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Even when living in relative prosperity, 
adolescents frequently report low levels of 
life satisfaction (Huebner, Drane, & Valois, 
2000; Larson, 2000). At the same time, a sub-
stantial number of adolescents reports feel-
ings of depression (Lewis, Jones, & Goodyer, 
2016). This is a severe problem as feelings 
of dissatisfaction and depression negatively 
affect almost all spheres of psychosocial 

functioning (e.g., physical health, the quality 
of interpersonal relationships) and are asso-
ciated with a significant impairment in 
multiple life domains (Frisch, 1999; Frisch 
et al., 2005; Furr & Funder, 1998; Lewinsohn, 
Redner, & Seeley, 1991).

Numerous studies have tried to understand 
how life satisfaction and depression develop 
in adolescence. These have mainly focused 
on family-related factors such as parental 
styles (Milevsky, Schlechter, Netter, & Keehn, 
2007), social influences such as relationships 
with peers, the school teacher and the neigh-
borhood (Oberle, Schonert-Reichl, & Zumbo, 
2011; Sarkova et al., 2014), and individual 
difference variables such as introversion and 

https://doi.org/10.5334/pb.516
mailto:Karin.Proost@ou.nl


Proost et al: Learning Opportunities and Mental Health 199

neuroticism (Cheng & Furnham, 2003). Up 
to now, no study has considered the relation-
ship between mental health of adolescents 
and the combination of school with part-
time work. Figures, however, show that a 
substantial number of adolescents combine 
school with student work. For example, in 
the United States about 31% of students are 
engaged in paid employment (U.S. Bureau of 
Labor Statistics, 2006) while in Europe, 24% 
of 15–24 years old engage in part-time work 
(European Foundation for the Improvement 
of Living and Working Conditions, 2004). 

We focus on one specific characteristic of 
school and part-time work, namely ‘learn-
ing opportunities’, as the primary goal of 
school is to offer opportunities to learn and 
to develop skills. Learning opportunities has 
also been defined as the utmost important 
characteristic in the work context for people’s 
mental health (Morrison, Cordery, Girardi, & 
Payne, 2005; O’Brien, 1980). We advance that 
looking at this characteristic both at school 
and at work may offer valuable new insights 
into adolescents’ mental health.

We add to the current literature on adoles-
cents’ mental health in four ways. First, based 
on the Job Demands-Resources model (JD-R 
model, Bakker & Demerouti, 2007), which 
received support in both job and school con-
texts (Alarcon, Edwards, & Menke, 2011), we 
suggest that adolescents’ mental health is 
related to participation in daily activities that 
offer opportunities for learning and devel-
opment. Second, while previous studies on 
adolescents’ mental health focus on one life 
domain or at best look at cross-over effects 

from student work to school (e.g., Derous & 
Ryan, 2008), we consider learning opportuni-
ties in and across two life domains. We argue 
that these domains mutually influence each 
other, that is from school to student work 
and vice-versa (Bronfenbrenner, 1992). Third, 
we build on Self-Determination Theory (Deci 
& Ryan, 1992, 2000) to suggest that intrinsic 
motivation at school and at work is the medi-
ating mechanism through which learning 
opportunities relate to the mental health of 
adolescents. Finally, we consider both a posi-
tive and negative indicator of adolescents’ 
mental health, instead of focusing on one 
broad, composite measure. Doing this may 
help us in formulating more specific practi-
cal guidelines to stimulate mental health of 
adolescents (Nes et al., 2013). The conceptual 
model of this study is presented in Figure 1. 

The Job Demands-Resources Model 
and Mental Health
The Job Demands-Resources model (Bakker 
& Demerouti, 2007; Bakker, Demerouti, & 
Sanz-Vergel, 2014) is a prominent model 
within the job stress literature that argues 
that job characteristics can be classified into 
job demands and job resources. Job demands 
are “physical, psychological, social or organi-
zational aspects of the job that require 
sustained physical and/or psychological 
(cognitive and emotional) effort or skills and 
are therefore associated with certain physio-
logical and/or psychological costs” (Bakker & 
Demerouti, 2007, p. 312). Examples are role 
conflict, an unhealthy physical environment 
or having an emotionally demanding job. Job 

Figure 1: Conceptual model of the study.
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resources are “physical, psychological, social 
or organizational aspects of the job that 
are either/or functional in achieving work 
goals, reduce job demands and the associ-
ated physiological and psychological costs 
and stimulate personal growth, learning and 
development” (p. 312). Most commonly stud-
ied examples are autonomy, social support 
and learning opportunities. 

