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Abstract
Objectives: The authors characterized the demographic, socioeconomic, and psychosocial work factors associated with performance of unskilled
manual work, and then identified the modifiable psychosocial work factors that affected the psychological well-being of these workers. Material and
Methods: This study analyzed data from the fifth Korean Working Condition Survey conducted in 2017. The study subjects were 37 081 Korean employees. The occupational classes investigated were: managers, professionals, and clerks; service and sales workers; and skilled or unskilled manual
workers. Results: Unskilled manual workers were more likely to be elderly and less educated, to have low income, to work fewer hours weekly, to have
a shorter work duration, to perform temporary or daily jobs, and to report poor subjective health and well-being. Unskilled manual workers were also
more likely to experience psychosocial hazards, such adverse social behaviors, a lack of job satisfaction, a lack of support from managers, and a poor
social climate. However, with statistical adjustment for demographic, socioeconomic, and psychosocial work factors, unskilled manual work was no
longer associated with poor psychological well-being, but psychosocial work factors were associated with poor psychological well-being. Conclusions:
The poor psychological well-being of unskilled manual workers cannot be explained by the intrinsic nature of this type of work. Instead, the poor
psychological well-being of these workers is associated with unfavorable psychosocial work factors, such as a poor employment status, a lack of job
satisfaction, a lack of support from managers, and a bad social climate. These results thus suggest that the modification of psychosocial work factors
may improve the psychological well-being of unskilled manual workers. Int J Occup Med Environ Health. 2021;34(6):789 – 804
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INTRODUCTION
Economic globalization has contributed to significant alterations in the nature of employment throughout the world.
These changes include widespread restructuring and downsizing by large private and public sector employers; changing employment status, especially a decline in the number
of permanent employees and an increase in the numbers of
temporary workers and self-employed subcontractors; and
a growing use of outsourcing and multi-tiered subcontracting [1–3]. Thus, many individuals now work on a tempo-

