
569

R E V I E W  P A P E R

Nofer Institute of Occupational Medicine, Łódź, Poland

International Journal of Occupational Medicine and Environmental Health 2020;33(5):569 – 598
https://doi.org/10.13075/ijomeh.1896.01553

EMPLOYMENT PRECARIOUSNESS
AND MENTAL HEALTH – UNDERSTANDING
A COMPLEX REALITY: A SYSTEMATIC REVIEW
MIREIA UTZET1,2, ERIKA VALERO1,2, ISABEL MOSQUERA1,2, and UNAI MARTIN1,2

1 University of the Basque Country UPV/EHU, Leioa, Spain
Department of Sociology 2
2 Social Determinants of Health and Demographic Change – Opik, Leioa, Spain

Abstract
Precarious employment has expanded during the last decades, but there is no full consensus on its definition, and its impact on mental health is not 
completely understood. The relevance of several micro- and macro-level variables in the association between precarious employment and mental 
health has not been fully addressed. This review has 2 aims: to identify scientific evidence on the relationship between various dimensions of pre-
carious employment and mental health, and to synthesize the inclusion of a gender-sensitive perspective, context variables, workers’ household 
variables, and the discussion of causal mechanisms underlying the association.  The literature was searched in PubMed, EMBASE, Web of Science 
and PsycINFO including articles dated 2010–May 2018. A minimum of 2 independent reviewers assessed each article regarding quality and eligibility 
criteria. The search retrieved 1522 papers, of which 54 (corresponding to 53 studies) met the inclusion criteria. Most of the studies analyzing job in-
security, temporariness and multidimensional approaches reported a significant association. Nevertheless, results for working time arrangements and 
downsizing are inconclusive. Around half of the studies included sex-stratified analyses and formulated contradictory conclusions. Overall, 7 studies 
considered workers’ household situation and only 3 delivered significant results, and 16 described some of the potential pathways. There is evidence 
of an association between various precarious employment approaches and mental health problems. Further research (preferably longitudinal) should 
aim to discuss theoretical models explaining the pathways between precarious employment and mental health, including a gender-sensitive perspec-
tive, and integrating several levels of individual and contextual variables. Int J Occup Med Environ Health. 2020;33(5):569–98
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INTRODUCTION
In modern societies, employment (or the lack of it) is 
a social determinant of health and, as such, can be a source 
of social and psychological wellbeing or of alienation and 
health-related problems [1]. After 30 “golden” post-war 
years of western capitalist societies, characterized by con-
stant economic growth and a generalized improvement in 
working conditions (mainly for men), the socioeconomic 

and political changes that started at the end of the 1970s 
resulted in the collapse of the normative model of employ-
ment. Standard employment with a permanent, full-time 
contract, a regular and “sufficient” salary, and employ-
ment rights shrank while precarious and flexible forms 
of employment dramatically increased. In this new con-
text, insecurity has become a feature of both the labor 
market [2] and the professional and social lives of work-
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A shortcoming in this topic is the scarcity of theoretical 
frameworks showing the causal mechanisms between dif-
ferent types of precarious employment and health [13]. 
The main causal pathways proposed in the literature are 
the financial threat and a potential loss of latent func-
tions of employment when working in precarious condi-
tions [16], the association of precarious employment with 
higher exposition to hazardous working conditions [17], 
and the workers’ uncertainty and lack of control over their 
work situation [4]. On top of that, models should include 
micro- and macro-level factors which individuals are em-
bedded in, and pathways between them, as well as precari-
ous employment and mental health outcomes. Starting at 
the micro level, studies on the differential impact of pre-
carious employment according to gender, social class, and 
migration status are needed. Due to gender-related his-
torical factors and gender division in the labor market and 
housework [18], a gender-sensitive perspective should be 
included. In addition, workers’ social support and house-
hold situation may mediate the impact of precarious em-
ployment on health [9,19], and little is known about it.
Moreover, the macro-level structures of the welfare state 
and labor market policies are important determinants of 
the extent of precarious employment and its health conse-
quences [20]. However, the knowledge on the interaction 
between macro-level structures and individual factors in 
the association of precarious employment and health is 
still limited. In this sense, the structural crisis that start-
ed in 2008 should be considered. The austerity and labor 
market reforms implemented in Europe posed threats to 
both working conditions and workers’ health. They led to 
a deterioration of employment and working conditions, 
and an increase in the rates of unemployment and precari-
ous employment across Europe [21], with strong effects on 
health, especially of those already vulnerable [22].
In this complex context, this review aims to update the ex-
isting evidence on the relationship between precarious 
employment (using both unidimensional and multidimen-