As implied by the definition of job 
resources, the JD-R model attributes a cen-
tral role to learning opportunities, which 
are defined as opportunities to utilize and 
develop one’s skills (O’Brien, 1980). Several 
researchers have used the term ‘learning 
opportunities’ interchangeably with ‘skill 
utilization/development’ and define it as the 
extent to which the workplace requires the 
use of existing knowledge and skills but also 
offers opportunities to expand this knowl-
edge and skills (Holman & Wall, 2002; Proost, 
Van Ruysseveldt, & van Dijke, 2012). 

The JD-R model states that the availability 
of resources in general and the resource of 
learning opportunities in particular leads to 
enhanced well-being and life satisfaction. By 
having learning opportunities, people can 
apply their full range of expertise and even 
go beyond that by developing new skills and 
becoming even more competent (Morrison 
et al., 2005). As feeling effective and develop-
ing oneself is highly motivating for people, 
experiencing learning opportunities may 
lead to higher levels of mental health. 

Several studies within the occupational 
health literature have supported this argu-
mentation. For example, learning opportu-
nities at work have been found to be one of 
the most important predictors of job-related 
well-being (Axelrod & Gavin, 1980; Kets de 
Vries, 2001; O’Brien 1980; Proost et al., 2012), 
while a lack of learning opportunities has 
been found to lead to job-related depres-
sion (Bracke, Pattyn, & von dem Knesebeck, 
2013; Morrison et al., 2005). The relationship 
between learning opportunities at school and 
adolescents’ mental health, however, has 
been underexplored. Yet, it is long known 
that at all ages, people are keen to explore 

the world, develop and grow and engage in 
tasks to feel proficient and competent (White, 
1959). Although a school environment should 
– by definition – provide learning opportu-
nities, creating such opportunities can be “a 
complex and difficult process”, and should 
not be taken for granted (Cooner, 2010, p. 
284). We advance, however, that when stu-
dents see their school environment as pro-
viding many opportunities to learn, they 
will be more motivated and – hence – may 
experience improved mental health (Bakker 
& Demerouti, 2007; Hobfoll, 1989, 2002). 

Intrinsic Motivation as a Mediating 
Mechanism
The JD-R model further argues that one of 
the reasons why job resources are positively 
related to mental health is because of the 
intrinsic motivational role they play (Bakker 
& Demerouti, 2007). Intrinsic motivation is 
a core concept in self-determination theory 
(SDT, Deci & Ryan, 1992, 2000), in which 
it is contrasted with extrinsic motivation. 
While intrinsic motivation is defined as 
doing something because it is interesting 
or enjoyable, extrinsic motivation refers to 
doing something because it leads to a sepa-
rable outcome such as money or fame or the 
approval of the teacher in the school context 
(Ryan & Deci, 2000a). Intrinsic motivation is 
furthermore specified as “the inherent ten-
dency to seek out novelty and challenges, 
to extend and exercise one’s capacities, to 
explore, and to learn” (Ryan & Deci, 2000b, 
p. 70). Not only in childhood but throughout 
their lives, people want to learn, apply and 
develop their skills. Since learning opportu-
nities foster this basic human tendency to 
learn and develop (Ryan & Deci, 2000a), we 
suggest that learning opportunities have an 
intrinsically motivating potential. Empirical 
evidence supports this theorizing: Learning 
opportunities have been shown to lead to 
more pleasure and fun in the task (Harter, 
1978; White, 1959) and students who can 
deploy and develop their skills, reported to 
experience higher levels of intrinsic motiva-
tion in the task (Ryan & Deci, 2000b). 
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SDT further argues that doing something 
because it is fun and exciting, i.e., that is 
intrinsically motivating, increases gen-
eral well-being (Deci & Ryan, 2000). Many 
empirical studies support this assumption. 
For example, Burton, Lydon, D’Alessandro, 
and Koestner (2006) found significant posi-
tive relationships over time between intrin-
sic motivation and positive affect among 
elementary school children. They further 
showed in an experimental study among uni-
versity students that manipulating intrinsic 
motivation led to higher levels of life satisfac-
tion. The relationship between intrinsic aca-
demic motivation and depression was shown 
by Huang, Lv, and Wu (2016) among under-
graduate students.

Building on this literature, we formulated 
the following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1: Intrinsic motivation at 
school (partially) mediates the posi-
tive relationship of learning opportu-
nities at school with life satisfaction 
and the negative relationship with 
depression.

Hypothesis 2: Intrinsic motivation at 
work (partially) mediates the positive 
relationship of learning opportunities 
at work with life satisfaction and the 
negative relationship with depression.

Cross-Domain Relationships Between 
School and Student Work
Research traditionally looked at school 
and student work as distinct domains. The 
current literature, however, moved away 
from this conceptualization and considers 
both domains as interconnected. This idea 
is grounded in ecological systems theory, 
which reasons that people engage in a web 
of interrelated contexts in which they adopt 
different roles (Bronfenbrenner, 1992). Ford, 
Heinen, and Langkamer (2007) refer to ‘cross-
domain influences’, which can be defined as 
the extent to which characteristics of one 
domain influence the outcomes in the other 
domain.