rary basis for ≥1 of the proliferating temporary employment agencies or specialized leased labor firms. Overall,
these workers have shorter contract durations and reduced
job security; more irregular working hours; increased employment by third parties, such as temporary employment
agencies; and a greater dependence on various forms of
dependent self-employment, such as subcontracting, franchising, and informal work arrangements [2–5].
Unskilled manual work is considered an elementary occupation, and 1 of 9 major groups of occupations accord-
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ing to the Korean Standard Classification of Occupations
(KSCO) [6] and the International Standard Classification
of Occupations (ISCO) [7]. Workers who have elementary
occupations perform unskilled manual work, only have
short on-the-job training, and require minimal skills, although their jobs may require physical strength and/or
endurance. Hence, unskilled manual workers can easily
adapt to different elementary occupations if they have adequate physical strength. Elementary occupations include
jobs in construction, mining, automobile driving, manufacturing, cleaning, security, food preparation, domestic
chores, sales, agriculture and fisheries, and other service
work. Unskilled manual workers accounted for 11.5%
of all waged workers in Korea during 2017 [8]. Most unskilled manual workers in Korea tend to get elementary
occupations after retirement from their primary jobs, at
the age of about 50 years. Thus, unskilled employees who
perform manual work tend to be older, have worse education and income, work fewer hours and for shorter durations, experience more ergonomic hazards, and have more
physical and mental problems [9–11]. They are, therefore,
considered to have precarious employment.
The status of these precarious workers often changes over
time, and they often shift among being non-standard workers, lower-skilled workers employed in microenterprises,
self-employed individuals without special skills or certifications, and temporarily unemployed persons [2,3,5,12].
Previous studies found that poor mental health was associated with precarious employment. In particular, Jang et al. [13]
found that precarious workers were more likely to have depressive symptoms; Min [14] showed that part-time workers
had a greater risk of suicide; Kim et al. [15] reported that
part-time, temporary, and daily workers had worse mental
health; and Ahn et al. [16] concluded that workers who had
daily employment were more likely to experience depression
and suicidal ideation.
However, very few studies have examined the mental
health problems of unskilled manual workers. A previ790
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ous study conducted by the authors of this article found
that workers who had unskilled and manual jobs were
older and less educated, had lower incomes, worked fewer
hours, and had more depressive feelings and suicidal ideation [9–11,16]. Another study showed that male unskilled
manual workers with non-standard employment were
more likely to experience occupational safety and health
problems than other non-standard workers [17].
Most research on the mental health of workers has been
based on 2 models – the demand-control-support (DCS)
model [18] and the effort-reward imbalance (ERI)
model [19]. However, the nature of work, industrial structures, and work processes were changed significantly
during recent years and, thus, the use of non-standard
contracts and job insecurity was increased [1,2]. In this
rapidly changing work life, pre-existing mental healthrelated models such as job strain (from the DCS) or ERI
may not be able to capture the psychosocial determinants
of mental health in precarious workers [20,21]. Thus,
the authors examined modifiable psychosocial work factors related to precarious workers such as long working
time, abusive behaviors, a lack of job satisfaction and support from managers, and a bad social climate, in order to
assess psychological well-being.
They first characterized the demographic, socioeconomic,
and psychosocial work factors associated with unskilled
manual work, and then identified the modifiable psychosocial factors that most affected the psychological wellbeing of these workers.
MATERIAL AND METHODS
Data source
This study analyzed data that was collected by the Korea
Occupational Safety and Health Agency in June–September of 2017 for the fifth Korean Working Condition
Survey (KWCS) [22]. The KWCS is a triennial survey
that assesses exposure to adverse working conditions,
workplace hazards, and health problems related to the
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workplace. The participants were representatives of workers in Korea aged ≥15 years during the survey period.
“Worker” was defined as working for pay or profit for ≥1 h
during the week prior to the interview; any individual with
a status of “retired,” “unemployed,” “a homemaker” or
“a student” was not included. The study used multistage
randomized sampling with stratification, and employed
the same districts that were used in the 2010 census.
There were 50 205 in-person household interviews, and
data were weighted so that the participants’ characteristics (region, locality, and place of residence; sex; age; employment status; and industry of employment) resembled
those of the overall working population of Korea. Previous research confirmed the content validity and reliability
of the KWCS [23].
Study subjects and definitions
Among 50 205 interviewed subjects, foreign workers,
self-employed persons, and employers were excluded.
The study subjects were 37 081 waged workers (i.e., “employees”). The occupational classes were: “managers, professionals, and clerks,” “service and sales workers,” and
“skilled or unskilled manual workers.” After categorization of the type of work as manual or non-manual, manual
work was considered to be skilled or unskilled. Individuals
with skilled manual work were in 3 of the 9 major groups
in the KSCO [6] and the ISCO [7]: “skilled workers related to agriculture, forestry and fisheries,” “craft and related trade workers,” and “workers related to equipment,
machine operating and assembling.” Unskilled manual
