = other. Employer is coded 1 = has employees and 0 = works alone. Occupation is 
coded 1 = high-skilled and 0 = other. Income source is coded 1 = income from self-employment is a main 
source of household income and 0 = other. Low income are coded 1 = yes and 0 = no

vs. (1) vs. (2) vs. (3) vs. (4) vs. (5) vs. (6)

Unhappy (1)
Education – − 0.21 0.81 − 0.32 0.73 0.09 1.10 − 0.21 0.81 − 0.47 0.62
Employer – − 0.11 0.90 0.19 1.21 0.08 1.09 − 0.33 0.72 0.19 1.21
Occupation – 0.04 1.04 − 0.37 0.69 0.17 1.19 − 0.02 0.98 − 0.30 0.74
Income source – 0.20 1.22 0.22 1.25 − 0.41 0.66 0.28 1.32 0.04 1.04
Low income – 1.41 4.12 2.85 17.3 1.16 3.19 0.84 2.31 2.24 9.36
Languishing (2)
Education 0.21 1.23 – − 0.11 0.90 0.30 1.35 0.00 1.00 − 0.26 0.77
Employer 0.11 1.11 – 0.30 1.35 0.19 1.21 − 0.23 0.80 0.30 1.34
Occupation − 0.04 0.96 – − 0.41 0.66 0.13 1.14 − 0.06 0.94 − 0.34 0.71
Income source − 0.20 0.82 – 0.03 1.03 − 0.61 0.54 0.08 1.08 − 0.16 0.85
Low income − 1.41 0.24 – 1.43 4.20 − 0.25 0.78 − 0.58 0.56 0.82 2.27
Happy (3)
Education 0.32 1.37 0.11 1.11 – 0.41 1.51 0.11 1.11 − 0.15 0.86
Employer − 0.19 0.82 − 0.30 0.74 – − 0.11 0.90 − 0.52 0.59 − 0.01 0.99
Occupation 0.37 1.44 0.41 1.50 – 0.54 1.71 0.35 1.42 0.07 1.07
Income source − 0.22 0.80 − 0.03 0.97 – − 0.64 0.53 0.05 1.06 − 0.19 0.83
Low income − 2.85 0.06 − 1.43 0.24 – − 1.67 0.18 − 2.01 0.13 − 0.61 0.54
Satisfied (4)
Education − 0.09 0.91 − 0.30 0.74 − 0.41 0.66 – − 0.30 0.74 − 0.56 0.57
Employer − 0.08 0.92 − 0.19 0.83 0.11 1.11 – − 0.41 0.66 0.11 1.11
Occupation − 0.17 0.84 − 0.13 0.88 − 0.54 0.58 – − 0.19 0.83 − 0.47 0.63
Income source 0.41 1.51 0.61 1.84 0.64 1.89 – 0.69 2.00 0.45 1.56
Low income − 1.16 0.31 0.25 1.29 1.67 5.41 – − 0.33 0.72 1.07 2.23
Passionate (5)
Education 0.21 1.23 0.00 1.00 − 0.11 0.90 0.30 1.35 – − 0.26 0.77
Employer 0.33 1.39 0.23 1.25 0.52 1.69 0.41 1.51 – 0.52 1.69
Occupation 0.02 1.02 0.06 1.06 − 0.35 0.70 0.19 1.21 – − 0.28 0.75
Income source − 0.28 0.76 − 0.08 0.92 − 0.05 0.95 − 0.69 0.50 – − 0.24 0.78
Low income − 0.84 0.43 0.58 1.78 2.01 7.49 0.33 1.38 – 1.40 4.06
Flourishing (6)
Education 0.47 1.61 0.26 1.30 0.15 1.17 0.56 1.76 0.26 1.30 –
Employer − 0.19 0.83 − 0.30 0.74 0.00 1.00 − 0.11 0.90 − 0.52 0.59 –
Occupation 0.30 1.34 0.34 1.40 − 0.07 0.93 0.47 1.60 0.28 1.32 –
Income source − 0.04 0.96 0.16 1.17 0.19 1.21 − 0.45 0.64 0.24 1.28 –
Low income − 2.24 0.11 − 0.82 0.44 0.61 1.85 − 1.07 0.34 − 1.40 0.25 –
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6.1  The Unhappy Profile

