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Abstract

IMPORTANCE Understanding the association between job characteristics and mental health can
inform policies and practices to promote employee well-being.

OBJECTIVE To investigate associations between job characteristics and mental health, work
absenteeism, and mental health care use among US adults.

DESIGN, SETTING, AND PARTICIPANTS This cross-sectional study analyzed data from the 2021
National Health Interview Survey and included adults aged 18 years or older who reported
employment during the past 12 months. Data were analyzed from May 2023 to January 2024.

EXPOSURES Job flexibility was assessed as a summative variable to 3 questions: perceived ease of
changing one’s work schedule to do things important to oneself or their family, regularity of work
schedule changes, and advance notice of work hours. Job security was measured as perceived
likelihood of losing one’s job.

MAIN OUTCOMES AND MEASURES Mental health outcomes included self-reported serious
psychological distress and frequency of anxiety. Work absenteeism was assessed using the number
of missed workdays due to illness. Mental health care use was examined for both current and past
year use. Multivariable logistic and binomial regression analyses were used to examine associations
of interest.

RESULTS The analytic sample consisted of 18 144 adults (52.3% [95% CI, 51.5%-53.2%] male; mean
age, 42.2 [95% CI, 41.9-42.6] years). Greater job flexibility was associated with decreased odds of
serious psychological distress (odds ratio [OR], 0.74 [95% CI, 0.63-0.86]; P < .001) and lower odds
of weekly anxiety (OR, 0.89 [95% CI, 0.81-0.97]; P = .008) or daily anxiety (OR, 0.87 [95% CI, 0.79-
0.96]; P = .005). Greater job security was associated with decreased odds of serious psychological
distress (OR, 0.75 [95% CI, 0.65-0.87]; P < .001) and lower odds of anxiety weekly (OR, 0.79 [95%
CI, 0.71-0.88]; P < .001) or daily (OR, 0.73 [95% CI, 0.66-0.81]; P < .001). Greater job flexibility
(incidence rate ratio [IRR], 0.84 [95% CI, 0.74-0.96]; P = .008) and job security (IRR, 0.75 [95% CI,
0.65-0.87]; P < .001) were each associated with decreased number of days worked despite feeling ill
over the past 3 months. Greater job security was associated with decreased absenteeism in the past
year (IRR, 0.89 [95% CI, 0.82-0.98]; P < .014).

CONCLUSIONS AND RELEVANCE Organizational policies that enhance job flexibility and security
may facilitate a healthier work environment, mitigate work-related stress, and ultimately promote
better mental health.
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Key Points
Question How are job characteristics,

such as job flexibility and job security,

associated with employee mental

health, work absenteeism, and mental

health care use?

Findings In this cross-sectional study of

18 144 US adults who were employed,

greater job flexibility was significantly

associated with reduced odds of

experiencing serious psychological

distress and experiencing anxiety.

Greater job security was significantly

associated with reduced odds of

experiencing serious psychological

distress and experiencing anxiety.

Meaning These findings suggest that

implementing workplace changes and

policies that increase job flexibility and

security may reduce work-related stress

and facilitate improved employee

mental health.
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Introduction

Mental health concerns are prevalent among adults in the US. A 2022 report from the Substance
Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration showed that 57.8 million adults (22.8%) aged 18
years and older experienced some form of mental illness in the last year; 19.4 million adults (7.6%)
reported having concurrent substance use disorder and any mental illness; and 12.3 million adults
(4.8%) seriously contemplated suicide.1 Data from 2023 indicate that one-third of US adults
experienced anxiety and/or depression, with about 50% of young adults aged 18 to 24 years
experiencing these symptoms.2

Job characteristics, such as job insecurity and limited flexibility, contribute to poor mental
health.3-5 Studies demonstrate that experiencing job insecurity and unemployment is associated
with onset of depressive symptoms,4 and work schedule instability increases likelihood of
psychological distress and job absenteeism.3 Furthermore, the COVID-19 pandemic exacerbated job
insecurity, particularly among employees with lower-wage positions.6 The US Census Bureau’s
Household Pulse Survey revealed that there were 4.2 million fewer jobs in October 2021 than in
February 2020, with low-wage jobs accounting for 59% of all jobs lost during that time period.7