work was defined as “elementary occupations,” as in
the KSCO [6], and the major occupational group termed
“elementary occupations” in the ISCO [7]. Then, nonmanual workers were categorized as “managers, professionals, and clerks” or “service and sales workers.”
“Service and sales work” requires emotional labor, which
was described in a previous study as “the management of
feelings to create a publicly observable facial and bodily
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display” [24]. Emotional labor is, therefore, different
from other types of non-manual work that require cognitive skills, such as that performed by “managers, professionals” and “clerks” (mental workers). “Service and
sales workers” (emotional workers) often work in small
shops, shopping malls, banks, hotels, and restaurants [25].
Each individual was categorized as having a contract for
regular employment (≥1 year), temporary employment
(1 month–<1 year), or daily employment (<1 month).
After the survey was thoroughly described, each participant signed an informed consent agreement.
Measurements
Dependent variable
Psychological well-being was determined using the WHO
Well-Being Index (WHO-5) [26]. This scale rates positive
mood (good spirits and relaxation), vitality (being active
and waking up fresh and rested), and general interest
(being interested in things). The WHO-5 has 5 items that
assess the presence or absence of well-being over the last
2 weeks, and each answer is scored 0–25. An individual
with a score of <13 was considered to have poor psychological well-being, and was recommended to be tested for
depression [26].
Independent variable (psychosocial work factors)
Average weekly working time was classified as short working time (<40 h), moderate working time (40–47 h), long
working time (48–59 h), or excessively long working time
(≥60 h).
An individual’s satisfaction with his/her working conditions was determined by asking the following question:
“On the whole, are you very satisfied, satisfied, not very
satisfied, or not at all satisfied with the working conditions
in your main paid job?” For the analysis, the responses of
“very satisfied” and “satisfied” were reclassified as “satisfied,” and the responses of “not very satisfied” and “not at
all satisfied” as “not satisfied.”
IJOMEH 2021;34(6)
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Support from the manager was measured by asking if the
manager:
– respected the employee as a person,
– gave the employee praise and recognition when he/she
did a good job,
– was successful in getting people to work together,
– was helpful in getting the job done,
– provided useful feedback on the employee’s work,
– encouraged and supported the employee’s development.
The social climate at work was measured by asking if:
– the employees were appreciated when they did a good
job,
– the management trusted the employees to do their
work well,
– conflicts were resolved in a fair way,
– the work was distributed fairly,
– there was good cooperation between you and your colleagues,
– the employees generally trusted the management.
A 5-point Likert scale (1 – “strongly agree,” 2 – “tend
to agree,” 3 – “neither agree nor disagree,” 4 – “tend to
disagree,” and 5 – “strongly disagree”) was used to score
the answers to each of the 6 specific topics regarding support from managers and social climate, and a score above
the median indicated “support from managers” or “a good
social climate.”
Subjective health was measured by the question: “How
is your health in general?” with possible answers of “very
good,” “good,” “fair,” “bad” or “very bad.” For the analysis, the responses of “very good” and “good” were reclassified as “good,” the response of “fair” remained classified
as “fair,” and the responses of “bad” and “very bad” were
reclassified as “bad.”
Exposure to adverse social behaviors at work (from colleagues, superiors, or clients) was measured by asking
the following questions: “Over the last month, during
the course of your work, have you been subjected to any of
792
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the following: a) verbal abuse, b) unwanted sexual attention, c) threats, d) humiliating behaviors?” “Over the last
year, during the course of your work, have you been
subjected to any of the following: e) physical violence,
f) sexual harassment, or g) bullying/harassment?” The response options for each of these were “yes” and “no”, and
a “yes” indicated “exposure to adverse social behavior.”
Covariates
These data included sex, age in years (<40, 40–49, 50–59
or ≥60), education (lower than high school, high school
or higher than high school), monthly income in USD
(<1000, 1000–1999, 2000–2999, 3000–3999 or ≥4000), duration of employment (<1 year, 1–4, 5–9, 10–19 years or
≥20 years), and employment in a regular job, temporary
job or daily job.
Statistical analysis
The χ2 test was used to compare the different occupational classes, demographic factors, socioeconomic factors, and psychosocial work factors (Table 1). The odds
ratio (ORs) and 95% confidence intervals (95% CIs) for
poor well-being from the WHO-5 were calculated using
multiple logistic regression after adjustment for confounding using 2 models (model 1: age, education, and
income; model 2: all model 1 factors and weekly working
time, employment status, exposure to adverse social behavior, job satisfaction, support from manager, and social
climate). An assessment of the interaction of gender with
psychosocial work factors on poor psychological wellbeing was performed by adding several interaction variables to the logistic regression analysis: gender × occupational class, weekly working time, employment status,
exposure to abusive behavior, a lack of job satisfaction,
a lack of support from managers, and a bad social climate
at work.
The presence of a statistically significant interaction thus
indicated a gender difference for the effect of an inde-
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Table 1. Demographic, socioeconomic, and psychosocial work factors of Korean male and female waged employees in different occupational classes
based on the data from the 2017 Korean Working Condition Survey

