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Abstract One of the key factors for promoting well-being lies in balancing one’s daily
life occupations and the nature of these occupations. Occupation refers to a group of
everyday life goal-directed activities which may be associated to any life domain, not
necessarily work, such as leisure, education, or self-care. Yet it is not clear what
constitutes occupational imbalance, and its association to other factors has not been
examined systematically. This study proposed and tested a theoretical model for
specifying the structural relationships between occupational imbalance, occupational
characteristics, personality and well-being. 288 working adults completed the following
questionnaires: Inter-goal Relations Questionnaire (occupational imbalance), Personal
Projects Analysis (occupational characteristics), the Big Five Inventory (personality
traits) and the Satisfaction with Life Scale (well-being). Twenty-five models were tested
using structural equation modeling. All the models fit the data well. Occupational
characteristics, with the exception of stress, served as significant mediators between
personality and well-being, yet occupational imbalance did not play a significant role
across all models. Our findings provide substantial support for the importance of
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occupation to well-being, however occupational imbalance is still an elusive concept
that requires further investigation theoretically and empirically.

Keywords Well-being . Life balance . Personality . Occupation

Introduction

Subjective Well-Being (SWB) refers to the way individuals perceive their life as a
whole (Diener 1984). This concept of SWB is gaining attention as an important
outcome measure to assess for treatment efficacy in rehabilitation clinical studies
(AOTA 2002; WHO 2001). In the area of psychology, in particular personality
research, it has been suggested that a key factor for explaining SWB lies in the
nature of one’s everyday life activities (or goal-directed pursuits) and finding balance
among these activities (Little 1983; Little and Chambers 2004). Personality has been
recognized as another important factor that affects not only well-being (Diener et al.
1999) but also influences the way people choose, structure and perceive their daily
activities (Furnham 1981; Little et al. 1992). The notion of daily activities and their
effect on well-being is studied in other fields such as occupational therapy and
occupational science (Yerxa et al. 1989). Although the terminology across fields is
different it represents similar concepts. In occupational therapy and occupational
science, occupation is defined in a broader way than typically viewed. It refers to a
group of everyday life goal-directed activities, has meaning for the individual, and is
familiar to their culture (CAOT 1997). Thus, occupations are attributed to any life
domain, not necessarily just work, such as leisure, education, self care and more.
Similarly, the concept of balance in occupations is closely related to other terms such
as work-life balance, yet it is distinct. Therefore, occupational balance addresses all
life domains not necessarily just work and looks at the way individuals find balance
among different kinds of activities (e.g., learning, playing, socializing etc.). Yet there
is a lack of evidence on what constitutes a balanced state among occupations, how it
is associated with the characteristics of those occupations and one’s personality
traits, and in turn how it is associated with well-being.

It is important to develop integrated theoretical models to better understand the
role of occupation and occupational balance in explaining well-being; at the same
time, these models need to be empirically tested in order to provide a substantial
contribution. Furthermore, developing theoretical models which are interdisciplinary
in nature might improve our understanding of human behavior, reflected in
occupations, and its effect on well-being. Such models might guide various fields
of practice that consider the doing aspect of their clients as a vehicle for promoting
well-being (e.g., occupational therapists, psychologists, recreational therapists,
vocational counselors among others). Thus, the purpose of this study is to propose
a theoretical model based on knowledge from the research fields of personality,
occupational therapy and occupational science, and to test it empirically using
structure equation modeling (SEM).

The literature was reviewed in order to articulate a conceptual model for empirical
testing. Occupational balance, well-being, and related factors are defined based upon
the theory from which they were derived, and the review suggests how these
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concepts are related to each other. Subsequently, a proposed theoretical model is
outlined to illustrate the study’s hypothesis, presented in Fig. 1.

Occupation—A Potential Construct in Explaining Well-being

Theoretical approaches in the area of psychology (Csikszentmihalyi and Hunter
2003; Little 1984) and occupational therapy (Meyer 1977; Reilly 1966; Yerxa et al.
1989) recognize the potential of daily life activities (or goal-directed pursuits) in
expressing individual differences and explaining well-being. People’s specific
behavioral tendencies, which are reflected in daily life activities, have been termed
by Little (1996) as Personal Action Construct (PAC) units. Examples of such units
are: personal projects (Palys and Little 1983); personal goals (Riediger 2007) and
occupations (Law et al. 1996). These PAC units can include, for example, writing an
article with Dr. Fox, making an album for my sister’s 50th birthday, or getting a
promotion to assistant manager. In personality research, the term personal project is
used to refer to interrelated sequences of actions intended to achieve some personal
goal (Little 1983) and naturally share common elements with the term personal goal
(Little 2007). In occupational therapy theory, the term occupation is defined more
broadly than typically understood and refers to groups of everyday life activities
which are goal-directed, have meaning for the individual, and are familiar to his or
her culture (Law et al. 1996). Thus, the term occupation is not necessarily limited to
employment-related activities, but refers to any activity people engage in to occupy
themselves in any life domain.

The concept of personal project exhibits the four elements common to definitions
of occupation suggested by Christiansen and Baum (2005) as they are: (a) goal-directed
(b) contextual (c) culturally identifiable and (d) have meaning to the doer. Not only are
these configurations of action units, (occupations, personal projects and personal
goals) conceptually similar but they are also empirically comparable (Omodei and
Wearing 1990; Riediger 2007). Thus, this paper will use occupation to represent both
personal projects and personal goals, and the Personal Project Analysis as a method to
study occupation.

