£

and Public Health

International Journal of
Environmental Research

Article

Leisure Factors Predicting the Happiness of Self-Employed
Workers in South Korea

Kwang-Hi Park !, Hyunlye Kim %*

check for

updates
Citation: Park, K.-H.; Kim, H.; Park,
S. Leisure Factors Predicting the
Happiness of Self-Employed Workers
in South Korea. Int. ]. Environ. Res.
Public Health 2021, 18, 9852. https://
doi.org/10.3390/ijerph18189852

Academic Editor: Magnus Sverke

Received: 27 July 2021
Accepted: 14 September 2021
Published: 18 September 2021

Publisher’s Note: MDPI stays neutral
with regard to jurisdictional claims in
published maps and institutional affil-

iations.

Copyright: © 2021 by the authors.
Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland.
This article is an open access article
distributed under the terms and
conditions of the Creative Commons
Attribution (CC BY) license (https://
creativecommons.org/licenses /by /
4.0/).

and Suin Park 3

College of Nursing, Gachon University, Incheon 21936, Korea; parkkh@gachon.ac.kr
Department of Nursing, College of Medicine, Chosun University, Gwangju 61452, Korea
College of Nursing, Kosin University, Busan 49267, Korea; suinpark@kosin.ac.kr

*  Correspondence: hlkim5207@chosun.ac.kr; Tel.: +82-62-230-6324

wON =

Abstract: South Korea’s employment status is characterized by a high rate of self-employment
and many small-scale self-employed businesses with no employees. This study explored leisure
factors relating to self-employed individuals” subjective happiness based on data from the 2019
National Leisure Activity Survey. The extracted data (N = 2343) were analyzed using descriptive
statistics, t-test, ANOVA, Pearson’s correlation coefficient, Kendall’s 1y, coefficient, Eta correlation
coefficient, phi coefficient, and Cramer’s V. And a three-step hierarchical regression analysis was
performed to identify multidimensional variables that predict happiness more effectively. In Model
3, which additionally inserted positive and intrinsic factors into Model 2, the explanatory power
was significantly increased. The predictors of subjective happiness among self-employed people
identified in the final regression model were high economic status (3 = 0.05), perceived health status
(B = 0.32), financial constraints ($ = —0.09), leisure recognition ( = 0.20), and work-life balance
(leisure-oriented 3 = 0.09; work-oriented 3 = —0.13). This study’s findings will contribute to the
establishment of basic data, to prepare empirical measures to improve self-employed individuals’
quality of life.

Keywords: employment; happiness; work-life balance; leisure activity

1. Introduction

’

Happiness can be briefly defined as ‘subjective enjoyment of one’s life as a whole
and as an evaluative concept in terms of happiness economics [1]. Happiness is highly
positively correlated with life satisfaction and the psychological and health domains of
quality of life, which are affected by social and environmental aspects of life [2]. It is
also closely related to health status, and evidence for the association of happiness with
mortality, morbidity, and disease prognosis has been confirmed [3]. According to the World
Happiness Report 2021, a landmark survey on global happiness, South Korea ranked 50th
out of 156 countries in the world for happiness [4]. However, in a study that compared
and analyzed 31 OECD member countries from 1990 to 2017, Korea’s happiness level was
found to be in the bottom 30% [5]. It is necessary to explore Koreans’ low happiness index
relative to their economic level.

Since most people spend much of their life working, it is inevitable that work plays a
major role in shaping their level of happiness [6]. In today’s knowledge-intensive business
environment, work-related happiness is a growing topic of study in academia that deserves
more attention [7]. Work constitutes an important aspect of happiness, and it is related to
work-life balance [8]. Work-life balance as a life value is particularly close to happiness
and refers to the relationship between work and non-work aspects of individuals’ lives [9].
Earlier studies have demonstrated that work-life balance is correlated with happiness,
both of which positively impact employee performance [8,10]. In the OECD Better Life
Index, Korea showed low scores and rankings for work-life balance (4.1 out of 10; 37th out
of 40 countries) and life satisfaction (4.0 out of 10; 33rd out of 40) [11]. The present study
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examines the relationship between work-life balance and happiness in the context of South
Korea’s working status.

