On Paying Workers to Stop Working:
Public Attitudes toward “Wage Buyouts”™
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In an effort to manage carbon emissions, nitrogen runoffs, and other externalities, governments are increasingly resorting to a drastic
policy measure: paying workers to stop working. Though such initiatives may be, strictly speaking, welfare enhancing, they are
increasingly politicized, and often meet with protests. What explains public attitudes to “wage buyouts”? This article compares the
explanatory power of two ideal-type theories in deriving a set of testable expectations. The first views work primarily as a means of
earning a living; the second envisions it as a source of personal identity and social recognition. We test these opposing accounts using
three survey experiments fielded on a combined sample of over 7,500 U.S. respondents. Overall, a sizeable portion of workers are
resistant to being freed from work. Strikingly, individuals are more willing to reduce their work hours by half than to cease work
entirely, even when offered full compensation. Those whose occupations are threatened by structural factors like offshoring or
automation show lower identification with their jobs, and are accordingly more willing to accept government compensation for
giving up those jobs. Program design matters: respondents are significantly more likely to accept compensation from their former
employer than from the government. While partisanship drives attitudes towards government handouts, it is 7oz significantly
associated with attitudes towards (non)work. On the other hand, Protestants show consistently greater resistance to non-work, even
when this results from a lottery windfall. These findings hold significant implications for climate and technology-driven labor

displacement in years to come.

n June of 2022, the Netherlands committed to halving

its nitrogen emissions by 2030. Since the country’s

biggest source of nitrogen is dairy farming, the Dutch
government introduced a voluntary buyout program that
would pay dairy farmers to stop farming. Under the
program, which was financed by a €24.3 billion transition
fund, thousands of farmers would be paid “more
than 100% of the value of their farms to quit.”!

Governments overseeing large-scale labor transitions in
an effort to attain important social objectives is nothing
new. Yet the means by which governments are now willing
to facilitate these transitions is more unprecedented. States
are increasingly able and willing to pay workers to stop
working when this proves socially beneficial—either in
response to industry-specific negative externalities, as with
dairy farming in the Netherlands, or in response to new
growth opportunities provided by technological change, as
with the labor-saving potential of automation and artificial
intelligence.
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Paying workers to stop working in these circumstances
may be efficient in strictly economic terms, if the negative
externalities outweigh the private benefit to individual
workers. Yet what we refer to as “wage buyouts” are
controversial, as they run up against deep-seated feelings
around work that relate to identity, community, and
established ways of life. The Dutch government learned
this at its expense when its proposal was met with nation-
wide protests. One of the affected workers neatly summed
up the prevailing feeling among the protesters, declaring
that “T don’t want a bag of money from the government. I
just want to do my job.”> Meanwhile, an earlier poll
suggested that a full 40% of Dutch farmers would in fact
be willing to abandon their business if offered the right
compensation.” Which of these stances prevails on aver-
age? This article tackles the question by deriving testable
expectations over how workers™ attitudes to (non)work
vary across individuals, and how these attitudes might
respond to structural threats.

This discussion speaks to a number of important cur-
rent debates, from decarbonization and just transition to
technology-driven labor displacement. The Dutch initia-
tive is far from an isolated case. The Flemish government
has similarly vowed to address its own nitrogen runoff by
reducing pig farming by 30%, setting aside a €3.6 billion
transition fund for its own farmer buy-out. Analogous
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initiatives have arisen to tackle overfishing: Australia and
New Zealand have been buying out fishing vessels and
permits (Holland, Steiner, and Warlick 2017), effectively
paying fisherman to stop fishing. In an effort to address
climate change and health problems due to burning
coal, countries including Canada, Australia, Germany,
Poland, and India have proposed a range of buyout
schemes of coal workers, aimed at phasing out coal-
fired power plants (Gazmararian and Tingley 2022;
Meckling and Nahm 2022; Gaikwad, Genovese, and
Tingley 2022; Grausz 2011).

Social objectives other than environmental protection
can also call for paying citizens to stop working. In the face
of the COVID-19 global pandemic, a number of advanced
economies furloughed employees in high-risk work envi-
ronments in exchange for salary support, in an effort to
prevent the spread of the virus.” Looking ahead, govern-
ments seeking to deliver on the potential of artificial
intelligence, such as self-driving long-haul trucks, may
also need to facilitate a large-scale transition towards an
increasingly automated economy in the face of resistance
from trade unions and workers. There, too, negotiated
settlements that pay workers in legacy industries to stop
working could prove economically efficient, if they can
facilitate transition (Korinek and Stiglitz 2018). How
successful are such wage buyouts likely to be? Theory
provides two views with diametrically opposed expecta-
tions. These are best thought of as ideal types. The
difference between them comes down to whether they
treat work as a means, or an end. The first view, which is
aligned with both classical thought and contemporary
economic orthodoxy, treats work as little more than a
necessary means of earning a living.” Under this premise,
workers should welcome any scheme that does away with
the necessity of work, while still providing them with a
livelihood. The corresponding expectation is that jobs
could be readily substituted for monetary compensation.

The second view, commonly associated with a socio-
logical approach, highlights the social function that work
has taken on in modern societies. In this telling, individ-
uals build their personal identities around their occupa-
tion. They derive meaning from their work. So much so,
that holding a job has become a social requirement. In this
vein, scholars like Lamont (2002) have brought attention
to the “dignity of the working man,” arguing that blue
collar workers, in particular, value the self-sacrifice that
hard work represents. Much has thus been made of the
social cost of the labor dislocation over the last decades in
former industrial strongholds, like the U.S. rust belt and
Appalachian region (Hochschild 2018). Beyond economic
losses, these accounts emphasize a loss of identity and
meaning ascribed to work, often looking to archetypal
“single industry towns,” which have borne a dispropor-
tionate share of economic dislocation due to both global-
ization and automation (Hanson 2021), and where work
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and community are intrinsically tied together. A related
literature in sociology also offers evidence of entrenchment
in response to structural threats, whereby workers show
increased attachment to, and identification with, belea-
guered industries, and thus greater reluctance to leave
them (Mitchell et al. 2001; Strangleman 2001). If work
plays this wide range of social functions, then it follows
that simply sending workers a check for ceasing work when
it serves overall social welfare may not be viewed as
adequate. A government program offering to do so may
even be seen as an affront (Kolben 2021).

These two theoretical approaches offer contrasting test-
able implications. According to the first, individuals
should eagerly take up an opportunity to retain their wages
without having to work for them. Those with harder, more
physically demanding work, moreover, should be more
open to such programs than those with less gruelling, and
more intrinsically fulfilling occupations. According to the
second, workers might be reluctant to lose the self-worth,
personal identity, and social recognition that their jobs
represent. And this may be especially true of those blue-
collar workers whose jobs are most threatened by struc-
tural factors, but for whom work is an especially important
source of personal identity and socially-derived meaning.

The debate is of political significance. A number of
right-wing parties have taken a vocal stance on worker
buyouts, which they decry as instances of technocratic
governments curtailing the freedoms of “hard-working
people.”® The Dutch farmer protests, for instance, have
garnered the support of major populist leaders, including
U.S. President Donald Trump, the Polish right-wing Law
and Justice Party, as well as the French far-right leader
Marine Le Pen.” These populist politicians have invested
heavily in the narrative propounded by the sociology-
inspired literature that views work as a source of pride
and duty to society. The fact that such criticism has
systematically come from the political right raises a ques-
tion about whether attitudes to (non)work vary system-
atically across the political spectrum, or whether these
attacks are less about the social meaning of work, and
more about the central role that technocratic government
agencies have played in these initiatives. Insofar as we can
disentangle these factors, the question becomes, to what
extent do wage buyouts represent an opportunity for
right-wing political entrepreneurs to capitalize on a gap
between a technocratic view of (non)work and actual
public attitudes?

We take up this nexus of question through three
preregistered surveys on a combined quota-valid sample
of 7,500 U.S. respondents.® We pose the question in its
sharpest form, asking respondents whether they would
agree to stop working if they continued receiving a wage,
and we vary different parameters of the scheme. The
results offer three major takeaways. First, the resistance
to wage buyouts is real: while a majority of respondents are
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open to giving up their jobs if they continued to receive the
same salary, a full quarter of respondents would reject
it. Strikingly, respondents are significantly more open to a
(randomly assigned) program design that would cut their
working hours by half, versus an equivalent program that
would cut their working hours completely—even as both
offer the same take-home pay. These findings are consis-
tent with the notion that on average, work offers individ-
uals benefits that go beyond a wage. Yet program design
matters: when the check is said to come from the govern-
ment rather than the former employer, wage buyouts see
significantly more resistance.

Second, individual attitudes to (non)work vary system-
atically along several parameters. Partisanship and political
ideology appear strongly related to attitudes towards wage
buyouts, with those on the political right showing signif-
icantly greater resistance. Yet upon closer examination,
this is driven more by aversion to government programs
than by attitudes to (non)work. By contrast, Protestantism
is indeed consistently associated with reluctance to cease
work, even following a lottery windfall.