Fig. 1 The hypothetical model
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Occupational Characteristics and Well-being (see Fig. 1, path 5)

There is considerable theoretical support that occupation is a source of well-being
and a mechanism for meeting intrinsic needs and interests (e.g., Christiansen and
Baum 2005; Law et al. 1996; Wilcock 1998). Yet, knowledge about the specific
characteristics of daily occupations that promote health and well-being is limited.
Little (1984) developed a method for measuring people’s reasons for pursuing
projects or occupations labeled Personal Projects Analysis (PPA). This method
frames the way individuals perceive their personal projects or occupations in terms
of five characteristics: meaning, structure, community, efficacy and stress. Meaning
refers to the way the individual perceives his or her occupations as rewarding,
valuable and worthwhile. The second characteristic, structure, refers to the sense that
one’s occupations are organized and under control. Community refers to the
perception that others view one’s occupations as important, and efficacy relates to
the perception that one will be successful in completing occupations. The last
characteristic, stress, reflects aspects of difficulty, challenge and stress due to
engagement in occupations. Little (1984) suggested that appraising occupations
through these five characteristics explains an individual’s SWB.

Several studies indicate a relationship between occupational characteristics and well-
being. For example, occupations with meaning to the individual have a positive
association with SWB (e.g., Clark et al. 1997; Palys and Little 1983). Additionally,
McGregor and Little (1998) found that enjoyable, supported and efficient occupations
were associated with a higher level of well-being, whereas Lecci et al. (1994) showed
that persons scoring high on measures of depression rate their occupations as more
stressful and difficult. Similarly, other studies have shown that participants whose
occupations are characterized by a high level of efficacy, control, and meaning, and by
low levels of stress reported a higher level of well-being (Christiansen et al. 1999;
Christiansen 2000; McGregor and Little 1998; Yetim 1993). Studies found that
occupations that are supported and valued by others (the community characteristic)
have a positive effect on well-being (Salmela-Aro and Little 2007; Wallenius 1999;
Wenzel 2000). Hence, there is considerable support, theoretically as well as
empirically, for the relation between occupational characteristics and well-being.

Occupational Balance and Well-being (see Fig. 1, path 4)

The literature in occupational therapy, in the very early stages of the profession’s
development, purported theoretical support for the tenet of occupational balance,
suggesting that a balance among one’s occupations promoted well-being and health
(McColl et al. 1993; Meyer 1977; Reilly 1966). In fact, this notion has become
increasingly prevalent in recent literature (e.g., Backman 2004; Christiansen 1996;
Christiansen and Matuska 2006; Håkansson et al. 2006; Jonsson and Persson 2006;
Westhorp 2003; Wilcock et al. 1997), yet it is somewhat a contested concept with
little consensus on how it is defined and best measured. This study views
occupational balance from a socio-ecological perspective considering the personal
and contextual influences under which people act. Occupational balance, according
to this approach, focuses on the interaction among one’s occupations where harmony
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or facilitation among them implies a state of balance, and conflict or interference
among occupations suggests a lack of balance; both are based on personal perception
(Christiansen 1996).

Studies exploring the relationship between occupational balance and well-being
by looking at the impact among occupations (level of conflict/interference and
harmony/facilitation) using a single scale (where interference and facilitation are
measured as opposite poles of a single scale) have not yielded consistent results
(Christiansen et al. 1999; Palys and Little 1983; Wallenius 2000). Recently it has
been shown that interference and facilitation among occupations are distinct
dimensions that co-exist. In fact, they are differently related to well-being:
interference, or occupational imbalance, demonstrates a statistically significant
association with SWB, but facilitation, or occupational balance, does not (Riediger
and Freund 2004; Riediger et al. 2005; Riediger 2007). Therefore, this study will
focus on the interference dimension of the concept which represents the level of
imbalance among occupations.

Occupational Characteristics, Occupational Imbalance and Well-being
(see Fig. 1, paths 3, 4 and 5)

One factor that might influence the relation between imbalance among occupations
and well-being is related to the characteristics of these occupations. This influence is
a result of the relation between occupational characteristics and occupational
imbalance. For example, structured occupations (well-organized and in one’s
control, easier to manage) reduce one’s sense of imbalance and therefore contribute
to greater SWB. On the other hand, stressful occupations may lead to higher levels
of imbalance as they are more complicated to manage, and therefore result in lower
SWB. Indeed, the literature provides evidence for this relationship. In a study of
people 18–64 years old, involvement in occupations characterized by a low level of
enjoyment and a high level of difficulty were associated with conflict (occupational
imbalance) and low levels of life satisfaction (Palys and Little 1983). Similarly,
Håkansson et al. (2006) found that engaging in meaningful occupations with a sense
of control enabled people to achieve balance in everyday life. Therefore, in addition
to the direct effect of occupational characteristics on well-being, the occupational
characteristics might have an effect on well-being through their effect on
occupational imbalance.

Personality and Well-being and the Relation to Occupation
(see Fig. 1 paths 1, 2 and 5)

One of the most consistent variables in its ability to explain SWB is personality traits
(Diener et al. 1999). There are five main groups of personality traits that are
generally accepted in the literature: extraversion, openness, neuroticism, agreeableness
and conscientiousness (John and Srivastava 1999). Neuroticism is negatively
associated with well-being, while openness, agreeableness, extraversion and consci-
entiousness are positively related (DeNeve and Cooper 1998). Studies show that well-
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being is mostly influenced by extraversion and neuroticism. Extraversion is related to
positive affect and neuroticism is related to negative affect (Diener et al. 1999; Watson
and Clark 1997).

Beyond the relationship between personality and well-being it seems that
personality affects the way people choose and perceive their occupations. Little et
al. (1992) suggest that the five characteristics of personal projects/occupations are
related to the five personality traits. For example, it was found that neuroticism is
related to the occupational characteristics of stress, structure and meaning, while
extraversion and conscientiousness was positively correlated with meaning, efficacy
and community (Little et al. 1992). This provides empirical support for the
relationship between personality and occupational characteristics. At the theoretical
level, the socio-ecological model of personality proposed by Little (1999) positions
PAC units (e.g., occupations) as mediators between one’s disposition and well-being.
Thus, well-being is influenced by occupational characteristics, which in turn is
influenced by one’s personality traits. In other words, the relation between
personality and well-being is mediated by one’s occupational characteristics.