Given that mental health is influenced by organizational characteristics, such as job flexibility
and job security, examining the associations between these exposures and mental health may
identify target areas of intervention to improve employee well-being. Job flexibility and job security
can be modified through a number of organizational approaches, such as expanding flexible work
schedules, providing remote or hybrid work options, enhancing tenure-based benefits, and investing
in training and upskilling programs to develop and retain talent.8,9 This study used cross-sectional
data from adults 18 years and older in the 2021 National Health Institute Survey (NHIS) and aimed to
(1) examine associations between job characteristics (job flexibility and job security) and mental
health (serious psychological distress and frequency of anxiety); (2) examine associations between
job characteristics and work absenteeism; and (3) examine associations between job characteristics
and mental health care use. We hypothesized that greater job flexibility and job security would be
associated with (1) decreased odds of experiencing serious psychological distress and decreased
frequency of anxiety; (2) decreased work absenteeism over the past 3 and 12 months; (3) decreased
number of days worked (despite feeling ill) over the past 3 months; and (4) increased mental health
care use (past year or current).

Methods

This cross-sectional study followed the Strengthening the Reporting of Observational Studies in
Epidemiology (STROBE) reporting guideline.19 Since the NHIS data are deidentified and public, the
study was determined not to be human participant research and was exempted by the University of
Arkansas Medical Services institutional review board. Informed consent was waived because data
were deidentified and had been previously collected.

Data Source
This study analyzed cross-sectional data from the NHIS 2021, which is an annual population survey.10

The NHIS includes data on health insurance, health care access, health services, health status, and
sociodemographic characteristics. The NHIS uses a complex, multistage probability sampling
technique with stratification and clustering designed to represent the civilian, noninstitutionalized
US population living in the 50 states and the District of Columbia. The National Center for Health
Statistics (NCHS), from the US Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, selects 1 adult aged 18
years and older from random households to gather information from face-to-face interviews. The
NCHS also randomly selects 1 child younger than 17 years, and a parent or guardian answers questions
about the child’s health. This study was based on the NHIS adult data file.
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Study Population
In 2021, 29 482 adults aged 18 years or older completed the interview. The analytical sample was
restricted to adults who reported employment over the past 12 months (1751 individuals), which was
captured by the question, “When was the last time you worked for pay at a job or business, even if
only for a few days?” Response categories included: “within the past 12 months; 1 to 5 years ago; over
5 years ago; never worked.” Adults who did not report working in the past week (“Last week, did you
work for pay at a job or business? Yes or No”) but worked within the past 12 months were included
(16 461 individuals). The final analytic sample included data from 18 144 adults after exclusion of 68
pregnant participants. After sampling weights application, this sample corresponded to an estimated
population of 168 084 992 US adults who were not incarcerated (Figure).

Measures
Three outcomes were analyzed: mental health (psychological distress and frequency of anxiety),
work absenteeism, and mental health care use (current or past year). For mental health,
psychological distress was measured by the Kessler-6, a 6-item questionnaire asking participants
whether they experienced the following in the past 30 days: depression or sadness, nervousness,
hopelessness, restlessness or fidgetiness, worthlessness, and feeling that everything was an effort.11

Each item is scored on a 5-point Likert scale (eg, 0, none of the time; 4, all of the time). Scores were
summed to yield a Kessler-6 summative quasi-interval scale ranging from 0 to 24. Scores were
dichotomized at the clinically validated cut point of 13 or more,12 classifying those with serious
psychological distress (scores of 13 or more) or not (scores of 12 or less). Frequency of anxiety was
captured by the question: “How often do you feel worried, nervous, or anxious? Daily, weekly,
monthly, a few times a year, or never?”

The second outcome, work absenteeism, was captured by 3 continuous measures: (1) number
of days missed while feeling ill over the past 3 months (0 to 90 days); (2) number of days worked
while feeling ill over the past 3 months (0 to 90 days); and (3) number of days missed in the past 12
months (0 to 130 days or more). The third outcome, mental health care use, was captured by 2
dichotomous measures: (1) received mental health counseling over the past 12 months (yes or no)
and (2) currently receiving mental health counseling (yes or no).