Previous studies on the relationship between happiness and employment status re-
ported various results, but the results were unclear in the case of the self-employed [12-14].
One of the characteristics of Korea’s employment status is the high rate of self-employment.
According to OECD Factbook statistics, the self-employment rate in Korea accounted for
24.64 percent of the total employment in 2020 [15]. This is much higher than the average
of 15.22 in the European Union’s 27 member states and the seventh highest among the
38 OECD countries. Regarding the status of self-employment, based on Korea’s Econom-
ically Active Population Survey, the proportion of small-scale self-employed businesses
with no employees is high (75.2% of the self-employed in 2020) and has been increasing in
recent years [16]. However, most studies and policies relating to the Korean labor market
have focused on wage workers; the present study concerns the happiness experienced
directly by the self-employed in Korea under special conditions.

In analyzing the happiness of self-employed people, Warr (2018) investigated whether
their working experiences corresponded to personal values with respect to importance [17].
The survey conducted in this study found that self-employed people value self-direction
and stimulation in their lives as far more important than those employed in organiza-
tions [17]. In Korea’s 2020 national employment trend census, the main motivation for
starting self-employment was a desire to run one’s own business, which showed the highest
frequency of 71.4% [18]. In a study that analyzed longitudinal data from the German Socio-
Economic Panel, shifting from paid work to self-employment helped with job satisfaction,
but not life satisfaction, leading to a decrease in leisure satisfaction [19]. This suggests that
while self-employment has the advantage of autonomy or self-direction, it can threaten the
work-leisure balance and reduce life satisfaction. Therefore, we focused on the perception
and experience of leisure life as factors influencing the happiness of the self-employed.

This study will also look at the general characteristics that predict the happiness of
the self-employed. In general, personal, demographic, and socioeconomic factors have
been identified through previous studies [14,20-22]. In particular, age, marital status, and
employment status are known as traditional determinants of happiness [21]. A higher level
of education is usually shown to have a positive effect on happiness, but in some cases,
it leads to more happiness only if it helps to increase income [14,23]. In the relationship
between income and happiness, the Easterlin paradox may emerge, wherein higher income
does not lead to greater happiness [24].

Previous studies on the happiness, well-being, and leisure lives of self-employed indi-
viduals show inconsistent results. A work study conducted in the United States reported
that self-employed people reported lower life satisfaction and more health problems, and
experienced more positive and negative emotions, than paid employees [25]. A longitu-
dinal study of households in the UK found that freelancers were not less satisfied with
life than wage workers; they were much more satisfied with their leisure time and had
significantly higher job satisfaction [26]. According to a secondary analysis study based on
data from the Korean National Health and Nutrition Examination Survey, self-employed
individuals exhibited higher levels of stress, depression, and suicidal ideation than wage
workers, and their subjective health status was more negative [27]. In Korea’s National
Leisure Activity Survey, the subjective happiness levels and leisure life satisfaction of self-
employed workers were reported to be lower than those of full-time workers [28]. In South
Korea, studies have investigated leisure-related factors that predict happiness using data
from this national report [29-32], but no study to date has focused on the self-employed.
Therefore, the present study aimed to examine the influence of leisure constraints, leisure
recognition, and balance between work and leisure on subjective happiness among the
self-employed using data from the National Leisure Activities Survey in South Korea.
According to global big data studies on the determinants of happiness, it can be classified
into factors that contribute to happiness and factors that hinder it [33,34]. This study set
the leisure factors that predict happiness in terms of contributors and hindrances. In the
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current study, hierarchical multiple regression analysis was utilized instead of a single-level
model to more effectively identify these multidimensional factors [35].

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Design and Data Source

This study is a secondary analysis using national data in South Korea. The data
were derived from the 2019 National Leisure Activity Survey published by the Ministry of
Culture, Sports, and Tourism (MCST) and conducted by the Korea Culture and Tourism
Institute (KCTI) [19]. This nationwide survey was conducted from September to Novem-
ber 2019 using a tablet PC for one-on-one household visit interviews. The data were
anonymized and made available to researchers for analysis. We used the original data
provided on the KCTI website.