The Present Study

To summarize, this literature review identified two factors that mediate the effect of
personality on well-being: occupational characteristics and occupational imbalance.
It was found that occupational characteristics serve as mediators between personality
and well-being. In addition, occupational imbalance serves as mediator between
occupational characteristics and well-being. Hence, well-being is influenced by
occupational imbalance, which is influenced by the characteristics of the occupations
one engages in, which in turn is influenced by one’s personality traits. The literature
reviewed here provides the rationale for the hypothetical model presented in Fig. 1.

Figure 1 presents the structural relationship between personality, occupational
characteristics, occupational imbalance and well-being. Our general hypothesis is
that the proposed model will fit the data. Looking at Fig. 1 from left to right we
specifically hypothesize that: 1) Personality traits, occupational characteristics and
occupational imbalance have a direct effect on well-being (see paths 1, 4 and 5); 2)
Occupational characteristics serve as mediator between personality and well-being
and (see paths 2 and 5) 3); and Occupational imbalance serves as a mediator between
occupational characteristics and well-being (see paths 3 and 4).

Method

Participants and Procedures

The present cross-sectional study included a convenience sample of 288 working
adults, between the ages of 27–60 living in Israel. Participants needed to (a) have a
minimum of 10 years of education, (b) be employed for at least 20 h a week and for
a minimum of two years to ensure participants’ jobs were not new (which might
affect occupational imbalance and well-being) , and (c) be without any physical or
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emotional disabilities. Shift workers were excluded from the study as their working
style might affect their occupational imbalance. A snowball sampling method was
used to recruit participants. Ten trained occupational therapy students advertised for
the study in their own community and recruited participants that met the inclusion
and exclusion criteria. Data were collected during an individual meeting that took place
in a quiet setting chosen by the participants. After signing a consent form, participants
completed self-administered questionnaires which were set in random order. All the
measurements were translated to the Hebrew language via translation-back translation
method. The study was approved by the Behavioural Research Ethics Board of Tel Aviv
University.

Measures

Subjective Well-being (SWB)

This variable was operationally defined by the five-itemed Satisfaction with Life
Scale (SWLS) (Diener et al. 1985). This questionnaire assessed the cognitive
perspective of SWB where the individual was asked to judge their satisfaction with
life as a whole. It contained five statements in which participants were asked to rate
their level of agreement on a scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly
agree). Thus, each indicator score ranges from 1 to 7. A summed score was
generated ranging from 5 (totally disagree/minimal life satisfaction) to 35 (totally
agree/maximal life satisfaction).

The scale has demonstrated adequate internal consistency (mean Cronbach’s
alpha across studies was 0.78 (Vassar 2008) and a two-month stability coefficient of
0.82 (Pavot and Diener 1993). Factor structure of the scale supported its validity
confirming a single-factor solution (Arrindell et al. 1991; Pavot and Diener 1993)
and its construct validity was demonstrated with its association to other measures of
well-being (Pavot and Diener 1993). These findings were replicated in examining the
Hebrew version of the scale (Anaby et al. 2010). In the present study its single-factor
structure was verified using Confirmatory Factor Analysis (see “Results” section) and
Cronbach’s alpha coefficient was 0.83.

Occupational characteristics were measured using the Personal Projects Analysis
(PPA) (Little 1984). This questionnaire examined the individual’s perception of their
own unique occupational system. Two of the PPA modules were used: the Eliciting
Project Lists and the Rating Matrix. First, the individual was asked to list 10 current
occupations, then rate those occupations on a matrix of 15 items using an 11-point
scale for each item (e.g., to what extent is this occupation important to you? Use 0
if the occupation has no importance at all and 10 if it’s very important). The 15
items clustered on 5 factors that represent the characteristics of occupation
according to Little (1984): meaning (5 items: enjoyment, identity, value,
importance and absorption), structure (3 items: time adequacy, control, initiation),
community (2 items: visibility, others’ view), efficacy (2 items: progress, outcome)
and total stress (3 items: difficulty, challenge, stress). The mean of items comprised
the score for each factor, ranging from 0 to 10. The PPA has demonstrated adequate
criterion and construct validity (Christiansen et al. 1999; Little et al. 1992; Palys
and Little 1983); internal consistency (Cronbach’s α=0.7) and stability for up to
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two weeks (Backman 2001; Little et al. 1992). In the present study the Cronbach’s
alpha coefficient for meaning was 0.86, structure 0.70, community 0.80, efficacy
0.65 and stress 0.64.

Occupational imbalance was operationally defined by four indicators that
represent levels of interference among occupations in terms of money, time, energy
and incompatibility. These indicators were derived from the Interference scale of the
Inter-goal Relations Questionnaire (IRQ) (Riediger and Freund 2004). Participants
selected four occupations that they considered core occupations from those listed on
the PPA. Level of interference was rated in terms of time, energy and financial
constraints (i.e., How often can it happen that, because of the pursuit of occupation A,
you do not invest as much time/energy/money into occupation B as you would like?);
and in terms of incompatibility between occupations (i.e., How often can it happen
that you do something in the pursuit of occupation A that is incompatible with
occupation B?). The participants were asked to compare each pair of occupations
according to each of the four items using a 5-point scale ranging from 1 (never/very
rarely) to 5 (very often). Means were calculated and scores ranged from 1 (minimum
interference among occupations) to 5 (maximum interference among occupations).
Each pair of occupations is being compared twice to examine: 1) how occupation A
influences occupation B and 2) how occupation B influences occupation A. In the
IRQ there were four occupations and four items thus there were 12 possible
comparisons for each item and all together 48 comparisons (12×4). Therefore, each
indicator represented the mean of its 12 items ranging from 1 to 5. Construct validity
of the interference scale was demonstrated among old and young adults indicating a
one-factor solution as well as excellent internal consistency (Cronbach’s α=.94)
(Riediger and Freund 2004). In this present study the Cronbach’s alpha coefficient was
0.78 and a single-factor structure was confirmed (see “Result” section).