Third, the findings challenge the view according to
which manufacturing jobs, “working class” occupations,
and jobs threatened by structural conditions are associated
with more entrenched identities around work. On the
contrary, individuals whose occupations are threatened by
cither offshoring or automation show lower identification
with their work—even controlling for income, education,
and ideology. These same respondents are accordingly
more willing to accept government compensation for
giving up their jobs. Manufacturing workers appear more
likely to accept compensation than those working in
service industries. Similarly, mining is associated with
the single highest level of openness to wage buyouts.

Our null findings prove equally interesting. Skill level
does not appear systematically related to attitudes towards
wage buyouts: more educated respondents are neither
more nor less likely to accept compensation in return for
giving up their work. No geographic region is associated
with more or less openness to labor compensation
schemes. And while rural areas correlate with higher
resistance, this relationship disappears once we control
for partisanship. Finally, while the ethnographic literature
highlights the relationship of men to their work, we find
no consistent difference between men and women in their
attitudes towards (non)work. This is not to say that men
are not resistant to wage buyouts; rather, it’s that women
seem opposed at roughly equivalent levels.

These findings carry considerable implications for both
theory and policy. Much of the recent sociological study of
work emerged in response to an economic orthodoxy that
reduced work to a paycheck. The findings in this article
confirm that treating work as a strictly economic activity
that can be readily replaced by government compensation
is misguided. But in correcting for this mistake, the risk is
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that scholars fall prone to a romanticization of the eco-
nomic heartland, portraying male, rural, blue collar, and
manufacturing workers as unresponsive to economic
incentives because of an idiosyncratic attachment to work
for work’s sake. Resistance to receiving “a bag of money
from the government” fits within this narrative of working
class honor. The evidence suggests that as social and
market pressure grows to reduce employment associated
with negative externalities—Dbe it nitrogen runoffs, carbon
emissions, public health consequences, or economic effi-
ciency—resistance to wage buyouts would decrease, rather
than rise over time. The policy implication is that there
may exist a “bittersweet spot” in terms of timing, where
individual resistance to wage buyouts decreases to the
point where wage buyouts become achievable, while their
social benefits remain sufficiently high.

Theoretical Framework: Work and Non-
Work

Social progress often requires large-scale labor transitions,
where workers must shift from one economic sector to
another. In the past, the driving forces behind such
transitions have typically been technological change and
trade. The insight that governments might play a role in
smoothing such transitions appears early. As far back as
1743, Sir Matthew Decker proposed compensating
workers negatively affected by trade liberalization for the
rest of their lives if necessary, as a means of pushing forth a
socially beneficial reform: “Let their salary be continued to
them upon the same foot they have it now, or during their
lives, and this perhaps would induce them to look with a
favorable eye on our design [of liberalization].””

Wage Buyouts versus Welfare Schemes and Universal
Basic Income

Decker’s eighteenth-century proposal is useful in distin-
guishing wage buyouts, the focus of this article, from two
other policy schemes that are similar, but raise very
different theoretical and policy considerations: welfare
programs and universal basic income (UBI) programs.
In the first case, the various programs that fall under the
broad umbrella of welfare policies typically kick in follow-
ing layoffs. In most cases, these programs are also not
meant to offer full income replacement, precisely to
motivate workers to return to the labor force. Since welfare
program design varies widely, the delineation is not always
clear. The U.S.” Trade Adjustment Assistance (TAA),
which offers trade-displaced American workers income
support, retraining assistance, and medical coverage, is
designed to facilitate labor transition to more competitive
sectors (Kim and Pelc 2021a). It is also described as a way
of reducing resistance to trade liberalization—that is, a
means of “buying out” interest groups who lobby against
trade reforms that are thought to benefit the country as a
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whole. While both TAA and Decker’s eighteenth-century
proposal are thus geared at surmounting resistance from
import-competing workers to trade liberalization, the latter
fits the definition of a wage buyout, since it is an offer that
workers must accept ex ante; while the former falls more
squarely under the umbrella of ex post welfare provisions.

In the second case, UBI programs have become an
increasingly popular policy proposal, with a number of
countries trying out pilots on subsets of their populations
to assess the costs and benefits of these schemes. Unlike
welfare programs or wage buyouts, UBI provides a guar-
anteed income to all citizens regardless of their employ-
ment status. In other words, the main distinction is that
UBI, as the term suggests, is universal. It depends neither
on the consent of beneficiaries, nor does it demand that
these beneficiaries stop working (though UBI proponents
often argue that allowing people the option of not working
may have desirable social effects (Standing 2017)). Wage
buyouts thus aim at a different objective from both welfare
and UBI programs: they are an incentive scheme designed
to get workers to stop working when this would be net
beneficial, either by reducing negative externalities, or
attaining efficiency gains.

While they deal with distinct policy instruments, the
study of welfare and UBI nonetheless offers a number of
useful insights. Most directly relevant may be the large
literature on the embedded liberalism thesis, which holds
that as governments pursue liberalizing reforms with
distributional consequences, they will be required to spend
more to compensate those “left behind.” Building on
Ruggie (1982), this literature has progressed from corre-
lating government openness with increased spending, to
efforts at setting out the micro-foundations of labor com-
pensation programs. These studies have examined atti-
tudes among voters footing the bill for compensation
(Hays 2009; Rickard 2023), which has been shown to
depend in part on the perceived likelihood of being among
potential recipients (Ehrlich and Hearn 2014).

The embedded liberalism literature has largely operated
under the implicit assumption that those eligible for
compensation will readily accept it. Yet more recently, a
string of studies has begun questioning this premise. These
have pointed out that recipients are often unaware of
compensation programs, and fail to apply for them (Kim
and Pelc 2021b), and that even those workers aware of labor
transition programs mistrust and sometimes actively oppose
them, often on social and cultural grounds (Kolben 2021;
Gazmararian and Tingley 2023). The implication is that
more ambitious government initiatives, designed to con-
vince workers to stop working in exchange of compensation,
would face even greater resistance. Building on this litera-
ture, this article examines the limits of labor compensation
by asking how potential recipients perceive the offer of
worker buyouts that promise to make them “whole.”
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Past Wage Buyouts

While wage buyouts have grown increasingly frequent of
late, one sector that has long relied on measures resem-
bling wage buyouts is agricultural policy. Throughout
the postwar period, various schemes were introduced to
support farmers and to meet conservation objectives. In
the first case, farmers would be paid not to farm, as a way
of limiting overproduction and keeping prices high
(Orden, Paarlberg, and Roe 1999). In the second, com-
pensation would be offered to farmers to retire land from
production in order to conserve soil, water, and wildlife
resources. For instance, the U.S. Soil Bank Program,
established under the Agricultural Act of 1956, was aimed
at both objectives. Since a wave of reforms in 1992, the
European Union has implemented analogous initatives
under the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) as a way
of mitigating overproduction, responding to international
trade pressures, and reaching conservation goals (Garzon
and Garzon 20006).

As better information about the full social externalities of
a number of large-scale agricultural practices emerge, cases
of governments offering wage buyouts to attain conserva-
tion objectives have muldiplied. In the 1990s, Florida thus
successfully bought out a large share of its dairy industry to
protect waterways in the Everglades (Schmitz, Boggess, and
Tefertiller 1995). The U.S. Department of Agriculture then
proposed doing the same to reverse damage to the Chesa-
peake Bay watershed (Ribaudo, Savage and Aillery, 2014).
A recent proposal has called for an analogous buyout of
alfalfa farmers in Utah, given findings about how alfalfa
releases nitrogen into the soil, instead of absorbing it like
most other crops.'” In all these cases, the negative external-
ities of an economic activity are thought to outweigh its
direct economic benefits. As the editorial board of the
Salt Lake Tribune put it: “alfalfa has become a greater
liability to the overall Utah economy and environment
than it is worth.”

Analogous proposals have been made to shut down
U.S. coal-fired power plants by compensating all affected
workers.!! Looking ahead, similar arguments may apply to
truck and taxi drivers following the advent of self-driving
vehicles, which promise to significantly improve fuel
efficiency and reduce emissions.

In sum, governments appear to be resorting to wage
buyouts with increasing frequency. This increase is likely
driven both by “pull” and “push” factors. On one hand,
growing awareness of the externalities imposed by some
industries has led to more demand for large-scale govern-
ment intervention. On the other hand, governments are
now better able to use data and predictive models to
calculate the precise trade-offs between the costs of buyouts
and their social benefits. Such technocratic capacity may
grant governments to greater legitimacy when implement-
ing wage buyouts.!? Since the COVID-19 pandemic,
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especially, governments have been increasingly willing to
offer furloughed workers compensation on an unprece-
dented scale (Bennedsen et al. 2020); policies that would
have been unthinkable a decade ago, like UBI, have entered
mainstream policy discourse. Finally, it is no coincidence
that most wage buyouts have occurred in developed coun-
tries: these are the countries that have the required fiscal
capacity to borrow against future savings to offer workers
large compensation packages in the present. As more coun-
tries enter this category, we can expect wage buyouts to
become more prevalent in agriculture, fossil fuel sectors, and
industries affected by rapid technological change.

