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Abstract
Purpose – A “living” wage (LW) is conventionally defined as enabling meaningful participation in
society above subsistence through, for example, recreation, supporting a family, and savings. There is
increasing debate over LWs due to growing inequality, rising living costs and welfare reform but this remains
largely framed by the econometric cost-benefit parameters that apply to minimum wage regulation. The
capabilities approach advocated by Sen (1999) offers a different perspective that is inclusive of choice,
contingencies and the inter-connections between quality of (paid) work and private life. The paper aims to
discuss these issues.
Design/methodology/approach – The paper adopts this framework and utilises a qualitative
exploration of the narratives of 606 New Zealand employees to understand perceived wage effectiveness.
The results suggest that a focus on a specific LW rate might be conceptually limiting, in comparison to
a LW range.
Findings – First, the findings indicate that there is a pivot range in which people move from self-assessed
“survival” to “decent” income. Second, a LW may have more than a simply monetary effect in better meeting
employees’ living costs; it can also improve well-being through subjective perceptions of valued freedoms to
do with job satisfaction, equity and security.
Originality/value – The results thus draw attention to a wider notion of a LW in terms of personal and
family well-being, utilising a capabilities approach, with implications for organisational practice, policy and
theory concerning sustainable livelihood and the UN Sustainable Development Goals.
Keywords Quality of working life, Decent work, Human capabilities, Living wage
Paper type Research paper

Introduction
Most countries regulate pay through “minimum wages”, usually by law but also through
collective bargaining (International Labour Organization, 2013). Wage minima may vary by
sector, region or individual criteria such as age but the arrangements are usually designed
both to provide a degree of income protection for workers, in combination with transferable
benefits, and to prohibit “unfair” competition based on labour exploitation.
The declining wage share, rising inequality and increased cost of living observed across
the developed world has recently shifted attention to “decent” income levels beyond
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minimum subsistence or market-clearing rates (Werner and Lim, 2016). This broader notion
relates to quality-of-life and the ILO’s conception of “decent work”, which is also linked to
work intensification and insecurity (Fleurbaey, 2015). In this context, a “living wage” (LW)
is usually defined in terms of enabling meaningful participation in society beyond mere
survival through, for example, recreation, supporting a family and saving against future
risks (Clary, 2009; Ryan, 1996). Implicit in this notion of a LW is that not only is there an
income level below which people risk further deprivation; above a certain threshold, there
should be a qualitative upward shift in human freedom and capability (Parker et al., 2016).
This broader perspective of a LW also recognises the impact of work-related factors on
workers’ well-being (Waltman, 2004). Perceptions of workplace equity and justice, job
satisfaction and life satisfaction generally can be regarded as indicators of human “thriving”
that are theoretically enabled by a LW (Carr, Parker, Arrowsmith, Watters and Jones, 2016).
A fundamental problem of any form of standardised wage regulation concerns the
diverse circumstances of the employment parties. Arguably, this complexity is more
problematic in the case of LWs since they are usually calculated at a significantly higher
rate than the usual minimum (Anker, 2011).
Empirical evidence of the real or hypothetical effects of a LW is limited and dominated by
econometric analyses that focus on organisational and social outcomes. For example, recent
research has examined the effects on poverty reduction (Neumark and Adams, 2003), economic
development (Freeman, 2005), employment levels (Fairris and Reich, 2005), and social welfare
policy (Chandler, 2009). Generally, LW studies tend to assume that employers are hesitant
about LWs because raising pay will increase their costs and reduce investment (Karjanen,
2010). However, the implications for employees are less well understood, particularly along
subjective dimensions such as perceived equity, job satisfaction and overall well-being.
This means that one of the arguments for an LW, that higher pay can (as indicated by
efficiency wage theory) increase skills development, retention and discretionary effort, remains
under-developed and tested (Carr, Parker, Arrowsmith and Watters, 2016).
This paper addresses some of these issues through a qualitative analysis of employee
perceptions relating to pay and aspects of work-life quality. It adopts a broader notion of a LW
using a “capabilities” framework to explore individual needs, circumstances and preferences
and provide empirical evidence concerning the potential implications of LWs as perceived by
employees themselves. A literature review follows, focussing on our understanding of the LW
concept and the utility of the capabilities approach. The next section outlines the study
methodology, data collection and analysis procedures. Findings are then reported and used to
inform a discussion of the potential impacts of a LW on individual and wider well-being.
The paper concludes with a consideration of context and implications for future research.
Dimensions of a LW
A LW can be defined as dependent on context, shaped by objective considerations such as
the cost of living and subjective (culturally or historically specific) expectations of needs.
In practice, a LW is often defined and calculated on the basis of econometric analyses that
use basic cost of living estimates, income distribution as a percentage of median income, or a
combination of both (Carr, Parker, Arrowsmith and Watters, 2016). This notion of a LW rate
is usually based on narrow assessments of the basic economic needs of a “typical”
household unit (Anker and Anker’s (2017) recent definition is more workable but is still not
broad). Though useful in itself, this neglects employee agency. A broader perspective would
approach the LW in terms of employee understandings and impacts. In this paper, we define
a LW as a wage level at which employees perceive and experience a step-change in their
capability to enjoy meaningful organisational, personal and social lives.
Pay rates are not simply the outcome of “market forces”. Notions of what is fair and
appropriate inform pay-setting structures and outcomes as much as labour market supply