<0.001

<0.001

<0.001

0.001

p

PSYCHOLOGICAL WELL-BEING IN UNSKILLED MANUAL WORKERS    

ORIGINAL PAPER

IJOMEH 2021;34(6)

793

794

IJOMEH 2021;34(6)
2510 (26.7)
2388 (25.4)
2630 (27.9)
1325 (14.1)

1–4 years

5–9 years

10–19 years

≥20 years

1344 (14.0)

no

7466 (77.9)

no
9173 (95.6)
371 (3.9)
47 (0.5)

regular

temporary

daily

Employment status

2116 (22.1)

yes

Poor psychological well-being

72 (0.8)

1445 (15.1)

average

bad

8072 (84.2)

good

Subjective health

8242 (86.0)

yes

Job satisfaction

561 (6.0)

mental work
(N = 9651)

<1 year

Work duration

Variable

63 (2.4)

477 (18.0)

2114 (79.7)

1997 (75.3)

655 (24.7)

27 (1.0)

430 (16.2)

2197 (82.8)

609 (23.0)

2041 (77.0)

153 (5.9)

374 (14.3)

550 (21.1)

1033 (39.6)

499 (19.1)

562 (8.8)

437 (6.8)

5419 (84.4)

4391 (68.4)

2025 (31.6)

127 (2.0)

1708 (26.6)

4582 (71.4)

2091 (32.6)

4318 (67.4)

842 (13.4)

1708 (27.1)

1537 (24.4)

1643 (26.1)

562 (8.9)

515 (22.5)

662 (28.9)

1113 (48.6)

1392 (60.9)

894 (39.1)

119 (5.2)

738 (32.2)

1433 (62.6)

933 (40.8)

1356 (59.2)

112 (5.0)

239 (10.7)

454 (20.3)

909 (40.6)

527 (23.5)

emotional
skilled
unskilled
work
physical work physical work
(N = 2653) (N = 6419) (N = 2290)

men
(N = 21 013)

<0.001

<0.001

<0.001

<0.001

<0.001

p

49 (0.6)

769 (9.3)

7456 (90.1)

6397 (77.3)

1877 (22.7)

81 (1.0)

1355 (16.4)

6837 (82.6)

1174 (4.2)

7095 (85.8)

474 (5.8)

1363 (16.8)

1999 (24.6)

3459 (42.6)

829 (10.2)

mental work
(N = 8275)

Participants
(N = 37 020)
[n (%)]

282 (5.9)

1463 (30.4)

3066 (63.7)

3517 (73.1)

1294 (26.9)

101 (2.1)

1273 (26.5)

3436 (71.4)

1080 (22.5)

3727 (77.5)

66 (1.4)

402 (8.5)

963 (20.3)

2202 (46.5)

1102 (23.3)

66 (6.8)

146 (15.1)

757 (78.1)

668 (68.9)

301 (31.1)

20 (2.1)

328 (33.9)

619 (64.0)

313 (32.5)

650 (67.5)

53 (5.5)

175 (18.3)

275 (28.7)

334 (34.9)

120 (12.5)

328 (16.8)

794 (40.6)

833 (42.6)

1162 (59.5)

791 (40.5)

130 (6.6)

818 (41.8)

1007 (51.5)

600 (30.7)

1355 (69.3)

23 (1.2)

176 (9.2)

391 (20.4)

871 (45.4)

457 (23.8)

emotional
skilled
unskilled
work
physical work physical work
(N = 4810) (N = 968) (N = 1954)

women
(N = 16 007)

<0.001

<0.001

<0.001

<0.001

<0.001

p

Table 1. Demographic, socioeconomic, and psychosocial work factors of Korean male and female waged employees in different occupational classes based on the data
from the 2017 Korean Working Condition Survey – cont.

ORIGINAL PAPER
    J. PARK AND Y. KIM

933 (96.7)
7742 (93.7)
1982 (86.6)

4316 (89.8)

108 (5.5)
32 (3.3)
518 (6.3)

5933 (92.5)
2342 (88.2)
9201 (96.0)
no

312 (11.8)
379 (4.0)
yes

Exposure to abusive behavior

3125 (33.8)
no

1051 (44.1)

482 (7.5)

2575 (42.1)

<0.001
307 (13.4)

489 (10.2)

1845 (94.5)

<0.001
405 (44.4)
3017 (38.9)
1145 (57.5)

1913 (46.2)

756 (47.6)
508 (55.6)
4732 (61.1)
3537 (57.9)
1332 (55.9)
6127 (66.2)
yes

Good social climate

3526 (38.4)
no

1180 (48.0)

2927 (47.6)

<0.001
848 (42.5)

2224 (53.8)

832 (52.4)

<0.001
1005 (59.5)
469 (50.4)
3434 (43.5)
1237 (59.3)

2169 (49.7)

4468 (56.5)
5661 (61.6)
yes

Support from managers

1277 (52.0)

3223 (52.4)

<0.001
848 (40.7)

2198 (50.3)

462 (49.6)

684 (40.5)