The Unhappy profile contained 15.2% of the sample and included workers characterized 
by very low well-being levels, with satisfaction scores lower than two standard deviations 
below the mean and eudaimonic well-being scores lower than one standard deviation below 
the mean. Even though the average scores for all indicators were very low, they also varied 
quite a lot within the Unhappy profile. Members of this profile reported significantly lower 
self-rated health, life satisfaction, and overall happiness than members of all other pro-
files. They also reported significantly higher levels of depression and anxiety than all other 
groups. Moreover, the Unhappy profile members had the lowest income level and were sig-
nificantly more likely to consider their income as insufficient in comparison to members of 
all other profiles. They also reported a very low subjective socioeconomic position. Finally, 
members of the Unhappy profile worked longer hours than all other groups apart from the 
Passionate group.
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6.2  The Languishing Profile

The Languishing profile contained 34.2% of the sample and, thus, it represented the larg-
est group of participants. It included individuals characterized by slightly lower than the 
mean levels of well-being. Members of the Languishing profile reported significantly lower 
life satisfaction than members of other profiles (apart from the Unhappy profile). However, 
their levels of self-rated health, overall happiness, depression and anxiety were similar to 
those of the Satisfied profile members, higher than those of the Unhappy profile members, 
and lower than those of the Happy, Passionate, and Flourishing profiles members. Indi-
viduals in the Languishing profile were more likely to be employers than the Happy profile 
members and possibly also the Flourishing profile members (p = 0.058). They were also 
more likely to consider their income as insufficient in comparison to the Happy and Flour-
ishing profiles members, even though their income level was not significantly different 
from the income of the Happy profile members. Their subjective socioeconomic position 
was similar to the one of the Satisfied profile members and significantly lower than the one 
of the Happy, Passionate, and Flourishing profiles members. Lastly, they worked an aver-
age number of hours, significantly higher than the Happy profile members, but lower than 
the Unhappy and Passionate profile members.

6.3  The Happy Profile

The Happy profile contained 22.9% of the participants and was characterized by above 
average levels of job satisfaction, interest, stress resistance, and meaning, as well as over 
one standard deviation above average levels of work-life balance satisfaction and auton-
omy. This was also the most internally homogenous group. Its members reported above 
average levels of self-rated health and overall happiness, which were similar to those of the 
Passionate profile members, significantly higher than those of the Satisfied profile mem-
bers, and significantly lower than those of the Flourishing profile members. The life satis-
faction level of the Happy profile members was also significantly lower from the one of the 
Flourishing profile members, and no different from those of the Satisfied and Passionate 
profile members. Their depression levels did not differ from those of the Passionate and 
the Flourishing profiles members, and was significantly lower than those of the other pro-
files members. Their anxiety level was significantly higher than the one of the Flourishing 
profile members and did not differ from the one of the Passionate profile members. The 
members of the Happy profile were significantly more likely to hold a high-skilled occupa-
tion than members of the Unhappy, Languishing, Satisfied, and possibly also Passionate 
profiles (p = 0.076). The income level of the members of this profile was high and did not 
differ from the income level of the Passionate and the Flourishing profiles members. Thus, 
members of the Happy profile were significantly less likely to consider their income as 
insufficient than members of other profiles apart from the Flourishing profile. They also 
reported high subjective socioeconomic position, no different from members of the Pas-
sionate profile, but significantly lower than members of the Flourishing profile. In terms of 
work hours, members of the Happy profile worked slightly less than the sample average, 
similar to the member of the Satisfied and Flourishing profiles.
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6.4  The Satisfied Profile