ers, especially in the case of young people, women and im-
migrants, among whom there is a growing perception that 
job insecurity is unavoidable [3].
One of the main challenges for research in this field is 
the lack of a clear definition of precarious employment, 
beyond it being a social determinant of health [4]. Most 
studies on precarious employment have been based on 
a unidimensional approach, and considered precarious em-
ployment mainly as job insecurity [5] or temporary work [2]. 
Although insecurity and temporariness are 2 key dimen-
sions, they represent only part of the concept of precarious-
ness [6]. In order to comprehend the complexity of this con-
cept, there is a need to adopt a multidimensional perspec-
tive [7]. In recent years, various multivariate approaches 
have been developed, such as the proposal by Rodgers [8], 
the Employment Strain Model [9], and the Employment 
Precariousness Scale (EPRES) [10]. The common denomi-
nator of these definitions is that precarious employment 
implies a lack of security in some aspect of employment and 
working conditions, vulnerability, low salaries, and few op-
portunities for training and professional development.
The impact of temporary employment on health has been 
identified through a higher risk of work-related injury, an 
increase in mental health problems and presenteeism, with 
potential long-term negative effects [11]. On the other 
hand, perceived job insecurity has been associated with 
poor mental health [5], and a deterioration in occupa-
tional health and safety [12]. Research based on multi-
dimensional approaches to precarious employment and 
its health consequences is still scarce, although there is 
a clear progress in this matter [13]. During the last decade, 
several studies have found evidence that precarious em-
ployment has an impact on physical, and particularly 
mental, health [14,15]. Two theoretical reviews published 
in 2007 [6] and 2014 [4] summarized different models, 
concepts and findings on precarious employment and its 
mental health consequences, but a systematic review with 
quality filters is relevant and still lacking.
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ers’ rights and working time arrangements. In addition 
to these individual dimensions, multidimensional ap-
proaches to precarious employment were also considered. 
Secondly, search terms for each of these dimensions were 
defined, as set out in Table 1. Those search terms included 
MeSH and free-text terms related to precarious employ-
ment, mental health and European countries.

Selection criteria
Studies were selected based on the following inclusion cri-
teria:
 – observational design;
 – active population (aged 18–65 years);
 – exposure to precarious employment (defined as single 

exposures or multidimensional approaches as outlined 
in the previous paragraph);

 – outcomes, including mental health outcomes (exclud-
ing suicide and sleeping problems);

 – data from European countries (Norway, Island, Liech-
tenstein and Switzerland, as well as European Union 
member states, including the UK);

 – written in English, Spanish or French;
 – published in 2010–May 2018;
 – inclusion of statistical results (relative risk, odds ratio, 

hazard ratio, etc.).
Studies that focused on precarious employment, but did 
not include an assessment of its association with mental 
health, were excluded.

Selection process
The study selection process was also carried out in 2 steps. 
First, references were selected based on reading their 
title and abstract. Then, the selection criteria were ap-
plied to the full text. All papers were screened by at least 
2 reviewers. In the case of disagreements, the decision was 
discussed until a consensus was reached. Finally, manual 
search of articles was done, and references cited in the pre-
vious reviews in the field were screened.

sional approaches) and mental health, to assess which in-
dicators were most widely used, and whether associations 
with mental health had been previously found. The inclu-
sion of the 4 key aspects in the association was also exam-
ined. These aspects were as follows: the incorporation of 
a gender-sensitive perspective; the discussion of hypothet-
ical causal mechanisms underlying the association; the in-
tegration of social, political and economic context vari-
ables (specifically, the welfare state policies and the crisis 
impact); and finally, the inclusion of workers’ social sup-
port and household variables. Finally, attempts were made 
to identify gaps in this area of knowledge, pointing out to 
future lines of research.