Personality traits were measured using the Big Five Inventory (BFI) (John and
Srivastava 1999) that assessed five personality domains: neuroticism (8 items),
extraversion (8 items), openness (10 items), agreeableness (9 items) and conscien-
tiousness (9 items). Participants estimated their level of agreement with 44 items using
a 5-point scale (1=disagree strongly, 5=agree strongly). Mean scores were calculated
for each personality domain and ranged between 1 to 5. Internal consistency (0.83 on
average) and stability as well as criterion validity against NEO-Five Factor Inventory
and Trait Descriptive Adjectives were established (John and Srivastava 1999). In the
present study, the coefficient alpha for each domain was: neuroticism 0.81,
extraversion 0.77, agreeableness 0.58, openness 0.56 and conscientiousness 0.74.

Demographic variables were collected using a demographic questionnaire where
three indicators of socio-economic status (SES) were assessed: 1) income 2)
education 3) household density. The last indicator addressed population density
inside the housing unit in terms of person per room (Lawrence 2006). A ratio
between number of people living in the household and number of rooms was
calculated. Lower ratios indicated lower levels of density and higher levels of SES.

Data Analysis

Once the functional relations between the factors were formulated into a model, the
model identification phase took place. This phase was to ensure that the model is
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over-identified, i.e., number of parameters known is greater than parameters
estimated, so that parameter estimation is possible (Bollen and Long 1993). The latent
variable of well-being was operationalized by five indicators derived from the SWLS
items, and the latent variable of occupational imbalance accounted for four indicators
derived from the IRQ. According to the literature occupational characteristics are five
distinct domains (Little 1984) rather than one latent variable as well as personality
traits (John and Srivastava 1999), and thus we could not set them in one model.
Therefore, we have set separate models. In each model one personality trait was present
together with one occupational characteristic where the well-being and imbalance
factors were consistently present in all the models. Since there were five personality
traits and five occupational characteristics we set 25 different models (Fig. 2).

Based on the theory and the measurements’ instructions each personality trait and
occupational characteristic was treated as an observed variable (indicator). This
ensured our model was over-identified allowing for estimation of the model
parameters and assessing fit. Hence, our models included both observed variables
and latent variable. When latent variables were present in the same model with
observed variables, EQS (a statistical software for model testing) required that all the
variables would be presented as latent variables (Byrne 2006). To be able to address
each occupational characteristic as well as each personality trait as a latent variable
with only one indicator, we have calculated the error of each indicator based on the
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following formula: error = var*(1-α) (Jöreskog and Sörbom 1993; McDonald and
Seifert 1999). In summary, each model included 11 observed variables and 27
estimated parameters.

Finally, the estimation phase took place and incorporated two sub-phases: the
measurement model and the structural model. Both sub-phases were tested via
structural equation modeling (SEM) using EQS 6 (Bentler 1985; Bentler 1995). In
the measurement model, once each latent variable was operationalized, the construct
of each factor was examined to confirm its dimensionality using Confirmatory
Factor Analysis (CFA). In the last phase, the structural model, which specifies the
relationships between the variables, was tested using maximum likelihood
estimation. Based on Hu and Bentler’s (1999) recommendation, a combination of
two indices of fit was considered to determine whether the model fit the data:
Comparative Fit Index (CFI) and Root Mean Square Error of Approximation
(RMSEA). The cutoff criteria/values for accepting the model were CFI ≥.95 and
RMSEA <.08 (Hu and Bentler 1999). These indices have been shown to be free of
sampling bias (Hu and Bentler 1999). As part of the model testing, the parameter
estimates were also examined to see if there were irregular values such as
unexpected signs or extreme values. The minimum sample size required was
determined based onBentler’s and Chou’s (1987) rule. They suggested two criteria: 1) a
minimum of 5 cases per parameter estimate in the model, and 2) a minimum of 15
cases per measured variable. Given that in each model we had 27 estimated
parameters, the minimum required sample size based on the first criteria was 135
(27×5). As each model included 11 measured variables, the minimum required sample
size based on the second criteria was 165 (11×15). Thus, our sample size (n=288) had
more than the minimum required to test using SEM.

Results

Sample Characteristics

The demographic analysis of the 288 participants indicated that 39% were men, with
the sample’s mean age of 38.6 (SD=9.1). Eighty percent of the participants were
married/living with a partner and 70% had children. Participants had a mean of 15.7
(SD=2.5) years of education. Forty-seven percent of the participants’ income was
above the mean Israeli income and their household density (number of people per
room) ranged from 0.2 to 2 (mean=0.83, SD=0.29).

The majority of the sample (68%) was located in urban areas, 20% lived in
suburban areas and the rest (12%) lived in rural areas. Participants’ overall mean
working hours per week was 43.9 (SD=12.1); most were professionals (58%) (e.g.,
engineers), some were associated professionals (17%) (e.g., computer technicians);
11% were clerks; and the rest (14%) had jobs that were classified within the basic
range (e.g., transit operators).

The means, standard deviations and the inter-correlation matrix between all the
variables included in the model are presented in Table 1 (with the exception of
occupational characteristics as these variables were tested separately in a different
model each time). Level of occupational imbalance was relatively low (mean=1.98,
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SD=.49) with little variability (interquartile range 1.97–2.29). Level of life
satisfaction (mean=24.9, SD=5.25), falling in between 21 and 25, represented the
upper limit of the slightly satisfied level (Pavot and Diener 1993).

Demographic variables such as gender and SES had no association with the
model outcome, that is well-being, whereas age had a small association (r=0.14,
p=0.015) with well-being.