The Satisfied profile contained 6.3% of the sample and, thus, it represented the small-
est group of participants. Members of this profile reported about two standard deviations 
above average levels of job satisfaction and work-life balance, but only around average 
levels of eudaimonic well-being indicators. Their satisfaction levels were rather similar, 
yet their levels of interest, stress resistance, meaning, and control varied more within the 
group. Their reported around average levels of self-rated health, overall happiness, depres-
sion, and anxiety, which were no different from those of the Languishing profile mem-
bers. However, their life satisfaction scores were above average and significantly lower only 
from those of the Flourishing profile members. The Satisfied profile members were signifi-
cantly more likely to have self-employment as their main source of income in comparison 
to the members of all other profiles (p = 0.086 in comparison to the Unhappy profile and 
p = 0.078 in comparison to the Flourishing profile). Their income level was significantly 
higher than the one of the Unhappy profile and significantly lower than the one of the 
Flourishing profile. However, they were more likely to find their income insufficient when 
compared to members of the Happy and Flourishing profiles. They also reported lower 
than the average subjective socioeconomic position, similar to the one of the Languishing 
profile members. Finally, their work hours were close to average and not significantly dif-
ferent from those of the Languishing, Happy, and Flourishing profiles members.

6.5  The Passionate Profile

The Passionate profile contained 11.8% of the self-employed. Members of this profile 
reported around average levels of job satisfaction, stress resistance, and control, yet over 
one standard deviation higher than average levels of interest and meaning as well as one 
standard deviation below average levels of work-life balance satisfaction. Their self-rated 
health, life satisfaction, and overall happiness levels were above average and similar to 
those of the Happy profile members. Their depression and anxiety levels were below the 
average and also similar to those of the Happy profile members. Members of the Passion-
ate profile were more likely to be employers than members of the Unhappy (p = 0.078), 
Happy, Satisfied (p = 0.099), and Flourishing profiles. Their income level was around aver-
age and significantly higher only from the one of the Unhappy profile members, yet they 
were significantly more likely to consider their income as insufficient when compared to 
the Languishing, Happy, and Flourishing profiles members. The Passionate profile mem-
bers reported above average socioeconomic position, similar to the one of the Happy pro-
file members. As expected due to their low work-life balance scores, the passionate group 
worked the longest hours, significantly longer than all groups apart from the members of 
the Unhappy profile.

6.6  The Flourishing Profile

The Flourishing profile contained 9.6% of the self-employed characterized by the high-
est levels of all satisfaction and well-being indicators. Thus, members of this profile also 
reported the highest levels of self-rated health, life satisfaction, and overall happiness. 
Moreover, their anxiety levels were the lowest and their depression levels were also below 
average and similar to the Happy profile members. The Flourishing profile members were 
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more likely to hold a university degree when compared to the Unhappy and Satisfied pro-
files members, and were possibly also more likely to have a high-skilled occupation than 
the Satisfied profile members (p = 0.087). Their income level was above average, but simi-
lar to the one of the Happy and Passionate profile members. Yet, they were less likely to 
consider their income insufficient when compared to all other groups apart from the Happy 
profile members. Importantly, they also reported the highest subjective socioeconomic 
position. Finally, they worked around average number of hours, not different from mem-
bers of the Languishing, Happy, and Satisfied profile members.

7  Discussion

The current paper provides new and unique evidence regarding the well-being of self-
employed workers due to its three main contributions: (a) it uses a person-centered 
approach to establish the existence of subpopulations within the group of self-employed 
individuals across European countries, (b) it applies a broad conceptualization of well-
being differentiating between indicators of hedonic and eudaimonic well-being, and (c) it 
describes in detail the differences in well-being of the self-employed using a variety of 
demographic, work-related and health-related variables.

7.1  Diversity in Well‑Being Profiles Among the Self‑Employed

The results of this study clearly show that self-employed individuals are not a homoge-
nous group when it comes to well-being. In the European context, we were able to distin-
guish six different well-being profiles. We would like to highlight three important findings 
regarding the unique composition of the well-being indicators among the self-employed.