and demand due to the potential for conflict and need to elicit productive behaviour
(Arrowsmith, 2009). Conflict may arise because pay is the means of livelihood for employees
yet a foremost cost to employers; however, this is attenuated if pay correlates with
productivity such that increases are offset by reductions in unit labour costs. Pay has
potentially important behavioural effects because much effort and performance is exercised
voluntarily (Colling and Terry, 2010), and perceptions of “decent” levels and processes of
pay combine with job content, conditions and hours to shape employee commitment and
work motivation (Stevenson and Wolfers, 2013). Pay is thus not simply a function of the
external labour market but reflects the need of employers to recognise employee concerns in
order to motivate discretionary effort (De Saá-Pérez and García-Falcón, 2002; Jawahar and
Stone, 2011).
The LW concept incorporates but goes beyond such instrumental performance
considerations by focussing on quality-of-life as a goal in itself. This perspective is
grounded in traditions of morality and humanism (Bennett, 2014), reflecting an age-old idea
that “wages should be sufficiently high to enable the labourer to live in a manner consistent
with the dignity of a human being” (Ryan, 1906, p. vii). This dual focus on human well-being
and productive development closely resembles the capabilities approach that has been
applied across the social sciences (Deneulin, 2009). In Sen’s (1999, p. 75) seminal account,
a person’s capabilities are essentially the meaningful freedoms he or she enjoys to lead the
kind of life, and quality-of-life, they have reason to value.
Essentially, capability does not depend on the actual resource endowment that
individuals may have (such as income) but rather on what people manage to achieve with
their resource endowment given the freedom to choose through the exchange of resources.
A human capability approach to LWs thus emphasises the impact of income on the
autonomy of workers’ choices in the exchange of resources such as time and effort for
money, as well as of money for goods and services. These choices, which are context
specific, help to shape work motivation and perceived life quality, themselves subjective
measures of individual capabilities.
Operationalising a LW using the capabilities approach is not straightforward given the
diversity of individual characteristics and context and because there a large number of
constructs and measures that can be used, whether for individuals (Waltman, 2004)
or incorporating wider understandings of well-being such as at the household level
(Stabile, 2008). These considerations of capability acknowledge not just material conditions
but also sense of empowerment, commitment, psychological contract and job or career
satisfaction (Clark, 2005). Ideally, an evaluation of the effectiveness of a LW in terms of its
impact on human capabilities should involve broader considerations of a holistic evaluation
of individual, family, organisational and social well-being.
We attempt to adopt this broader view here, accepting work motivation and perceived
life quality as subjective indicators of individual capabilities which may be related to pay
(Chiu and Chen, 2005; Riketta, 2008). Similarly, the organisational psychology literature
highlights the relevance of factors such as wage relativities in informing perceived job
satisfaction and well-being (Brown et al., 2008). Here, we use an exploratory capability
approach based on selected indicators of work and life well-being. It is not our intention to
utilise an exhaustive list of potential “capabilities” and “functionings” (in Sen’s (1999)
terminology, the desired outcomes of a person’s capabilities), but rather to examine how
income levels might relate to human capability or, more simply, perceived quality-of-life.
This might be understood as qualitative since individuals define, for example, their sense of
accomplishment or purpose in distinct family, work and community settings, in accordance
with their goals (Clark, 2005).
A key concern regarding a LW, and an objective of this paper, is thus to explore the
actual and relative levels of income that impact on workers’ perceived realisable
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opportunities, that is, their capabilities. More specifically, we explore the meaning of a LW
based on qualitative insights as reported by employees in order to address two research
questions drawn from the human capability perspective:
RQ1. Is there an income – most likely a threshold or “pivot range” rather than a
universal rate or “pivot point” – that might transform the perceived capability of
workers in transitioning from “survival” to “decent living”?
RQ2. What contextual factors might impact on workers’ perceived work-life quality in
this respect?