2.2. Study Sample

The sample for this study was extracted from data on national leisure activities
provided by the MCST. The survey population consisted of citizens aged 15 years or older
from 17 cities and provinces nationwide. The sampling frame for this study was established
using data from the ‘2017 Population Census’ survey district of the National Statistical
Office. Sampling was performed using the stratified multi-stage cluster sampling method.
After stratification by region, administrative district, and cluster, 1000 survey districts were
systematically extracted, and 10 households were extracted from each survey district. In
principle, the survey was conducted on pre-extracted households. If the survey was not
possible due to the long-term absence of a member of the household or refusal to respond,
the 10th household from the north-right household was selected and replaced from the first
sampled household in the same survey district. Data verification was conducted three times
during the actual investigation process by phone call, direct evaluation by the supervisor,
and computerized program. A supplementary or re-investigation was carried out on the
failed questionnaire at each verification stage. In the process of data analysis, time series
comparison and verification with the average value of each group (gender, age, region,
educational background, occupation, household income, etc.) and previous survey results
were made. Non-response adjustment was carried out using the non-response adjustment
coefficient and weighting method in units of survey districts. The final sample for this study
comprised data from 2343 (23.3%) people who were classified as self-employed, out of a
total of 10,060 participants in the survey. This was similar to the proportion (20.6-21.1%)
of self-employed people (excluding unpaid family workers among non-wage workers) in
2018-2020 reported in Korea’s Employment Trend Report [18]. However, in the sample
of this study, the proportion of self-employed people with employees (14.4%) was quite
different from the national indicator (24.8-29.3%) [18].

The average age of the sample in this study was 51.94 & 13.07 years, with more males
(61.8%) included. A total of 64.8% had a high school diploma or less. With respect to
domestic status, 83.6% were cohabiting with one or more household members, and 73.4%
were married. Moreover, 38.5% reported moderate economic status and 37.0% lived in
metropolitan cities. The average perceived health status score was 5.15 £ 1.05 out of 1-7.
Among the leisure constraints, lack of time showed the highest mean score (5.40 £ 1.40
out of 1-7). The mean score of leisure recognition was 5.34 & 0.97 out of 1-7. Regarding
work-life balance, most participants (45.9%) answered that they were work-oriented. The
average score of subjective happiness was 6.86 & 1.37 out of 1-10.

2.3. Measures
2.3.1. General Characteristics

General characteristics of interest included age, gender, education level, household
members living together, marital status, hiring employees, economic status, residential
area, and perceived health status. The original response options for education level ranged
from ‘elementary school graduate or lower” (1) to ‘university graduate or higher’ (4), which
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was simplified to ‘high school graduate or lower” (1) and ‘university graduate or higher’
(2) in this study. Information on household members living together was collected in the
form of actual numbers in the original data but was categorized as ‘yes or no’ in this study.
The original options regarding marital status were ‘single’, ‘married’, ‘widowed’, ‘divorced’,
and ‘etc.”, and we recoded this as ‘single’, ‘married’, ‘widowed, divorced, etc.”. The options
for hiring employees were divided into ‘yes or no’. Economic status was reclassified based
on monthly family income. Specifically, less than KRW 3 million (approximately USD 2652)
was set as the ‘low” category, KRW 3 million or more, ~less than 5 million (approximately
USD 4420), as the ‘moderate’ category, and KRW 5 million or more as the ‘high” category.
The selection options for the residential area were coded as ‘metropolitan’, ‘small and
medium-sized cities’, and ‘rural area’. Perceived health status was set to be rated from
‘very bad’ (1) to ‘very good’ (7).

2.3.2. Leisure-Related Factors

First, the leisure constraints were measured through the question, ‘How much influ-
ence do the following constraint factors have on your leisure activities?” The items for
constraint factors were lack of time, financial burden, fine dust, heatwaves or extreme cold,
and family health (disease, disability, etc.). Response ratings for each item ranged from
1 (not at all) to 7 (very influential). Second, leisure recognition was measured through the
question, ‘Do you think leisure activities are an essential requirement of life?” Responses
ranged from 1 (not at all) to 7 (strongly agree). Third, work-life balance was measured in
terms of the concepts of work (education) and leisure life balance. In the original survey,
this was defined as a state in which the use of life time of 24 h a day for each, interest and
energy for each, and stress from each were not biased toward either side and balanced.
The question was, ‘Do you see a good balance between work and leisure in your 24-h life?’
The response scale was 1 (more oriented toward work)—(a balance between work and
leisure)—7 (more oriented to leisure). In this study, this variable was reconstructed into
three groups. Specifically, groups scoring 1-3 were regarded as work-oriented groups,
those scoring 4 as balanced groups, and those scoring 5-7 as leisure-oriented groups.