Across these different settings, governments can inter-
vene by paying workers in a way that facilitates transition
and accelerates socially beneficial change. The question s,
will workers accept such proposals, or reject them out of
hand? In other words, do workers just want to do their job,
or are they open to quitting their work in exchange of “a
bag of money from the government” Despite the rising
importance of this question, the existing scholarly literature
provides no clear answer. Yet two scholarly approaches to
work nonetheless offer relevant insights that inform our
expectations. These can be distinguished by whether they
treat work primarily as a means to a paycheck, or as an end
in itself that holds intrinsic benefits.

Two Ideal-Type Theories

Work as a means. Classical thinkers considered work as an
unfortunate necessity that had to be endured. In Aristotle’s
Nichomachean Ethics, work is ideally avoided to allow for
more worthwhile human ends like leisure and philosophy.!”
In the most common narrative, this remained the dominant
Western view among elites until the emergence of the
Protestant Ethic recast labor and professional diligence as
moral virtues and signals of individual piety and salvation.'*

In this respect, neoclassical economics shares the
assumptions of classical philosophy. Most neoclassical
labor supply models posit that individuals derive utility
from consumption and leisure, while work is considered a
disutility. As W. Stanley Jevons, one of the economists
associated with the “marginalist turn,” putitin 1871, “we
labor to produce with the sole object of consuming.” The
optimal labor supply decision thus balances the marginal
utility of income earned from working with the marginal
disutility of foregone leisure. Similarly, the labor-leisure
budget line, still a standard feature of microeconomics
textbooks, treats work strictly as a source of income. Under
this premise, if workers could receive the same income
without having to work, they should always prefer maxi-
mal leisure.’®

Another important aspect of the economic view of work
is that it pays little attention to the source of income. That
is, whether the check comes from an employer in return
for a day’s work, or from a government assistance program
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should not matter to individuals. This premise has
informed what has been called the prevailing technocratic
approach, or the “establishment view,” which holds that
people who lose their jobs to structural change can be
made “whole” by some combination of transition adjust-
ment and welfare support (Roberts and Lamp 2021). And
since most labor imposes a physical cost, while leisure does
not, the orthodox economic approach would expect
workers to opt to give up work if given the chance to do
so at no income loss.

Work as an end. A more recent literature, with roots in
sociology and social psychology, offers a contrasting view
that highlights the intrinsic benefits of work. In this
telling, work is a means by which individuals form a
personal identity. It shapes their social networks and it
offers a sense of meaning within a community (Ghidina
1992; Silva 2019). It is a source of honor, dignity, and a
duty to the rest of society (Lamont 2002; Hochschild
2018). In opposition to the economic literature, these
intrinsic benefits are often said to come precisely from bard
work—they arise not in spite of the difficulty of physically
demanding and sometimes risky occupations, but pre-
cisely because of it.

This scholarship often pays special attention to blue
collar, working class, or unskilled workers, likely because
these groups have been most exposed to labor dislocation, as
a result of a decades-long process of deindustrialization and
urbanization in Western economies. The subjects of these
studies often hold physically hard, repetitive, and sometimes
risky jobs, as exemplified by the sociological literature on
“dirty work,” which consistently finds that even those
engaged in work judged “distasteful” or of “low quality”
nonetheless derive considerable pride, satisfaction, as well as
a sense of identification with their jobs (Deery, Kolar, and
Walsh 2019; Ashforth and Kreiner 2013). For instance, a
recent study of the butcher trade in the United Kingdom
finds that the dirty aspect of work can, by itself, become a
factor that members of the group use to distinguish them-
selves from others, and that they may in fact bemoan the
“cleaning up” of the trade, and express “nostalgia for the old,
dirtier ways” (Simpson etal. 2014, 763). Consistent with the
rest of the field, they emphasize a shared sense of “sacrifice”
that comes from the “physicality” of work. As Hochschild
(2018) insists on describing the views of her Louisiana
interview subjects, work is precisely not about the result:
“Hard’ is the important idea. More than aptitude, reward,
or consequence, hard work confers honor” (158, emphasis in
original).!® While this scholarship differs widely in the
occupational groups and regions it examines, the implication
is that the arduousness of work need not decrease individ-
uals’ attachment to it; it may in fact do the opposite.

As opposed to the economic view, the literature that
highlights the social value of work also shares a belief
that the source of income matters: people who derive their
self-worth from hard work also tend to “reject any kind of
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dependence on the state” (Silva 2019, 11). Indeed, the same
individuals who draw dignity and honor from their work are
described as most resistant to government support, viewing
it as degrading. Hochschild (2018) describes one of her
subjects as boasting of never having drawn an unemploy-
ment check or getting any “government assistance.” As
Hochschild sums up, “Getting little or nothing from the
federal government was an oft-expressed source of honor.”
Views about work and government are linked: the suspicion
of government assistance comes in part from a belief that
those who rely on it are not working their fair share, and
thus evading a fundamental social duty. The same subject
cited by Hochschild thus reserves her harshest criticism for
“people who take government money and don’t work...
That’s not right. They should do something to help” (157).
These beliefs persist in spite of the fact that the individuals
who hold them are most likely to be eligible for government
support programs, given their vulnerability to structural
change. As Kolben (2021) observes: “the group that is
perhaps most skeptical of government supports and pro-
grams is the group that is also most directly affected by
trade- and technology-induced job displacement” (693).!7

Although these studies make few general claims across
space, time, or industry when describing their subjects’
deep identification with their work, they often attribute it
to a blue collar, conservative, small town setting. Indeed,
subjects often report that their work ethic and pride in
“hard work” is what distinguishes them from elites—
especially liberal elites, who they claim lack an equivalent
sense of dignity, duty, and self-sacrifice.'®

It is worth emphasizing that these two theoretical
approaches represent ideal types. In the first case, the view
of work as a means is rarely explicitly defended by econ-
omists, and functions more as a background assumption in
economic modelling. A growing number of economists
also recognize that work does have intrinsic value beyond
its monetary reward.!? In the second case, sociologists and
social psychologists are increasingly open to the ways in
which wages may themselves affect intrinsic motivation
and social status (Olafsen et al. 2015). Yet if anything,
much of this work shows the limits of such efforts, with
most evidence showing that motivation and work satis-
faction are only weakly responsive to monetary compen-
sation, which can sometimes have deleterious effects (Abd-
El-Fattah 2010). In this way, the distinction between work
as a means, and work as an end, remains a useful one for
generating testable expectations. The question we take up
in the empirics is, which approach better reflects the views
of actual workers? And how does this affect individual
perceptions of wage buyout programs?

Attitudes to Work in the Face of Structural Threats

Since wage buyouts are proposed when the externalities of
an industry outweigh its private benefits to workers, a
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relevant question is how workers respond to such pressures
on their industry. The Dutch nitrogen directive men-
tioned earlier, for instance, is the result of a longstanding
EU campaign. Does such external pressure make workers
more—or less—open to wage buyouts over time? Here,
too, the literature is split. One set of studies suggests that
external threats lead to entrenchment: workers identify
more strongly with their industry in ways that might make
them more resistant to transitioning away from it
(Strangleman 2001; Lobao and Meyer 2001). This echoes
studies in social psychology looking at racial identity and
discrimination, which have found that perceived threats to
the group can lead to heightened group identification
(Branscombe, Schmitt, and Harvey 1999; Ellemers,
Spears, and Doosje 2002). By the same logic, we might
expect that Dutch dairy farmers, coal workers facing
energy transition, or U.S. steel workers exposed to foreign
competition would identify more strongly with their
industry because they perceive it to be under attack.

A competing set of studies leads to the opposite expec-
tation. Threats to job security, in particular, have been
shown to reduce industry attachment through an
individual-level coping mechanism (Selenko, Mikikangas,
and Stride 2017; Piccoli et al. 2017). If so, then U.S. steel
workers may read the proverbial “writing on the wall,”
foresee the likelihood of job loss, reduce their identifica-
tion with the industry by anticipation, and thus become
more open to exit schemes. Similarly, threats to an indus-
try could also decrease the status associated with it, and
thus motivate identity displacement as a status manage-
ment strategy (Shayo 2009).

Whether external threats lead to stronger or weaker
identification with work has implications for how resistance
to wage buyouts might evolve over time. Pressure to reduce
the size of industries associated with negative externalities is
likely to rise with growing awareness of those externalities.
Under the first expectation, we should expect greater hos-
tility to wage buyouts as external pressure mounts. Under
the second, we would expect that resistance would decrease
over time, as workers anticipate labor market shifts, and
grow more open to exiting. In the empirical analysis that
follows, we attempt to distinguish between these.