Methodology
The research was based on an online survey delivered in 2014 through various media
platforms, details and overall quantitative analyses of which have been presented elsewhere
(Carr, Parker, Arrowsmith, Watters and Jones, 2016). A sample of 1,183 employees
participated in the survey under conditions of informed consent and confidentiality,
following a low-risk screening process framed by University Ethics Committee protocol.
Respondents were invited to respond to an open-ended question where they were asked to
evaluate their wage or salary and provide views on the factors impacting on work-life
quality. A total of 712 (60.2 per cent) participants provided comments but 106 of these were
removed due to irrelevance or incompletion. This produced 606 usable participant
narratives for this qualitative study.
The sample was diverse in terms of age, region, gender, occupation and income level though
no claim is made for representativeness. For example, 41 per cent (n ¼ 249) were aged between
51-65 years (compared to 28 per cent under 40 years) and 24.4 per cent (n ¼ 148) were male;
the former might reflect a tendency for younger respondents to reply via social media, which
circumscribed narrative comment, and the latter a higher concentration of females in low-paid
work (New Zealand Ministry for Women, 2016). Promotion of the survey was targeted at
lower-waged workers (though community groups, trade unions and media appeals) but job
status and occupation ranged from part-time, entry-level jobs to managerial and professional
roles. Annual individual salary data thus ranged from New Zealand Dollar (NZD)3,000 to
NZD400,000 (mean ¼ 60,787; SD ¼ 34,773). This range of pay and job types did, however,
facilitate analyses of respondent perspectives concerning the different contextual relationships
between pay, perceived work-life quality and job characteristics.
A template analysis of the data was adopted (King, 1998); this approach lies between
content analysis, which applies a predetermined list of codes (Krippendorff, 2004), and a
grounded theory approach in which themes surface within a loosely structured framework
(Glaser and Strauss, 1967). The qualitative analysis software NVivo 11 was used to
classify, sort and arrange the narrative data and to examine relationships between the
themes that emerged. A two-step analytical process was adopted. The first stage involved
“descriptive coding” (Richards, 2009). In order to understand the potential “pivot range”
of income related to capability mobility, participants’ perceptions of the sufficiency of
income was coded according to classificatory nodes extracted from the qualitative data.
These nodes/categories were obtained using the search function of NVivo 11 to extract the
most frequently used word(s) to describe subjective views of the quality of income. This
approach generated six categories that we labelled, based on the content of responses,
“struggle” ( frequency ¼ 227), “barely enough” (109), “low pay” (203) “fair” (246),
“comfortable” (99) and “really good” (84). These nodes were then used for coding. This is,
of course, an interpretive rather than objective process, and the challenges of categorising
narrative data into usefully descriptive and explanatory “variables” are familiar in
qualitative research (Black, 2006), especially as it is important to “let the participants