Several studies focused on influences from 
the work domain to the school domain and 
showed a rather pessimistic picture (see Neyt, 
Omey, Verhaest, & Baert, 2019 for a literature 
review). For example, Steinberg, Fegley, and 
Dornbusch (1993) showed that students who 
engaged in paid work more than 20 hours per 
week became more disengaged from school 
and Warren and Cataldi (2006) showed that 
this trend is stable among students since 
the late 1960s. Similarly, Lens, Lacante, 
Vansteenkiste, and Herrera (2005) showed 
a negative relationship between time spent 
in student work and study motivation, study 
attitude, and academic achievement. McCoy 
and Smyth (2007) showed that part-time 
employment leads to underperformance and 
increased dropout among students in sec-
ondary education, even when controlled for 
possible selection effects by using propen-
sity score matching methods. Some studies, 
however, showed that students who worked 
less than 20 hours per week, profited from 
this student work in terms of better school 
performance, higher likelihood of going to 
the university and lower risk of dropping out 
of school (Lee & Staff, 2007; Stern & Briggs, 
2001). These contradicting findings suggest 
that the quantity of the time spent in work 
matters. 

Other studies showed that besides (and 
even more than) quantity, the quality of the 
job is important (Staff & Schulenberg, 2010). 
These studies showed a more optimistic pic-
ture of how paid work can have beneficial 
effects for students. For example, Mortimer 
(2003) showed that student work is condu-
cive to academic (i.e., educational achieve-
ment) and non-academic outcomes (i.e., 
occupational identity, goal setting) to the 
extent that the job encourages decision mak-
ing, career exploration, confidence-building, 
and competence. Also, student jobs that are 
relevant for the study and are performed in 
an autonomous way have been found to ben-
efit students’ academic performance (Derous 
& Ryan, 2008). 

In general, these studies show that engage-
ment in one activity and/or domain may 



Proost et al: Learning Opportunities and Mental Health202

have consequences for another activity and/
or domain. On the one hand, people may 
lose resources (e.g., energy, time) when they 
perform multiple tasks, especially in the 
case of role conflict. For example, when stu-
dent work is time consuming, adolescents 
have fewer resources to spend at school and 
at the same time need to invest more of 
their resources into the work role in order 
not to lose their work status (Neyt et al., 
2019). This actual loss of resources leads to 
underperformance and distress (Grandey 
& Cropanzano, 1999) and may explain the 
negative results reported above. On the other 
hand, when resources (e.g., learning opportu-
nities) can be gained in one domain, this can 
help people to cope with a lack of resources 
in another domain, or even gain resources in 
that domain, resulting in increased mental 
health (Hobfoll, 2002). For example, when 
adolescents can use and expand their skills 
in one domain through the learning oppor-
tunities offered, this may not only increase 
their intrinsic motivation in that and the 
other domain but also their general well-
being. The reason for this is that the context-
specific resource of learning opportunities 
may create more general resources such as 
energy and self-esteem, which can be used 
in other domains as well. This bigger arsenal 
of resources may help students than to cope 
with a lack of resources in the other domain 
and even build additional resources in this 
other domain, leading to increased intrinsic 
motivation and thus improved mental health 
(Baumeister, Campbell, Krueger, & Vohs, 
2003; Orth, Robins, & Roberts, 2008). 

Although the discussed empirical evidence 
only supports a positive spillover from work 
to school, theoretically this positive spillover 
may just as much work in the other direction. 
For example, students can gather resources 
such as knowledge and skills but also self-
esteem and energy at school which can help 
them to experience the student job as more 
challenging and pleasant. Based on this lit-
erature, we suggested that learning oppor-
tunities in one domain relate positively to 
intrinsic motivation in the other domain 

and hence relate positively to mental health 
through this cross-over effect. Specifically, 
we formulated the following mediation 
hypotheses:

Hypothesis 3: Intrinsic motivation at 
work (partially) mediates the positive 
relationship of learning opportunities 
at school with life satisfaction and the 
negative relationship with depres-
sion.

Hypothesis 4: Intrinsic motivation at 
school (partially) mediates the posi-
tive relationship of learning oppor-
tunities at work with life satisfaction 
and the negative relationship with 
depression.

