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Background: Several publications have documented the effects of economic recessions on health. However, little 
is known about how economic recessions influence working conditions, especially among vulnerable workers.
Objective: To explore the effects of 2008 economic crisis on the prevalence of adverse psychosocial working 
conditions among Spanish and foreign national workers.
Methods: Data come from the 2007 and 2011 Spanish Working Conditions Surveys. Survey year, sociodemographic, 
and occupational information were independent variables and psychosocial factors exposures were dependent 
variables. Analyses were stratified by nationality (Spanish versus foreign). Prevalence and adjusted prevalence 
ratios (aPRs) of psychological job demands, job control, job social support, physical demands and perceived job 
insecurity were estimated using Poisson regression.
Results: The Spanish population had higher risk of psychological and physical job demand (aPR = 1.07, 95% 
CI = [1.04–1.10] and aPR = 1.05, 95% CI = [1.01–1.09], respectively) in 2011 compared to 2007. Among both 
Spanish and foreign national workers, greater aPR were found for job loss in 2011 compared to 2007 (aPR = 2.47, 
95% CI = [2.34–2.60]; aPR = 2.44, 95% CI = [2.15–2.77], respectively).
Conclusion: The 2008 economic crisis was associated with a significant increase in physical demands in Spanish 
workers and increased job insecurity for both Spanish and foreign workers.
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Introduction
Spain was one of the fastest growing economies in 
Europe during the 1990s, attracting many foreign 
workers. However, economic growth ended with the 
2008 financial crisis. Subsequently, employment rates 
decreased sharply as a result of layoffs and business 
closure. The unemployment rate increased from 8.3% 
in 2007 to 25% in 2012.1 Several publications have doc-
umented effects of the economic recession on health 
in Spain2,3 and in other countries.4,5 However, little is 
known about the potential changes in working condi-
tions during the economic crisis. In the context of labor 
market uncertainty and limited employment opportuni-
ties, the study of psychosocial risks at work deserves 
special attention.

In the United Kingdom, the onset of an economic 
recession was associated with adverse psychosocial 
working conditions, prevalence of work-related stress 

and stress-related sickness absence.6 In addition, expo-
sure to negative psychosocial conditions at work may 
be greater during a time of recession.6 In Taiwan, Tsai 
and Chan found that in a population of financial and 
legal sector workers, the 2008 economic crisis had 
a significant impact on psychosocial work stress, 
although impact differed depending on workload and 
job insecurity.7

In Spain, foreign workers were significantly affected 
by the crisis,8 which had a large impact on low-skilled 
workers and those with temporary, flexible, or no-contract 
employment.9 Furthermore, job insecurity may influence 
foreign workers to accept lower wages and poorer working 
conditions in an attempt to retain their jobs.9 In addition, 
foreign workers often lack family and other social net-
works that may provide emotional support and financial 
assistance.

To our knowledge, no studies have explored the rela-
tionship between the 2008 economic crisis and changes 
in psychosocial working conditions among Spanish and Correspondence to: Elena Ronda, Public Health Department, University 
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foreign national workers. In this study, we assess whether 
the prevalence of adverse psychosocial working condi-
tions changed for Spanish and foreign workers between 
2007 (pre-economic recession) and 2011 (posteconomic 
recession).

Methods
Study sample
The study was based on the sixth and seventh editions 
of the Spanish Survey of Working Conditions (SSWC).10 
These cross-sectional surveys are representative of the 
Spanish working population and use a multi-stage ran-
dom sample design. A total of 11 054 (sixth SSWC) 
and 8892 (seventh SSWC) people were interviewed at 
home between December 2006–April 2007 and October 
2010–Febrary 2011, respectively. For this analysis, 
only workers employed at the time of the interview 
were included in the analyses (n = 10 402 in 2007 and 
n = 8,438 in 2011).

Variables
Survey year (2007 and 2011) was the independent varia-
ble. We adjusted for sociodemographic variables unlikely 
to be linked to the economic crisis in order to correct 
the potential differences between the two editions of the 
survey. These variables included: sex, age, and educa-
tion. Other occupational information included economic 
activity (service versus nonservice), employment status, 
and occupational social class. Nationality was defined as 
the status of belonging to a particular nation, whether by 
birth or naturalization (Spanish versus foreign). Analyses 
were stratified by nationality.

Psychosocial factor exposures
Psychological job demands (measured as the sum of 
seven items), job control (measured as the sum of six 
items), job social support (measured as the sum of two 
items), physical demands (measured as the sum of eight 
items), and perceived job insecurity (one item) were 
dependent variables in our analyses (see Appendix 1). For 
all items, response options were presented using 5-point 
Likert scales ranging from highest to lowest frequency 
of exposure. For each scale, a total score was calculated 
based on the sum of ratings. Scores were then dichot-
omized based on the median, with values equal to or 
above the median classified as adverse psychosocial fac-
tor exposures.11 Cronbach's coefficient alpha (α) showed 
internal consistency to be satisfactory: α = 0.71 for psy-
chological demands, α = 0.87 for job control, α = 0.73 for 
job social support, and α = 0.77 for physical demands.