speak for themselves” (Maykut and Morehouse, 2005, p. 42). In order to ensure consistency
during the analytic process, working definitions of each variable were generated and
applied based on common respondent references to basic material and lifestyle factors,
and research team members independently categorised and where necessary discussed
each comment. Any coding discrepancies were reviewed and adjustments made until
consensus was reached among the coders.
The second process involved “topic coding” (Richards, 2009) to develop understanding of
the factors impacting on perceived work-life quality. A list of nodes was generated, in a
similar fashion to the above coding process for salary references, concerning perceived
capabilities and wider contextual factors. Coding was then applied to explore the
components of these topics, based on participants’ comments. The coding framework was
refined through a collective process of reading and re-reading the self-completed documents.
Nodes were then compared and merged to form categories, with each category thoroughly
analysed to identify recurrent patterns and themes. The “constant comparative method”,
which is commonly used in grounded approaches (Lofland et al., 2006) was used to compare
how different themes were discussed by different participants. This process served as an
internal validation tool to enhance the credibility and potential transferability of the
research (Guba and Lincoln, 1994).
Findings
The results are organised according to the two research questions. First, participants’
perceptions of income effectiveness are explored and, in particular, income ranges in which
participants might move from “survival” to perceived “decent” income resulting in a
transformation of the perceived capability. Second, contextual factors which impact on
perceived work-life quality are explored. In both sections, quotations are used to illustrate
important themes.
Pay, capabilities and exploring a pivot range
Individual narratives were coded according to participants’ evaluation of their income.
Using a demographic question in the survey regarding annual income, we can construct a
matrix to identify the numbers of participants in each category of perceived capabilities
(using self-assessed well-being as a proxy) from each income group (Table I). Individual
income is clearly related to perceptions of well-being though, as the narratives show, this is
mediated by personal circumstances (e.g. number of earners and dependents) and
perceptions of job content and worth.
Taking each of the capabilities proxy indicators in turn, 8 per cent of participants (n ¼ 49)
said that they struggled to get by. Examination of the data narratives for this subset revealed
that a sense of insecurity was common among these participants. They found it difficult to
meet current basic needs and were worried that the future could be still more difficult.
Low income hindered capability development due to an impact on quality-of-living and
psychological well-being. For example:
It doesn’t work well for me at all. I cannot afford to live in my own home as I cannot afford a
mortgage or rent plus all other expenses. If my car broke or I needed dental care, I struggle to pay.
I am too scared to ask for more as I could only get a casual contact and I think my employer will get
rid of me if I ask for more pay. I work 10 and seven hours without one break […] I’m living on a
knife edge from week to week wondering how I can make ends meet (Female, 51-65 years, beauty
therapist, NZD25,000 per annum)[1].
It is very difficult because we fall into the category that we don’t make enough to live on properly
but we don’t make less enough to get help i.e. community service cards etc […] ☹ [emoticon]
(Male, 41-50, Community Service Coordinator, NZD28,210 per annum).
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Table I.
Individual perceived
capabilities in
different income
ranges

Capabilities (perceived well-being) as a result of income level (n)
Annual income (NZ dollars) Struggle Barely enough Low pay Fair Comfortable Really well Total
Pay1
Less than $10,000
Pay2
$10,000$19,999
Pay3
$20,000$29,999
Pay4
$30,000$39,999
Pay5
$40,000$49,999
Pay6
$50,000$59,999
Pay7
$60,000$69,999
Pay8
$70,000$79,999
Pay9
$80,000$89,999
Pay10
$90,000$99,999
Pay11
$100,000$119,999
Pay12
$120,000$149,999
Pay13
$150,000$199,999
Pay14
Greater than $200,000
Total
Note: n ¼ 606
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0
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Another 12 per cent of the participants (n ¼ 75) described their remuneration as “barely
enough” in that current basic needs were usually met but there was little or no provision for
eventualities. As one respondent put it:
I feel that I am able to meet my basic needs but find it difficult to save money despite earning
“above minimum” wage. This is disconcerting since I believe I am good with money such as having
low living costs, no debt and limiting spending on “extras” (Female, 31-40 years, customer service,
NZD29,681 per annum).