Two main exposures were analyzed: job flexibility, a summative variable based on the following
questions: “How easy or difficult is/was it for you to change your work schedule to do things that are
important to you or your family? Would you say very easy, somewhat easy, somewhat difficult, or
very difficult?” (1, very or somewhat easy; 0, somewhat or very difficult); “Did your work schedule at

Figure. Participant Flow Diagram
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your main job change on a regular basis?” (yes, 0; no, 1); “Approximately how far in advance do you
usually know or does your employer usually tell you the hours you are scheduled to work on any
given day?” (0, less than a week; 1, more than a week). The summative variable ranged from 0 to 3,
with higher scores corresponding to greater job flexibility. The summative variable approach allowed
us to conceptually capture a more comprehensive measure by combining questions that assess
multiple aspects of work flexibility experiences and statistically mitigate potential challenges relating
to multicollinearity of highly correlated individual variable items.

Job security was captured by the question: “Thinking about the next 12 months, how likely do
you think it is that you will lose your job or be laid off?” Responses were reverse coded as 3 (not at all
likely), 2 (somewhat likely), 1 (fairly likely), or 0 (very likely), with higher scores indicating higher job
security. We examined both exposures continuously to capture a wide range of variation, allowing for
a more nuanced exploration of their effects on outcomes across various levels of job flexibility and
job security.

Covariates included biological sex (male or female), age, race or ethnicity, education, income (%
federal poverty level), marital status, health insurance coverage, number of adults and children in the
household, if they were born in the US, disability status, depression diagnosis (have you ever been
told by a doctor or other health professional that you have depression; yes or no), and number of self-
reported chronic health conditions. Race and ethnicity were self-identified. The race and ethnicity
categories were predetermined by the NHIS and not determined by the investigators. Participants
could identify as Hispanic, non-Hispanic American Indian or Alaskan Native, non-Hispanic American
Indian or Alaskan Native and any other group, non-Hispanic Asian, non-Hispanic Black, non-Hispanic
White, and other single or multiple races. Race and ethnicity were included in the study as covariates
because both are associated with the exposures (job flexibility and job security) and are associated
with the outcomes (mental health).

Statistical Analysis
For descriptive analyses, we computed percentages for categorical variables and means for
continuous variables. Bivariate analyses of each outcome by each of the exposure variables were
performed. Adjusted Wald tests were used to determine statistically significant differences across
exposure categories. Multicollinearity among independent variables (exposures and covariates) was
assessed with the variance inflation indicators (VIF) and indicated no multicollinearity, as all VIF were
less than 2.50 (mean [minimum-maximum] VIF, 1.34 [1.04-1.69]).13 Both unadjusted and adjusted
regression analyses were conducted to account for potential influence of covariates.

To test our first hypothesis that greater job flexibility and job security are associated with
decreased odds of experiencing serious psychological distress (adults without serious psychological
distress as the reference group), we used multivariable logistic regression. For the categorical
outcome of frequency of anxiety, we used multinomial logistic regression, with adults who reported
never experiencing anxiety as the reference group.

The second hypothesis that greater job flexibility and security are associated with decreased
work absenteeism over the past 3 and 12 months was tested using negative binomial (NB)
regressions. For count outcome with overdispersed data (variance > mean) and excess zeros, NB
regression is a more suitable technique than Poisson regression. The choice of NB vs zero-inflated NB
(ZINB) was made based on epidemiological studies showing no significant difference between the
NB and ZINB models, with results from NB being more straightforward to interpret than ZINB.14,15

Multivariable logistic regressions were conducted to test our third hypothesis that job flexibility and
security were associated with increased odds of mental health care use.

The magnitude of the independent associations was gauged with odds ratios (ORs) for logit
models and incidence rate ratios (IRRs) for count models along with 95% CIs. Statistical significance
was a priori determined at α = .05. All descriptive and regression analyses accounted for the complex
NHIS survey design (ie, final survey weights were used to compute unbiased estimates of descriptive
parameters and regression parameters and design-based standard errors reflecting variance in the
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weights).16 Since NHIS imputed income data were used, missing data accounted for less than 5%;
thus, complete case data analyses were conducted. We did not expect findings from regression
analyses to change significantly due to low missingness.17 All analyses were performed with STATA SE
version 17 (StataCorp).18 Data were analyzed from May 2023 to January 2024.