2.3.3. Subjective Happiness

Subjective happiness levels were measured by the question, ‘How happy do you
feel right now?’ Response ratings ranged from 1 (very unhappy) to 10 (very happy).
This measurement question on subjective happiness has been used in a number of other
secondary analysis studies in Korea using this data source.

2.4. Data Analyses

We used IBM SPSS Statistics version 24 (IBM Inc., Armonk, NY, USA) for the data
analysis. Descriptive statistics were used to show the distribution or level of general
characteristics, leisure-related factors, and subjective happiness. Differences in happiness
according to categorical variables were explored through an independent ¢-test and one-
way ANOVA with post-hoc Scheffe’s test. Pearson’s correlation coefficient, Kendall’s
T, coefficient, Eta correlation coefficient, phi coefficient, and Cramer’s V were applied
to explore the relevance of the variables. Hierarchical multiple regression analysis was
performed to identify multidimensional factors predicting happiness. We developed three-
step models to investigate the influence of each group of factors on the subjective happiness.
Based on the results of prior bivariate analyses, general characteristics and leisure-related
factors that showed a significant relationship with happiness were selected as independent
variables in the models. Model 1 included general characteristics (age, education level,
household member, marital status, hiring employees, economic status, and perceived health
status) as independent variables. Model 2 included leisure constraints as a hindrance to
happiness (lack of time, financial burden, and family health status) in addition to Model 1.
Model 3 included leisure recognition and work-life balance as a contributor to happiness in
addition to Model 2. Previously, we tested whether the basic assumptions of the multiple
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regression analysis model were met. The normality of the residual error was confirmed
using a normal probability plot and Kolmogorov—-Smirnov test (p > 0.05). Using a scatter
plot, we found that the assumption of the linearity of the independent and dependent
variables was met. Through the examination of the residual scatter plot and Breusch-Pagan
test (p > 0.05), homoscedasticity was confirmed. The variation inflation factor (VIF) was
calculated to test the multicollinearity between independent variables. The range of VIF
was 1.14~2.98, and all variables were determined as having no multicollinearity. A p-value
of < 0.05 (two-sided) was considered statistically significant.

3. Results
3.1. Relevance of General Characteristics and Leisure-Related Factors for Happiness

Table 1 presents the association of general characteristics and leisure-related factors
for happiness by independent ¢-test, ANOVA, and correlation analysis. Age was nega-
tively correlated with happiness (r = —0.11, p < 0.001). The subjective happiness score was
significantly higher in the group with more than college education (t = —6.39, 1 = 0.13,
p < 0.001) and household members (t = —3.75, 1 = 0.08, p < 0.001). Participants who were
currently married reported the highest happiness (F = 14.55, 1 = 0.11, p < 0.001). Subjec-
tive happiness was significantly higher among participants who hired employees than
those who did not hire anyone (t = —1.98, n = 0.04, p = 0.047). The subjective happiness
was highest in the group who perceived their socio-economic level as high (F = 35.81,
T, = 0.15, p < 0.001). Perceived health status was positively correlated with happiness
(r=10.40, p < 0.001). Subjective happiness was negatively correlated with time constraints
(r = —0.05, p = 0.013), financial constraints (r = —0.16, p < 0.001), and family health con-
straints (r = —0.11, p < 0.001) among leisure constraints. On the other hand, subjective
happiness was positively correlated with leisure recognition (r = 0.32, p < 0.001). In terms of
work-life balance, the participants who responded as leisure-centered showed the highest
happiness score (F = 71.20, 1 = 0.24, p < 0.001), followed by the balanced group and then
the work-oriented group. Correlations between independent variables including general
characteristics and leisure-related factors are presented in Supplementary Table S1.

Table 1. Relevance of general characteristics and leisure-related factors for happiness (N = 2343).