The Politics of Wage Buyouts

In the wake of deindustrialization in Western economies
over the last several decades, the debate over the value and
meaning of work has taken on renewed political valence.
In particular, the social fallout from the decline of
manufacturing across developed economies has put the
feelings emphasized by the sociological treatment of work
on vivid display. As advanced economies have progres-
sively shifted to service sectors, even those workers who
have been made economically “whole,” cither through
government assistance or by finding work in new sectors,
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speak of a prevalent sense of Joss. As focus groups run by
the Pew Research Center in 2020 in both the United
States and the United Kingdom suggest, when “new job
creation supplantls] traditional work”, it “lead[s] to feel-
ings of alienation and loss.”?°

A number of studies show how right-wing parties have
been especially adept at exploiting this sense of loss
(Colantone and Stanig 2018; Walter 2021), fostering
what has been described as an “economics of nostalgia.””!
This bears directly on political positions taken towards
wage buyouts. The narrative of a government accelerating
the labor shift from traditional, historical industries—like
farming, fishing, mining, and manufacturing—to address
more abstract welfare objectives around biodiversity and
decarbonization has served as fodder for right-wing parties.
These political entrepreneurs have promised the very
opposite of adjustment, by vowing to bring back jobs in
these same sectors, in spite of powerful structural forces
that make this unlikely (Baccini and Weymouth 2021).

In keeping with this political messaging strategy, U.S.
president Donald Trump singled out the Dutch wage
buyout at as an instance of a technocratic government
interfering with citizens’ economic freedom, declaring the
Dutch farmers are “courageously resisting the climate
tyranny of the Dutch government.”?? The Polish far-right
Law and Justice party has also vowed to support the position
of the Dutch farmers against the nitrogen directive in the
EU,?* as has Marine Le Pen, the French leader of the far-
right Front National party, who publicly came out against
the “expropriation” of Dutch workers.”* These populist
leaders have taken up the narrative that work is an end in
itself: they have capitalized on the sense among working class
voters that the values they hold dear—among them an ethic
of hard work, self-sacrifice, and contribution to one’s local
community—are being debased, in favor of cosmopolitan
ideals held by liberal elites.

It follows that the view of work as a source of significant
intrinsic benefits, combined with the incentives of popu-
list political entrepreneurs, does not bode well for wage
buyout schemes. The question is, to what extent do wage
buyouts represent an opportunity for political entrepre-
neurs to capitalize on the gap between governments’
technocratic treatment of work (closer to the economic
ideal-type approach) and prevailing public attitudes
towards work? And relatedly, are these attitudes to work
a fundamentally partisan issue? Is the fact that political
criticisms of wage buyouts come from the political right
best seen as an attack on technocratic government pro-
grams, or a reflection of underlying beliefs about (non)
work? We tackle these questions in the analysis.

Evaluating Attitudes Towards Work and Non-Work

We use the theoretical framework outlined earlier to
generate a set of empirical expectations over attitudes
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towards work and non-work. To test these expectations,
we fielded three pre-registered surveys on U.S. adult sam-
ples, amounting to a total of over 7,500 respondents. The
first sample (n=2450) respondents was recruited through
the survey firm Respondi in January 2022; the second
sample (n=2092) was recruited through Prolific in August
2022; the third sample (n=3145) was recruited through
Bilendi in May 2023. In each case, samples were selected
to meet population quotas by age, gender, census region,
and education. The first sample was limited to currently
employed individuals; the second and third samples also
included unemployed respondents (we thus add employ-
ment status among the covariates in the analysis).
Tables A2, A3, and A4 in the online appendix show
demographic breakdown and summary statistics for each
sample (Pelc 2025).

We focus on the United States for several reasons. First,
much of the recent sociological literature on work has
looked to specific sectors in the U.S. labor force. Secondly,
the United States remains the standard-bearer of the
Protestant Ethic and its modern secularized equivalent,
as well as the American Dream ethos of success through
hard work (Ballard-Rosa, Goldstein, and Rudra 2024).
Such an emphasis on prosperity as a means to social
standing could lead individuals to view work in a more
instrumental fashion; on the other hand, the original
Calvinist view of work as a “calling” might lead to the
opposite. Beliefs about work are thus central to the
American experience. Does this make the United States
an outlier in terms of beliefs about work? While there are
no data on people’s attitudes to wage buyouts specifically,
there do exist large cross-national surveys probing attitudes
to work more generally. In particular, two questions from
the most recent wave of the World Values Survey (2017-
2022) provide an indication of where the United States
falls globally. The first asks about the importance respon-
dents assign to work and leisure, on an independent scale
of 1-4. Figure A1 in the online appendix graphs responses
by country, looking at OECD members for greater com-
parability. Figure A2 looks at a second relevant WVS
survey question, which elicited respondents’ level of agree-
ment with the claim, “Work is a duty towards society,” on
a scale of 1-5. In both cases, the United States falls almost
exactly in the middle of the fifteen OECD countries
included in the WVS sample. In fact, it happens to be
the country that weighs work and leisure most evenly
across the OECD subsample.

The issue of work is thus salient in the United States’
conception of itself, yet the country appears close to the
average in terms of the importance that individuals assign
to work. Nonetheless, U.S. policy does in fact set it apart
from other OECD countries: it typically ranks lower in
terms of direct welfare transfers,”> and features greater
labor market flexibility, with more liberal firing policies
and fewer regulations on temporary work contracts.”® As a
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result, a natural extension of this study would compare
attitudes towards wage buyouts across different countries.

Baseline Attitudes Towards Wage Buyouts

We begin by offering some descriptive statistics on atti-
tudes towards wage buyouts. Our first study, conducted in
early January 2022, asked all currently employed respon-
dents the following question:

How willing would you be to stop working at your current job for
the foreseeable future in exchange for a monthly check [from
your former employer / government] equivalent to your full
current salary? [1: Not willing at all — Very willing: 10]

where the bracketed text indicates the two randomized
treatment arms. A control group was given no additional
information about the source of compensation.

Before presenting the treatment effects, we focus on the
control group’s responses to offer a baseline of overall
attitudes towards the scheme, setting aside feelings
towards government assistance for now. Figure 1 shows
the distribution of responses. Most people appear at least
somewhat ambivalent about giving up their work in
exchange of a full paycheck. Just under 32% of respon-
dents are fully willing to accept the compensation scheme,
while over 8% are entirely unwilling, with the remainder
of the sample distributed in between. One quarter of
respondents would be more likely to refuse than to accept
the scheme; 69% of respondents would be more likely to
accept than to refuse it.”” In the next section, we look at
how the source of compensation affects these feelings.

Another informative descriptive is the variation in
attitudes across industries. Figure A3 in the appendix
orders all respondents by their NAICS 2-digit industries,
from most open to least open to wage buyouts. At the top
of the list is mining, with manufacturing not far behind.

Figure 1

Attitudes towards wage buyouts (baseline)
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Arts, entertainment, and recreation, and Information
industries are at the bottom—as are Agriculture, Forestry,
Fishing and Hunting, from which draw the motivating
example from the start of the article. Yet beyond this
ordering, one takeaway from figure A3 is that overall,
respondents’ industry provides relatively little traction on
individual attitudes: the difference between the most
favorable and least favorable industry is barely statistically
significant at conventional levels. As per the rest of the
analysis, most variation appears at the individual rather
than the industry level.

Treatment 1: Varying the Source of Compensation

In the survey question cited earlier, two treatment groups
were informed that compensation under the wage replace-
ment scheme would be coming ecither from the govern-
ment or their former employer. The experiment’s purpose
is twofold. First, we want to gauge how much of the
resistance to wage buyouts comes from resistance to all
forms of government assistance. Numerous studies attest
to the way in which people who might be eligible for
government benefits often take pride in not relying on
these benefits. As Williams (2019) writes of her working
class subjects’ attitudes towards government assistance,
“They saw it as an affront to their dignity. I heard so often
things like, ‘I don’t want a government handout; I can do
this on my own.” So even when they were aware of the
government benefits they were entitled to, they did not
accept them” (22).

Secondly, this treatment acts as a test of prevalent
expectations around how closely individuals identify with
their workplace, and to what extent this identification might
sway their attitudes towards non-work. A classic definition
of social identity describes it as “that part of an individual’s
self-concept which derives from his knowledge of his

10

“How willing would you be to stop working at your current job for the foreseeable future in exchange for a monthly check equivalent to your full

current salary?”
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Figure 2
Attitudes towards wage buyouts

Treatment: Check from Employer
Treatment: Check from Government
Ideology L-R -

Education -
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Covid-19 Impact -

membership in a social group together with the value and
emotional significance attached to that membership”
(Tajfel, 1981, 255). This value attributed to shared mem-
bership is often attributed to the workplace.

