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Abstract: In South Korea, self-employed workers comprise 24.6% of the working population—
among which 99.7% were found to operate with less than 50 employees. However, few studies
have investigated the effects of an involuntary choice of self-employment. In this study, based
on the fifth Korean Working Conditions Survey, the factors affecting subjective well-being and
mental health in small business owners with less than 50 employees among service/sales workers,
who account for more than half of the self-employed population in Korea, were analyzed by the
World Health Organization—Five Well-Being Index, using the Student’s t-test, ANOVA and logistic
regression analysis. Results showed that the well-being level for those who opted for self-employment
involuntarily was lower than those who chose it voluntarily. Then, participants were separated into
two groups according to sex; the degree corresponding to the poor well-being score group was
compared, and that of the group who chose self-employment because they could not find any other
work was significantly higher than that of the group who chose it voluntarily, in both men and
women, and this was similar even after correcting for covariance. As the number of people being
forced to choose self-employment is expected to further increase after the outbreak of COVID-19,
future studies should be conducted to improve subjective well-being of such workers.

Keywords: self-employment; involuntary retirement; subjective well-being; mental health; depression;
Korean Working Conditions Survey

1. Introduction

In South Korea, self-employed workers comprise a high proportion of the working
population. With self-employed workers representing 24.6% of the national workforce in
2019, Korea ranks eighth among the 37 member countries of the Organization for Economic
Co-operation and Development (OECD). This rate is four times higher than that of 6.1% in
the United States—the lowest percentage among OECD countries—and 1.5 times higher
than the average of 15.2% from 27 countries in the European Union [1]. Among the self-
employed in Korea, small business owners with 1–4 employees accounted for the highest
percentage of 70.2%, followed by 23.9% with 5–9 employees, 5.2% with 10–29 employees
and 0.4% with 30–49 employees [2]. Therefore, 99.7% of all self-employed workers were
found to operate with less than 50 employees. In addition, the proportion of self-employed
persons increased by 76,987 compared to the previous year 2018, an increase of 6.3%.
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Among them, while the number of businesses with 1–4 and 5–9 employees increased by
7.1% and 6.3%, respectively, businesses with 10–29 and 30–49 employees decreased by 3.6%
and 1.5%, respectively [2]. As such, most self-employed businesses in South Korea operate
on a small size, and the proportion of small businesses is gradually increasing. This may be
the effect of the gig economy (the tendency of companies to hire independent contractors
and freelancers instead of full-time employees), which is emerging globally in response
to rapidly changing times. In fact, according to the 2018/2019 global report of the Global
Entrepreneurship Monitor (GEM), the proportion of Korean adults participating in these
activities was 21.5%—the highest among the 54 countries surveyed [3].

In South Korea, voluntary and involuntary retirements, such as honorary retirement
and layoffs, are increasing because of prolonged economic instability and a worsening
trade economy. While most companies stipulate that the retirement age is 60–65 years, as
of May 2021, the age at which workers quit their longest-serving job was 51.2 years for
men and 47.7 years for women [4]. Since most of those who retire at this age leave work
before they are eligible to receive pensions (e.g., in the case of the National Pension, those
born after 1969 can receive their pension from the age of 65), they are exposed to the risk
of economic poverty until they receive a pension [5,6]. Therefore, to avoid this risk, there
might be workers who involuntarily enter self-employment.

There have been a few studies which have shown that self-employed workers suffer
less emotional stress than employed workers [7,8]. It is known that this is because self-
employed workers have a higher degree of discretion and freedom of work compared to
employed workers. However, in South Korea, unlike in other countries, the proportion of
small-sized self-employed workers is significantly higher, and a few studies have shown
that self-employed workers suffer from more mental health problems [9–12]. One of
the causes for this may be the situation in which one has to involuntarily choose self-
employment, as mentioned above. The involuntary choice of self-employment can be
a serious mental and psychological burden on workers, and can be expected to have a
significant impact on their subjective well-being and mental health. However, research on
the effect of such situations on workers’ well-being and mental health is insufficient. In
particular, the situation of self-employed workers is getting worse due to the prolonged
worldwide economic instability following the COVID-19 outbreak [13,14]; in fact, in the
first half of 2020, when the World Health Organization (WHO) declared COVID-19 to be a
global pandemic, the number of sole proprietors in Korea increased by 26.8% compared
to the previous year [15]. Therefore, there is a need for further research on autonomy for
the choice of self-employment affecting the well-being and mental health of self-employed
workers in South Korea.