Subjective Happiness

Variables n (%) M + SD
M £ SD torF Correlations p
General characteristics
51.94 4+ 13.07
Age (range: 18-89) —o011t <0.001
Gender
Male 1447 (61.8) 6.85 + 1.35 —0.52 0.018 0.602
Female 896 (38.2) 6.88 - 1.40
Education level
<High school 1519 (64.8) 6.73 + 1.37 —6.39 0.13§ <0.001
>College 824 (35.2) 7.10 £ 0.32
Household members
No 384 (16.4) 6.62 + 1.39 —3.75 0.08§ <0.001
Yes 1959 (83.6) 6.91 + 1.36
Marital status
Single @ 329 (14.0) 6.84 +1.41 14.55 0.118 <0.001
Married P 1719 (73.4) 6.93 £1.33 (Scheffe a, b > ¢)
Widowed, divorced, etc. € 295 (12.6) 6.47 +£1.46
Hiring employees
No 2006 (85.6) 6.84 +1.37 —1.98 0.04§ 0.047
Yes 337 (14.4) 7.00 + 1.36
Economic status
Low 2 750 (32.0) 6.57 + 1.39 35.81 0.15% <0.001
Moderate P 902 (38.5) 6.85 £ 1.37 (Scheffe c >b > a)
High © 691 (29.5) 7.18 +1.26
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Table 1. Cont.
Subjective Happiness
Variables n (%) M + SD
M+ SD torF Correlations p
Residential area
Metropolitan @ 868 (37.0) 6.88 + 1.33 0.12 0.018 0.884
Small and medium-sized 674 (28.8) 6.85 + 1.41
Cities
Rural area © 801 (34.2) 6.85 + 1.37
Perceived health status 5.15 + 1.05 040% <0.001
Leisure-related factors
Leisure constraints
Lack of time 5.40 + 1.40 —0.051 0.013
Financial burden 522 + 147 —0.16* <0.001
Fine dust 4.71 +£1.52 0.02% 0.384
Heatwaves or extreme cold 472 +1.49 —0.03% 0.193
Family health 4.65+1.78 —0.11t <0.001
Leisure recognition 5.34 +0.97 0321 <0.001
Work-life balance
Leisure-oriented @ 508 (21.7) 7.36 + 1.11 71.20 0.24 8 <0.001
Balanced P 760 (32.4) 6.99 +£1.29 (Scheffea>b > ¢)
Work-oriented © 1075 (45.9) 6.53 £ 1.44
Dependent variable
Subjective happiness 6.86 £ 1.37

M = mean; SD = standard deviation; * Pearson’s correlation coefficient; ¥ Kendall’s Ty, coefficient; § Eta correlation coefficient . In the
variables of Marital status, “a” is the Single category, “b’ is the Married category, and “c” is the Widowed, divorced, etc. category. In the

Economic status, “a” is the Low category, “b” is the Moderate category, and

“
C

is the High category. In the Residential area, “a” is the

Metropolitan category, “b” is the Small and medium-sized cities, and “c” is the Rural area category. In the Work-life balance, “a” is the
Leisure-oriented category, “b” is the Balanced, and “c” is the Work-oriented category.

3.2. Results of Hierarchical Multiple Regression Analysis Predicting Happiness

Table 2 presents the results of the hierarchical multiple regression analysis applied to
identify factors predicting happiness. In Model 1, college graduation or higher education
level (3 = 0.06, p = 0.003), high economic status (3 = 0.11, p < 0.001), and perceived health
status (B = 0.39, p < 0.001) were predictors of happiness. This model showed explanatory
power (R?) of 0.18 (p <0.001). In Model 2, financial constraints (3 = —0.10, p < 0.001) were
newly added as a predictor of happiness, and the explanatory power was significantly
increased from Model 1 (R? = 0.19, R? change = 0.01, p < 0.001). In Model 3, the influence
of education level disappeared, and high economic status (3 = 0.05, p = 0.027), perceived
health status (f = 0.32, p < 0.001), financial constraints ( = —0.09, p < 0.001), leisure
recognition (3 = 0.20, p < 0.001), and work-life balance (leisure-oriented 3 = 0.09, p < 0.001;
work-oriented 3 = —0.13, p < 0.001) were identified as predictors of happiness. Model 3’s
explanatory power (R?) was calculated as 0.27, representing a significant increase from
Model 2 (R? change = 0.08, p < 0.001).

Table 2. Hierarchical multiple regression analysis predicting happiness (N = 2343).