<0.001

PSYCHOLOGICAL WELL-BEING IN UNSKILLED MANUAL WORKERS    

ORIGINAL PAPER

pendent variable on poor psychological well-being. In this
case, ORs for conditional effects and ORs for main effects
were calculated to compare the effects of independent
variables according to gender. The absence of a significant
interaction indicated that the independent variable had
similar effects on poor psychological well-being in males
and females. The SPSS v. 20 software was used for these
statistical analyses, and a p-value of <0.05 was considered
statistically significant. The Hayes PROCESS macro for
SPSS was also used to determine whether the effect of psychosocial work factors (psychosocial work factors such as
weekly working time, abusive behaviors, job satisfaction,
support from managers, and a social climate) on poor psychological well-being varied in magnitude and nature as
a function of occupational class after adjustment for age,
sex, education, monthly income, employment status, and
any other psychosocial work factors [27,28].
RESULTS
Table 1 summarizes the study population, with classification by gender and occupation. Among men, 45.8% were
mental workers (managers, professionals, and clerks),
12.7% were emotional workers (service and sales workers), 30.6% were skilled manual workers, and 10.9% were
unskilled manual workers (elementary occupations).
Among women, 51.7% were mental workers, 30.0% were
emotional workers, 6.0% were skilled manual workers,
and 12.2% were unskilled manual workers.
Males and females had the same general relationships for
many of the analyzed variables. In particular, in the class
of unskilled manual work, both genders had higher proportions of workers who were elderly (≥60 years old), less
educated, and had low income. Both genders had higher
proportions of workers who worked <40 h weekly, higher
proportions of individuals who worked for <1 year, lower
proportions of workers with good subjective health, and
higher proportions of workers with poor psychological
well-being. Both genders also had lower proportions of
IJOMEH 2021;34(6)
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support from managers and lower proportions of working
in a good social climate.
However, there were some gender differences in job satisfaction and exposure to abusive behavior. Among males,
fewer individuals who reported job satisfaction were unskilled manual workers; among females, fewer individuals
who reported job satisfaction were skilled manual workers, followed by unskilled manual workers. Among males,
more individuals exposed to abusive behavior at work
were unskilled manual workers; among females, more individuals exposed to abusive behavior at work were service
and sales workers.
A crude logistic regression model (Table 2) indicated that
more emotional workers, skilled manual workers, and unskilled manual workers (OR = 1.156, 1.627, and 2.265,
respectively) reported poor psychological well-being than
mental workers, but the interaction terms were not significant (p > 0.05 for all). In other words, the occupational
class had similar adverse effects on the psychological wellbeing of males and females.
However, model 1 (a logistic regression model which accounted for age, income, and education) indicated statistical significance in the interaction terms. In other words,
skilled manual workers who were male (aOR = 1.330)
had poorer psychological well-being than mental workers who were male, whereas skilled manual workers and
mental workers who were female were equally likely to
report poor psychological well-being. Relative to mental
workers, those with unskilled manual jobs (aOR = 1.452)
had a greater probability of reporting poor psychological
well-being, and the interaction terms were not significant.
Workers aged ≥40 years were more likely to have poor
psychological well-being than those who were younger,
and workers with high school or higher educational levels
were less likely to have poor psychological well-being than
those in the lowest education group. Workers in higher
income groups were less likely to have poor psychological
well-being than those in the lowest income group.
796
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A logistic regression model that adjusted for all model 1
factors and for weekly working time, employment status,
exposure to abusive behavior, job satisfaction, support
from managers, and social climate (model 2) indicated that
unskilled manual work was no longer related to psychological well-being for both genders, and that individuals
who performed emotional work had a lower probability of
poor well-being (aOR = 0.762), with no statistical significance in the interaction terms. Female workers were less
likely to have poor well-being (aOR = 0.725) than male
workers. Workers with the longest weekly working time
(≥60 h) were more likely to have poor well-being (aOR =
1.324) compared to those who worked <40 h/week. However, males and females had a significant difference in
the interaction terms. In particular, males who worked
40–47 h (aOR = 0.815) were less likely to have poor psychological well-being than those who worked <40 h/week,
but weekly working time was unrelated to poor well-being
in females.
The analysis of the employment status indicated that
daily workers had a marginally significant increased risk
of poor psychological well-being. However, the model
(p < 0.05) indicated that female temporary workers had
a greater probability of poor psychological well-being
than female regular workers. Females exposed to abusive behavior at work had a greater probability of reporting poor well-being (aOR = 1.323), whereas exposure to abusive behavior at work was unrelated to wellbeing among males after adjustment for confounders
(p < 0.05). Workers who lacked job satisfaction, support
from managers, and those in a bad social climate were
more likely to report poor well-being with adjustment for
confounding (p > 0.05).
The authors also examined whether the effect of psychosocial work factors (psychosocial work factors such
weekly working time, abusive behaviors, job satisfaction,
support from managers, and social climate) on poor psychological well-being varied in magnitude and nature as
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Table 2. Multivariate logistic analysis of the association of poor psychological well-being with the occupational class,
demographic factors, socioeconomic factors, and psychosocial work factors in Korean waged employees
(the 2017 Korean Working Condition Survey)
Variable

OR (95% CI)

aOR (95% CI)
model 1

model 2

1.0 (ref.)