As shown in the inter-correlation matrix (Table 1), the correlations between the
indicators of well-being were moderate to strong. The correlations between the
occupational imbalance indicators had similar strength, except for the ‘money’
indicator which had the lowest correlations with the rest of the indicators.

The Measurement Model

The factorial structure of the two latent variables in the model (Occupational imbalance
and well-being) was tested using CFA. The single factor-structure of well-being was
confirmed (CFI=0.99; RMSEA=0.076). Similarly, indices of fit confirmed a one factor
solution for the concept of occupational imbalance (CFI=0.996; RMSEA=0.061).

The Structural Model

Indices of fit indicated that all 25 models fit the data wherein CFI values were above
0.97 and RMSEAwere less than 0.07 (see Table 2 and 3 for specific values for each
model). However, not all the paths (effects) were significant. Several patterns were
identified across models:

The Role of Occupational Imbalance in the Models Occupational imbalance did not
play a significant role in the presence of personality traits and occupational
characteristics. It is noteworthy that occupational imbalance did not function as a
mediator, contrary to what was expected in the proposed theoretical model.

The Role of Occupational Characteristics in the Models Our model proposes both a
direct effect of personality on well-being and an indirect effect through occupational
characteristics. Inspired by an occupational science perspective, we were more
interested in cases where personality affected well-being only indirectly (through
occupational characteristics). The sole indirect path highlights the role of
occupational characteristics as an exclusive mediator where without the occupational
characteristics the effect of personality on well-being would not exist. Thus, we
examined the frequency of indirect and direct paths, which were significant, between
personality and well-being (see Table 4).

The occupational characteristics of ‘Community’, ‘Efficacy’ and ‘Meaning’
consistently served as significant mediators for all five personality traits. The highest
frequency of significant indirect paths was in the presence of ‘community’ and
‘efficacy’. In other words, ‘community’ and ‘efficacy’ served as exclusive mediators
three times, where without their presence the effect of personality on well-being
would have not been evident. Meaning was the next most frequent mediator and
served as an exclusive mediator twice. Finally, ‘structure’ served as a mediator in
four of the five models, except for agreeableness, and was an exclusive mediator
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twice. Interestingly, looking at ‘stress’ across all the personality trait models revealed
that it did not function as a significant mediator in any of the models.

In summary, in 19 out of the 25 models (76%), occupational characteristics
functioned as a mediator (see Table 4). The occupational characteristics that

Table 2 The structural relations among personality traits of Neuroticism, Extraversion and Agreeableness
across the five occupational characteristics

 Neuroticism Extraversion Agreeableness

Structure 

 
CFI=.98, RMSEA=.054, R2=.17 CFI=.99, RMSEA=.045, R2=.14 CFI=.98, RMSEA=.039, R2=.13 

E
fficacy 

  

 

CFI=.98, RMSEA=.051, R2=.17 CFI=.99, RMSEA=.042, R2=.10 CFI=.98, RMSEA=.042, R2=.13 

M
eaning 

   
CFI=.99, RMSEA=.055, R2=.16 CFI=.99, RMSEA=.047, R2=.08 CFI=.99, RMSEA=.047, R2=.10 

C
om

m
unity 

 

  
CFI=.98, RMSEA=.058, R2=.17 CFI=.98, RMSEA=.05, R2=.08 CFI=.98, RMSEA=.05, R2=.11 

Stress 

   
CFI=.98, RMSEA=.056, R2=.14 CFI=.98, RMSEA=.049, R2=.07 CFI=.98, RMSEA=.05, R2=.11 

Note. *= significant path; Bold paths denote the mediating role of occupational characteristics; Lined paths denote 
the role of occupational characteristics as exclusive mediators; CFI= Comparative Fit Index; RMSEA= Root Mean 
Square Error of Approximation; R2 = the well-being variance explained by the model.  
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functioned as mediator most frequently were community, efficacy and meaning
followed by structure, whereas ‘stress’ did not serve as a mediator at all. Most
notably, in 10 of the 19 mediated models (52%), occupational characteristics
served as exclusive mediators between personality and well-being such that

Table 3 The structural relations among personality traits of Openness and Conscientiousness across the
five occupational characteristics

 Openness Conscientiousness 

Structure 

 

CFI=.98, RMSEA=.051, R2=.19 CFI=.99, RMSEA=.044, R2=.08 

E
fficacy 

CFI=.98, RMSEA=.048, R2=.09 CFI=.99, RMSEA=.041, R2=.08 

M
eaning 

CFI=.98, RMSEA=.052, R2=.06 CFI=.99, RMSEA=.049, R2=.05 

C
om

m
unity 

CFI=.98, RMSEA=.054, R2=.07 CFI=.98, RMSEA=.05, R2=.06 

Stress 

 CFI=.97, RMSEA=.055, R2=.07 CFI=.98, RMSEA=.05, R2=.04 

Note. *= significant path; Bold paths denote the mediating role of occupational characteristics; Lined paths denote 
the role of occupational characteristics as exclusive mediators; CFI= Comparative Fit Index; RMSEA= Root Mean 
Square Error of Approximation; R2 = the well-being variance explained by the model.  
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without their presence the effect of personality on well-being would not have
taken place.

The Role of Personality Traits in the Models All personality traits across all the 25
models had an effect on well-being either directly or indirectly. Neuroticism and
agreeableness had a direct effect on well-being across all the models. In fact, when
neuroticism was present in the models, across all the five occupational characteristics,
the models could account for the largest portion of the well-being variance (14%–17%).
As we were interested in the exclusive indirect effect between personality and well-
being (through occupational characteristics), it appeared that neuroticism, extraversion,
openness and conscientiousness influenced well-being indirectly four times. On the
other hand, agreeableness had an indirect effect on well-being 3 times (see Table 5).