In this study, based on the World Health Organization—Five Well-Being Index (WHO-5),
we investigated the factors that affect the well-being and mental health of service/sales
workers, who account for more than half of the self-employed population [2], especially
those who involuntarily choose self-employment, and what measures are needed to im-
prove them.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Study Population

This study used data from the fifth Korean Working Conditions Survey (KWCS). The
fifth KWCS was conducted at the Korea Occupational Safety and Health Research Institute
(OSHRI) during approximately 18.5 weeks from 11 July to 17 November 2017. The KWCS
was developed based on the European Working Conditions Survey (EWCS) and the Labour
Force Survey (LFS) in the United Kingdom [16,17]. The survey has been conducted five
times, from 2006 to 2017, and the sixth survey is currently underway. The validity and
reliability of the KWCS have been verified in previous studies [18,19]. The survey was
conducted by professional researchers who had completed interview training. One-on-one
interviews were conducted with members of selected households through household visits
by professional researchers. As a survey tool, the Blaise program, a statistical survey system
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for computer-assisted personal interview (CAPI), developed by Statistics Netherlands, was
introduced, and an electronic questionnaire mounted on a tablet PC was used instead of
the existing paper survey table. Data were collected using the paper and pen interview
(PAPI) method only when it was impossible to proceed due to a malfunction of the tablet
PC. In total, 50,205 people from 17 areas responded to the survey [17].

Among the self-employed people, service/sales workers who worked at only one site
in the private sector were selected; furthermore, 9139 among them were selected from small-
sized businesses with less than 50 employees. Depending on the reason for choosing to
start their own business, respondents who answered “Totally through own preference” and
those who said “Couldn’t find any other work” were selected. Additionally, 6141 workers
between their 30s and 50s who were actively engaged in economic activities were selected.
Finally, 6022 workers (2270 men, 3752 women) were included in the analysis for this study,
excluding those with missing values for education level, monthly income, working hours
per week and the WHO-5 well-being index.

2.2. Survey

In this study, the following data were used from the fifth KWCS to identify the general
characteristics of the participants: gender, age, education level, occupation, monthly income,
number of employees, working hours per week and the reason for starting their own
business. We analyzed the level of subjective well-being and poor well-being score group
such as the score 13 and below among the participants using the items from the WHO-5
well-being index, which were included in the questionnaire.

2.2.1. General Characteristics

We stratified variables to identify the level of well-being and the poor well-being score
group of the participants as follows. The participants were selected from the economically
active group, and ages were classified as “30–39”, “40–49” and “50–59” years. As regards the
education level of the subjects, only 2.9% had middle school graduation or less. Therefore,
we divided them into “high school graduate or below”, and “college or above”. Monthly
income was stratified into “under 2000”, “2000–2990”, “3000–3990” and “4000 or above”
in thousands of Korean Republic won (KRW 1000 = USD 0.86, as of September 2021).
Occupation was limited to service and sales jobs. Service workers included caregivers,
hairdressers, wedding planners, fortune tellers, chefs and cooks, sales workers, included
car salespeople, insurance solicitors, store cashiers, sales promoters, Internet salespeople,
food salespeople and telemarketers. In the case of the number of employees, more than
half of the subjects had been one-person workers (58.0%); 2–4 had accounted for 36.0%;
whilst others accounted for 6.0%. Therefore, the number of employees was stratified into
“1 person only” “2–4 people” and “5–49 people”. Working hours per week were divided
into groups working for 52 h or less and working for more than 52 h, based on the legal
limit of 40 working hours per week, plus 12 h, which is an additional allowable overtime,
under the Korean Labor Standards Act [20].

The following question was used to determine the subjective well-being level and
poor well-being score group according to the reason for choosing self-employment: “Have
you chosen to be self-employed due to your own preference, or because you could not find
any other work?” The responses were: (1) totally through own preference; (2) could not
find any other work; (3) a combination of both; (4) neither of these reasons; (8) do not know
(spontaneous); and (9) refusal (spontaneous). Of these, only responses of “1” and “2” were
selected to compare the differences between the two groups.

2.2.2. WHO-5 Well-Being Index

The fifth KWCS questionnaire contained five questions related to the WHO-5 well-
being index. The participants were instructed as follows: “From the following questions,
choose the one that best describes how you have been feeling over the past two weeks:
(A) I have felt cheery and in good spirits, (B) I have felt composed and comfortable, (C) I
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have felt energetic and lively, (D) I have woken up refreshingly in the morning because my
fatigue was gone and (E) My daily life has been full of interesting things to me”. The raw
score was calculated as the sum of the answers: (1) always; (2) most of the time; (3) more
than half of the two weeks; (4) less than half of the two weeks; (5) sometimes; and (6) at no
time. The raw scores ranged from 5 to 30. We then converted the raw score into the WHO-5
well-being index score. A score of 0 represented the worst possible quality of life and a
score of 25 represented the best possible quality of life. A score of 13 or below not only
implied poor well-being, but was also an indication recommending testing for depression
under the International Classification of Diseases (ICD)-10.