Variables Categories Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
B t P B t P B t r
Age 0.04 1.37 0.169 0.02 0.80 0.421 0.01 0.13 0.740
Education level >College 0.06 293 0.003 0.06 2.79 0.005 0.03 1.42 0.201
(Ref. < High school)
Household member Yes -0.01 —-0.18 0.855 0.01 0.13 0.898 0.01 —0.03 0.828
(Ref. No)
Marriage Single -0.01 —-0.13 0.898 -0.01 —-0.39 0.693 —0.02 —0.12 0.410
(Ref. Bereavement, divorce, etc.) Married 0.06 1.83 0.067 0.05 1.51 0.129 0.05 2.28 0.140
Hiring employees Yes -0.01 —-0.73 0.463 -0.03 —1.28 0.200 —0.01 —0.84 0.823
(Ref. No)
Economic status Moderate 0.04 1.68 0.092 0.03 1.42 0.155 0.02 1.21 0.422
(Ref. low) High 0.11 4.42 <0.001 0.10 4.11 <0.001 0.05 2.57 0.027
Perceived health status 0.39 19.75  <0.001 0.38 1912 <0.001 0.32 13.62 <0.001
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Table 2. Cont.

Variables

Categories Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
B t P B t P P t P

Constraints—Ilack of time
Constraints—financial burden
Constraints—family health
status

—-0.02 —-1.06 0.289 0.01 2.56 0.701
-010 —4.17 <0.001 -0.09 -374 <0.001

—-0.01 -056 0574 —-0.03 —-275 0.088

Leisure recognition

0.20 7.24 <0.001

Work-life balance ;‘Eﬁz 009 453  <0.001
(Ref. balanced) Work-oriented —-0.13 —6.09 <0.001
R2 0.18 *** 0.19 *** 0.27 ***
AR? 0.01 *** 0.08 ***

***p < 0.001; M = mean; SD = standard deviation; Ref. = reference group; Adj. = adjusted.

4. Discussion

In this study, self-employed workers’ self-assessed happiness level was 6.86 out of 10,
which was higher than daily workers, similar to temporary workers, and lower than regular
workers [28]. In comparison to the results of studies using data from other years of the same
survey, it was lower than that of leisure sports participants [30] and almost the same as
for all subjects, including all types of employment [31]. Based on evidence from the World
Happiness Report, the self-employed are generally less happy than full-time employees
on a global average [6]. Since the relationship between self-employment and well-being
is multifaceted, we explored various related factors and possible socio-environmental
contexts that may predict self-employed individuals’ perceived happiness levels.

The general characteristics relating to happiness in this study were age, education level,
household members, marital status, hiring employees, economic status, and perceived
health status. In other words, the self-employed felt happier when they were younger,
had cohabitants or more stable family structures, had a higher economic status, and had
a positive perception of their health. These findings have been consistently confirmed in
other, previous studies [23,31,32,36,37], and similar results were also found in the study
of wage workers [38,39]. This study did not confirm the Easterlin paradox that higher
income does not lead to greater happiness [24]. This was similar to the Dutch case and
in contrast to the Japanese case in a study comparing the determinants of happiness in
Japan and the Netherlands [34]. A formal mechanism of the Easterlin paradox reported
recently in China was that with economic growth, material needs upgrade to enjoyment
needs, and return to well-being from material conditions decreases [40]. Therefore, it can
be interpreted that these mechanisms do not yet work for the self-employed in Korea.
Meanwhile, higher happiness levels were also reported by participants who had attended
higher education (college graduation or higher). This is consistent with the results of
several studies conducted in South Korea [31,32,38,39] but differs from the findings of a
self-employed study in the United States [25]. This difference is thought to be related to the
socio-cultural context whereby educational background is highly valued in Korean society
and recognized as a powerful means of realizing social success [41]. Additionally, higher
happiness levels were reported by those who hired employees in the present study. This
result is inconsistent with UK freelancers, who reported greater life and leisure satisfaction
than those who were self-employed with employees [26]. This difference is interpreted as
attributable to the characteristics of self-employment in South Korea, where the proportion
of small-scale self-employment is high, and their profits and management stability are
low [42]. Considering these results, it is necessary to consider the socio-cultural context
holistically, to promote or to evaluate individual happiness.