Political leaders often seek to capitalize on this shared
identity: visiting factories and workplaces is a standard
feature of electoral campaigns. In a representative instance,
President Trump visited a Whirlpool plant in Clyde,
Ohio, August 2020, to praise its workers as “hardworking
patriots.””® He called one of these workers to the stage,
who in turn declared, “I work with 3,500 proud individ-
uals. Together ... we bleed Whirlpool blue.”?” This type
of strong identification to an employer, of a type more
commonly associated with national or religious identities,
is what the sociological and social psychological literature
highlights as characteristic of blue-collar workers, espe-
cially in rural areas, and especially in “single-industry
towns” where one employer comes to play a large role in
a community’s conception of itself. Work becomes a
source of social status and dignity. The expectation of
the first experimental treatment is that insofar as this
workplace identity exists, then the fact that compensation
for non-work would continue to come from the former
employer should lessen the identity loss that results from
being taken out of the labor force might represent. If so, we
would expect that all else equal, a wage buyout scheme
where compensation was tied to the former employer
would draw greater support than the control.

This first treatment also reflects real-world policy con-
siderations. A similar choice might come up whenever a
sharp reduction of the workforce in a sector would bring
both private benefits to the industry, and public benefits to
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society. To take the example of technological change: one
scenario foresees self-driving truck technology becoming
sufficiently reliable to replace the approximately 294,000
workers who earn above-average wages from long-distance
trucking. Compared to human drivers, self-driving trucks
are thought to be safer, faster (since they require no sleep),
and require less fuel, since they allow for fleets of trucks
drafting each other to reduce wind resistance (Viscelli,
2018). Yet trucker unions oppose the adoption of such
technology to protect the jobs at stake. If governments step
in to capture the public benefits of technological adoption,
they face a choice as to whether to channel transitional
assistance through trucking companies—in the form of
furloughs or early retirement—or through standalone
government programs. Does this design choice matter?
In addition to estimates for the two treatment arms, we
also control for a number of individual traits. The first of
these is political ideology, scored from left to right on a 0—
10 scale, and political partisanship, coded as DEMOCRAT
and RePUBLICAN, with the reference category of indepen-
dents and “other.” Given the politicization of wage buy-
outs described earlier, it is difficult to distinguish the
extent to which attitudes towards work are inherently
associated with partisan values, as opposed to beliefs
transmitted top-down by partisan leaders. Most likely, it
is because of some latent receptiveness to these arguments
that populist leaders on the political right have been
capitalizing on a narrative of “hard-working patriots”
who work in the “real economy.”?? We also add controls
for education, as a proxy for skill level; income; gender,
given an emphasis in the ethnographic literature over
men’s greater identification with work (Hodson et al.
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2001); race, given the focus on the occupational identity
among white workers (Lamont 2002; Williams 2019);
and age, which may be a consideration given older
workers’ greater apprehension around shifting sectors.
Finally, since the survey was conducted in January 2022,
when COVID-19 was still a concern, we ask all respon-
dents the extent to which COVID-19 has impacted their
lives. We also test for a preregistered expectation that even
controlling for income (with which the impact of
COVID-19 is negatively related), respondents who bore
a greater toll as a result of the pandemic should be more
open to wage buyouts. This variable also proxies for
individuals who received government support through
the U.S. Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security
Act (CARES Act), which provided direct financial relief to
individuals affected by COVID-19, which may have
normalized the idea of receiving checks from the govern-
ment (Crabtree and Wehde 2023).

As seen in the coefficient plot in figure 2, both treat-
ment effects prove significant. Being told that the check is
coming from government significantly reduces favorability
towards the scheme, with an average of 6.39 on the 0-10
scale. Being told that the check is coming from a former
employer significantly increases approval, with an average
approval of 7.07. That is, the Government Check treat-
ment shows a greater downward effect than the Former
Employer treatment, but both are significant at conven-
tional levels. The difference between both treatments
amounts to a large substantive effect, equivalent to that
of varying respondents’” ideology from the sample mean
(5) to its furthest extreme (10). Given how modest the
treatment is in the survey, we interpret this across-
respondent variation as an especially strong treatment
effect. In terms of both statistical significance and magni-
tude, the government treatment appears to increase resis-
tance more than the employer treatment decreases it.

As expected, ideology is significantly related to attitudes
towards wage buyouts. Conservatives are far less favorable
to the scheme than liberals, and Republicans are far less
favorable than Democrats. Yet interestingly, the magni-
tude of the treatment effects are not statistically different
between the two groups. Republicans are thus 7o more
responsive to the Government Check treatment than
Democrats. In the third study, we dig into the compo-
nents of the partisanship effect.

As for other demographic variables, the striking take-
away is how litde they seem to matter. Despite much
emphasis in the literature on the importance of race,
gender, and skill level, none of these prove significantly
related to attitudes towards wage buyouts. This may seem
especially surprising for gender, yet it is in keeping with the
ambivalent relationship between gender and beliefs
around work in large values surveys. In the most recent
World Values Survey (wave 7), women in the United
States assign significantly higher importance to work than
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men, while the reverse is true, on average, for other OECD
countries. In the same way, rural settings (which comprise
country villages, farms, and rural homes) do not appear to
be more averse to wage buyouts than urban settings (which
comprise large cities, towns, and suburbs): RURAL is sig-
nificant on its own, but not once ideology is controlled for.
Just as interestingly, manufacturing workers are, if any-
thing, more inclined to accept wage buyouts. This is
especially relevant given the importance of targeted labor
adjustment schemes designed to deal with the labor
decline in manufacturing and how their mixed success
has often been attributed to the strong occupational
identities of manufacturing workers (Kolben 2021). Sim-
ilarly, no geographic region shows a distinct set of attitudes
towards wage buyouts. If anything, respondents from the
South, who comprise 38% of the sample, are slightly more
open to wage buyouts, but the relationship does not
approach statistical significance.

We check for heterogeneous treatment effects across all
demographic categories by testing whether these cleavages
matter for respondents’ receptivity to the treatments.
Here, too, there is little effect. The one exception seems
to be low-income respondents, who tend to view com-
pensation coming from the government slightly more
favorably than high-income individuals, all else equal.

Vulnerability to structural forces: Automation and off-
shoring. There is no adequate means of objectively asses-
sing the likelihood that a given occupation might be
targeted by wage buyout schemes. Ideally, such a variable
would capture all negative externalities generated by some
occupations over others, and their relative salience across
countries. Dairy farming would rank high on such a
measure, especially in the Netherlands, given the relative
size of the sector and its proximity to the country’s nature
reserves (Stokstad, 2019). As an alternative, we consider two
other structural forces where we have better measures:
automation and offshoring. Both automation and offshoring
give rise to the same competing expectations, outlined above
in the earlier theory section, over how structural threats to an
industry may lead to either further entrenchment, or a
weakening of group identity. In all these cases, the question
is, as the “writing on the wall” becomes more legible, do
workers identify more strongly with their work, and thus
grow more resistant to leaving it, or the opposite? Testing for
the effect of exposure to automation and offshoring on
attitudes towards non(work) is thus a way of assessing the
explanatory power of these two competing theories.

We assign Routine Task Intensity (RTI) and Offshor-
ability scores calculated by Goos, Manning, and Salomons
(2014) to each respondent, using three-digit ISCO-08
occupation codes. This offers an objective measure of
workers’ exposure to these two structural forces.’! Because
we are not able to match all occupations perfectly, the
sample drops from 2,450 to 2,198 respondents. Figure A4
in the appendix shows the breakdown of these two
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measures in the sample by industry, and the high correla-
tion between the two (r=0.72). For this last reason, we
include them separately in our estimations. We then also
elicit a corresponding subjective measure, asking respon-
dents to estimate how likely they are to lose their job due to
automation and to offshoring. Are these workers more or
less resistant to wage buyouts?

The next indicator of interest in this analysis is a
measure of subjective social standing. Studies seeking to
explain the surge of populism and pushback against
globalization and democracy in developed countries have
begun looking to social standing as a notion that brings
together economic and cultural explanations for the back-
lash (Gidron and Hall 2020). These studies rely on the
MacArthur Scale of Subjective Social Status, which was
first developed by Adler et al. (1994) and which we adopt
here. Respondents are presented with a picture of a ladder
with 10 rungs, which they are told represents the standing
of all people in the United States, and they are asked to
place themselves on the ladder (refer to the online appen-
dix for the full question).’?

Finally, we also add an indicator of whether the respon-
dent belongs to a trade union. We remain agnostic about
the relationship, since here too, theory offers differing
expectations: labor unions tend to be opposed to wage
buyout schemes, which naturally reduce the size of their
membership. The largest Dutch farmers’ trade association,
for instance, is staunchly opposed to the nitrogen directive.
Union membership may itself also breed greater identifi-
cation with one’s job, and thus a greater value attached to
non-pecuniary aspects of work. On the other hand, unions
traditionally push for decreased working hours, and longer
break time and vacation pay. The fact that the cessation of
work through strikes has long been unions’ tool of last
resort may also normalize the notion of non-work.