METHODS
A systematic review of the scientific literature was con-
ducted to identify studies on the association between 
precarious employment and mental health published 
in 2010–May 2018, based on data concerning the Europe-
an Union, Norway, Island, Liechtenstein and Switzerland. 
The start date was chosen because the economic recession 
peak was reached in 2009, and it was felt that the effects of 
the crisis and the austerity measures on the labor markets 
and working conditions would have already begun to be 
noticed in Europe. The systematic review was conducted 
according to the systematic literature review guidelines 
of the Centre for Reviews and Dissemination [23]. Over-
all, 4 databases were systematically searched: PubMed, 
EMBASE, Web of Science and PsycINFO.
The definition of the search terms related to precarious 
employment was developed in 2 steps. Firstly, based on 
the proposals by Rodgers [8], Amable [7], and Van Aerden 
[24], 9 dimensions of precarious employment were de-
fined: disempowerment and collective bargaining, down-
sizing and major organizational restructuring, employee 
involvement, income wages, job insecurity (fears related 
to the loss of a current job, finding a job, and changes in 
working conditions), temporariness, vulnerability, work-
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Table 1. Search terms used in the systematic review, including MeSH and free-text terms related to precarious employment, mental 
health and European countries, in the systematic review on employment precariousness and mental health (2010–2018)

Variable Search terms

Precarious dimension
disempowerment and 
collective bargaining

“collective bargaining”

downsizing and major 
organizational restructuring

downsizinga OR organisational changea OR organizational changea OR privatization

employee involvement “employee involvement”a

income wages working poor OR low wages OR low income* OR low salary OR inadequate income OR 
inadequate wages OR inadequate salary OR insufficient income OR insufficient wages OR 
insufficient salary

job insecurity employment insecurity OR “work insecurity”a OR “job insecurity”a OR “employment instability”a 
OR “work instability”a OR “job instability”a OR insecure employment OR insecure work OR 
insecure jobs

temporariness temporary employment OR temporary work OR temporary jobs OR nonpermanent employment 
OR nonpermanent work OR non permanent employment OR non permanent work OR non 
permanent job OR non-permanent employment OR non-permanent work OR discontinuous 
employment OR discontinuous work OR discontinuous jobs 

vulnerability “worker* vulnerability”a

workers’ rights workplace rightsa OR labour union OR labor union OR unionizationa OR unionisationa

working time arrangements fixed-term employment OR fixed-term work OR fixed-term jobs OR fixed-term contract OR 
fixed term employment OR fixed term work OR fixed term jobs OR fixed term contract OR work 
time control OR “worktime control”a OR “work-time control” a OR “inconvenient hours”a OR 
parttime employment OR parttime work OR part time employment OR part time work OR part 
time jobs OR part time contract OR part-time employment OR part-time work OR part-time 
jobs OR part-time contract OR fixed work scheduling OR flexible work scheduling OR over time 
employment OR over time work OR over time jobs OR overtime employment OR overtime work 
OR overtime jobs OR over-time employment OR over-time work OR over-time jobs OR “long 
working hours”a

multidimensional precariousnessa OR nonstandard employment OR nonstandard work OR nonstandard jobs OR 
non standard employment OR non standard work OR non standard jobs OR “non-standard 
employ*”a OR “non-standard work*”a OR “non-standard job*”a OR atypical employment OR 
atypical work OR atypical jobs OR contingent employment OR contingent work OR contingent 
jobs OR flexible employment OR flexible work OR flexible jobs OR precarious work OR 
precarious employment OR precarious jobs 

Outcome
mental health mental health OR mental disorders

Country austria OR belgium OR bulgaria OR croatia OR cyprus OR czech republic OR denmark OR 
estonia OR finland OR france OR germany OR greece OR hungary OR ireland OR italy OR 
latvia OR lithuania OR luxembourg OR malta OR netherlands OR poland OR portugal OR 
romania OR slovakia OR slovenia OR spain OR sweden OR “united kingdom” OR norway OR 
switzerland OR “european union” OR Europe OR “great britain”

a Not a MeSH term.
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cluded in the review, corresponding to 53 studies, as 1 study 
was described in 2 papers [26,27].

Characteristics of the studies
The main characteristics of the studies are presented in 
Table 3. Most of the studies had a (single) cross-sectional 
design, except for 6 repeated cross-sectional studies and 
12 longitudinal studies. They had been conducted in South-
ern Europe (12 in Spain), 12 in Nordic countries, 11 in 
Western Europe, and 2 in Central Europe, while a total of 
12 studies simultaneously analyzed data from various Eu-
ropean countries. More than half of the studies were pub-
lished in 2015 or later. The data analyzed were collected in 

Quality control and data mining
The quality of the studies included was assessed using 
the National Heart, Lung and Blood Institute’s Quality 
Assessment Tool for Observational Cohort and Cross-Sec-
tional Studies [25]. Based on the 14 questions of the qual-
ity assessment tool, the reviewers assigned each article 
a global evaluation indicating good quality, fair quality or 
poor quality. Longitudinal articles were assessed as poor 
quality if they had ≥4 negative answers, and as fair quality 
if they had 2–3 negative answers. Cross-sectional articles 
were evaluated as poor quality if they had >1 negative 
answer (except in items 5, 8 and 12), and as fair quality if 
they had 1 negative answer (except in items 5, 8 and 12). 
Articles graded as poor quality were excluded from 
the review. The studies included were synthesized using 
a data extraction table including:
 – general characteristics (author[s], year of publication),
 – methodological factors (reference population, samples, 

exposure variables, outcomes and study design),
 – results (types of statistical analysis, measures of asso-

ciation, direction and strength of the evidence),
 – conclusions.