Method
Participants and Procedure
Data for this study were collected as part of 
a larger survey on student employment in 
the Dutch speaking part of Belgium. In order 
to guarantee representativeness, we used an 
indirect sampling technique with probability 
proportional to size weights. The sampling 
frame consisted of all the schools organizing 
second and third grade secondary education 
in the Flemish Region, in general, technical 
and vocational formation (excluding stu-
dents in dual learning trajectories and in Arts 
education). We obtained this list from the 
Flemish Education Administration. In order 
to reduce clustering, we chose to construct 
elementary grade-formation units of student 
groups of one formation and one grade (so 
e.g., the second grade technical students of 
school X). The frame contained 2711 of these 
elementary grade-formation units in the 
Flemish Region. Initially, 60 units were rep-
resentatively sampled in such a way that the 
chance for a unit to be selected depended on 
the number of students in the unit (this is 
the probability proportional to size weight-
ing). In this way, each student had an equal 
chance to be selected. Schools that dropped 
out were replaced by another school, 
matched in terms of region, school net, and 
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school type. In the end, 34 schools partici-
pated in the study. 

Data collection occurred in two ways. In 
some schools, a university student, as part of 
the master thesis, collected the data during 
regular class hours. In other schools, ques-
tionnaires were administered by a teacher. 
In both cases, a strict protocol was followed 
in order to guarantee standardization of 
administration (see Adriaenssens, Verhaest, 
Van den Broeck, Proost, & Berings, 2014, for a 
detailed discussion of the sampling method). 
We clearly defined student work as part-time 
work that students got paid for in order to 
exclude unpaid traineeships or volunteering.

For the variables that were used in this 
study, 474 completed questionnaires were 
gathered from students that worked on a 
regular basis during the start of the new 
school year. 57% of the respondents were 
female, 17% of the students followed general 
secondary education, 46% followed techni-
cal education and 37% followed vocational 
education. On average students worked 9.82 
hours per week (SD = 15.12) and worked one 
day in the week (49%), mostly on Saturdays 
(76%). The average age of the respondents 
was 17.79 years (SD = 1.27). Table 1 gives 
an overview of the types of jobs students 
engaged in. The majority of the students 

worked in commercial and administrative 
jobs, followed by catering, tourism, recrea-
tion, transport and logistics. 

Measures
Learning opportunities at school and at work
The Leiden Quality of Work Questionnaire 
(LAKS, van der Doef & Maes, 1999) was used 
to measure learning opportunities at work 
and a commensurate measure was developed 
to measure learning opportunities at school. 
Both scales were measured with 4 items. 
Sample items are ‘My studies require that I 
learn new things’ and ‘My work requires that 
I learn new things’. Items were answered on 
a Likert-type scale, ranging from 1 (= totally 
disagree) to 5 (= totally agree). Cronbach’s 
alphas for learning opportunities at school 
and work were .76 and .83, respectively. 

Intrinsic motivation at school and at work
Commensurate measures were also used to 
measure intrinsic motivation at school and 
at work. Both scales were measured with 
2 items, adopted from the Questionnaire 
on the Experience and Evaluation of Work 
(QEEW, Veldhoven & Meijman, 1994). 
Sample items are ‘I enjoy school’ and ‘I enjoy 
work’. Items were answered on a scale from 
1 (= totally disagree) to 5 (= totally agree). 

Table 1: Overview of types of jobs students engaged in.

Occupational Field Examples

Commercial and administrative 34.6% Cashier (9.1%), general shop assistant (7.2%), stock clerk 
(5.9%), clothes shop assistant (4.4%)

Catering, tourism, recreation, 
transport and logistics

32.1% Barkeeper/waitress (10.8%), busboy (6.5%), kitchen 
employee (3.0%), fast-food employee (2.7%)

Environmental and agricultural 9.5% Dishwasher (4.9%), carwash attendant (0.6%), industrial 
cleaner (0.6%)

Techncal 8.6% Bakery operator (1.3%), Handyman (1.1%), navvy (0.4%)

Caring and social work 5.5% Babysitter (2.7%), caring assistant (1.9%), barber assis-
tant (0.6%)

Education 5.5% Sport instructor (4.4%), dance teacher (0.8%)

Other fields 1.7% Security guard (0.4%)

Unknown/missing 2.5%
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Cronbach’s alphas for the scales on intrin-
sic motivation at school and work were .77 
and .96, respectively. We believe these items 
accurately tap into intrinsic motivation (i.e., 
“doing something because it is interesting or 
enjoyable”, Ryan & Deci, 2000a, p. 55) as they 
question whether students enjoy school and 
work and find pleasure in doing it. 

Life satisfaction
Life satisfaction was measured with 
the Satisfaction with Life Scale (Diener, 
Emmons, Larsen, & Griffin, 1985). This scale 
has been extensively studied and showed 
adequate construct validity and internal 
consistency and is suited for use with ado-
lescents (Diener et al., 1985; Pavot & Diener, 
1993). A sample item is: ‘In most ways my 
life is close to my ideal’. The scale consisted 
of 5 items which were answered on a Likert-
type scale from 1 (= totally disagree) to 5 (= 
totally agree). Cronbach’s alpha for this scale 
was .81.