2.3. Statistical Analysis

We used the Student’s t-test to analyze the WHO-5 well-being level according to
the participants’ sex, education level, working hours per week and reason for choosing
self-employment. A one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) followed by a Scheffe multiple
comparison test for post hoc comparisons was used to compare subjective well-being
levels for age, monthly income and the number of employees. In addition, the participants
were divided according to sex, logistic regression analysis was used to identify the poor
well-being score group for each variable, and multivariate logistic regression analysis was
used to correct the influence of covariance on the reason for choosing self-employment,
such as age, education level, monthly income, working hours per week and the number
of employees.

We used IBM SPSS Statistics for Windows, version 24.0 (IBM, SPSS Inc., Armonk,
NY, USA) to conduct the Student’s t-test, the ANOVA test, the logistic regression analysis,
and the multivariate logistic regression analysis; a p-value lower than 0.05 was considered
statistically significant.

3. Results
3.1. Comparison of Subjective Well-Being Level

In total, data from 3407 participants (1878 men and 1529 women) were analyzed
after adjusting for weight. The results showed that there was no significant difference in
subjective well-being between men and women. The age of the subjects was 49.18 ± 7.99
(p < 0.001). When compared according to age, it was found that subjective well-being level
was significantly better for participants in their 30s than for those in their 50s. According
to the education level, participants who graduated college or above showed significantly
higher well-being scores than those who only graduated high school or below; participants
with a monthly income of KRW 4,000,000 or more showed a significantly higher level of
well-being than others. There were no significant differences in the level of well-being
based on the number of employees. The working hours per week of the subjects were
55.57 ± 14.59 (p < 0.001), which was longer than the legal working hours of wage workers.
When compared according to working hours per week, the well-being score of those who
worked 52 h or less was significantly higher than those who worked for more than 52 h.
Compared to those who voluntarily chose self-employment, those who could not find any
other work showed a significantly lower level of well-being (Table 1).

3.2. Poor Well-Being Score Group

According to the statistics of the Ministry of Health and Welfare in 2016, the lifetime
prevalence of depression among Koreans differs significantly by sex (3.0% male, 6.9%
female) [21]; therefore, we separated the participants by sex in this analysis. In addition, the
poor well-being group, those with a score of less than 13 points on the WHO-5 well-being
index, was analyzed. In the case of men, it was found that the well-being of those in
their 50s was significantly higher than that of those in their 30s (odds ratio (OR): 1.35, 95%
confidence interval (CI): 1.01–1.83). Furthermore, the higher the education level of the men,
the lower it was (OR: 0.56, 95% CI: 0.45–0.69). For the group with a monthly income of
KRW 4,000,000 or more, it was found to be significantly less than that for the group with an
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income of under KRW 2,000,000 (OR: 0.39, 95% CI: 0.26–0.60). It was found that those who
chose self-employment because they could not find any other job were more than twice as
many as those who voluntarily chose to be self-employed (OR: 2.02, 95% CI: 1.37–2.97). In
the case of women, similar results were found: it was also found to be significantly higher
in their 50s than in their 30s (OR: 1.57, 95% CI: 1.13–2.17), and the higher the education level,
the lower it was (OR: 0.64, 95% CI: 0.50–0.81). This was found to be significantly lower
for the groups with a monthly income of KRW 3,000,000–3,990,000 and more than KRW
4,000,000 than the group with a monthly income of less than KRW 2,000,000, and among
the three groups, it was observed that the higher the income, the lower the odds ratios (OR:
0.71, 95% CI: 0.51–0.99; OR: 0.54, 95% CI: 0.37–0.79). In the case of women, unlike men, the
odds ratio was found to be higher for the group working more than 52 h per week than
for those working 52 h or less per week (OR: 1.43, 95% CI: 1.13–1.81). The participants
belonging to the poor well-being score group were at least 2-fold more depending on the
reason for choosing self-employment (OR: 2.23, 95% CI: 1.37–3.63) (Table 2).

Table 1. General characteristics of the study populations and their subjective well-being score
(N = 3407).

Variables
Subjective Well-Being Score

p-Value Post Hoc
ComparisonNumber Mean SD

Sex 0.400 –
Male 1878 15.0 4.8

Female 1529 14.8 4.9

Age <0.001 c < a
30–39 a 618 15.4 4.7
40–49 b 1203 15.1 4.9
50–59 c 1586 14.6 4.9

Education level <0.001 –
High school graduation or below 1925 14.4 5.0

College graduation or above 1482 15.6 4.7

Monthly Income (in thousands of KRW) <0.001 d, e, f < g
<2000 d 411 14.2 5.0

2000–2990 e 865 14.6 4.9
3000–3990 f 1004 14.7 5.1
≥4000 g 1127 15.6 4.6

Number of employees 0.149 –
1 only 1975 14.8 5.0

2–4 1229 15.0 4.7
5–49 203 15.3 5.0

Working hours per week 0.001 –
52 h or less 1316 15.3 4.7

More than 52 h 2091 14.7 5.0

Reason for choosing self-employment <0.001 –
Totally through own preferences 3221 15.0 4.8

Couldn’t find any other work 187 13.2 5.2

SD: standard deviation; Student’s t-test was used to analyze for sex, education level, working hours per week and
reason for choosing self-employment; ANOVA was used to analyze for age, monthly income and the number of em-
ployees; Post hoc comparison based on Scheffe multiple comparison test; KRW 1,000,000 ; USD 840 ; EUR 730;
The superscript letters within the table are for Post Hoc comparison.
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Table 2. Odds ratios for the poor well-being score groups according to associated factors.