RESULTS
The selection process is summarized in the study selection 
flow diagram in Figure 1. The database search retrieved 
a total of 1522 articles, this number being reduced to 1301 
by removing duplicates. Of these, 1154 were rejected after 
reading the title and abstract, and 7 articles were manually 
added after consulting the references cited in previous re-
views in the field. This yielded 154 articles to be screened 
based on the full text. Of these, 97 did not meet the inclu-
sion criteria, mainly because they did not assess the associ-
ation between precarious employment and mental health, 
the explanatory variable did not measure precariousness, 
or the dependent variable did not refer to mental health, 
while 3 studies were of poor quality (Table 2 – full results 
of the quality control analysis). Hence, 54 articles were in-

Records identified through
datebase searching (N = 1522):
• PubMed: N = 1077
• EMBASE: N = 172
• Web of Science: N = 235
• PsycINFO: N = 38

Record after duplicates removed (N = 1301)

Record screened (N = 1301) Record excluded (N = 1154)

Sc
ree

nin
g

Ide
nt

ific
ati

on
Eli

gib
ilit

y
Inc

lud
ed

Additional records
identified through 
other sources (N = 7)

Full-text articles
assessed for eligibility
(N = 154)

Full-text articles excluded,
with reasons (N = 100):
• no association measures: N = 30
• no mental health measures: N = 14
• no precarious employment
 measures: N = 29

• thesis, reviev articles,
 letters, etc.: N = 13

• other inclusion criteria 
 not met: N = 11

• poor quality: N = 3

54 articles included
(covering 53 studies)

Figure 1. Selection of the studies on the association between 
precarious employment and mental health published in 2010–
May 2018, based on data concerning the Europe an Union, 
Norway, Island, Liechtenstein and Switzerland – a flow diagram
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1995–2014 (except for some longitudinal analysis including 
earlier data), and 35 studies used data collected since 2009. 
Most studies analyzed representative samples of the general 
working population.

Dimensions of precarious employment  
and its association with mental health
Results are organized as a function of the dimensions of 
precarious employment analyzed (Table 3). The exposures 
studied were:
 – job insecurity (N = 20, 37.7%);
 – temporariness (N = 12, 22.6%);
 – multidimensional approach (N = 10, 18.9%), which 

was in turn subdivided into the job quality approach, 
the EPRES approach, and other multidimensional ap-
proaches;

 – working time arrangements (9, 17.0%);
 – downsizing and major organizational restructuring 

(5, 9.3%),
 – income wages (4, 7.5%).

In all the studies, the assessed mental health measures were 
subjective (psychological distress, depression, anxiety, and 
mental health symptoms) and were obtained using instru-
ments such as the General Health Questionnaire, the 36-item 
Short-Form Health Survey, the 5-item Mental Health In-
ventory and the Hospital Anxiety and Depression Scale.
Among the studies that analyzed organizational restruc-
turing processes, 3 found that individuals who kept their 
jobs were at a greater risk of depression, anxiety and psy-
chological distress (especially when such processes were 
reactive, and workers were not informed in advance). 
In 2 longitudinal studies, this effect was short-term. Out 
of the 4 studies assessing salaries, 3 found a significant 
association between a low salary and poor mental health 
in both sexes. Among the 20 studies that evaluated per-
ceived job insecurity, 18 found a significant association 
with depression, anxiety and mental health problems, also 
in both sexes. All 12 studies assessing temporary contracts Vi
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found significant associations, 9 in both sexes and 3 mainly 
in men. Out of the 9 studies analyzing working time ar-
rangements, 5 found working long hours to be associated 
with poor mental health, depression, psychological wellbe-
ing and common mental disorders (1 of them specifying 
whether the long hours were worked on a voluntary basis 
or not) in both sexes, and 2 studies found such associa-
tions only in the case of men. Finally, among the 10 stud-
ies that analyzed forms of precarious employment, which 
was specifically addressed as a multidimensional concept, 
all found significant associations with depression in both 
sexes (2 studies mainly in women), as well as with poor 
general mental health and psychological distress.
Summarizing the results in terms of sex stratification, 
only 22 (41.5%) studies presented the results this way. 
Regarding stratification by sex and dimension, it was 
carried out in 7 (58.3%) of the studies assessing tem-
porariness, of which 7 (70.0%) used a multidimensional 
approach, 2 (22.2%) analyzed working time arrange-
ments, 5 (25.0%) described job insecurity (3 included in 
the job insecurity section and 2 in the several dimensions 
section), 1 (20.0%) focused on downsizing, while no study 
assessed job income. Among them, 11 associations as-
sessed in 10 of the articles identified differences between 
men and women but the findings were not consistent. 
Two studies [28,29] concluded that women were more 
vulnerable to the consequences of long working hours, 
and 1 study [15] to the type of contract (no contract) and 
to part-time work. The other 7 articles found that tem-
porariness (measured with different types of variables) 
[30–33], insecurity about finding a job [17] and working 
>48 h/week [34,35] were associated with poorer mental 
health among men, but not among women.