The Directions of the Effects in the Models When occupational characteristics served
as a mediator between personality and well-being (overall 19 models) the following
patterns were identified across all the models: When neuroticism was present in the
models it had a negative effect on the four occupational characteristics. In other
words, higher level of neuroticism was associated with occupations characterized by
lower levels of efficacy (−0.34), meaning (−0.19), structure (−0.2) and community
(−0.16), which were associated with lower levels of well-being. On the other hand,
higher levels of personality traits such as extraversion, agreeableness, openness and
consciousness had a positive indirect effect on well-being through the four
occupational characteristics. That means that higher levels of these personality traits
were associated with occupations characterized by higher levels of community (i.e.,
supported by others), meaning (i.e., congruent with one’s values), structure (i.e.,
well organized and under control) and efficacy (i.e., in a state of progress through

Number of times OC
served as a mediator

Number of times OC
served as an exclusive
mediator

total

Community 5 3 8

Meaning 5 2 7

Efficacy 5 3 8

Structure 4 2 6

Stress 0 0 0

total 19 (76%) 10 (52%)

Table 4 Frequencies of the
mediating role of occupational
characteristics across the 25
models

OC = occupational characteris-
tic; Exclusive mediator = the
effect of personality on well-
being exists only through OC

Number of
direct paths

Numbers of
indirect paths

Neuroticism 5 4

Extraversion 3 4

Conscientiousness 0 4

Openness 0 4

Agreeableness 5 3

Table 5 Frequency of
significant paths between
personality traits and
well-being across
the 25 models
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accomplishment), and higher levels of well-being. See Table 2 and 3 for
coefficients values.

Discussion

This study had proposed and tested a theoretical model for explaining well-being
with a convenience sample of working adults living in Israel. More specifically, we
aimed to confirm the proposed structural relations between personality, occupational
characteristics, occupational imbalance and well-being. Overall, the 25 models that
were proposed held up to empirical testing; however our hypotheses were partially
confirmed. Occupational characteristics served as significant mediators, yet
occupational imbalance did not. The following discussion will present several
explanations for our findings while proposing suggestions for future research.

The Role of Occupational Characteristics in the Models

The majority of the models indicated that all occupational characteristics, with the
exception of stress, served as a mediator between personality traits and well-being.
For example, well-being was influenced by the level of meaning in occupations,
which in turn was dependent upon the level of neuroticism. This finding has an
important theoretical and empirical contribution. First it provides empirical support
to Little’s (1999) socio-ecological model that links personality traits with PAC
units (e.g., occupations) and positions them as mediators between one’s disposition
and well-being. In fact, in 52% of the models, personality could have an effect on
well-being only through its effect on occupations. This lends more substantial
support for the importance of occupation to well-being, in spite of the powerful
presence of personality.

In addition, as one’s occupations can be altered, while personality is a relatively
stable construct (Diener et al. 1999), the findings of this study might have clinical
implications and guidance for policy makers. Therefore, this study further advocates
for the salient role of health professionals who focus on occupation to promote their
clients’ well-being in situations of disability and life transitions. Moreover, these
findings might serve as a building block for future studies aiming to evaluate the
effectiveness of occupation-based intervention. These studies might address in their
intervention plan the level of community, efficacy, meaning and structure in one’s
array of occupations as they were found to be significant mediators in this study.

The occupational characteristic of community served as a mediator across all
personality traits but it also functioned, in most cases, as an exclusive factor where
personality could affect well-being solely through community. The community
factor refers to the way the individual perceives how others perceive their
occupations and support them. One might say that the social aspect of the
occupation is captured by this characteristic. This means that regardless of one’s
disposition, it is important for individuals’ well-being to be perceived by others
positively, to gain others’ acceptance and value through occupations. Interestingly,
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this finding falls within Renwick et al. (1996) notion of being, belonging and
becoming as indicators for quality of life among people with disabilities. It is
important for people to be part of their community, to have a sense of belonging and
to become a contributing member to society through participation in different life
situations. Participating in life situations has been recognized by the World Health
Organization (2001) as one of the domains underpinning health, and the present
findings support the importance of the lived experience of persons in a societal
context as stated by the International Classification of Function Disability and Health
(WHO 2001). As our sample included only people free from mental or physical
disabilities, it would be worthwhile to examine in future studies whether the concept
of community, reflected in occupations, would be similar within people with
disability or in various life transitions (e.g., retirement, immigration) where
occupations are often disrupted.

Although the extent to which ones’ occupations is supported by others
(community factor) was measured using only two items (other’s view and visibility),
it was still a salient factor in predicting well-being in our study. As this community
factor represents a relatively narrow contextual aspect of occupation, future studies
might expand and explore additional components of the community as well as
additional facets of the social environment reflected in occupations. Examples of
additional components might be: 1) the level of actual assistance received from
others (e.g., friends, family, and social policy) to carry out an occupation 2) the
extent to which one feels their occupations are restricted to or liberated from their
environmental expectations, and 3) the extent to which they are satisfied with the
relationship that exists between their occupations and their environmental demands.
Such inclusive information about the community aspect of occupations might better
explain individuals’ level of occupational balance as well as their well-being.