Leisure factors associated with happiness that were identified through difference and
correlation analyses in this study included leisure constraints, recognition of the need for
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leisure, and work-life balance. First, leisure constraints—such as lack of time, financial
burden, and family health—had a negative correlation with subjective happiness. In
particular, the degree to which ‘lack of time” hindered leisure life was 5.40 out of 7, which
was the highest among the five leisure constraints. A study on time stress found that
self-employed men had lower leisure quality and experienced higher levels of time stress
than employed men [43]. Self-employment is often perceived as allowing individuals
greater autonomy and more flexibility with respect to their time but, in reality, they appear
to suffer from a lack of time and its attendant stress. Future studies should aim to help
self-employed individuals to distinguish their work and leisure time and manage their
time more efficiently. In this study, we found that greater perceptions of leisure time were
associated with higher subjective happiness levels. This is in line with findings from earlier
studies showing that the cost and time associated with leisure and leisure satisfaction
are positively correlated with subjective happiness [30,31]. These findings suggest that
people who value leisure as important attain higher happiness levels by investing more
leisure-related time and resources into their lives. Finally, in this study, the group who
focused more on leisure in life showed the highest happiness levels. This is consistent with
the findings of earlier studies that demonstrated a positive correlation between leisure
centrality and happiness level [29]. Considering the results so far, a strategy that minimizes
the identified leisure constraints, strengthens awareness around leisure, and improves
work-life balance will be beneficial in increasing happiness levels among the self-employed.

This study identified the multidimensional factors predicting happiness through
hierarchical regression analysis. When general characteristics, hindrances, and contributors
were sequentially input as independent variables of the regression model from Model
1 to Model 3, the explanatory power of the model gradually increased at a statistically
significant level. This means that reinforcing contributing factors rather than eliminating
or minimizing hindering factors may be a better strategy for promoting happiness. Factors
predicting the happiness of self-employed individuals identified in the final model were
economic status, perceived health status, financial burden constraints, leisure recognition,
and work-life balance. These findings are supported by the results of previous studies that
identified factors predicting happiness using the same data source [30-32]. In particular,
among the identified influencing factors, compared to the work-life balance group, the
leisure-oriented group felt happier, and the work-oriented group felt less happy. The
concept of work-life balance has subjective characteristics, and so individual perceptions of
the ‘balanced state’ may vary [9]. In other words, the current work-life balance perspective
includes not only the allocation of physical time and energy invested in work and other
life areas but also the individual’s value-oriented aspects. According to a study that
reconceptualized work-life balance for the 21st century, achieving a satisfactory work-life
balance is normally understood as restricting one side (usually work) to create more time
for the other [9]. From this aspect of work-life balance, it was found that the participants
in this study experienced a higher level of happiness and attained work-life balance when
they were able to engage in leisure activities as time for themselves rather than work, with
a strong, realistic purpose. Therefore, it is evident that perceived leisure recognition and
work-life balance are more important than physical circumstances or external factors in
leading a happy life.

This study is meaningful in that it raises interest in the happiness of the self-employed,
a group who have been largely unexplored. In addition, the research findings suggest
the role and importance of leisure factors among the determinants of happiness and
contribute to a better understanding of the concepts of happiness and work-life balance.
However, this study has several limitations and methodological considerations. In this
study, there are limitations in identifying causal relationships due to the cross-sectional
survey method. Since no information on total contacts or response rates was provided
from the data source, the possibility of non-response bias cannot be ruled out. As a result
of comparing the characteristics of the self-employed in Korea obtained from national
indicators with those of the sample of this study, differences were found, limiting the
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representativeness. Additionally, since there is a possibility of monomethod bias wherein
the relationship between variables measured by the self-report method may be inflated
due to the action of common method variance [44,45], more careful interpretation of the
results is required. Therefore, it is necessary to apply various design strategies in further
studies. Future research should investigate the impact of the social distancing and business
restrictions in response to the current COVID-19 pandemic on self-employment and its
required responsive changes as a new normal model in the post-COVID-19 era.

5. Conclusions

The factors predicting the subjective happiness of self-employed people identified
based on South Korean national data were economic status, perceived health status, finan-
cial burden constraints, leisure recognition, and work-life balance. These findings suggest
that internal awareness that aligns with individual values is more important than external
and situational factors in leading a happier life. The study’s findings will contribute to the
establishment of basic data, to prepare empirical measures aimed at improving happiness
and quality of life among self-employed people.
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