Causal pathways
Among the studies that reported significant associations, 
21 described some of the potential pathways that associ-
ate precarious employment with mental health indicators 
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Macro- and micro-level factors
More than half (36, 66.7%) of the studies analyzed data past 
2008 (in repeated cross-sectional and longitudinal designs, 
at least 1 wave or follow-up). Among these, 13 (24.1%) 
described the context of the economic, political and social 
crisis; although only 5 conducted a more in-depth descrip-
tion of its influence in the association of precarious em-
ployment and mental health [17,27,28,37,38]. One study 
analyzing downsizing [27] concluded that the exposure 
to layoffs during the economic crisis had probably made 
the survivors exceptionally vulnerable to the stress of po-
tential reactive downsizing. Two studies analyzing employ-
ment quality [38] and working time arrangements [28] 
showed that part-time employment and working mod-
erately long hours were positively associated with poor 
female mental wellbeing in southern European countries. 
Both articles interpreted the results in the crisis context in 
which there was an increase in the participation of women 
in the labor market due to the weakening household econ-
omy. Two studies analyzing job insecurity [17,37] explained 
the high association between this dimension and mental 
health after 2008 in the context of high unemployment and 
job destruction after the crisis.

(Table 4). When studies proposed several different path-
ways, double counting was unavoidable, and findings for 
multiple-category studies were separated for each cate-
gory. These can be grouped into 5 different types of ex-
planation:
 – the breadwinner model (12 studies),
 – the economic deprivation model (5 studies),
 – the association between exposure to precariousness 

and poorer working conditions (4 studies),
 – the lack of control over one’s work situation (4 stud-

ies),
 – and the latent deprivation model (3 studies).

Considering the above observations, a conclusion can 
be drawn that causal pathways are more often discussed 
in studies analyzing temporariness (7 out of 12, 58.3%), 
income (3 out of 4, 75.0%) and multidimensional ap-
proaches (7 out of 10, 70.0%) than in those assessing 
working time arrangements (3 out of 9, 33.3%) downsiz-
ing (2 out of 6, 33.3%) and job insecurity (3 out of 20, 
15.0%). In most of the articles, pathways were proposed 
in a hypothetical way, and only in 2 of them [24,36] these 
pathways were tested by introducing in the statistical 
models control variables related to these pathways.

Table 4. Articles by exposure dimension and hypothesized pathways in the systematic review on employment precariousness  
and mental health (2010–2018)

Exposure 
dimension

Studies
[n]

Hypothesized pathway
[n]

lack of control breadwinner model
deprivation model precarious job 

linked to worse 
working conditionsfinancial benefits latent functions

Downsizing 6 1 [27] 1 [70]    
Income 4 1 [63] 1 [63] 1 [63]  
Job insecurity 20 2 [17,78]  1 [64]  
Temporariness 12 1 [63] 3 [32,59,80] 3 [36,59,63] 2 [63,65] 1 [66]
Working time 

arrangements
9 2 [29,63] 3 [28,29,60] 1 [63] 1 [63]  