These respondents also reported personal and family stress:
I worked hard in not-so-good jobs to finally secure a good job but I find that I barely earn enough to
pay for daily needs. I can pay the mortgage and food and almost all the basic living costs but I can’t
afford to put money away for any maintenance or savings. I can’t always afford to pay insurance
unless we eat rice or cheap non-nutritionally balanced food. We can’t afford good quality fruit,
vegetables and meat. The kids don’t have holidays, Sunday drives never happen and they buy their
treats like ice-cream or lollies [sweets] out of pocket money which I give them from savings of
buying less meat. I feel sad when others invite me out and I have to say no because I don’t have tidy
clothes to wear as I save them for work. I don’t have money to pay for outings or babysitter!
(Female, 41-50 years, early childhood teacher, NZD39,000 per annum).

A further 9 per cent of participants (n ¼ 55) assessed their income as “low pay”. Basic needs
were generally (just) met but there was frustration over considerations such as pay relative

to work and related effort. These participants tended to explicitly extend consideration of
capabilities beyond meeting basic living needs to include psychological fulfilments
including through work. They were also more likely to reference the pay and perceived job
experiences of others:
It sucks – yet [rent, petrol and food] the things I classify as essential basics in any family) go up. It is
good I have a job – I can help my family in a way of making our cash flow easier but when you
travel 100km a day to get to and from your job, collecting kids from after school care programs
running around for sports etc. and eating on the run, there is never enough hours in the day.
Sometimes wonder whether it is at all worth it. I just wish work would appreciate the staff a
bit more for what and how much work we actually do considering we should all be paid a lot
more – especially because a lot of us do the so called unpaid hours at work (Female, 41-50 years,
patient care assistant, NZD35,400 per annum).
I am paid less than other people I know working in the same profession for other companies.
The business I work for generally has a high staff turn-over, primarily due to the low pay (Male,
21-30 years, software developer, NZD40,000 per annum).

In the next respondent group, more than 41 per cent participants (n ¼ 249) considered their
income to be “fair” in terms of meeting their needs. This was often linked to personal
circumstances, especially household size and needs, and/or to satisfying work:
I am just under the LW and it is liveable. My children have all grown up and have left home, so my
wages do go a little further these days. I am still not able to save a lot – I do try to save 10% of my
wages, for holidays and extras but it doesn’t seem to get much higher than NZD2,000
before something needs doing such as work on the car or house maintenance. I am in KiwiSaver
[a state-sponsored pension scheme] so there is regular saving for my retirement (Female, 51-65
years, community support worker, NZD38,272 per annum).
I am fairly paid for my work, which I enjoy. I am considerably well off for my qualifications and
experience, yet even my salary with no dependents just manages to cover my expenses including
accommodation, food, utilities and debt (Male, 21-30 years, education organiser, NZD78,000 per annum).

In the next group, almost 24 per cent of participants (n ¼ 142) reported a level of well-being
enabled by their income. Narratives indicated a growing sense of freedom of choice and a
more positive future orientation. For instance:
I feel that my pay is slightly generous for what I do, and fair for the amount of effort, skill and
expertise I bring to the role. As a household, we have more than enough to live on, which enables us
to save for the future and also to share our resources with others. We never have to worry about
money, but we are still modest in our spending (Female, 31-40 years, academic information
coordinator, NZD58,000 per annum).
I am a comfortable, middle class self-employed contractor. I live on a lifestyle block where I am
endeavouring to become self-sufficient in food production before I retire in a few years. I look
forward to enjoying more of my hobbies (Male, older than 65 years, senior procurement specialist,
NZD98,680 per annum).

Finally, a small number of participants (6 per cent; n ¼ 36) considered that their pay served
their needs and aspirations “really well”. These were mostly, but not exclusively, in higher
income brackets. In contrast to many lower earners who perceived a mismatch between
their experience, qualifications and levels of pay, higher income earners expressed a sense of
satisfaction as a result of pay more closely and fairly approximating their skillset, scarcity
value and work-effort. Again, satisfaction with pay was linked to personal circumstances
such as satisfying work and ability to save:
I receive a very good wage, but I believe I am fairly compensated for my skills, efforts and
especially the hours/extra hours I devote to the job (Male, 51-65 years, associate professor,
NZD124,000 per annum).
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I am very happy with my income; it is allowing me to save for a house [but] I realise that not
everyone has [that] ability (Male, 21-30 years, union organiser, NZD67,000 per annum).