The findings are shown in table 2. The effect of
vulnerability to structural forces is strong and consistent.
Whether it is exposure to automation or offshoring, and
whether it is measured objectively or subjectively, respon-
dents who are more prone to job losses due to these forces
are also more favorable to wage buyout schemes. Social
standing proves equally significant. Individuals who report
higher subjective social standing are significantly less likely
to accept a wage buyout scheme. Taken together, these five
variables tell a coherent story. Exposure to structural forces
that make individuals more likely to be targeted by wage
buyout schemes are associated with more, not less, open-
ness to these schemes. Social standing, which is negatively
correlated with all four indicators of economic precarity,
is in turn inversely related to the same attitudes towards
non-work.

Trade union members appears consistently more open
to wage buyouts, even after controlling for male and
manufacturing workers, both of which are positively
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correlated with union membership. One interpretation
is that the common negotiation objectives of unions may
normalize the notion of non-work, and strip it of its
negative associations.

Variation in the strength of occupational identizy. To
further get at underlying beliefs about work, we separately
elicit respondents’ level of identification with their jobs, by
asking them to rank the importance of their job as a
personal trait, in comparison to other personal identifying
traits: religion, family, origin, race, hobbies, political
beliefs, and other.?® We reverse the scale, so that higher
rankings indicate a stronger occupational identity, and we
regress this occupational identity variable on the same set
of demographic variables as earlier. This survey design is in
keeping with identities being plural (made up of a number
of different traits), and relative (emphasis on one trait may
come at the expense of others). It is also consistent with
identity as the a conception of the self that individuals
construct and present to others.

Table 3 shows the results. The two most consistent
drivers associated with occupational identity are education
and race: as per the implications of Lamont (2002) and
Williams (2019), white respondents show greater identi-
fication with their work. The same is true for high-skilled
respondents. Income shows a consistent positive relation.
More conservative political ideology is negatively related
to occupational identity, yet this does not translate into
significant effects for partisanship: while Democrats
(Republicans) are associated with slightly stronger
(weaker) occupational identity, neither is statistically sig-
nificant.’ As before, the null findings offer interesting
takeaways: as opposed to claims in some ethnographic
accounts of work, men, and those living in rural areas, do
not appear to identify more strongly with their work
compared to other personal traits. Manufacturing workers,
if anything, show a negative relation, though it does not
cross the significance threshold. Recall that the sample is
restricted to currently employed respondents; students
and retired individuals would likely identify differently
with work, but they are purposefully omitted from the
sample.

In sum, race and education appear to affect the strength
of occupational identity, yet as shown in table 1, these
effects do not seem to translate into greater resistance to
wage buyout programs—even when such programs are
explicitly government-backed. On the other hand, vulner-
ability to structural forces like automation and offshoring
decreases the extent to which individuals’ identify with
their work. The implication is that as awareness of specific
industries’ negative externalities grows, and regulatory
pressure rises in response, the effect may not be entrench-
ment among workers, but its opposite: a displacement of
self-identification with work, and potential greater open-
ness to wage buyout schemes.
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Article | On Paying Workers to Stop Working

Figure 3

Attitudes Towards Wage Buyouts, Full vs. Partial
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Stop working entirely

Work half the hours you work currently

“Imagine a new government program that would continue paying your current salary and health insurance, but you have to [treatment] to
claim these benefits. How likely would you be to enroll in this program?”

Treatment 2: Partial versus Full Redundancy

Our second study relies on a different sample of 2092
respondents. It relies on a similar basic question to the first,
but tweaks its formulation. First, all respondents are
explicitly told that the scheme is a government program;
second, and in response to comments to the first study, we
now explicitly mention that participants retain their health
insurance under the scheme. Since health insurance in the
United States is most often associated with the employer,
this is meant to ensure that a concern over insurance does
not drive the results. We then use a simple experiment to test
another aspect of program design. We compare respondents’
atticudes towards a proposed reduction of half of one’s
working hours versus full redundancy. The question reads:

Imagine a new government program that would continue paying
your current salary and health insurance, but you have to [stop
working / work half the hours you work currently] to claim these
benefits.

Insofar as workers are simply trying to maximize the ratio
of compensation to working hours, one would expect that
a maximum reduction of working hours, keeping compen-
sation fixed, would be viewed most favorably. But if respon-
dents attach importance to the social status that comes from
holding a job, the conception of themselves as a working

12 Perspectives on Politics
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individual, and the sense of belonging they draw from
workplace, then they might be willing to forfeit an additional
reduction of working hours to preserve these values.

This second treatment also reflects real-world policy
choices. Governments face a choice when seeking to
reduce the size of a sector with negative externalities, as
in the case of dairy farming in the Netherlands. They can
target the extensive or the intensive margin. That is, they
can either reduce each individual’s work by 1/x, or seek to
remove 1/x of the workforce from the sector. Insofar as
both reduce total production by the same level, these
options may be equivalent from an economic standpoint.
The question is whether these options would be viewed
differently by workers.

The results, shown in figure 3, are striking. Overall,
respondents are favorable to the full wage buyout scheme
at similar levels to Study 1, suggesting that concerns over
health insurance did not significantly affect the results in
Study 1. Yet what is remarkable is the difference between
the two treatment conditions: respondents are signifi-
cantly more open to having their working hours cut by
half, than to cease work entirely. Specifically, the average
level of approval for decreasing working hours by half is
8.17 on the 0-10 scale, while the average approval for
ceasing work entirely is 6.86. Recall that this represents
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Table 1
Attitudes towards wage buyouts

(1) (2) (3) 4)
Treatment: Check from Employer 0.315* 0.325* 0.315* 0.310
(0.184) (0.189) (0.186) (0.187)
Treatment: Check from Government -0.425""* -0.407*" -0.419"** -0.419™**
(0.154) (0.157) (0.152) (0.152)
Ideology L-R -0.140""* — -0.128"** -0.130"**
(0.027) (0.026) (0.026)
Democrat — 0.742* — —
(0.157)
Republican — -0.140 — —
(0.177)
Education 0.006 0.002 -0.008 -0.012
(0.141) (0.139) (0.145) (0.146)
Income 0.033* 0.029* 0.031* 0.033*
(0.017) (0.016) (0.017) (0.016)
Male -0.063 -0.069 -0.098 -0.092
(0.153) (0.156) (0.160) (0.162)
White -0.041 0.031 0.013 0.028
(0.149) (0.156) (0.145) (0.148)
Age 0.008** 0.005 0.009** 0.009**
(0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004)
Rural — — -0.381 -0.376
(0.253) (0.250)
Manufacturing — — 0.613** 0.641*
(0.303) (0.309)
COVID-19 Impact — — 0.070* 0.070**
(0.028) (0.027)
Northeast — — — 0.058
(0.267)
South — — — 0.219
(0.188)
West — — — 0.167
(0.203)
Constant 6.904*** 6.068*** 6.390*** 6.246***
(0.365) (0.330) (0.440) (0.441)
Observations 2455 2455 2455 2455

Note: *p<0.10, *p <0.05, **p <0.01. Robust standard errors clustered by state reported in parentheses. The control group receives no
information about the compensation’s provenance. Comparison category for region is “East”.

variation across respondents, who only receive one or the
other treatment. In descriptive terms, the “stop working
entirely” condition is most similar to the “government
check” condition in Study 1, and yields a similar level of
approval: 6.86 compared to 6.39 in Study 1. In sum, these
results lean strongly in favor of policy approaches to wage
buyouts that focus on the intensive rather than the exten-
sive margin, reducing working hours rather than removing
individuals from their work environments entirely.

It is worth comparing the role of education and income
across the two studies. In Study 1, education has no
consistent effect, while income is slightly positively related
with openness to wage buyouts, though also inconsistently
so. Yet both are positively correlated with personal iden-
tification with work. In Study 2, education is again
insignificant across the board, while income shows a slight
negative relationship. In sum, the net effects of these two
key variables on attitudes towards work and non-work
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remain ambiguous in ways that likely speak to conflicting
underlying mechanisms. Yet the findings do allow us to
dispel the notion that low-skill working class individuals
who are more likely to hold physically demanding occu-
pations develop a uniquely strong work identity in ways
that make them value their work more highly.