Multidimensional 10 1 [67] 4 [14,15,38,67] 2 [62,67]  3 [24,43,67]

a Includes double counting.
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Despite the consensus regarding the need to adopt a multidi-
mensional perspective, there is still a lack of standardized ter-
minology, from univariate approaches to various multidimen-
sional conceptualizations [9,24,38,46]. For this reason, during 
the search stage of this review, attempts were made to include 
a large range of terms related to precarious employment, in 
order to understand the full extent of this phenomenon.
As it has been presented, the main dimensions studied in 
the literature continue to be job insecurity and temporari-
ness, which are indeed important issues but they merely 
provide a partial view of the reality [7]. Job insecurity 
concerns the possibility of losing one’s job in the coming 
months or the difficulty of finding a new job after becoming 
unemployed; however, some authors also address job inse-
curity in relation to the worsening of working conditions in 
the current employment [17,37]. In the first case, job insecu-
rity is more closely related to employment continuity, while 
in the second, it is more about a loss of control over one’s 
work, whether in terms of working conditions, or the nature 
or pace of work. Almost all the studies analyzed found an 
association between exposure to job insecurity and mental 
health problems, which is consistent with the findings of 
previous research [47].
Temporary jobs represent, by nature, a lack of security con-
cerning employment continuity. However, temporary work-
ers are not only insecure about their future employment; 
they also tend to face the worst working conditions [48] 
and have fewer opportunities for training and professional 
development, and less information regarding their work 
environment [12], among other issues. Such mechanisms 
may explain the finding that nearly all of the studies detect-
ed associations between having a temporary contract and 
mental health problems, in line with a previous review [2].  
Nevertheless, factors playing a moderating role, such as 
perceived job insecurity, motivational aspects (voluntari-
ness) and the workers’ social context should be taken 
into consideration in order to fully understand the mental 
health consequences of fixed-term contracts [49].

Twelve (22.2%) studies focused on various European Union 
member states. Including double counting, 5 (41.7%) of 
them analyzed job insecurity, 4 (33.3%) used a multidimen-
sional approach to precarious employment, 3 (25.0%) were 
based on working time arrangements, 1 (8.3%) focused on 
downsizing and 1 (8.3%) on temporariness. Most of these 
studies (as many as 9) performed statistical analysis adjust-
ing for context variables. The rest of the studies conducted 
analyses stratified by the state (1 study [39]) or the type of 
the welfare regime (2 studies [28,38]). The former present-
ed significant differences between countries for the frac-
tions of mental disorders. The last 2 concluded that the (dif-
ferential) vulnerability of men and women to precarious 
employment could be partly explained by welfare regimes. 
Specifically, the association was stronger in countries with 
traditional family models, deregulated labor markets and 
poor policy models balancing family life and work.
Finally, 7 (13.0%) studies considered the role of social and 
family support for workers in the association. In 2 cases 
[40,41], it was introduced as a confounder variable in the reg-
ression models and no further explanation was given. In 2 stu- 
dies [42,43], social support variables were found to have no 
impact on the association, while the other 3 studies demon-
strated that social and family support as well as the household 
situation decreased the impact of precarious employment  
(1 study, [19]), income and employment quality [44] and re-
structuring processes (1 study, [45]) on mental health.

DISCUSSION
The objectives of this paper were to review and summarize 
the evidence assessing the association between precarious 
employment and mental health. The authors found 53 stu dies 
of sufficiently good quality and reporting relatively recent 
data that met the inclusion criteria. They analyzed different 
aspects of precarious employment and almost all found sta-
tistically significant associations with mental health.
During recent decades, research on precarious employment 
and its consequences for workers’ health has spread [4,16]. 
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patterns in which women, young people and immigrants 
are most affected by precarious employment [14,24,38]. 
The 2 most widely used models are EPRES [10] and 
the quality of work life model [24], both based on the same 
theoretical framework. Nonetheless they are used differ-
ently in practice; one seeks to provide a measure of pre-
cariousness [14], while the other assesses the dimensions 
separately and evaluates their interaction [38].
The characteristics of precarious employment and its as-
sociation with workers’ health are widely determined by 
the macro-structural context [5]. Despite this, only 2 stud-
ies out of 13 that compared several European Union 
member states stratified the analysis by welfare state using 
Korpi’s typology based on family policies [56], and con-
cluded that it could be a relevant factor in the association 
between precarious employment and health [28,38]. These 
results are in line with a recent review [20]. The associa-
tion between precariousness and mental health may differ 
depending on the type of the welfare state, due to different 
levels of social protection [28]. Further, including the wel-
fare state characteristics in such analyses may explain 
some of the differences between men and women in terms 
of vulnerability associated with precarious employment 
(and its impact on health) [15,38]. Epidemiological de-
signs integrating contextual variables are needed to shed 
some light on the complex theoretical framework linking 
macro-level factors, precarious employment and health.
The current economic recession is not an isolated econom-
ic phenomenon but it involves long-term consequences for 
the labor market, employment and working conditions, 
as well as workers’ health [57]. Thus, more comparative 
studies are also needed to include and further explore 
the impact of the economic crisis on the growth of pre-
carious working conditions and its association with mental 
health, as only 5 of the studies, 2 of which were from South-
ern Europe, attempted to give an account of this.
On the other hand, only 7 studies considered workers’ 
social and family support, and/or household situation. 