The findings suggest that increased income is positively linked to individual capabilities – what
Sen (1999, p. 87) refers to as “the substantive freedoms he or she enjoys to lead the kind of life he
or she has reason to value” – but that this relationship is mediated by personal circumstances
and job-related features. In order to further explore whether there might be any particular
income or income ranges that might be linked to a step-change in perceived capabilities, the six
categories were collapsed into two labelled “survival” (comprising struggle, barely enough, and
low pay responses) and “decent” (comprising fair, comfortable and really well responses).
The latter, which included more than two thirds of respondents (n ¼ 427) tended to be more
numerous as income rose, with a drop in the middle-income bracket and a peak at
the NZD100,000-119,999 band (Figure 1). The survival category demonstrated a clear peak in
the third income range with a sharp decrease in representation to category four. This category
also serves as the transition point at which there is more “decent” pay than “survival” pay
respondents per income category. Hence, we observe (in purely numerical terms) a clear general
association between higher incomes and pay evaluation in terms of enabling work-life
capabilities (with the gap between “decent” and “survival” widening with increases in income as
the latter group diminishes in size), and a decrease in the representation of negative perceptions
of work and life quality at a pay pivot range of between NZD30,000-39,000. This indicates a
qualitative transformation in employee capability at such a pay range.

Survival

Decent

70
60
50
40
34

Possible pivot income rangeb

The number of participants responded to the perceived
capabilities as a result of wage (n)

Contextual influences on perceived work-life quality
As indicated, participants’ comments not only identified how perceived capabilities link to
pay in a categorical way but also provided insights into the dynamics that shape personal
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0

23
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P4

P5

P6

P7

P8

P9

P10

P11

2

1

P12

P13

0
P14

Categories of annual income before tax
Figure 1.
“Survival” and
“decent” income
respondents per
income range

Notes: a Categories of annual income before tax (in NZD) – P1: less than $10,000; P2: $10,000$19,999; P3: $20,000-$29,999; P4: $30,000-$39,999; P5: $40,000-$49,999; P6: $50,000-$59,999;
P7: $60,000-$69,999; P8: $70,000-$79,999; P9: $80,000-$89,999; P10: $90,000-$99,999;
P11: $100,000-$119,999; P12: $120,000-$149,999; P13: $150,000-$199,999; P14: greater than
$200,000; ban indication of possible transformation of capabilities as a result of changing wages

evaluations of work-life quality. Essentially, respondents reflected on whether their pay met
their ( financial) needs and whether their job itself met their (emotional) needs. The former
links objective, job-related factors such as pay rates and hours of work to cost of living and
household circumstances. The latter refers to self-evaluation of skills and abilities and the
perception of how well people are treated at work in terms of management and supervision,
work scheduling, job security and job content itself. Integrating the objective and subjective
perspectives of pay quality offers a boarder understanding of a LW.
A high cost of living was commonly referred to by respondents, especially in the major
conurbations. Here, higher earners reported that they too were struggling with house price
and rent inflation, and lower-paid workers often had to work multiple jobs. Pay was thus
seen as inadequate not necessarily because it was an “unfair” rate for the job but because of
increasing strain in meeting financial obligations:
My wage isn’t enough for the costs of everyday life. Power, rent (because I am part of the
generation that will never be able to afford a house, especially not in Auckland), internet, food. I am
more concerned with the cost of everything else. I would like to see a wage increase mean that
I am better off for the long term, rather than a minimal increase that is less than the inflation rate
(Male, 21-30 years, early child education, NZD49,000 per annum).
I have recently separated from my partner, and can barely afford to live on my own. What has this
country come to?! I feel like I am receiving a decent wage. I have studied a long time to get a good
job. But I would be better off overseas. The rate of inflation, and the cost of goods and services in
this country are the problem, along with high tax rates, and GST [VAT in UK]. More money won’t
fix the problem […] We need to be lowering costs [of living] (Female, 21-30 years, school social
worker, NZD56,800 per annum).