1.0 (ref.)

1.0 (ref.)

emotional work

1.156 (1.045–1.278)*

1.005 (0.900–1.122)

0.762 (0.671–0.865)*

skilled physical work

1.627 (1.515–1.748)*

1.330 (1.223–1.446)*

1.016 (0.925–1.115)

unskilled physical work

2.265 (2.056–2.495)*

1.452 (1.289–1.637)*

0.925 (0802–1.066)

n.s.

skilled physical
work × gender
p < 0.05; OR (men: 1.330*
vs. women: 1.051)

n.s.

1.035 (0.965–1.111)

0.986 (0.910–1.068)

0.725 (0.578–0.910)*

<40 years

1.0 (ref.)

1.0 (ref.)

40–49 years

1.235 (1.159–1.317)*

1.206 (1.125–1.294)*

50–59 years

1.234 (1.149–1.326)*

1.177 (1.087–1.274)*

≥60 years

1.254 (1.134–1.386)*

1.352 (1.206–1.515)*

1.0 (ref.)

1.0 (ref.)

high school

0.709 (0.639–0.785)*

0.778 (0.690–0.877)*

higher than high school

0.564 (0.502–0.634)*

0.667 (0.583–0.764)*

1.0 (ref.)

1.0 (ref.)

1000–1999 USD

1.055 (0.955–1.165)

0.945 (0.818–1.092)

2000–2999 USD

0.926 (0.833–1.031)

0.842 (0.720–0.986)*

3000–3999 USD

0.874 (0.777–0.983)*

0.862 (0.730–1.018)

≥4000 USD

0.838 (0.739–0.950)

0.901 (0.757–1.071)

Occupational class
mental work

occupational class × gender

Gender
women vs. men
Age

Education
lower than high school

Monthly income
<1000 USD

*

Weekly working time
<40 h

1.0 (ref.)

40–47 h

0.815 (0.683–0.973)*

48–59 h

1.023 (0.854–1.225)

≥60 h

1.324 (1.094–1.602)*

weekly working hours × gender

(40–47 h) × gender,
p < 0.05; OR (men: 0.815*
vs. women: 1.102)
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Table 2. Multivariate logistic analysis of the association of poor psychological well-being with the occupational class,
demographic factors, socioeconomic factors, and psychosocial work factors in Korean waged employees
(the 2017 Korean Working Condition Survey) – cont.
Variable

OR (95% CI)

aOR (95% CI)
model 1

model 2

Employment status
regular

1.0 (ref.)

temporary

0.949 (0.826–1.089)

daily

1.171 (0.995–1.377)

employment status × gender

Exposure to abusive behavior

temporary
employment × gender,
p < 0.05; OR (men: 0.948
vs. women: 1.194*)
1.016 (0.890–1.160)

exposure to abusive
behavior × gender

exposure to abusive
behavior × gender, p < 0.05;
OR (men: 1.016
vs. women: 1.323*)

Lack of job satisfaction

1.655 (1.525–1.795)*

lack of job satisfaction × gender
Lack of support from managers

n.s.
1.359 (1.252–1.476)*

lack of support from
managers × gender

n.s.

Bad social climate at work

1.982 (1.825–2.152)*

bad social climate at work × gender

n.s.

n.s. – non-significant; × – interaction.
* p < 0.05.

a function of the occupational class after adjustment for
age, sex, education, monthly income, employment status,
and any other psychosocial work factors than predictor (Table 3, Figure 1). Among the 5 psychosocial work
factors, the effect of weekly working time, job satisfaction, and abusive behaviors on poor psychological wellbeing depended on the occupational class, but the effect
of support from managers, and social climate on poor
psychological well-being did not. For unskilled manual
workers, the probability of poor psychological well-being
was the lowest in the weekly working time (40–47 h),
whereas for mental workers, the longer the weekly work798
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ing time, the greater the probability of poor psychological
well-being.
The association between a lack of job satisfaction and
poor psychological well-being was greater in unskilled
manual workers than that in other occupational class. For
unskilled manual workers, poor psychological well-being
was unrelated to exposure to abusive behavior, whereas,
for mental workers, poor psychological well-being was
positively associated with exposure to abusive behavior.
However, poor psychological well-being was positively associated with a lack of support from managers and a bad
social climate, irrespective of the occupational class.
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Table 3. B coefficients (95% CIs) of poor psychological well-being with interaction terms after adjustment for age, sex, education,
monthly income, employment status, and other work psychosocial factors in Korean waged employees
(the 2017 Korean Working Condition Survey)
Variable