The occupational characteristics of efficacy, meaning and structure also served as
significant mediators in the models where their effect on well-being was positive, as
expected. These findings are in line with previous studies showing that meaningful,
well-organized, supported and efficient occupations were associated with higher
levels of well-being (Christiansen et al. 1999; McGregor and Little 1998; Yetim
1993). It is somewhat surprising that occupations characterized by stress did not
serve a significant role, especially in the face of considerable evidence that stress,
reflected in occupations, explains well-being (Christiansen et al. 1999; Lecci et al.
1994; Palys and Little 1983; Wallenius 2000; Wallenius 1999). One explanation
might be embedded in our sample. Not only did our participants report lower levels
of stressful occupations, but the stress variability was relatively small (and
unexpectedly was only correlated to one personality trait: neuroticism). It is
plausible that a wider range of levels of stress might have yielded different results.
Perhaps engaging in occupations that are congruent with one’s values (meaning),
supported by others (community), well-organized (structure) and which are in a state
of progress toward successful accomplishment (efficacy) acts as an antidote for
feelings of stress in these occupations. Another explanation might be embedded in
stress related theories that suggest that the relationship between stress and well-being
is not linear. For example, the Demand-Control Model of work (Karasel and
Theorell 1990) suggests that while high level of stress in work is related to lower
levels of well-being, this negative effect might be moderated by the level of control
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one has on their occupation. Similarly, Zuzanek (1998) claimed that lower levels of
mental health are associated with both high and low level of stress. Moreover, the
way stress was measured by the PPA might be questioned as one of the items
addressed level of challenge in occupations. Challenge might have an ambiguous
meaning as in certain conditions it can have a reverse effect on well-being. Based on
the flow theory (Csikszentmihalyi 1997) situations in which the level of challenge
matches one’s skills can evoke positive effect, whereas in situations when the
demands of the occupation are too challenging for the doer or not challenging
enough it may provoke a negative effect. Certainly the role of stress, reflected in
occupations, and its relation to well-being requires further study which focuses on
other characteristics of the occupation that might play as moderators.

The Role of Occupational Imbalance

Unexpectedly, occupational imbalance did not prove to be a significant mediator
between occupational characteristics and well-being across all the models. Possible
explanations for this are embedded in the way imbalance was measured and in our
sample characteristics. Our results indicate that occupational imbalance did not affect
well-being directly. Few previous studies showed that interference among occupations,
measured by the IRQ, was correlated with well-being; however the method in which
well-being was measured in those studies was different. Life satisfaction was measured
using a combined score of two measurements relevant to the German context (Riediger
and Freund 2004; Riediger 2007). In fact, this combination score has been validated
only once. In this study, on the other hand, life satisfaction was measured by the
SWLS, a well-accepted measure that represents the cognitive aspect of well-being.
This might relate to the difference between the results of this study and those of
Riediger and Freund (2004).

Our sample was characterized by relatively low levels of imbalance (mean=1.98,
SD=0.49), with relatively little variability of its items, in particular the item related
to financial constraints (i.e., money). In addition, our sample had a relatively high
level of socio-economic status (SES) based on income, education and household
density. It is plausible that our participants were able to afford to hire help with
occupations, minimizing the conflict across occupations particularly those that
involve money constraints. Most importantly their SES might enable them to choose
which occupations they want to carry out in a way that would have decreased the
inevitability of giving up valued pursuits. Indeed having a wider range of variability
in the level of imbalance might better explain well-being. Thus, future studies should
explore the role of occupational imbalance in different samples and use different
measures in order to fully investigate this potential relationship before concluding
that it does not exist.

Another explanation for this finding lies in the way occupations were elicited,
chosen and rated. Participants were asked, in the first module of the PPA, to list 10
occupations they were engaged in. Then, using the IRQ matrix, they were asked to
choose four which they considered to be core occupations and evaluate the impact of
those occupations on each other. However, a few salient questions were left
unanswered: Do participants choose to engage in occupations that are a priori less
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likely to be in conflict with one another? What are the occupations that they were
willing to give up? Did they give up valuable occupations? What is the process
underlying this decision-making? The PPA and the IRQ do not provide us with this
valuable information. Westhorp (2003) claimed that one of the greater skills for
achieving balance is embedded in the process of choosing occupations that can be
managed; these which are compatible with one’s resources and capabilities.
Sometimes an occupation needs to be given up in order to keep a manageable array
of occupations (or a balanced state). This might affect one’s well-being particularly if
that specific occupation was valuable to them. In order to better understand the
process of choosing occupations, in depth interviews should take place while the
participants complete the PPA and IRQ. In future studies participants might be asked
to identify occupations that were given up and to reflect on the congruency between
their occupations and their values. Such information might serve as a preliminary
step in capturing the concept of occupational imbalance more accurately.

Another question that might be raised is related to the process underlying the
completion of the IRQ. In the IRQ, participants rated the impact of their occupations on
each other in terms of resource constraints (time, energy, money) and incompatibility
among occupations. Do participants consider additional criteria to base their judgment
while comparing the impact of each occupation on another? For example, is the
affective experience of the occupation taken into consideration while rating? Could it be
that engaging in one occupation might charge one’s energy budget rather than empty it?
Say a person has two occupations writing a paper and chairing the annual meeting on
women’s rights. Both occupations compete for one’s energy, but it could also be that
they are so meaningful to the doer and intrinsically rewarding that they play as a
source of energy. That experience might replenish one’s batteries in a way that would
decrease the level of interference between these two occupations or level of
occupational imbalance. This is compatible with Marks’ (2009) approach to human
energy where individuals become charged with attentiveness and energy due to the
interest they find in a certain activity they are engaged in. Indeed, carrying out an
occupation involves an expense of energy, but at the same time it might also provide
energy (Håkansson et al. 2006). However, the IRQ refers to energy as a resource
constraint. One might say that the concept of energy is perceived differently across the
participants and is influenced by other aspects of the occupation. In fact, there are
many different combinations of impacts among occupations and we do not know
exactly what our participants were thinking while evaluating this impact. A
mixed-method approach, that combines qualitative methods (in-depth interview)
and quantitative methods (using IRQ) might be helpful in clarifying these issues.