In terms of treatment at work, working time emerged as a source of dissatisfaction.
The insecurity and variability of work was a key concern for many in the “survival”
pay-capability groups. Many felt trapped in precarious, fluctuating or time-poor work while
looking for future alternatives:
I work four-hour shifts in an airport. The only way I can earn extra money is by doing a split shift
[…] There are no night rates, fuel allowance or double time for delays and public holidays. It’s
disgraceful! […] I save more when I am actually not going to work in fuel costs than what I actually
earn from a four-hour shift. A job is a job and it looks better on paper to have employment
regardless of what it is, but for a company to be able to take advantage of this fact is an outrage!
(Female, 31-40 years, cashier, NZD32,500 per annum).
My hourly rate is reasonably good for a waitress. However, what makes life difficult is that all
employees at my work who are not in management are contracted as casual workers so some weeks
you may be rostered on for 40 hours (over the high seasons) and other weeks there will only be 15 hours
(during the quieter seasons). It all comes back to supply and demand. It is tough raising a family in such
an unstable financial environment (Female, 31-40 years, waitress, NZD36,650 per annum).

In comparison, many in the “decent” group felt privileged to have a job that pays and treats
them well. Among them, 17 used the word “lucky” to describe the quality of their pay or living
standards, which also enabled some to lend assistance to family members in the survival group:
I am very lucky to have a job that I love and to earn a very good wage. It means that I am able to
help out my niece who lives with me. She is 20 years old and has been employed as a contractor
when she should be employed as an employee. The work is precarious and she has no protection
under employment law. Sadly, her story is common among many young workers (Female,
51-65 years, regional secretary of a private sector union, NZD81,000 per annum).

These comments further illustrate the importance of understanding employee pay evaluations
in a relative manner, taking account of external linkages to living costs and internal features
such as job content, workplace relations, and opportunities for development.
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Discussion
Analysis of participant narratives reveals both unique and shared themes, pointing to links
between pay and the dynamic capabilities that shape perceived work-life quality.
Capabilities understood in this way become a basis for assessing equality of opportunity in
terms of an individual’s ability to choose and achieve what he or she has reason to value.
The narratives provide glimpses of self-perceived capabilities and ultimately what makes
life experiences valuable (Sen, 2009). For example, many employees, especially those on low
incomes, reveal the constraints on their personal choice not just in terms of wage
expenditure but in wage generation, and not simply in financial terms but as being
employed in jobs that do not satisfy their intrinsic or perceived future needs.
This paper uses the categorisation and reconciliation of qualitative data around pay and
broader perceptions of capabilities to explore how employees connect pay to quality of
(working) life. One finding was the suggestion of a pay range around which employee
capabilities may be significantly changed within a specific (New Zealand) context. A pivot
range of between NZD30,000-40,000 was indicated whereby people are more likely to
perceive income in “decent” than “survival” terms. This shift from struggling to make ends
meet to a relative well-being zone suggests a potential LW which enables individual
capabilities. Interestingly, the findings were consistent with the 2014 LW hourly rate of
NZD18.80, as campaigned for by the LW Movement Aotearoa New Zealand which is
approximately NZD33,400 per annum for a full-time worker. The then statutory minimum
wage was NZD14.25 per hour, or approximately NZD25,300 per annum.
The modal response category for each of the three highest income ranges was “fair”
rather than comfortable or “really well” (Table I). This might emphasise the subjective
nature of pay evaluation and the need to consider how individuals themselves interpret pay
in terms of reward for and enabler of the application of capabilities. At the same time,
for some individuals perceived needs and relativities might adjust to income so that real
satisfaction is difficult to achieve. As one participant, who earns NZD167,000 explained:
It [my pay] doesn’t work for me well. I wanted to change my boat but wasn’t able to do it this year
(Male, 51-65 years, senior manager).