Treatment 3: Government Program versus Lottery
Windfall

In a third study, we worked with the market research firm
Bilendi to recruit a third sample of adult Americans (n =
3,199) demographically representative by party identity,
age, and gender. This time, we compared attitudes to a
wage buyout program versus an equivalent lottery wind-
fall. The main objective was to determine what part of the
attitudes towards wage buyouts was driven by attitudes
towards government programs or attitudes towards (non)
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Table 2
Economic precarity and wage buyouts

(1) (2 (3) 4 (5)
Treatment: Check from Employer 0.330* 0.334* 0.318* 0.320* 0.317*
(0.178) (0.176) (0.184) (0.185) (0.188)
Treatment: Check from Government -0.360"" -0.351"* -0.413" -0.412"* -0.417"*
(0.157) (0.156) (0.148) (0.149) (0.149)
Occupational Routine Task Index 0.123* — — — —
(0.050)
Occupational Offshorability Index — 0.207** — — —
(0.077)
Subjective Vulnerability to Automation — — 0.054** — —
(0.019)
Subjective Vulnerability to Offshoring — — — 0.042* —
(0.025)
Subjective Social Status — — — — -0.126™""
(0.034)
Ideology L-R —0.142*** —0.144** —-0.142"** —0.142*** -0.138"*"
(0.030) (0.030) (0.025) (0.026) (0.026)
Education 0.032 0.025 -0.022 -0.028 0.006
(0.147) (0.148) (0.145) (0.146) (0.145)
Income 0.029 0.028 0.028* 0.027 0.038**
(0.019) (0.018) (0.017) (0.017) (0.017)
Male -0.035 -0.046 -0.135 -0.142 -0.093
(0.189) (0.189) (0.156) (0.156) (0.160)
White 0.053 0.062 0.016 0.004 -0.014
(0.163) (0.163) (0.141) (0.141) (0.145)
Age 0.010** 0.010** 0.010* 0.010** 0.009**
(0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004)
Rural -0.314 -0.322 -0.348 -0.370 —-0.427*
(0.282) (0.279) (0.254) (0.253) (0.247)
Manufacturing 0.442 0.345 0.500 0.510 0.526
(0.325) (0.339) (0.324) (0.325) (0.328)
Trade Union Member 0.467** 0.454* 0.345* 0.361* 0.380*
(0.192) (0.194) (0.205) (0.208) (0.197)
Constant 6.723** 6.807** 6.745 6.874%* 7.264**
(0.346) (0.343) (0.380) (0.370) (0.379)
Observations 2198 2198 2455 2455 2455

Note: *p<0.10, *p <0.05, **p <0.01. Robust standard errors clustered by state reported in parentheses. The control group receives no

information about the compensation’s provenance.

work. All respondents received the following two ques-
tions, in randomized order:

[Lottery windfall] Imagine you have won the lottery. The
amount of the prize is enough to maintain your exact current
income, adjusted for inflation, for the rest of your life. Would you
decide to stop working your current job?

[Government program] Imagine a government program that
would pay you a monthly amount equivalent to your current
income, adjusted for inflation, for the rest of your life. The
government program requires you to stop working your current
job. Would you agree to join this program?

Specifically, following on the apparent importance of
partisanship for wage buyouts in tables 1 and 2, we were
interested in how partisanship would be associated differ-
ently with responses to the two questions. If the observed
importance of partisanship is mainly a response to the role
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of government in wage buyouts, then we should expect a
large gap in support for the two proposals, a large partisan
divide in support of the government scheme, and a
comparatively smaller partisan divide in support for the
lottery windfall scheme. If; in turn, partisanship functions
primarily by determining attitudes towards (non)work,
then we should expect a small partisan gap between the
two proposals, and consistently large partisan gaps for each
proposal. In contrast to treatments 1 and 2, the two
options in the third study also specified the replacement
income would be offered indefinitely (“for the rest of your
life”), to ensure that respondents did not hold inconsistent
beliefs about the length of the program. Finally, in addi-
tion to the demographic traits in the first two treatments,
the third study also queried respondents about their
religious affiliation, given the long-established relationship
between Protestantism, especially, and attitudes to work.
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The results shown in table 4 prove informative. The
first thing to note is that the order of the treatment appears
to make little difference to responses to the lottery windfall

Table 3
Drivers of occupational identity

1) ) 3) versus the government program. That is, being presented
Ideology L-R —0.045""* _ _ with the lottery windfall option first did not significantly
(0.012) “normalize” approval of the government program. Con-
Democrat — 0.030 — versely, being presented with the government option first
(0.077) only mildly d” dents” willi
, y mildly “corrupted” respondents’ willingness not to
Al o o _(8838) cease work in the wake of a lottery windfall. The results also
B 0.241 %+ 0.257++ 0.055%++ allow us to better disentangle the effects of partisanship: as in
(0.071) (0.073) (0.073) previous tests, Republicans are significantly more wary of a
Income 0.018* 0.016* 0.017* government wage buyout; yet they appear no less open to
. (0.009) (0.039) (0'00?) ceasing work following a lottery windfall. By contrast,
ae _(882% _(886% _(8829) Protestantism is consistently associated with reluctance to
White 0.301*** 0.088"* 0.301%* cease work under both schemes. Protestants are also signif-
(0.102) (0.105) (0.109) icantly more negatively disposed to the government scheme
Age 0.004 0.003 0.003 than to the lottery windfall, yet perhaps most striking is that
- (8828) (888:13) (8882) Protestant religious affiliation appears as the strongest pre-
ura (0' 121) (0'1 29) (0' 126) dictor of the decision to (not) cease work following a lottery
Manufacturing ~0.086 20114 20113 windfall. Catholicism, by comparison, sees strictly no effect,
(0.163) (0.158) (0.159) suggesting this attachment to work is not driven by broad
Constant 4.073* 3.873* 3.892% Christian values, but by specifically denominational ones.
(0.211) (0.214) (0.212) This is an interesting finding in i ight, but it al
) g finding in its own right, but it also
Observations Al Al Al speaks to how attitudes to (non)work are culturally-specific,
Note: *p <0.10, *p<0.05, **p<0.01. Robust standard errors and may thus vary by country. And while Republicans are
clustered by state reported in parentheses. DV is ranking of associated with Protestantism,” even in a bivariate regres-
job” in response to the question, “In describing yourself, which . . R
of these traits would you view as most important?” Refer to the sion, Republlcans appear no less open to ceasing work
online appendix for the detailed questionnaire. following a lottery windfall.
Table 4
Response to government schemes versus lottery windfall
(1) (2 (3)
Lottery Windfall Government Program Difference between Lottery
versus Government
Lottery Treatment Seen First -0.20"" 0.04 -0.24*
(0.10) (0.12) (0.12)
Republican 0.12 —0.45"** 0.57***
(0.14) (0.13) (0.14)
White 0.04 -0.19 0.23*
(0.16) (0.12) (0.14)
Male 0.10 0.40* -0.29***
0.12) (0.09) (0.09)
Protestant -0.42"** -0.95* 0.52***
(0.15) (0.13) (0.13)
College Educated 0.09 0.29™** -0.20
(0.15) (0.10) (0.13)
Employed -0.36""" -0.01 -0.35""
0.11) (0.13) (0.15)
Income 0.03 -0.00 0.03
(0.02) (0.02) (0.02)
Age (logged) 1.18™* 0.60"** 0.59***
(0.15) (0.16) (0.14)
Observations 3145 3145 3145

Note: *p <0.10, *p <0.05, **p <0.01. Robust standard errors clustered by state reported in parentheses. DV in (1) and (2) is support for
the two different options; (3) estimates the individual difference in support of (1-2).
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Taken together, these three studies contribute to our
understanding of individual attitudes towards work and
non-work. Yet there remains much to be done in this
direction. In particular, the finding that those who are
more prone to structural forces are also more open to wage
buyout programs is consistent with different potential
mechanisms. Future research could seek to disentangle
these, by examining whether it is greater economic pre-
carity that leads to lower levels of identification with work,
or whether this comes down to the types of occupations
that happen to be more exposed to structural forces like
offshoring and automation. This distinction will become
especially relevant when looking at high-skill occupations
—which we find are associated with significantly stronger
occupational identities—that may rapidly become replace-
able by large language models and other advances in A.L. In
this respect, it is worth noting that the third study, the only
one of the three studies run after the popularization of
LLMs like Open Al’s GPT model, is also where college
educated respondents appear more open to a government
wage buyout. This may be further suggestive evidence that
as pressure on an industry grows—be it market pressure,
regulatory pressure, or technological pressure—workers
may grow more, rather than less open to exiting the
workforce.

Conclusion

Upton Sinclair famously claimed that “it is difficult to geta
man to understand something, when his salary depends
upon his not understanding it.” As this article demon-
strates, it may be all the more difficult if what is at stake is
not merely a salary, but the sense of identity and belonging
that individuals derive from their work. Governments are
now increasingly able to replace people’s salaries to get
them to “understand” the need for some policy reform, be
it in the name of environmental protection, decarboniza-
tion, or greater economic efficiency. Such worker buyouts
sometimes succeed in accelerating beneficial social change,
yet they can also result in widespread protests. What
explains the attitudes of democratic audiences to these
wage replacement schemes?

This question has become highly politicized. Right-
wing populist leaders, in particular, are taking aim at
measures which they claim are imposed by technocratic
elites who fail to appreciate the value of a job to hard-
working individuals. This political messaging is most often
targeted towards the male, rural, low-skill voters who have
already borne the brunt of deindustrialization in devel-
oped economies over the past three decades, and who have
been promised various kinds of welfare schemes or tran-
sition adjustment programs to cope with job loss.

The theoretical framework outlines two competing sets
of expectations over attitudes towards work and non-work.
The first, which has largely informed policy until now,
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assumes that individuals primarily value their job for the
associated income. The implication is that people who are
forced out of their jobs can be made “whole” through
monetary compensation. A competing view claims instead
that work has inherent social value; it is a source of
personal pride and recognition, a means by which indi-
viduals build their identity. This perspective has arguably
gained ground among policymakers forced to deal with the
social upheaval caused by deindustrialization and the labor
dislocation associated with it.