First, surprisingly as much as 15% of the self-employed individuals were classified into 
the Unhappy profile, even though the self-employed were shown to have higher well-being 
on average than employees (e.g., Stephan and Roesler 2010). From a public health perspec-
tive, this large percentage is alarming, as these individuals seem to experience elevated lev-
els of depression and anxiety, and suffer from low health. It may be that these individuals 
are less suited to be successfully self-employed, that they underwent a particularly stressful 
event at the time of the study, or that they are soon to quit their self-employment due to 
their low levels of well-being and health contributing to exit motivations (Hsu et al. 2016). 
Self-employed may also be particularly strongly affected by recent financial crises, such 
as the recession of 2008, which was associated with increasing mental health problems 
(Barr et  al. 2015). However, a study on entrepreneurial exit revealed that entrepreneurs 
who changed from being an entrepreneur to be in paid employment had gained an advan-
tage in terms of earnings only if they moved from a high-performing venture (Luzzi and 
Sasson 2016). Thus, simply exiting the self-employment may not be a valid solution for 
individuals in the Unhappy profile. It is therefore vital to further explore the reasons why 
these self-employed experience low well-being levels, and study possible interventions that 
may alleviate these symptoms.

Second, we found that around 10% of the self-employed in European population were 
flourishing, i.e., experiencing high levels of both hedonic and eudaimonic well-being, as 
well as high life satisfaction, happiness and self-rated health. Interestingly, individuals 
in this profile reported working only an average amount of hours and experiencing high 
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work-life balance. More research targeting this group of self-employed could help better 
understand the reasons for their success e.g., how they move through business cycles, how 
they prioritize work, and how they cope with challenges and setbacks.

Third, we have found an interesting within-profile variety in levels of well-being indica-
tors. Specifically, we identified two profiles with reverse levels of hedonic and eudaimonic 
well-being indicators. Individuals in the Satisfied profile reported high job and work-life 
balance satisfaction, yet only average levels on eudaimonic well-being indicators. Inter-
estingly, their overall health and happiness levels were average, regardless of their high 
satisfaction. On the other hand, individuals in the Passionate profile reported average and 
low levels of satisfaction, yet their interest and meaning scores were well above average. 
Regardless of the low work-life balance and average job satisfaction, their overall hap-
piness was quite high, and depression and anxiety scores below the average. Thus, the 
findings suggest that positive evaluations of work may not be enough for positive health 
outcomes to occur. High levels of eudaimonic well-being indicators seem necessary for a 
healthy self-employed individual.

In sum, these results highlight the need to study well-being as a multidimensional con-
cept. The six profiles of well-being provide a rich ground for further theory development in 
both well-being and self-employment research.

7.2  Understanding the Well‑Being Profiles

To better understand who (and why) seems to develop a certain well-being profile, we 
would also like to highlight some important covariates associated with well-being of the 
self-employed.

In terms of work hours, it seems that the self-employed may be able to cope with long 
working hours when they find their work highly interesting and meaningful, as individuals 
in the Passionate profile. This is an important finding since long work hours seem unavoid-
able for business owners (Cardon and Patel 2015; Wincent et  al. 2008). Entrepreneurial 
passion manifests itself in working intensely (Cardon et al. 2009), and a recent study found 
that self-employed who work intensely felt more passionate the next week rather than the 
reverse (Gielnik et al. 2015). However, the caveat for working long hours was reported in 
below average work-life balance satisfaction in the present study. Thus, even though work-
ing many hours may further develop entrepreneurial passion, this style of work may not 
be sustainable due to known negative effects of long work hours on health and well-being 
(Virtanen et  al. 2009). Further longitudinal studies are needed to better understand how 
passionate entrepreneurial activity affects health in the long run.