Statistical analysis
Descriptive statistics were used to determine the preva-
lence of adverse psychosocial factor exposures that was 
estimated for each year and nationality. Chi-square tests 

were used to compare the differences for all explor-
atory variables between the years 2007 and 2011 by 
nationality. Adjusted prevalence ratios (aPR) and their 
95% confidence intervals (95% CI) were calculated by 
year and nationality using the year 2007 as the ref-
erence category. Adjustments to correct for potential 
differences between survey year that were unlikely due 
to the economic crisis were made for sex, age, edu-
cational level, economic activity, occupational social 
class, and employment status using a Poisson regres-
sion with robust error variance. These covariates were 
selected according previous research in the area of 
inequalities in health. Sampling weights were applied 
to reflect unequal sample inclusion probabilities and 
to compensate for differential nonresponse and frame 
undercoverage. All analysis were performed using Stata 
version 12.12

Results
Foreign workers made up a smaller proportion of the 
workforce in Spain in 2011 compared to 2007 (9.3% 
and 12.7%, respectively). Foreign workers were sig-
nificantly younger than Spanish workers. No changes 
in the distribution of education were observed for for-
eign workers between the 2 years, but the proportion of 
workers with a low level of education increased among 
Spanish nationals workers. In terms of employment sta-
tus, there were significant changes in the composition 
of the workforce between 2007 and 2011: in both pop-
ulations, there was a decrease in permanently employed 
workers and an increase in temporary and self-employed 
workers. In terms of occupational social class, the distri-
bution of foreign workers has changed little between both 
years. However, in the Spanish workforce, the propor-
tion of manual workers increased from 38.8% to 46.8%  
(Table 1).

Spanish national workers reported greater psycholog-
ical job demands than foreign nationals, and the preva-
lence increased between 2007 and 2011 (51.95% versus 
57.58%) (Table 2). Low job control, low social support, 
and high physical demands were more prevalent among 
foreign workers compared to Spanish nationals. Among 
both Spanish and foreign national, job insecurity increased 
between 2007 and 2011.

Spanish nationals reported higher psychological 
job demands in 2011 than in 2007 (aPR = 1.07, 95% 
CI = [1.04–1.10]). There was no significant difference in 
psychological job demands in foreign workers between 
2007 and 2011 (Table 2).

However, Spanish nationals reported less job con-
trol and less social support in 2011 compared to 2007 
(Table 2) (aPR = 0.97, 95% CI = [0.94–1.00] for low job 
control; and aPR = 0.85, 95% CI = [0.82–0.89] for low 
social support). No significant differences were found 
in social support and job control for foreign national 
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workers. Both Spanish and foreign national workers 
reported decreased physical demands in 2011, although 
after adjustment for explanatory variables, there was 
an increased risk in physical demands observed in the 
Spanish national workforce (aPR = 1.05, 95% CI = [1.01–
1.09] for Spanish; and aPR = 0.99, 95%CI = [0.90–1.09] 
for foreign). Finally, the greatest aPRs were found for job 
loss in Spanish and foreign workers in 2011 (aPR = 2.47, 
95% CI = [2.34–2.60]; aPR = 2.44, 95%CI = [2.15–2.77], 
respectively).

Discussion
This is the first study to examine changes in exposure 
to adverse psychosocial working conditions experienced 
by Spanish and foreign national workers before and after 
the 2008 economic recession. We found that among 
Spanish national workers, the crisis was associated with 
a significant increase in physical demands, and for both 
the Spanish and foreign national workforce, more than 
twofold increase in job insecurity. At the same time, the 
crisis was associated with reduction in the differences 
between Spanish and foreign national workers, especially 

Tanle 1  Distribution of sociodemographic and occupational characteristics in a sample of Spanish and foreign workers in 
Spain, 2007 and 2011

Spanish (n = 16 732) Foreign (n = 2108)

Year 2007 
(n = 9.080)

Year 2011 
(n = 7.652)

Year 2007 
(n = 1.322)

Year 2011 
(n = 786)

% % P-value % % P-value

Sex  < 0.010** 0.044
Male 59.7 54.1 59.3 54.7
Female 40.3 45.9 40.7 45.3
Age  < 0.001***  < 0.001***
16–24 9.0 3.1 10.8 3.6
25–34 28.3 20.1 40.9 34.5
35–44 30.6 32.6 30.0 36.6
45–54 21.3 29.2 13.5 19.0
>54 10.9 15.0 4.8 6.3
Educational level (years of education)  < 0.001*** 0.746
6–12 23.1 29.1 25.2 24.9
13–18 37.9 36.6 41.0 42.7
19+ 39.1 34.4 33.8 32.4
Employment status  < 0.001***  < 0.010**
Permanent employee with social 
security