The papers studying downsizing establish that there is an 
association between such processes and workers’ mental 
health although Falkenberg et al. [50] and Osthus [51] 
concluded that the impact on mental health was revers-
ible. These findings are in line with other reviews [2]. 
An organizational restructuring process implies the threat 
of being made redundant or at least some uncertainty re-
garding employment continuity, which represents a signif-
icant source of stress [27]. In order to reduce the impact, 
some authors have recommended embarking on restruc-
turing processes in a strategic way and ensuring that all 
stakeholders are informed [26,27].
The studies concerning working time arrangements, espe-
cially related to long working hours, are not conclusive. This 
finding is consistent with a recently published review [52], 
which found a minor association. Two of the papers, one 
studying work schedule assignment [53] and the other long 
working hours [35], found no association, and the 2 analyzing 
long working hours found such association only among men 
[35,54]. Unlike the previously discussed indicators, working 
time arrangements are more closely related to control over 
one’s work than uncertainty [29]. This dimension of precari-
ousness is strongly associated with the willingness to work 
long hours and, as established in the effort-reward model 
[55], with remuneration for the hours worked [29], though 
it is also associated with gender and the social structure 
in which workers operate, the welfare state, labor market 
regulations, social norms and family responsibilities [28,29]. 
Further, workers’ willingness to work long hours may not be 
real when there is external pressure to do so, in order to get 
a wage that would cover their social and family needs.
Finally, the results of multidimensional approaches show 
a clear association with mental health. In the last 8 years, 
a growing number of multidimensional conceptualizations 
of precarious employment have emerged. This is a more 
comprehensive approach to the reality, describing how all 
jobs are affected, to a greater or lesser extent, by precari-
ousness. This conceptualization also reveals marked social 
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accept worse working conditions, as well as intensify their 
work pace and increase their working time [24,33,43,66]. 
Finally, the lack of control that precarious workers have 
over their work; the future uncertainty and inability to 
prepare plans, as well as to achieve certain goals, can have 
negative effects on workers’  mental health [63,67].
Taking into account the gender-based segmentation on 
the labor market, and the glass ceiling and sticky floor 
which characterize it [68], the higher percentage of women 
with precarious employment [38], and the gender-based 
division of domestic-family work [69], precarious employ-
ment and its impact on mental health should be inter-
preted from a gender-sensitive perspective. Nevertheless, 
still only around half of the studies included in this review 
contained sex-stratified analyses. Despite a growing ten-
dency to include this perspective, in a review by Quinlan 
et al. [12] on the same topic, sex stratification was only 
performed in 9 out of 93 studies. Furthermore, studies 
draw contradictory conclusions regarding sex-dependent 
differences in the impact of precarious employment on  
health, some suggesting that precarious employment  
is more damaging for women [15,24] while others that it is 
more damaging for men [30–33,35]. It is still a neglected 
and not well-understood topic.
Finally, there are very few studies proposing and discuss-
ing (both theoretically and empirically) a multidimen-
sional definition, and conceptual frameworks that specify 
the micro- and macro-level pathways linking precarious 
employment and mental health. Thus, the political pro-
posals described in the studies mainly consist of improving 
employment and working conditions or extending sever-
ance packages and unemployment benefits. There seems 
to be a need for deeper reflection to understand precari-
ous employment as a well-defined multidimensional con-
cept, and as a potentially modifiable risk factor, to enable 
the design of public policies to minimize the extent of em-
ployment precariousness, and the development of mea-
sures to reduce its impact on health.