Variables
Male Female

Number OR (95% CI) Number OR (95% CI)

Age
30–39 340 1.00 278 1.00
40–49 663 1.17 (0.86–1.60) 540 1.08 (0.77–1.53)
50–59 875 1.35 (1.01–1.83) 711 1.57 (1.13–2.17)

Education level
High school graduation or below 947 1.00 978 1.00

College graduation or above 931 0.56 (0.45–0.69) 551 0.64 (0.50–0.81)

Monthly income (in thousands of KRW)
<2000 115 1.00 295 1.00

2000–2990 312 0.71 (0.45–1.12) 553 0.81 (0.60–1.10)
3000–3990 608 0.73 (0.48–1.11) 397 0.71 (0.51–0.99)
≥4000 843 0.39 (0.26–0.60) 284 0.54 (0.37–0.79)

Number of employees
1 only 934 1.00 1041 1.00

2–4 803 0.83 (0.67–1.04) 426 0.96 (0.74–1.23)
5–49 141 0.91 (0.60–1.37) 62 0.58 (0.30–1.12)

Working hours per week
52 h or less 721 1.00 595 1.00

More than 52 h 1157 1.20 (0.97–1.50) 934 1.43 (1.13–1.81)

Reason for choosing self-employmwnt
Totally through own preference 1761 1.00 1460 1.00
Couldn’t find any other work 117 2.02 (1.37–2.97) 69 2.23 (1.37–3.63)

OR: odds ratio; CI: confidence interval; KRW 1,000,000 ; USD 840 ; EUR 730.

In order to analyze the participants belonging to the poor well-being score group
according to the reason for self-employment selection, in this study, each variable was
selectively corrected and analyzed again. First, when adjusted for age, education level,
monthly income and working hours per week, which were found to have a significant
correlation in the above analysis (Model 2), in both men and women, the odds ratio for
those who chose self-employment because they could not find any other work was found
to be significantly higher than for those who voluntarily chose it (men aOR (adjusted odds
ratio): 1.74, 95% CI: 1.16–2.59; women aOR: 2.10, 95% CI: 1.28–3.46). Similar results were
also obtained when the number of employees was added and corrected (Model 3) (men
aOR: 1.74, 95% CI: 1.16–2.59; women aOR: 2.11, 95% CI: 1.28–3.47). In men, in both models,
a higher education level indicated a significantly and proportionately lower proportion
of participants belonging to the poor well-being score group (Model 2 aOR: 0.62, 95% CI:
0.49–0.78; Model 3 aOR: 0.62, 95% CI: 0.49–0.77). In addition, in both men and women, the
monthly income groups earning KRW 4,000,000 or more were found to be lower than the
group earning under KRW 2,000,000 in Model 2, (men aOR: 0.48, 95% CI: 0.31–0.73; women
aOR: 0.56, 95% CI: 0.38–0.83) and similar results were found in Model 3 (men aOR: 0.47,
95% CI: 0.30–0.72; women aOR: 0.54, 95% CI: 0.36–0.81). In women, the group who worked
more than 52 h was higher than the other group in both models (Model 2 aOR: 1.42, 95%
CI: 1.11–1.81; Model 3 aOR: 1.40, 95% CI: 1.09–1.79) (Table 3).
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Table 3. Adjusted odds ratios for the poor well-being score groups after adjusting for covariance.

Variables

Model 1 a Model 2 b Model 3 c

Male Female Male Female Male Female

OR (95% CI) OR (95% CI) aOR (95% CI) aOR (95% CI) aOR (95% CI) aOR (95% CI)

Reason for choosing
self-employment

Totally through own
preference 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00

Couldn’t find any other
work

2.02
(1.37–2.97)

2.23
(1.37–3.63)

1.74
(1.16–2.59)

2.10
(1.28–3.46)

1.74
(1.16–2.59)

2.11
(1.28–3.47)

Age
30–39 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00

40–49 1.09
(0.79–1.51)

1.01
(0.70–1.44)

1.09
(0.79–1.50)

1.00
(0.70–1.43)

50–59 1.09
(0.80–1.50)

1.32
(0.93–1.89)

1.09
(0.79–1.49)

1.32
(0.92–1.89)

Education level
High school graduation or

below 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00

College graduation or
above

0.62
(0.49–0.78)

0.78
(0.59–1.03)

0.62
(0.49–0.77)

0.77
(0.59–1.02)

Monthly income (in
thousands of KRW)