This article takes a first step in assessing the explanatory
weight of these two views. The result is a nuanced picture of
individual attitudes towards work and non-work. The first
finding shows just how reluctant workers are to be “freed”
from the burden of work. Three survey studies conducted
on a total of over 7,500 U.S. respondents suggest that many
workers are ambivalent about giving up their work, even if
they could continue drawing their full salary. So much so,
that a majority would choose a program that cuts half their
working hours over one that cuts them entirely, even if their
compensation remained the same. This insight is in line with
the view that work is a source of value that goes beyond the
income it procures, and it constitutes an important correc-
tion to the mainstream economic view. It implies that wage
replacement, by itself, may be insufficient to convince
individuals of the benefits of a policy reform that will make
their work redundant.

Yet this baseline attitude to wage buyouts conceals
considerable heterogeneity. First, while partisanship is
associated with a strong aversion to wage buyouts, this
seems driven more by attitudes against government pro-
grams, and less by attitudes to (non)work per se, suggest-
ing that careful program design could help overcome the
partisan divide over wage buyouts. Creating such pro-
grams through employers, as per Study 1, may be one
means of doing so. The analysis” other findings partly clash
with the sociological literature on work. Much of this
scholarship examines low-income, male, working-class
occupations. Perhaps owing to this focus, these studies
highlight, first, the singular value assigned to hard work for
its own sake in these settings; and second, the pride that
working class individuals take in not relying on govern-
ment assistance. Yet the findings show that occupations
that feature repetitive tasks, those that are more prone to
automation, as well as occupations that can more easily be
outsourced to foreign labor, are associated with lower
occupational identity. Individuals in these occupations
are also, accordingly, more open to being removed from
the labor market in exchange of government compensa-
tion. In correcting for the orthodox economic view of jobs-
as-income, the risk is that scholars and the media may both
fall prone to a romanticization of the economic heartland,
portraying blue collar and manufacturing workers as unre-
sponsive to economic incentives, owing to an idiosyncratic
attachment to work for work’s sake.
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As it happens, the person quoted in the protests against
the Dutch nitrogen directive, spurning “a bag of money
from the government,” was not a low-skilled worker, but a
veterinarian, whose livelihood was dependent on the dairy
sector.”’® The evidence suggests that on average, it is such
high-skill individuals who exhibit the highest occupational
identity, and may thus be most resistant to government
programs that displace workers in the name of socially
beneficial reforms. In this way, the findings speak to the
scale of the challenge governments may face if advances in
artificial intelligence deliver on their promise. The “world
without work” that some economists foresee for advanced
economies (Susskind 2020) has already produced consid-
erable social dislocation in blue collar manufacturing
sectors; recent advances in large language models and other
Al tools suggest that the same dislocation may await large
sectors of the knowledge economy. The findings imply
that these effects may grow increasingly disruptive as they
begin targeting white collar workers who identify more
highly with their work, and are more resistant to giving it
up in exchange of continued pay.

The cost people perceive from being removed from the
labor market is not reducible to lost income: it includes
inherent personal and social benefits that individuals derive
from their work. If such attitudes remain unchanged, then
even highly generous welfare schemes may fail to appease
workers’ resistance to reforms—resulting from either struc-
tural forces or regulatory measures—that make their work
redundant. While those studying governments’ responses
to future labor dislocation tend to focus on the fiscal
constraints on such interventions, this article shows that
an understanding of people’s attitudes towards work and
non-work proves equally important.

Data replication

Data replication sets are available in Harvard Dataverse at:
https://doi.org/10.7910/DVN/ENPBKD
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Notes

1 The Guardian, November 30, 2022.

2 New York Times, August 20, 2022.

3 [rish Times, October 7. 2019.

4 Meatpacking and food distribution facilities were
frequently targeted by compensated shut-down
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10

11

12

13

14

15

16
17

orders. See OECD Policy Responses to Coronavirus:
SME policy responses, 2020.

In a recent treatment of narratives around globaliza-
tion, Roberts and Lamp (2021) call this the “estab-
lishment narrative”.

“How Dutch farmers Became the Center of a Global
Right-Wing Culture War.” NBC News. December
12, 2022 (https://www.nbcnews.com/news/world/
dutch-farmers-emissions-global-right-wing-culture-
war-rcna60269).

“Europe’s Right Wing Piggybacks on Dutch Farmer
Protests”. Politico, July 29, 2022.

Refer to the online appendix for pre-analysis plans of
all three studies.

“Serious Considerations On The Several High Duties
Which The Nation In General, (As Well As Its Trade
In Particular) Labours Under: With A Proposal For
Preventing The Running Of Goods, Discharging The
Trader From Any Search, And Raising All The Pub-
lick Supplies, By One Single Tax.” London. 1743.
Salt Lake Tribune, “Why I¢’s Time for Utah to Buy
Out Alfalfa Farmers and Let The Water Flow, Edi-
torial Board Writes”. December 4, 2022.

See, among others: Gil Friend, Felix Kramer. 2014.
“Deal of the Century: Buy Out the US Coal Industry
for $50BN,” The Guardian; Stephen L. Kass. June
3,2016. “The Federal Government Should Buy Coal
Plants, Shut Them Down and Pay to Retrain Their
Employees,” Washington Post; Brad Plumer, June

7, 2016, “A Not-So-Modest Climate Proposal: Why
Not Just Buy Out the US Coal Industry?” Vox.

In the Dutch nitrogen directive, the Netherlands used
environmental data to precisely identify the 3,000
“peak polluting” dairy farms responsible for the largest
proportion of nitrogen emissions. These calculations
were then used to justify the large-scale payout to
farmers as the most efficient means of achieving
environmental targets; The Guardian, November

30, 2022.

In the translation of Pieper (1950), which puts the
point sharply, Aristotle writes, “We are not-at-leisure
in order to be at-leisure”.

See Weber for the classic treatment, and Hirschman
(1997) for an alternative account of the same trans-
formation.

One of the resulting economic puzzles of recent
decades is why working hours have not further
declined as overall productivity has risen (Frank 2005;
Stiglitz 2008; Pelc 2022)

Emphasis original.

The empirical section confirms the greater vulnera-
bility of low-skill workers and manufacturing workers
to both offshoring and technological job displace-
ment.

See Lamont (2002); Hochschild (2018).
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19 As Freeman (2010) readily admits, “Many people go
to work for reasons beyond money ... Workplaces are
social settings where people meet and interact” (140).
Yet this insight is seldom formalized, and thus rarely
enters economic predictions or policy prescriptions.

20 Pew Research Center 2020. This prevalent sense of
loss has been offered as an explanation for the puzzle
behind the much-discussed “China Shock” (Autor,
Dorn, and Hanson 2013). Namely, why did a rela-
tively small number of manufacturing layoffs lead to
such outsize political and social consequences? One
explanation is that these were blue-collar jobs in
settings where work had distinctive social meaning
(Kim and Pelc 2024).

21 New York Times, June 28, 2016.

22 New York Times, August 20, 2022.

23 As the Polish Agricultural minister declared, “I will
support in the EU the position of the Dutch farmers to
maintain production, and I hope that their govern-
ment will change its mind.” See supra, at n6.

24 See supra, n7.

25 Relatedly, U.S. unemployment insurance features a
significantly lower net replacement rate: unemploy-
ment insurance provided about 40% of prior wages in
the United States, compared to 70%-80% in coun-
tries like Denmark and Germany. See the OECD’s
Benefits and Wages: Net Replacement Rates in
unemployment data.

26 See the OECD’s Indicators of Employment
Protection data.

27 Counting those below versus above 5, respectively, on
the 0-10 scale.

28 “Remarks by President Trump at Whirlpool Corpo-
ration Manufacturing Plant” (https://trumpwhite
house.archives.gov/briefings-statements/remarks-
president-trump-whirlpool-corporation-manufac
turing-plant/).

29 Ibid.

30 In this respect, recent findings suggest that Americans
consistently and accurately associate particular occu-
pations with partisan identities (Hopkins and Pelc
2024).

31 Given how the advent of large language models is
rapidly changing expectations over what occupations
may be prone to automation, it is worth recalling that
the first and second survey were fielded before the
release of ChatGPT and similar Al programs in 2022.
The third study was fielded after, in May 2023. The
differences, especially relating to white-collar workers,
may be informative.

32 We then invert the scale, so that higher scores corre-
spond to higher subjective standing.

33 The survey question reads: “Imagine you are meeting
someone for the first time. You want to give them the
best sense of who you are. In describing yourself,
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which of these traits would you view as most
important?”

34 The relatively lower occupational identity among
Conservatives may be due to their higher ranking of
other competing identities like family, religion,
and race.

35 The bivariate correlation between the two variables is
p=0.22.

36 See supra, fn 2.
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