Results

Descriptive Analysis
Sociodemographic Characteristics of the Study Population
The study population included a diverse group of 18 144 participants, with males representing 52.3%
(95% CI, 51.5%-53.2%) of the population and with a mean age of 42 (95% CI, 41.9-42.6) years.
Participants identified as Hispanic (17.7% [16.4%-19.1%]), non-Hispanic Asian (6.2% [95% CI,
5.7%-6.8%]), non-Hispanic Black (11.4% [95% CI, 10.5%-12.4%]), non-Hispanic White (61.9% [95%
CI, 60.2%-63.5%]), and other or multiracial (2.8% [95% CI, 2.3%-3.3%]).

Mental Health Profile
An estimated 3% of participants reported serious psychological distress, with 31.4% (95% CI, 30.6%-
32.2%) experiencing anxiety symptoms a few times a year, 13.3% (95% CI, 12.7%-13.9%) monthly,
16.1% (95% CI, 15.5%-16.8%) weekly, and 12.2% (95% CI, 11.7%-12.8%) daily. Participants worked a
mean of 2.0 (95% CI, 1.7-2.2) days while feeling ill over the past 3 months, missed 1.4 (95% CI, 1.3-1.5)
days, and had a mean of 4.6 (95% CI, 4.3-4.9) days missed in the past 12 months. Additionally, 60.6%
(95% CI, 58.0%-63.2%) were currently receiving mental health counseling whereas 11.4% (95% CI,
10.8%-12.0%) of those not currently in mental health counseling received such services in the past
year (Table 1).

Bivariate Analysis
Adults with serious psychological distress (those with clinically validated scores of 13 or higher on the
Kessler-6 scale) faced significantly lower job flexibility and job security ratings compared with their
counterparts with lower distress levels (mean difference, 0.12 [95% CI, 0.04-0.20]; P = .003; mean
difference, 0.23 [95% CI, 0.14-0.32]; P < .001, respectively). Those with daily anxiety had
significantly lower job flexibility and job security ratings compared with their counterparts without
anxiety (mean difference, 0.05 [95% CI, 0.01-0.10]; P = .022; mean difference, 0.11 [95% CI,
0.07-0.15]; P < .001, respectively).

Job flexibility ratings remained consistent regardless of how many days individuals missed work
due to feeling ill in the past 3 months. However, adults with no absenteeism during this period
reported significantly higher job security ratings (mean difference, 0.04 [95% CI, 0.01-0.07];
P = .02). Adults who abstained from working while feeling ill in the past 3 months experienced
significantly higher job flexibility and job security ratings than their counterparts who worked at least
1 day while feeling ill during this period (mean difference, 0.10 [95% CI, 0.07-0.14]; P < .001; mean
difference, 0.09 [95% CI, 0.06-0.12]; P < .001, respectively).

While job flexibility ratings were significantly higher among those who avoided missing any
work days and those who missed at least 1 day in the past 12 months, job security ratings did not vary
significantly between these 2 groups (mean difference, 0.09 [95% CI, 0.06 to 0.12]; P < .001; mean
difference, −0.01 [95% CI, −0.03 to 0.01]; P = .497, respectively). There were no significant bivariate
associations between any of the job characteristics and engagement in mental health counseling
(current and throughout the past 12 months). See Table 2 for weighted means with corresponding
95% CIs and P values.
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Table 1. Descriptive Statistics of the Study Populationa

Characteristic Weighted % (95% CI)

Mental health

Experienced psychological distressb

No 97.2 (96.9-97.4)

Yes 2.8 (2.6-3.1)

Frequency of anxiety

Never 27.0 (26.1-27.9)

A few times a year 31.4 (30.6-32.2)

Monthly 13.3 (12.7-13.9)

Weekly 16.1 (15.5-16.8)

Daily 12.2 (11.7-12.8)

Work absenteeism, weighted mean (95% CI), d

No. of days worked while feeling ill over the past 3 mos 2.0 (1.7-2.2)

No. of days missed while feeling ill over the past 3 mos 1.4 (1.3-1.5)

No. of days missed in the past 12 mos 4.6 (4.3-4.9)