<2000 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00

2000–2990 0.74
(0.46–1.17)

0.83
(0.61–1.14)

0.74
(0.47–1.17)

0.82
(0.60–1.12)

3000–3990 0.84
(0.55–1.29)

0.75
(0.53–1.06)

0.85
(0.55–1.31)

0.72
(0.51–1.02)

≥4000 0.48
(0.31–0.73)

0.56
(0.31–0.73)

0.47
(0.30–0.72)

0.54
(0.36–0.81)

Working hours per week
52 h or less 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00

More than 52 h 1.11
(0.89–1.39)

1.42
(1.11–1.81)

1.13
(0.90–1.42)

1.40
(1.09–1.79)

Number of employees
1 only 1.00 1.00

2–4 1.00
(0.79–1.25)

1.16
(0.88–1.53)

5–49 1.35
(0.87–2.07)

0.76
(0.38–1.51)

OR: odds ratio; aOR: adjusted odds ratio; CI: confidence interval; KRW 1,000,000 ; USD 840 ; EUR 730; a Model 1:
unadjusted; b Model 2: adjusted for age, education level, monthly income and working hours per week; c Model 3:
adjusted for age, education level, monthly income, working hours per week and number of employees.

4. Discussion

The purpose of this study was to investigate the effect of the reason for choosing self-
employment on the subjective well-being and mental health of self-employed service/sales
workers. The results showed that the group who chose self-employment because they
could not find any other work showed a significantly lower level of well-being than the
group who voluntarily chose to be self-employed. The odds ratios of the poor well-being
score group for the group who chose self-employment because they could not find any
other work were found to be at least 2-fold that of the group who voluntarily chose self-
employment, in both men and women before the correction, and were also found to be
1.74 times higher for men and 2.10 for women after the correction. In addition, it was
found that the odds ratios of poor well-being score groups with a monthly income of more
than KRW 4,000,000 were only approximately half of those with an income of less than



Int. J. Environ. Res. Public Health 2022, 19, 1011 8 of 10

KRW 2,000,000; 0.48 times for men and 0.56 times for women. In women, when the weekly
working hours exceeded 52 h, the ratio was found to be 1.40 times or more.

In general, several studies have shown that self-employed workers are less emotionally
stressed than other workers because they have greater work discretion and self-efficacy [7,8].
However, as mentioned in the introduction section, due to the characteristics of Korea,
which has a high proportion of small business owners, it has been found that self-employed
workers have more mental health problems than workers employed elsewhere [9–12]. In
this study, 25.83% (880/3, 407) of the participants belonged to the poor well-being score
group, which was more than a quarter of all small-sized self-employed workers. It is
estimated that such a high percentage is influenced by having to opt for self-employment
against one’s will, the stress from self-employment operations, cultural factors and socio-
economic conditions.

In self-employed workers with small businesses, in many cases, employers have to
personally conduct various tasks related to administration and business management. In
the cases of choosing self-employment entirely based on one’s own preference, it can be
assumed that the psychological burden of administrative work and business management
will be relatively small. However, for workers who were forced to choose self-employment
because they could not find any other job, such tasks could be a huge psychological
burden. In fact, several studies have shown that in workplaces with fewer employees,
as the workloads given to individuals increase, the responsibilities of work also increase,
resulting in higher work-related stress [22–24]. However, if the business thrives and income
increases, it would become possible to hire employees to help with various tasks, which
can reduce the burden on employers; in this case, subjective well-being and mental health
can also be expected to improve.

One peculiarity of the results of this study was that in women, unlike men, working
hours per week had a significant effect on subjective well-being. This result is presumed
to be due to the fact that the burden of housework is greater for women than for men
in Korea [25]. The burden of housework is further increased due to such long working
hours; as a result, it can be expected to adversely affect their mental health. Moreover,
as mentioned above, the lifetime prevalence of depression in women is higher than that
in men [21], which might have also affected the results. Although it is not possible to
generalize these results, it is expected that a similar pattern would be shown in countries
where the burden of housework is greater on women, as in Korea.

The situations in which another job could not be found may be the result of a decrease
in trade volume due to interest rate fluctuations or the spread of infectious diseases such as
COVID-19, and the resulting economic downturn. According to the World Trade Organiza-
tion (WTO), logistics movement decreased immediately after the outbreak of COVID-19 in
2020, resulting in a worsening trade economy [26]. As a country with a heavy dependence
on exports, South Korea responds more sensitively to such international situations (2019
export dependence rate of 32.9% in South Korea, 7.7% in the USA and 13.9% in Japan;
export dependence is the total export/GDP) [27]. As mentioned in the introduction, in
Korea, the number of sole proprietors increased by 26.8% compared to the previous year
in the first half of 2020, when the WHO declared the COVID-19 to be a pandemic [15].
Therefore, there is a possibility that the subjective well-being and mental health of small-
sized self-employed workers may be worse than those found in this study. The survey
period of the fifth KWCS was 2017, which was not affected by the pandemic conditions.
Therefore, further studies should be conducted based on these results to identify the factors
that may affect the subjective well-being and mental health of those who have chosen
self-employment against their will.