Only 3 concluded that social and family support reduces 
the impact of precarious employment on individuals’ 
mental health [19,44,45], a finding that is consistent with 
the existing scientific literature [9,58]. Two studies [42,43] 
found an insignificant impact of social support on the as-
sociation between precarious employment and workers’ 
mental health. Thus, the research on the influence of 
social and family support, in the precarious employment 
association with workers’ mental health, is still in its infan-
cy. There remain numerous areas to explore further in this 
line of research, such as the impact of precarious employ-
ment according to household composition, whether there 
are dependants, and whether other members of the house-
hold are unemployed or in precarious employment.
The studies analyzed propose different causal mecha-
nisms underlying the relationship between precarious 
employment and mental health. The most widely con-
sidered, and not usually accounted for in the precarious 
employment theory, is the breadwinner model. It explains 
the gender differences in mental health due to precarious 
employment in relation to the traditional roles of men 
and women regarding work and family: men’s life is more 
centered around paid work because they earn the family 
wage, while women do domestic and care labor. Thus, 
men’s mental health depends more on their situation on 
the labor market [14,17,24,32,38,59,60]. This could be 
especially relevant in the contexts where the traditional 
family model is still dominant [15,28,38].
The other exposed pathways are in line with those exposed 
in the introduction and in previous reviews [4,12]. First, 
the manifest and latent functions deprivation model, spe-
cifically pointing out that precarious employment implies 
fewer financial rewards [59,61–63], and a weakening of 
the employment latent functions, such as social integration, 
social and work status and identity, and self-fulfillment 
[27,63–65]. Second, the higher exposition of precarious em-
ployees to harmful working conditions. For example, pre-
carious workers, in order to keep their employment, may 
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Precariousness has become the normative model of employ-
ment, with repercussions on both the health and social life 
of workers. There continues to be a risk that the numerous 
definitions and theoretical approaches used mask the scale 
of the problem and weaken the capacity for political action 
concerning preventive measures. A standardized multidi-
mensional definition of precarious employment is crucial. 
Given the above this review sought to clarify the main re-
search results in the scientific literature, in order to set out 
the key definitions, findings and their limitations.

CONCLUSIONS
The scientific articles included in this review demonstrate 
that precariousness, as reflected both in the analysis of its 
main dimensions separately and in multidimensional ap-
proaches, is associated with mental health problems. Most 
of the studies analyzing job insecurity, temporariness and 
multidimensional approaches reported a significant asso-
ciation with mental health. Nevertheless, results for work-
ing time arrangements and downsizing are inconclusive.
Sex stratification was only performed in 9 out of 93 stud-
ies. Furthermore, studies draw contradictory conclusions 
regarding sex-dependent differences in the impact of pre-
carious employment on health.
Theoretical frameworks integrating both contextual and 
individual variables are needed to shed some light on 
the complex theoretical framework linking macro-level 
factors, precarious employment and health.
There seems to be a need for deeper reflection to under-
stand precarious employment as a well-defined multidi-
mensional concept, and as a potentially modifiable risk 
factor, to enable the design of public policies to minimize 
the extent of employment precariousness and the devel-
opment of measures to reduce its impact on health.
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Limitations and strengths
This review has some limitations. Notably, the large 
number of cross-sectional studies included implies that 
the results must be interpreted with caution since causality 
cannot be established with certainty, and the influence of 
the healthy worker effect cannot be ruled out. Although 
precarious workers are difficult to follow longitudinally, it 
seems necessary to analyze individuals’ employment histo-
ry and investigate how changes from one working situation 
to another affect their mental health, and whether such 
effects are reversible (as found in some longitudinal stud-
ies on organizational restructuring processes). Extending 
the analysis to include changes over time is a challenge, but 
at the same time necessary to properly assess the impact of 
precarious employment on workers’ mental health.
Further, a meta-analysis was not conducted. Although this 
type of analysis could have provided a clearer picture, it 
was not feasible due to differences between the studies 
when it comes to definitions of precarious employment, 
dimensions of mental health, study designs and statistical 
procedures. Another limitation, and potentially a source of 
bias, was the use of the same cohort or database in several 
of the studies included. Finally, the review focuses on peer-
reviewed studies. Thus, although this type of literature is 
relevant and informative, reports and articles published in 
non-peer-reviewed journals and other grey literature were 
not included. Lastly, publication bias may influence the in-
terpretation of the findings, so caution is necessary. How-
ever, as the results of the included studies analyzing similar 
exposures were not homogeneous, the risk of major publi-
cation bias may be considered moderate.
The main strength of this research was the fact that it pro-
vides a systematic review of an issue of great political, eco-
nomic and social importance, namely the association be-
tween precariousness (considering its different dimensions) 
and workers’ mental health. Further, it is a review of the 
studies published in the last 8 years, and most of the stud-
ies included analyzed data collected since the crisis of 2008. 
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