The results revealed that health variables relate mainly to the eudaimonic indicators 
of well-being, as they were significantly higher in profiles with above average levels of 
interest, stress resistance, meaning, and autonomy. This follows the direction pointed out 
in previous studies, that eudaimonic well-being indicators are better predictors of men-
tal health than hedonic indicators (Huppert and So 2013). The unique role of eudaimonic 
well-being indicators may also, at least to some extent, explain the mixed results regard-
ing the self-employed having better or worse health than the organizationally employed 
individuals (Parslow et al. 2004). As self-rated health and mental health have been shown 
to relate to work attendance, performance and business success, it is likely that even small 
improvements in the health status will make large contributions to a self-employed indi-
vidual’s energy, willpower, and psychological strength (Cocker et  al. 2013; Fernet et  al. 
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2016; Gorgievski et al. 2010). Thus, interventions aiming at strengthening the eudaimonic 
well-being of the self-employed may be a good way to also improve their health.

In terms of the socioeconomic position, there seems to be a tendency towards a gra-
dient, or systematic variation, in education and income levels across the different well-
being profiles. With the exception of the Satisfied profile, all individuals who reported 
a high socioeconomic position and sufficient income were more likely to belong to pro-
files with above average levels of well-being, indicating that socioeconomic position 
may be an important resource for the self-employed. Public health studies showed that 
childhood socioeconomic position, occupational prestige, and self-rated socioeconomic 
position have strong positive health effects (Christ et  al. 2012; Mckenzie et  al. 2011; 
Miething 2013) and positive life satisfaction effects (Niedzwiedz et  al. 2015). It also 
seems that socioeconomic position is tightly linked to income among the self-employed. 
This suggests that among the population of self-employed, there are similar socioeco-
nomic differences in well-being as among employees (Marmot and Wilkinson 2005). 
Thus, future research needs to consider income and socioeconomic position as relevant 
resources for well-being of the self-employed.

In sum, the findings of this study point out that passion, as represented by intense 
work and finding one’s activity highly interesting and meaningful, may play a unique 
role in developing and sustaining good health and high well-being levels among the self-
employed. Moreover, the results suggest that socioeconomic differences play an impor-
tant role in determining entrepreneurs’ well-being. Thus, these differences should not 
be overlooked when comparing individuals both within the group of the self-employed, 
as well as between the groups of the self-employed and the organizationally-employed.

7.3  Limitations

When interpreting the findings of this study, one needs to consider several issues that 
may limit our conclusions. In this paper, we combined the self-employed, business own-
ers, and entrepreneurs. Thus, our sample includes people working for their own account 
and risk, as well as those helped by employees or unpaid family members (Stephan and 
Roesler 2010). Future research may further distinguish possible differences in well-
being within more specific categories of self-employed individuals.

Another limitation is related to the aim of the paper to study the heterogeneity of the 
self-employed across European countries. While we country-centered all profile indica-
tors, future research could benefit from conducting in-depth comparisons among coun-
tries, taking into consideration the different economic situation and governmental poli-
cies related to self-employment, welfare, and well-being in each of the countries. For 
example, there is a growing literature on the effects of recession on employees’ well-
being (Ogbonnaya et al. 2019), which could be extended to the self-employed. In addi-
tion, more factors than the ones studied here could be relevant to even better understand 
the heterogeneity of well-being of the self-employed, for instance startup motives, busi-
ness sectors, and personality traits.

The findings of this study are also limited by the cross-sectional character of the 
data. One drawback of such study design is that we cannot make any causal inferences 
whether a specific covariate represents an antecedent or outcome of a profile member-
ship. Thus, this study represents the starting point for designing a longitudinal study 
that will test, for instance, how profile membership relates to health outcomes over time. 
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Another drawback of the cross-sectional data is that we cannot make a statement about 
the stability of profile memberships. It may be that some individuals change profile 
membership during specific times of the entrepreneurial cycle. Here, latent transition 
analyses will be appropriate to study changes in profile membership over time (Bujacz 
et al. 2018).

Finally, we did not find significantly more men/women or younger/older self-employed 
in any of the identified profiles. Yet, this does not mean that gender or age difference do 
not play an important role in determining one’s well-being profile. It is plausible that well-
being profiles may be quite different within the population of women entrepreneurs. In the 
future, it will be crucial to test whether the six well-being profiles can also be found (and at 
what prevalence) in a women-dominated sample of self-employed individuals.
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