This study had several limitations. First, since this was a cross-sectional study, it
was not possible to compare the differences in the level of well-being and mental health
status of workers before and after choosing self-employment; thus, although it was found
that the involuntary choice of self-employment is associated with poor well-being and
mental health, the results cannot prove a causal relationship. Since the study was targeted
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at small business owners with less than 50 employees, it was not possible to analyze the
self-employed workers with more than 50 employees, for which health managers exist
under the Occupational Safety and Health Act in South Korea [28]. In addition, since
it was difficult to ascertain individual medical health conditions of the subjects, such as
hypertension and diabetes, the effects of these problems on subjective well-being and
mental health could not be considered. Additionally, although the questionnaire included
workplace psychological well-being such as job satisfaction and work stress, it was difficult
to quantify because most of the contents of fifth KWCS were related to wage workers.
Moreover, since the participants were limited to service and sales workers, the results
cannot be applied to self-employed workers in other industries. However, the results
of this study are significant because the participants’ well-being was analyzed using the
WHO-5 well-being index, which is a widely used measure. In addition, according to
our investigation, many studies have been conducted on the factors affecting the mental
health of self-employed workers in Korea, but few studies have investigated the effects of
an involuntary choice of self-employment. The subjective well-being and mental health
of small-sized self-employed workers can be improved through further research on the
conditions after the COVID-19 outbreak. Furthermore, such research can be helpful in
making related policy decisions.

5. Conclusions

It was found that the subjective well-being of small-sized workers who chose self-
employment against their will was significantly lower than that of the workers who volun-
tarily chose self-employment, and was significantly more likely to be an indication for the
depression test. Involuntary self-employment could increase in the economic downturn due
to several situations, such as the COVID-19 pandemic; therefore, through future policies,
support for self-employed workers should be carefully considered, with accompanying
actions to improve their subjective well-being and mental health.

Author Contributions: Conceptualization, S.P. and J.H.S.; methodology, S.P. and J.H.S.; software,
S.P.; validation, C.P. and J.H.S.; formal analysis, S.P. and J.H.S.; investigation, S.P.; resources, J.H.S.;
data curation, S.P.; writing—original draft preparation, S.P.; writing—review and editing, C.P. and
J.H.S.; visualization, C.P.; supervision, J.H.S.; project administration, J.H.S. All authors have read and
agreed to the published version of the manuscript.

Funding: This research received no external funding.

Data Availability Statement: Raw data of KWCS are available from the following URLs: https:
//oshri.kosha.or.kr/eoshri/resources/KWCSDownload.do (accessed on 6 January 2022).

Acknowledgments: We would like to thank the Safety and Health Policy Research Department
(Occupational Safety and Health Research Institute) for providing the raw data of Korean Working
Conditions Survey (KWCS). The paper’s contents are solely the responsibility of the author and do
not necessarily represent the official vies of the OSHRI.

Conflicts of Interest: The authors declare no conflict of interest.

References
1. Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD). Self-Employment Rate. Available online: https://data.oecd.

org/chart/6sEy (accessed on 1 September 2021).
2. Korean Statistical Information Service (KOSIS). Natiowide, Number of Businesses and Employees by Industry, Gender, and Size,

(by Position of Employment). Available online: https://kosis.kr/statHtml/statHtml.do?orgId=118&tblId=DT_118N_SAUPN50&
conn_path=I2 (accessed on 1 September 2021).

3. Global Entrepreneurship Monitor (GEM). 2018/2019 Global Report. Available online: https://www.gemconsortium.org/report/
gem-2018-2019-global-report (accessed on 1 September 2021).

4. Korean Statistical Information Service (KOSIS). Age at Which They Quit the Longest-Serving Job and the Average Age at Turnover
(55–64 Years), by Sex. Available online: https://kosis.kr/statHtml/statHtml.do?orgId=101&tblId=DT_1DE8036S&conn_path=I2
(accessed on 1 September 2021).

https://oshri.kosha.or.kr/eoshri/resources/KWCSDownload.do
https://oshri.kosha.or.kr/eoshri/resources/KWCSDownload.do
https://data.oecd.org/chart/6sEy
https://data.oecd.org/chart/6sEy
https://kosis.kr/statHtml/statHtml.do?orgId=118&tblId=DT_118N_SAUPN50&conn_path=I2
https://kosis.kr/statHtml/statHtml.do?orgId=118&tblId=DT_118N_SAUPN50&conn_path=I2
https://www.gemconsortium.org/report/gem-2018-2019-global-report
https://www.gemconsortium.org/report/gem-2018-2019-global-report
https://kosis.kr/statHtml/statHtml.do?orgId=101&tblId=DT_1DE8036S&conn_path=I2