Depression
Depression was measured with the Center 
for Epidemiologic Studies Depression Scale 
(Radloff, 1977). This is a sound psycho-
metric instrument to detect depression 
(Roberts, Andrews, Lewinsohn, & Hops, 
1990). Several short versions have been 
developed and we used the 12-item version, 
validated by Roberts and Sobhan in a sam-
ple of adolescents (1992). A sample item 
is ‘During the past week, I felt depressed’. 
Items were measured on a Likert-type scale 
from 1 (= rarely or none of the time, i.e., 
less than 1 day) to 4 (= most or all of the 
time, 5–7 days). Cronbach’s alpha of this 
scale was .84, showing adequate internal 
consistency.

In order to verify the construct validity of 
these measures, we included all independent 
and dependent variables in an exploratory 
factor analysis with oblique rotation (i.e., pro-
max with Kaiser normalization). Rather than 
showing the expected six factors (i.e., learn-
ing opportunities at school/work, intrinsic 
motivation at school/work, life satisfaction 

and depression), based on the criterion of 
eigenvalue > 1 and the scree plot, this analy-
sis revealed a solution with seven factors. 
The items measuring depression loaded on 
two instead of one factor. Specifically, the 
positively worded items ‘felt just a good as 
other people’, ‘felt hopeful about the future’, 
‘was happy’ and ‘enjoyed life’ loaded on a 
separate factor. To further establish the fac-
tor structure of our data, we subsequently 
conducted two confirmatory factor analy-
ses with maximum likelihood estimation. 
A 6-factor solution showed a moderate fit 
to the data, X² = 914.51, p = .00, RMSEA = 
.06, CFI = .90, SRMR = 0.10, but only after 
allowing covariances between error terms 
for the positively worded depression items. 
This suggests that these items may load on 
a separate latent factor. The 7-factor solu-
tion with two latent factors for depression, 
one for the negatively worded items and one 
for the positively worded items, held a bet-
ter fit to the data, X² = 878.06, Δχ² = 36.45, 
Δdf = 4, p < .01, RMSEA = .05, CFI = .90, 
SRMR = 0.09. However, since the literature 
does not evidence two factors for depres-
sion and since the Cronbach’s alpha of the 
depression scale including both positively 
and negatively worded items indicated good 
internal consistency (i.e., α = .84), we decided 
to keep these items together in one scale on 
depression. We also did not want to opt for 
removing the positively worded items from 
the scale as it lowered the internal consist-
ency to .81.

Control variables
To control for the heterogeneity in the 
dataset, we included age, gender (0 = male; 
1 = female) and two dummies for type of 
education (1 = general secondary education, 
0 = other; 1 = technical education, 0 = other) 
in the analyses. Previous research has shown 
that older students and students in vocational 
education (followed by students in technical 
and general secondary education) participate 
more in student work (Adriaenssens et al., 
2014) and that women report higher rates 
of depression than men (Jack, 1991). We also 
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controlled for time spent in the job (“How 
many hours do you work per week?”) since 
we know from the literature review that 
spending more time in the job may lead to 
several negative outcomes (Lens et al., 2005; 
Steinberg et al., 1993; Warren & Cataldi, 
2006). 

Analyses
To test the hypothesized model, we used 
Structural Equation Modeling (SEM; STATA 
15.0) with maximum-likelihood estimation. 
We believe SEM is the most appropriate 
technique as it allows to test these more com-
plicated models in one analysis and provides 
model fit information. It also allows to con-
trol for correlations between the dependent 
variables (MacKinnon, 2008). 

In the following, we make a distinction 
between mediating effects and indirect 
effects, both falling under the concept of 
‘intervening effects’ (Mathieu & Taylor, 
2006). Mediation occurs when a significant 
direct relationship between the independ-
ent and dependent variable is explained by 
a third variable, the mediator. In the absence 
of this direct relationship, two variables 
can still be linked to each other through a 
third variable. In line with this more modern 
approach, we are also interested in a possi-
ble chain of events where the independent 
and the dependent variable are indirectly 
related through significant relationships of 
both of them with a ‘linking’ variable. Rather 
than speaking of mediation, this is called an 
‘indirect effect’ and the assessment of it does 
not require a significant direct relationship 
between the independent and dependent 
variable (Hayes, 2009; Preacher & Hayes, 
2008). We respect this difference in the rest 
of this text and use the term ‘intervening 
effects’ as the umbrella term. In order to test 
the hypotheses, the fit of the hypothesized 
model was compared to the fit of three 
alternative models with intervening effects 
(learning opportunities at school to all out-
comes; learning opportunities at work to all 
outcomes; both learning opportunities to all 
outcomes).