This paper offers an analysis of employees’ own perceived efficiency of income in terms of
capabilities. The focus on capabilities as a measure of the personal and indeed social
effectiveness of remuneration provides some practical insights into a potentially impactful
LW pivot range, but is equally important in furthering understanding of the potential quality
of a LW by exploring the social embeddedness and contextualised nature of work and wages.
For example, many studies have given due attention to the importance of relative as well as
absolute income in determining perceived work-life quality (Kifle, 2013). Our qualitative
findings support this, highlighting that “fairness” is widely used to compare and evaluate
wages – and jobs. This extends beyond pay to embrace a package of perceptions around
treatment at work. Job security, for example, was a major concern to emerge as an important
contextual factor in the research, linked as it is to income security but also perceived value at
work. There are clear linkages between job security and work motivation (e.g. Sverke et al.,
2002; Reisel et al., 2010). Our findings go further, suggesting specific, wage-related job security
concerns that impact on individual perceived work-life quality. For example, some part-time
workers were satisfied with their hourly rate but the uncertainty of working hours created
significant stress. Others found the fragmentation of working schedules disruptive and
incurring costs in transportation and dependent care. Our findings are in line with the
argument that economic precarity such as job insecurity and poor work-life balance is a major
challenge experienced by the working class (Warren, 2015). Pay rates cannot thus be
considered in isolation from working time and working conditions. This leads us to call for a
more holistic consideration of the potential impact of a LW.

Conclusion
This paper contributes to an understanding of the LW concept and practice by utilising an
exploratory approach based on a capabilities theoretical framework and categorical analysis
of employee narratives. In response to two research questions, we first examined and
identified a pivot range for a LW, highlighting a discernible income range (NZD30-40,000)
within which employees might perceive a step-change in work and personal empowerment.
The findings complement business-case arguments that a LW can act as an “efficiency wage”
(Marshall, 1920) and draw attention to spill-over and reinforcement effects between work
and non-work.
These different contextual factors were explicitly addressed in response to question two.
The findings indicated that respondents adjudged the effectiveness and legitimacy
(“fairness”) of pay in multi-dimensional terms, relating to perceptions of personal inputs
(skills and attributes), treatment at work, pay relative to others and according to their own
contingent household needs. All of these factors provide the context for the impact of pay on
well-being. However, it was also suggested that increased income, especially at and above
the “pivot (LW) range”, has the capacity to deliver multiple gains outside the workplace as
well as within in terms of enhanced capabilities and satisfaction. The findings tentatively
suggest that a policy context framed by narrow economic cost-benefit analyses (e.g. wage
costs vs employment) might miss the positive social externalities generated by higher pay.
Opportunities exist to extend our research. First, we acknowledge the generalisation
problems associated with qualitative, exploratory studies, especially with relatively small
(cell) numbers. More specifically, related to our methodology, we accept that the categories
used are not to be reified and may be tendentious but they are generated and deployed in
order to best capture and represent the overall subjective evaluation of pay efficiency by the
participants themselves. The exploratory analysis of a body of narratives may be effectively
supported by categorisation but deeper examination might be enhanced by alternative
approaches such as semi-structured interviews.
Second, Figure 1 is provided for illustrative purposes to support the empirical finding
that, notwithstanding differences in personal circumstances, a “pivot range” might be
identified that distinguishes basic from decent income in terms of potential thriving.
The approach was to apply a thematic analysis via manual and NVivo techniques to
identify any consistencies within the diverse sample that shed light on the link between
income and self-perceived capabilities. No claims can therefore be made about statistical
rigour. Furthermore, this research was conducted in New Zealand. Although its insights will
be most relevant to similar country contexts, the focus on the relationship between income
and capabilities is of more general concern. Subsequent comparative studies could provide
more knowledge on the context-specificity of a LW.
We hope our findings offers insights into the dynamic nature of the impact of incomes
on individual perceived capability, and future research might apply different methods
(e.g. surveys, mix-methods) to test and extend our results. Ideally, too, information about
income and career transitions over time would be beneficial. In particular, longitudinal
research would enhance understanding of whether a LW has short-term or enduring effects
on individual, family, workplace and societal well-being, and could fruitfully inform policy
debates around pay.

Note
1. Some participants provided information on their annual income while others (mostly part-time/
casual workers) provided hourly rates. Hourly wages were reconciled to an indicative annual total
based on provided average hours of work.
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