B coefficients (95% CI)
mental work

emotional work

skilled manual work

unskilled manual work

Interaction (weekly
working time
× occupational
class)***
weekly working time
<40 h

0 (ref.)

0 (ref.)

0 (ref.)

0 (ref.)

40–47 h

0.053 (–0.168–0.274)

0.067 (–0.126–0.260)

–0.233 (–0.522–0.055)

–0.322 (–0.528–(–0.116))**

48–59 h

0.345 (0.099–0.590)**

0.080 (–0.119–0.279)

–0.267 (–0.564–0.030)

–0.174 (–0.407–0.060)

≥60 h

0.792 (0.452–1.132)***

0.367 (0.152–0.582)**

0.264 (–0.059–0.586)

0.018 (–0.225–0.260)

yes

0 (ref.)

0 (ref.)

0 (ref.)

0 (ref.)

no

0.515 (0.389–0.641)***

Interaction (job
satisfaction
× occupational class)*
job satisfaction
0.438 (0.305–0.571)*** 0.449 (0.312–0.585)***

0.714 (0.560–0.869)***

Interaction (exposure
to abusive behavior
× occupational
class)**
exposure to abusive
behavior
yes
no

0 (ref.)

0 (ref.)

–0.426 (–0.620–(–0.232))*** –0.019 (–0.215–0.177)

0 (ref.)

0 (ref.)

0.043 (–0.215–0.301)

0.062 (–0.194–0.318)

× – interaction.
* p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001.

DISCUSSION
The authors found several significant differences between
males and females in the variables of weekly working time,
employment status, and exposure to abusive behavior.
Females were less likely to report poor well-being than
males. However, males and females were similar in terms
of a lack of job satisfaction, a lack of support from managers, and a bad social climate at the workplace.
There were fewer male service and sales workers, and
fewer female skilled manual workers. In addition, indi-

viduals who were considered as unskilled manual workers were older, had worse education and income, worked
fewer hours weekly and had shorter work duration, had
temporary or daily employment, and reported poor subjective health and well-being. Furthermore, unskilled
manual workers experienced more psychosocial hazards,
such as abusive behavior at work, a lack of job satisfaction,
a lack of support from managers, and a bad social climate.
In Korea, most unskilled manual workers tend to get elementary occupations after retirement from their primary
IJOMEH 2021;34(6)
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Mean probability of poor well-being

a)
0.40
0.35

Occupational class
mental work
emotional work
skilled manual work
unskilled manual work

0.30
0.25
0.20
<40

40–47

48–59

≥60
Weekly working time [h]

Mean probability of poor well-being

b)
0.40
0.35

Occupational class
mental work
emotional work
skilled manual work
unskilled manual work

0.30
0.25
0.20
yes

no
Job satisfation

Mean probability of poor well-being

c)
0.40

Occupational class
mental work
emotional work
skilled manual work
unskilled manual work