Results
The descriptive statistics and correlations 
between the variables in this study are pre-
sented in Table 2. Learning opportunities 
at school were positively related to intrinsic 
motivation both at school and at work as well 
as to life satisfaction but not to depression. 
Learning opportunities at work were posi-
tively related to intrinsic motivation at work 
and life satisfaction but also not to depres-
sion. Intrinsic motivation (at school and at 
work) was positively related to life satisfac-
tion and negatively related to depression. 

The hypothesized model (Model A, see 
Figure 1) fitted the data well (χ² = 35.85, 
RMSEA = .05, CFI = .93, SRMR = .03). The fit 
of this model was then compared to three 
alternative models. The model including 
direct paths from learning opportunities at 
school to the dependent variables showed 
a significant better fit to the data (Model B, 
χ² = 28.26, Δχ² = 7.59, Δdf = 2, p < .05). Also 
the model including direct paths from learn-
ing opportunities at work to the dependent 
variables led to a significant improvement in 
fit (Model C, χ² = 31.79, Δχ² = 4.06, Δdf = 2, 
p < .05) but these direct paths did not reach 
significance (i.e., β = .02, p = .60 for life sat-
isfaction and β = .08, p = .09 for depression). 
Finally, the model including all direct rela-
tionships between the two independent vari-
ables and both dependent variables showed 
an improvement in fit compared to model A 
(χ² = 25.35, Δχ² = 10.50, Δdf = 4, p < .01) 
but not compared to Model B (Δχ² = 2.91, 
Δdf = 2, ns). For reasons of parsimony, we 
report and interpret findings from Model B 
(see Figure 2).

 Hypotheses 1 and 2 suggested a mediat-
ing role of intrinsic motivation within the 
respective domain on the relationships 
between learning opportunities and the 
outcome variables. Concerning the school 
context, the direct path from learning oppor-
tunities at school to intrinsic motivation at 
school was significantly positive (β = .31, 
p = .00). Further, intrinsic motivation at 
school was significantly positively related to 
life satisfaction (β = .17, p = .00). Since also the 
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correlation between learning opportunities 
at school and life satisfaction was significant, 
one can speak of mediation and more specifi-
cally partial mediation since also the direct 
path from learning opportunities at school 
to life satisfaction was still significantly posi-
tive (β = .09, p = .05). Intrinsic motivation at 
school was also negatively related to depres-
sion (β = –.24, p = .00). However, since the 
correlation between learning opportunities 
at school and depression was not significant, 
we speak of an indirect effect between learn-
ing opportunities at school and depression. 

The same results were found with respect 
to the work context. The direct path from 
learning opportunities at work to intrinsic 
motivation at work was significantly positive 
(β = .33, p = .00) and intrinsic motivation 
at work related positively to life satisfac-
tion (β = .24, p = .00). Given that the direct 

relationship between learning opportunities 
at work and life satisfaction turned insignifi-
cant after controlling for intrinsic motivation 
at work, we can speak of full mediation. The 
path to depression was significantly nega-
tive (β = –.12, p = .01), showing a significant 
indirect effect. 

Concerning hypothesis 3 and 4, suggest-
ing cross-domain relationships, the path 
from learning opportunities at school to 
intrinsic motivation at work was not signifi-
cant (β = .06, p = .20). The direct path from 
learning opportunities at work to intrinsic 
motivation at school was significant but 
in the opposite direction as hypothesized 
(β = –.12, p = .01). As such, hypotheses 3 and 
4 were not confirmed by the data.

With respect to the demographic variables, 
the older group of adolescents experienced 
lower levels of life satisfaction (β = .–.09, 

Figure 2: Results of SEM analysis (Model B).
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p = .03) and higher levels of depression 
(β = .14, p = .00). Also female respondents 
reported lower levels of life satisfaction 
(β = –.11, p = .01) and higher levels of depres-
sion (β = .09, p = .05). Other relationships 
were not significant.

Discussion
This study aimed to investigate whether and 
how learning opportunities at school and at 
work influence life satisfaction and depres-
sion of adolescents. This study is the first to 
consider learning opportunities as a way to 
increase mental health of adolescents. Based 
on the JD-R model (Bakker & Demerouti, 
2007; Bakker et al., 2014) and SDT (Deci & 
Ryan, 1992; 2000), intrinsic motivation 
at school and at work was suggested as an 
explanatory mechanism. This study adds to 
the literature on adolescents’ mental health 
by integrating ideas from the occupational 
health literature with ideas from the edu-
cational literature, and thus allows to for-
mulate new insights into the promotion of 
mental health of adolescents.