Int. J. Environ. Res. Public Health 2022, 19, 1011 10 of 10

5. Kim, C.; Choi, H.; Choi, Y. Retirement age and housing consumption: The case of South Korea. Sustainability 2021, 13, 1286.
[CrossRef]

6. Woo, J.; Choi, H.; Engel, R. Economic stress and life satisfaction in retirement among Korean older adults: The roles of different
types of social support. J. Gerontol. Soc. Work 2021, 1–15. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

7. Bradley, D.E.; Roberts, J.A. Self-employment and job satisfaction: Investigating the role of self-efficacy, depression, and seniority.
J. Small Bus. Manag. 2004, 42, 37–58. [CrossRef]

8. Bergman, L.E.; Bernhard-Oettel, C.; Bujacz, A.; Leineweber, C.; Toivanen, S. Comparing depressive symptoms, emotional
exhaustion, and sleep disturbances in self-employed and employed workers: Application of approximate Bayesian measurement
invariance. Front. Psychol. 2021, 11, 3980. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

9. Won, G.; Park, J.B.; Lee, K.J.; Ha, R.; Lee, S.; Jeong, I. The association between dependent self-employment and self-reported
depression/anxiety and sleep disorder in South Korea. Ann. Occup. Environ. Med. 2019, 31, e13. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

10. Kim, H.J.; Min, J.Y.; Min, K.B. Physical and mental health problems of self-employed small business owners in South Korea. Am.
J. Ind. Med. 2019, 62, 783–790. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

11. Min, J.Y.; Kim, H.; Park, S.G.; Hwang, S.H.; Min, K.B. Differences in suicidal behaviors between self-employed and standardly
employed workers. Am. J. Ind. Med. 2019, 62, 1144–1151. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

12. Song, E.; Kim, J. The relationship between employment status and depression: Mediating effects through income and psychosocial
factors. Health Soc. Welf. Rev. 2012, 32, 228–259. [CrossRef]

13. Centre for Economic Performance (CEP). Self-Employment in the COVID-19 Crisis. Available online: https://cep.lse.ac.uk/
pubs/download/cepcovid-19-003.pdf?platform=hootsuite (accessed on 1 September 2021).

14. Graeber, D.; Kritikos, A.S.; Seebauer, J. COVID-19: A crisis of the female self-employed. J. Popul. Econ. 2021, 1–47. [CrossRef]
[PubMed]

15. Tax Statistics Information Service (TASIS). Current State of Business Registration I (Year). Available online: https:
//tasis.nts.go.kr/websquare/websquare.html?w2xPath=/ui/ep/e/a/UTWEPEAA02.xml&STT_PBL_YR=2021&STTS_MTA_
INFR_ID=20210303I012021F7655 (accessed on 1 September 2021).

16. Parent-Thirion, A.; Biletta, I.; Cabrita, J.; Vargas, O.; Vermeylen, G.; Wilczynska, A.; Wilkens, M. Sixth European Working
Conditions Survey—Overview Report; European Foundation for the Improvement of Living Working Conditions: Luxembourg,
2016; ISBN 978-92-897-1597-3.

17. Occupational Safety & Health Research Institute (OSHRI). Final Report of the Fifth Korean Working Conditions Survey; OSHRI: Ulsan,
Korea, 2017.

18. Kim, Y.S.; Rhee, K.Y.; Oh, M.J.; Park, J. The validity and reliability of the second Korean working conditions survey. Saf. Health
Work 2013, 4, 111–116. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

19. Choi, M.; Suh, C.; Choi, S.P.; Lee, C.K.; Son, B.C. Validation of the work engagement scale-3, used in the 5th Korean working
conditions survey. Ann. Occup. Environ. Med. 2020, 32, e27. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

20. Korea Ministry of Government Legislation (KMGL). Labor Standards Act. Article 50 (1), Article 51 (2). Act No.17326, 26 May
2020. Available online: https://www.law.go.kr/LSW/eng/engLsSc.do?menuId=2&query=LABOR%20STANDARDS%20ACT#
liBgcolor21 (accessed on 1 September 2021).

21. Ministry of Health and Welfare (MOHW). Mental Disease Prevalence. Available online: http://www.index.go.kr/potal/main/
EachDtlPageDetail.do?idx_cd=1441 (accessed on 1 September 2021).

22. Kim, M.D.; Lee, C.H. Study on the relevance between workers’ job characteristics and organizational effectiveness by job stress in
small & medium sized enterprises. J. Digit. Converg. 2016, 14, 207–215. [CrossRef]

23. Sin, S.W. Comparative analysis on the levels of stress by the police department size. J. Korea Contents Assoc. 2013, 13, 463–469.
[CrossRef]

24. Chae, Y.M.; Rhie, J.; Lee, S. The relationship between job stress and organizational effectiveness for office workers. J. Korea Acad.
Ind. Coop. Soc. 2016, 17, 389–399. [CrossRef]

25. Hong, S.H. The Determinants of economic and educational supports selection of small self-employed business. Korean Fam.
Resour. Manag. Assoc. 2005, 9, 1–21.