0.35
0.30
0.25
0.20
yes

no
Exposure to abusive behaviors

Figure 1. Mean probability of poor psychological well-being
according to a) weekly working time b) job satisfaction,
c) exposure to abusive behaviors by occupational classes
800
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jobs at the age of about 50 years [8]. The present study
showed that unskilled workers aged ≥50 years accounted
for most of the unskilled workers (66.2% of males and
78.9% of females). The authors’ previous studies found
that individuals employed as unskilled manual workers
were older, less educated, had lower incomes, worked
fewer hours weekly, and reported depressive feelings and
suicidal ideation [9–11]. Another study showed that males
who were employed as unskilled manual workers and had
non-standard employment were more vulnerable to occupational safety and health problems than other non-standard workers [17].
However, the multivariate analysis which controlled for
demographic, socioeconomic, and psychosocial work factors indicated that unskilled manual work was no longer
significantly associated with poor psychological well-being. Thus, the poor psychological well-being of unskilled
manual workers is not intrinsic to this type of work; instead, it arises from exposure to multiple unfavorable
psychosocial work factors (employment status, exposure
to abusive behavior at work, a lack of job satisfaction or
support from managers, and a bad social climate) that are
associated with unskilled manual work.
In the present study, unskilled manual workers had
a greater association between a lack of job satisfaction
and poor psychological well-being than those representing other occupational classes. This is a novel finding in
the present study. Prior publications showed that low job
satisfaction was most strongly associated with mental and
psychological problems [29,30]. In addition, the sixth European Working Conditions Survey [31] grouped workers into 5 job profiles (21% high flying jobs, 25% smooth
running jobs, 21% active manual jobs, 13% under pressure jobs, and 20% poor quality jobs). Poor quality jobs,
to which 54% of essential occupations were subject, were
associated with lower levels of subjective well-being, satisfaction with working conditions, work-life balance, and
sustainability of work [31].
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For unskilled manual workers, the probability of poor
psychological well-being was greater in the short working
time (<40 h) as well as in the long working time (≥60 h)
whereas for non-manual workers, poor psychological wellbeing was greater in long working time (≥60 h) in the present study. These results regarding non-manual workers
are similar to those of previous publications which also
reported an association of long working time with poor
mental health [32,33]. However, unskilled manual workers who were older, had worse education and income,
and had temporary or daily employment, compared to
those representing other occupational classes, were motivated to increase their incomes by simply working more
hours [22]. These rewards may increase well-being in
terms of working time (40–47 h). However, working long
hours (≥60 h/week) may have an adverse impact on sleep
and work-life balance, eventually leading to poor psychological well-being.
For unskilled manual workers, poor psychological well-being was unrelated to exposure to abusive behavior, whereas for mental workers, poor psychological well-being was
positively associated with exposure to abusive behavior.
Compared to these findings, workers who experienced discrimination or sexual harassment had more psychological
problems in previous studies [34,35].
In the present study, poor psychological well-being was positively associated with a lack of support from managers and
a bad social climate, irrespective of the occupational class.
Other research found that workers who reported organizational injustices had more psychological problems [36,37].
Previous studies showed that a lack of support from managers was related to poor psychological well-being [29,30].
The present study is the first to evaluate factors related to
the psychological well-being of unskilled manual workers
and, therefore, has potential public health implications.
The authors found that the poor psychological well-being
of unskilled manual workers is not an intrinsic characteristic of this type of work, but is actually attributable
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to the unfavorable psychosocial work factors associated
with this type of work. Thus, modification of psychosocial
work factors may improve the psychological well-being
of unskilled manual workers. Employers should, therefore, improve the working conditions, and make an effort
to establish a good social climate at the workplace, and
managers should provide more support for these workers.
As a measure specific to unskilled manual workers, employers should encourage them not to work excessively,
rather than simply shortening their working time.
A major strength of this study is that it was based on representative survey data from the KWCS. The KWCS covers
all adult workers in Korea and employs rigorous quality
control measures.
This study, nonetheless, also has some limitations. First,
the study had a cross-sectional design, making it impossible to infer causality because of the possibility of reverse
causality or unknown intermediary factors that were responsible for the associations. The authors also did not examine the temporal relationships of performing unskilled
manual work with poor well-being. Thus, the “healthy
worker effect” could explain the association between unskilled manual work and poor mental health if individuals
who had prior mental health problems were more likely
to be employed as unskilled manual workers. However,
a previous study of this topic reported that adverse work
conditions had a greater impact on poor health, thus rejecting the “healthy worker effect” as an explanation [38].
Nonetheless, prospective studies are needed to confirm
causality in the associations identified here. Another limitation is that the authors used data that was self-reported
by workers rather than objective findings.
CONCLUSIONS
The authors characterized the demographic, socioeconomic, and psychosocial work factors associated with unskilled manual work, and identified modifiable psychosocial factors that affected the psychological well-being of
IJOMEH 2021;34(6)
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these workers. In particular, the effect of weekly working
time, job satisfaction, and abusive behaviors on poor psychological well-being depended on the occupational class.
Employers should, therefore, improve the working conditions, and make an effort to establish a good social climate
at the workplace, and managers should provide more support for these workers to improve the psychological wellbeing of unskilled manual workers.
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