59.8 67.1 49.7 56.1

Temporary employee with social 
security

20.1 14.7 37.4 29.1

Self-employee without workers 14.5 13.9 10.2 11.2
Self-employee with workers 5.6 4.3 2.7 3.6
Economic activity  < 0.001***  < 0.001***
Services 65.9 75.1 60.8 73.9
Nonservices 34.1 24.9 39.2 26.3
Occupational social class  < 0.001*** 0.226
Nonmanual 61.2 53.2 82.6 80.3
Manual 38.8 46.8   17.5 19.7

Table 2  Prevalence and aPR of exposure to work factors exposures in Spanish and foreign workers in Spain, 2007 and 2011

P: prevalence (per 100 individuals) of high psychological job demand, low job control, low social support, high physical demands, and 
perceived job insecurity, respectively; aPR: adjusted prevalence ratio by sex, age, educational level, economic activity, occupational social 
class and employment status; 95% CI: 95% confidence intervals; *P < 0.05; **P < 0.01; ***P < 0.001.

Spanish Foreign

Year P aPR 95% CI P aPR 95% CI

Psychological job demand
2007 51.95 1 (Ref.) 43.74 1 (Ref.)
2011 57.58 1.07 1.04–1.10*** 45.38 1.01 0.90–1.12

Job control
2007 48.87 1 (Ref.) 60.24 1 (Ref.)
2011 46.74 0.97 0.94–1.00* 59.94 1.09 0.97–1.13

Social support
2007 47.07 1 (Ref.) 52.43 1 (Ref.)
2011 39.55 0.85 0.82–0.89*** 51.04 0.98 0.88–1.10

Physical demands
2007 42.96 1 (Ref.) 58.70 1 (Ref.)
2011 40.38 1.05 1.01–1.09* 52.94 0.99 0.90–1.09

Job insecurity
2007 22.40 1 (Ref.) 28.78 1 (Ref.)
2011 50.45 2.47 2.34–2.60*** 64.21 2.44 2.15–2.77***
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in physical demand, although foreign national workers 
show a higher overall prevalence for psychosocial working 
conditions, including low job control, low social support, 
physical demands, and job insecurity. These results are in 
line with other studies that show a greater risk of exposure 
to adverse psychosocial occupational factors in the for-
eign versus native workforce, even in times of economic 
stability.11,12

The high risk of physical demand may be explained by 
the response of many firms to the crisis was to increase 
workload, extend the workday, and/or limited contract 
renewal and hiring. High physical demand, which was 
common among foreign national workers before the 
economic recession, is now equally affecting Spaniards. 
Special attention must be given to the increase in perceived 
job insecurity for both Spanish and foreign national work-
ers. Previous studies show that perceived job insecurity 
increases the probability of poor self-reported health.13 It 
has also been suggested that increased work stress may be 
a pathway through which the external economic environ-
ment leads to adverse health outcomes.14

There has also been an increase in the psychological 
burden in Spanish national workers. This trend began 
before the 2008 economic crisis, but has not impacted 
foreign workers. This finding is in line with other studies 
that suggest that foreign national employees might have 
lower expectations of their working environment, which 
could lead to little change in their perceptions from one 
economic climate to another.

The strength of this work lies in the fact that it is based 
on a survey using the same methodology and the same 
variables before and during the economic crisis. However, 
because we are using subjective measures and it is not 
possible to obtain objective measures of these exposures, 
we cannot rule out a reporting bias, even in an anonymous 
questionnaire. For foreign workers, cultural differences 
might influence the perceived freedom (or lack thereof) to 
express comments critical of working conditions and the 
employer.15,16 Finally, the questionnaire is only available 
in the Spanish language and differential understanding 
among native and nonnative Spanish speakers might lead 
to bias and the noninclusion of those who cannot speak 
Spanish.15 Taking appropriate steps to ensure employee 
wellbeing should be a high priority, especially in times of 
economic instability.
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Appendix 1: Psychosocial working conditions included in the sixth and seventh Spanish Survey of Working Conditions (SSWC)

Psychosocial work factor Items

Psychological job demand Support a high or very high level of attention
Work at very high speed
Work to strict deadlines
Attend several tasks simultaneously
Treat directly with people who are not employees in his/her workplace: customers, passen-
gers, pupils, patients, etc.
Perform complex tasks
Have a lot of work and he/she feels overwhelmed

Job control Not have the opportunity to do what know
Not have the opportunity to apply own ideas in the workplace
Not have autonomy in the order of tasks
Not have autonomy in the working method
Not have autonomy in the working place
Not have autonomy in the breaks distributions

Job social support Cannot get assistance from his/her colleagues when he/she asks for it
Cannot get assistance from his/her supervisors/boss when he/she asks for it

Physical demands Take painful of fatiguing positions
Lifting or moving people
Lifting or moving people heavy loads
Make a major force
Perform repetitive movements
Have little space to work comfortable
Having to reach very low/high objects
Working on unstable or irregular areas

Job insecurity Risk of job loss
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