26. World Trade Organization (WTO). Exports of Intermediate Goods Sustain Gains in Q1 of 2021 after Rebound from Pandemic.
Available online: https://www.wto.org/english/news_e/news21_e/miwi_02sep21_e.htm (accessed on 2 September 2021).

27. Korean Statistical Information Service (KOSIS). Trade Dependency (Trade-to-GDP Ratio). Available online: https://kosis.kr/
statHtml/statHtml.do?orgId=101&tblId=DT_2KAA806 (accessed on 1 September 2021).

28. Korea Ministry of Government Legislation (KGML). Enforcement Decree of the Occupational Safety and Health Act. Article 16
(1). Presidential Decree No.27767, 6 January 2017. Available online: https://www.law.go.kr/LSW/eng/engLsSc.do?menuId=
2&query=ENFORCEMENT%20DECREE%20OF%20THE%20OCCUPATIONAL%20SAFETY%20AND%20HEALTH%20ACT#
liBgcolor0 (accessed on 1 September 2021).

http://doi.org/10.3390/su13031286
http://doi.org/10.1080/01634372.2021.1937430
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/34080523
http://doi.org/10.1111/j.1540-627X.2004.00096.x
http://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2020.598303
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/33603692
http://doi.org/10.35371/aoem.2019.31.e13
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/31583104
http://doi.org/10.1002/ajim.23023
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/31328810
http://doi.org/10.1002/ajim.23050
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/31544263
http://doi.org/10.15709/hswr.2012.32.1.228
https://cep.lse.ac.uk/pubs/download/cepcovid-19-003.pdf?platform=hootsuite
https://cep.lse.ac.uk/pubs/download/cepcovid-19-003.pdf?platform=hootsuite
http://doi.org/10.1007/s00148-021-00849-y
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/34131364
https://tasis.nts.go.kr/websquare/websquare.html?w2xPath=/ui/ep/e/a/UTWEPEAA02.xml&STT_PBL_YR=2021&STTS_MTA_INFR_ID=20210303I012021F7655
https://tasis.nts.go.kr/websquare/websquare.html?w2xPath=/ui/ep/e/a/UTWEPEAA02.xml&STT_PBL_YR=2021&STTS_MTA_INFR_ID=20210303I012021F7655
https://tasis.nts.go.kr/websquare/websquare.html?w2xPath=/ui/ep/e/a/UTWEPEAA02.xml&STT_PBL_YR=2021&STTS_MTA_INFR_ID=20210303I012021F7655
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.shaw.2013.05.001
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/23961335
http://doi.org/10.35371/aoem.2020.32.e27
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/32802343
https://www.law.go.kr/LSW/eng/engLsSc.do?menuId=2&query=LABOR%20STANDARDS%20ACT#liBgcolor21
https://www.law.go.kr/LSW/eng/engLsSc.do?menuId=2&query=LABOR%20STANDARDS%20ACT#liBgcolor21
http://www.index.go.kr/potal/main/EachDtlPageDetail.do?idx_cd=1441
http://www.index.go.kr/potal/main/EachDtlPageDetail.do?idx_cd=1441
http://doi.org/10.14400/JDC.2016.14.5.207
http://doi.org/10.5392/JKCA.2013.13.12.463
http://doi.org/10.5762/KAIS.2016.17.7.389
https://www.wto.org/english/news_e/news21_e/miwi_02sep21_e.htm
https://kosis.kr/statHtml/statHtml.do?orgId=101&tblId=DT_2KAA806
https://kosis.kr/statHtml/statHtml.do?orgId=101&tblId=DT_2KAA806
https://www.law.go.kr/LSW/eng/engLsSc.do?menuId=2&query=ENFORCEMENT%20DECREE%20OF%20THE%20OCCUPATIONAL%20SAFETY%20AND%20HEALTH%20ACT#liBgcolor0
https://www.law.go.kr/LSW/eng/engLsSc.do?menuId=2&query=ENFORCEMENT%20DECREE%20OF%20THE%20OCCUPATIONAL%20SAFETY%20AND%20HEALTH%20ACT#liBgcolor0
https://www.law.go.kr/LSW/eng/engLsSc.do?menuId=2&query=ENFORCEMENT%20DECREE%20OF%20THE%20OCCUPATIONAL%20SAFETY%20AND%20HEALTH%20ACT#liBgcolor0

	Introduction 
	Materials and Methods 
	Study Population 
	Survey 
	General Characteristics 
	WHO-5 Well-Being Index 

	Statistical Analysis 

	Results 
	Comparison of Subjective Well-Being Level 
	Poor Well-Being Score Group 

	Discussion 
	Conclusions 
	References