The theoretical aspect which the concept occupational imbalance was derived
from in this study might be reexamined. Recent theoretical aspects of occupational
balance, emerging in the current literature, introduce a different perception of
occupational balance. In an attempt to define the concept, the current focus is on the
quality of one’s occupations. For example, balance is perceived as a state where
one’s occupations meet one’s psychological needs (Christiansen and Matuska 2006);
are congruent with the individuals’ values (Pentland and McColl 2008) and provide
affective experience that promotes well-being (Jonsson and Persson 2006). These
innovative approaches for life balance draw researchers’ attention to the quality of
one’s occupations, their nature, and their characteristics. One might say that the
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quality of occupations, which proposed to reflect a level of balance, is somewhat
being captured by the “occupational characteristics” factor in our model. For
example, the occupational characteristic of meaning embeds occupations that are
congruent with one’s values and identity, which are considered as important and
enjoyable; these occupations which individuals are profoundly engaged in. Perhaps
an extended format of the PPA might capture these qualities of occupations that are
important to balance. However, further studies are needed to clarify the specific
characteristics of occupations that represent a balanced life and how the new
definitions to balance can be operationalized. It is plausible to say that our findings
provide initial support for the new conceptual definitions of balance that focus on the
quality of occupation, as we found that occupational characteristics played a
significant role in explaining well-being. Indeed, further studies are needed to clarify
the complex concept of occupational balance using triangulated methods.

The Role of Personality

Personality traits had a consistent effect, whether directly or indirectly, on well-being
across all models as expected. Coming from an occupational perspective, we were
interested in the effect of personality on well-being through occupational characteristics.
Neuroticism, extraversion, openness and conscientiousness demonstrated this indirect
effect most frequently (four out of five times). In the presence of neuroticism across all
occupational characteristics the models could explain the greatest amount of the
well-being variance. However, in the presence of conscientiousness and openness
the smallest amount of variance in well-being was explained. In fact,
conscientiousness and openness affected well-being only indirectly through their
effect on occupational characteristics. This might indicate their weakness in influencing
well-being independently. These findings corroborate well-being literature where
neuroticism and extraversion are considered as the most influential traits (Diener et al.
1999; DeNeve and Cooper 1998).

In some cases, personality could affect well-being only through its effect on
occupations. For example, extraversion did not influence well-being on its own and
required the presence of community-related occupations. It is plausible that the
behavioral tendency of extraverted people, who seek social stimulation, is highly
expressed in their occupations which are more community-oriented, supported and
visualized by others. An alternative explanation is that all the effect of extraversion
is explained by the effect of extraversion on community-related occupations.

Although traits are considered powerful factors in their ability to explain well-
being, our findings imply that studying individuals’ behaviors cannot rely only on
one level of personality research, such as traits. Little (1996) has termed this level of
one’s traits as the having aspect of personality. This study supports his argument that
additional levels of investigation should be included such as the doing aspect of
personality which is reflected in one’s occupations, personal projects or goals (Little
et al. 1992). Future studies might consider additional levels such as the narrative
accounts of what people do, termed by Little (1996) as the being aspect of
personality. Such an inclusive perspective of personality might explain well-being
further more.
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Limitations

As a cross-sectional study no absolute cause and effect claims can be made. However,
as the models fit the data well, the SEM allows us to conclude the dependency
between the variables. Future studies (i.e., longitudinal and pre/post semi-experimental
design) are needed to confirm this study’s proposal of the structural relation between
the variables. In addition, testing this study’s model during fragile life situations where
one’s occupations are being disrupted (e.g., becoming a care-giver, retirement,
acquired disability unemployment) is critical. At these points of time the level of
imbalance might increase and jeopardize one’s internal set level of well-being
(Cummins et al., in press). It might be that in these situations the effect of one’s
occupation and occupational imbalance on well-being will be more profound.

It is worthwhile noting that this study was carried out with a convenience sample,
which was quite homogenous and therefore may not be representative of the
population. This might limit its generalizability. However, based on normative data,
the sample’s life satisfaction score had a similar distribution to other non clinical
samples (Pavot and Diener 1993).

Specific cultural aspects may have affected our findings, which therefore need to
be interpreted with care. For example, the concept of stress, reflected in one’s daily
occupations, might play a significant factor in predicting well-being among people
from different political contexts (Wallenius 2007). Moreover, Israelis might perceive
imbalance among occupations differently as their overall daily life dynamics
fluctuate. They tend to engage in occupations spontaneously, in a less formal and
structured way, which does not necessarily follow a restricted plan or a firm rhythm.
In fact, disruption in daily routine is a familiar state in an ongoing threat of terrorism.
As a result Israelis have developed resilient coping strategies to maintain their
habitual lifestyle (Pat-Horenczyk 2006).

Conclusions

Our study provides substantial support for the notion that occupation affects well-being.
The fact that occupational characteristics served as a mediator between personality and
well-being is important from both a theoretical and clinical perspective. Personality is a
fairly stable construct that is less amenable to change whereas occupations can be
altered and redesigned. Thus, occupations serve as a fertile ground for intervention that
might lead to a change in one’s well-being. Future occupational-based intervention
studies are needed among different populations across the life span. Findings from this
study may serve as empirical evidence when communicating with policy makers; in
fostering for supportive environments for participation in occupations that promote
individuals’well-being and in advocating for building healthy public policy. In addition,
results may guide the development and testing of the effectiveness of occupational
programs/opportunities in the community in accordance to cultural groups and age.
Finally another line of inquiry might be to examine how occupational consultant
services or programs in the workplace can enhance employees’ well-being.

The notion of the social environment reflected in one’s occupation (community
factor) was also an interesting finding. Our findings suggest that the extent to which
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individuals believe that their occupations are perceived by others as important and
valuable is salient to their well-being. This might draw therapists’ attention to the
social context as a facilitator or a barrier, especially as clients are struggling with the
issue of stigma. However, further studies with people with disability are needed to
verify this assumption.

Certainly, the concept of occupational imbalance needs to be reexamined. Three
directions of inquiry might take place: 1) reexamining the process that underlies the
completion of the PPA and the IRQ using qualitative methods while focusing on the
process of choosing occupations, identifying the occupations that were given up and
reflect on their values 2) embracing innovative theories for defining life balance
while focusing on the quality of one’s occupations (value, meaning) rather than on
the way occupations are being constructed and managed (e.g., Pentland and McColl
2008), and 3) developing new tools that are congruent with the evolving definitions
of the concept.
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