Main Findings and Theoretical Implications
We concentrated on learning opportunities 
at school and work as a way to increase stu-
dents intrinsic motivation in each domain 
and consequently their mental health. We 
focused on the meaning of part-time work as 
a way to increase the mental health of ado-
lescents. Based on the JD-R model (Bakker 
& Demerouti, 2007; Bakker et al., 2014), we 
suggested that learning opportunities have 
important motivational implications and as 
such the potential to increase mental health. 
We predicted relationships both within 
and across domains on life satisfaction and 
depression, through intrinsic motivation. 
The results confirm the within domain 
hypotheses in the sense that learning oppor-
tunities at school and at work were positively 
related to life satisfaction and depression via 
intrinsic motivation at school and at work, 
respectively. This suggests, in line with SDT 
(Deci & Ryan, 1992, 2000), that learning 
opportunities may indeed have an important 

motivational potential and as such increase 
mental health. 

No support is found for the predicted 
cross-domain relationships. This is surprising 
as studies have shown that gaining resources 
in one domain can help people to cope with 
demands or gain additional resources in 
other domains. This idea has also received 
support in the literature on combining 
school with student work, showing that the 
combination of school with a high qual-
ity job leads to improved academic perfor-
mance (Derous & Ryan, 2008; Mortimer, 
2003; Shanahan & Flaherty, 2001). A possible 
explanation for the lack of significance in our 
sample may be the limited amount of time 
that students spend in student work. The 
students in this sample mainly worked one 
day a week in their student work, mostly on 
Saturdays. The fact that both activities were 
clearly separated in time may explain why no 
cross-domain influences were found.

Another possible explanation may be the 
limited resemblance between the skills that 
were developed in the studies versus the 
job. Derous and Ryan (2008) suggested that 
positive cross-domain effects may only be 
expected when the activities in one domain 
are perceived as relevant for the other 
domain. We studied relatively young adoles-
cents who were involved in student jobs for 
which typically no education was requested 
(e.g., helping in a restaurant, see Table 1). As 
the skills necessary for these jobs differ sig-
nificantly from the skills at school, feelings 
of competence and intrinsic motivation in 
one domain may not cross-over to the other 
domain. However, for students in vocational 
education, the boundaries between school 
and work may be less straightforward due 
to e.g., traineeships. Also the kind of jobs 
they engage in outside of school, may be 
more strongly linked to the skills they learn 
at school (see Adriaenssens et al., 2014). As 
such, for this specific group of students, 
stronger cross-domain relationships could be 
expected. We therefore looked at the cross-
domain relationships separately for each 
educational type and found that although 
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the relationship between learning opportu-
nities at school and intrinsic motivation at 
work was not significant in the total sam-
ple, nor in the group of students in general 
and technical education, this relationship 
became significant in the group of stu-
dents in vocational education (i.e., r = –.04 
for general education, r = –.01 for techni-
cal education, r = .20, p < .01 for vocational 
education). The skills learned at school may 
be more easily transferrable for this group 
of students to the work context, hence this 
significant relationship between what they 
learn at school and how motivated they are 
in their part-time job. Future studies on the 
combination of work and study could pay 
more attention to specific learning trajecto-
ries that make the transfer from learning to 
work more easy and may stimulate students’ 
intrinsic motivation across domains.

The negative relationship between learn-
ing opportunities at work and intrinsic moti-
vation at school was remarkable. Apparently, 
when students find a job in which they 
can develop their skills and consequently 
become intrinsically motivated for the job, 
this relates negatively to their motivation at 
school. Although future studies are needed 
to settle on the causality of this relationship, 
this suggests that a good job may stimulate 
a pull mechanism by attracting students 
towards it but at the same time also a push 
mechanism by pushing students away from 
school. This may especially be the case for 
students who already feel bored at school 
and who, through finding a motivating job, 
feel strengthened in their idea that they 
do not belong at school (see McNeal, 1997; 
Warren & Cataldi, 2006). 

Limitations
The sample for this study was selected in a 
representative way, guaranteeing the popula-
tion validity of our study. However, there may 
be some limitations to the data collection as 
we used a cross-sectional design and self-
report measures. As mentioned above, this 
way of collecting data (i.e., cross-sectional) 

implies that we cannot claim causality. We 
followed, however, some suggestions of Van 
der Stede (2014) to infer causality from cross-
sectional studies. First, the directions of the 
relationships proposed in our model were 
substantiated by a strong theoretical frame-
work (i.e., JD-R model, Bakker & Demerouti, 
2007; Bakker et al., 2014). Also numerous 
empirical studies in this domain have sup-
ported longitudinal effects of job character-
istics on well-being (e.g., Hakanen, Schaufeli, 
& Ahola, 2008). Second, we controlled for 
some possible confounding variables that 
could offer alternative explanations for the 
results obtained. For example, students in 
vocational education may observe less learn-
ing opportunities at school than students in 
general education. Other studies suggest a 
relationship between type of education and 
life satisfaction (Salmela-Aro & Tuominen-
Soini, 2010; Wouters, De Fraine, Colpin, 
Van Damme, & Verschueren, 2012), as well 
as to depression (Bjelland et al., 2008). As 
such, type of education may relate to both 
learning opportunities at school and indica-
tors of mental health, leading to a spurious 
correlation between learning opportunities 
at school and mental health. By controlling 
for this variable, we excluded this alternative 
explanation. However, the results remain 
explorative and should be replicated by 
other methodologies.

Second, self-reports are often accused 
from leading to common method bias 
although this criticism to self-reports is 
recently placed into question by several 
authors (Chan, 2009; Conway & Lance, 
2010). Moreover, we believe that self-reports 
were the most relevant measurement 
method in this study as we were basically 
interested in the subjective perceptions 
of the adolescents’ themselves about the 
learning opportunities in their study and 
job, their own experiences of intrinsic moti-
vation in the study and in the job, as well 
as their own perceptions of well-being. 
Previous studies have shown that subjec-
tive perceptions of job characteristics are 
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related to the objective job characteristics 
but that especially the first are relevant with 
respect to psychosocial outcome variables 
(Melamed, Ben-Avi, Luz, & Green, 1995). 
Another paper in Science by Oswald and 
Wu (2010) showed that measures of subjec-
tive well-being provide genuine information 
about the objective well-being of people. 
Based on this literature, we are confident 
that self-reports were the most appropriate 
measurement methods for this study.

Another limitation of this study is that we 
focused solely on learning opportunities, 
which is only one possible resource within 
the JD-R model. Other resources that may 
play an important role are supervisory/
teacher coaching, performance feedback and 
autonomy (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007). Also, 
to measure learning opportunities at school 
and at work, we used a well-validated scale 
in the domain of work-related learning (i.e., 
Leiden Quality of Work Questionnaire, Van 
der Doef & Maes, 1999). This measure is 
often used but is rather general and might 
not have captured the quality of the learn-
ing experience. This may also explain the 
lack of significance of the cross-domain rela-
tionships. Further studies could try to use 
different measures that capture whether the 
school environment is really perceived as a 
challenging, powerful learning environment 
or not (see e.g., Gentry & Springer, 2002; 
Young, Williamson, & Egan, 2016) or to use 
measures that capture more strongly the 
learning potential of the school/work envi-
ronment (see Nikolova, Van Ruysseveldt, De 
Witte, & Syroit, 2014).

Finally, we focused on two life domains 
of adolescents, namely school and student 
work. Adolescents, however, also participate 
in other activities such as extra-curricular 
activities offered by school (e.g., school radio 
stations, school newspaper), or other activi-
ties outside of school such as sports, youth 
associations and (electronic) networking 
with friends. These activities may be consid-
ered in future research as they may have an 
impact on academic performance, attitudes 

and aspirations (Darling, Caldwell, & Smith, 
2005) as well as on adolescents well-being 
(Valkenburg, Peter, & Schouten, 2006). 

Practical Implications
Research indicates that students often 
feel bored at school (Daschmann, Goetz, & 
Stupnisky, 2011; Larson & Richards, 1991). 
The results of the present study suggest that 
this problem can be overcome by offering stu-
dents the opportunity to develop and deploy 
their skills at school. In this way, school 
activities will be experienced as fun and chal-
lenging. Also the problem of low levels of life 
satisfaction and frequently reported feelings 
of depression may indirectly be tackled in 
this way. By intrinsically motivating students 
at school, life satisfaction increases and feel-
ings of depression decrease. 

Should students also be stimulated to 
combine their study with a student job? 
The present study suggests that motiva-
tion at school cannot benefit from doing 
so. However, students’ well-being can be 
improved by looking for another domain 
in which one can deploy one’s skills. As the 
results of this study showed, by offering stu-
dents the opportunity to learn at work, they 
feel intrinsically motivated at work and thus 
are more satisfied with their lives and experi-
ence lower levels of depression. In this study, 
we only focused on student work but possi-
bly, other domains can also offer this oppor-
tunity to learn and thus experience intrinsic 
motivation and as such increase the well-
being of adolescents. 

Conclusion
The main aim of this study was to examine 
the relationship between learning opportu-
nities at school and at work and adolescents’ 
mental health. Relationships were examined 
within and across both domains and intrin-
sic motivation was considered as a possible 
mediator. The results supported the within-
domain relationships but not the expected 
cross-domain relationships between learning 
opportunities and mental health.
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