Mental health care use

Currently receiving counseling or therapy from mental health professionals

No 39.4 (36.8-42.0)

Yes 60.6 (58.0-63.2)

Received counseling or therapy from mental health professionals, past 12
mos

No 88.6 (88.0-89.2)

Yes 11.4 (10.8-12.0)

Exposures, weighted mean (95% CI)

Job flexibility (0-3) 1.06 (1.05-1.07)

Job security (0-3) 2.78 (2.77-2.79)

Confounders

Biological Sex

Male 52.3 (51.5-53.2)

Female 47.7 (46.8-48.5)

Age, weighted mean (95% CI), y 42.2 (41.9-42.6)

Race or ethnicity

Asian 6.2 (5.7-6.8)

Black 11.4 (10.5-12.4)

Hispanic 17.7 (16.4-19.1)

White 61.9 (60.2-63.5)

Other or multiracialc 2.8 (2.3-3.3)

Education

Bachelor’s degree or less 59.5 (58.4-60.7)

More than a Bachelor’s degree 40.5 (39.3-41.6)

Marital status

Single, divorced, or widowed 38.2 (37.3-39.1)

Married or partnered 61.8 (60.9-62.7)

Born in the US

No 18.8 (17.7-20.0)

Yes 81.2 (80.0-82.3)

Household compositions, mean (SD)

No. of adults in household 2.1 (2.1-2.1)

No. of children in household 0.7 (0.7-07)

Health insurance coverage

No 9.7 (9.0-10.4)

Yes 90.3 (89.6-91.0)

(continued)
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Table 1. Descriptive Statistics of the Study Populationa (continued)

Characteristic Weighted % (95% CI)

Disability status

Not disabled 96.2 (95.9-96.6)

Disabled 3.8 (3.4-4.1)

Income, % FPL

<100 7.1 (6.6-7.8)

100-199 14.8 (14.1-15.5)

200-299 15.6 (15.0-16.2)

300-399 13.5 (12.8-14.1)

≥400 49.0 (47.9-50.2)

Ever diagnosed with depression

No 84.7 (83.9-85.4)

Yes 15.3 (14.6-16.1)

No. of chronic conditions other than depression (0-10), mean (SD) 0.69 (0.68-0.71)

Abbreviation: FPL, federal poverty level.
a Source: 2021 National Health Interview Survey—

National Center for Health Statistics. Analytical study
sample size (n = 18 114) and weighted sample size
estimated at a representative population
(N = 168 084 992) of adult civilians living in the
United States.

b Measured by Kessler-6. A score of 13 or more
indicated experiencing psychological distress, and a
score of less than 13 indicated not experiencing
psychological distress.

c Other includes non-Hispanic American Indian or
Alaskan Native or any other race not listed.

Table 2. Bivariate Associations Between Exposures and Outcomesa

Outcome

Exposures, weighted mean (95% CI)

Job flexibility Job security
Mental Health

Experienced serious psychological distressb

Yes 1.07 (1.05-1.08) 2.79 (2.77-2.80)

No 0.94 (0.87-1.02) 2.56 (2.47-2.64)

Frequency of anxiety

Never 1.09 (1.06-1.11) 2.79 (2.77-2.81)

A few times a year 1.05 (1.02-1.07) 2.81 (2.79-2.83)

Monthly 1.09 (1.05-1.14) 2.80 (2.77-2.83)

Weekly 2.80 (2.77-2.83) 2.76 (2.73-2.78)

Daily 1.03 (0.99-1.07) 2.68 (2.64-2.72)

Work absenteeismc

No. of days missed while feeling ill over the past 3 mos

0 1.07 (1.05-1.08) 2.79 (2.78-2.81)

≥1 1.04 (1.00-1.07) 2.76 (2.73-2.78)

No. of days worked while feeling ill over the past 3 mos

0 1.08 (1.06-1.09) 2.80 (2.79-2.81)

≥1 0.98 (0.95-1.01) 2.71 (2.68-2.74)

No. of days missed in the past 12 mos

0 1.10 (1.08-1.12) 2.78 (2.76-2.79)

≥1 1.01 (0.99-1.03) 2.78 (2.77-2.80)

Mental health care use

Received counseling or therapy from mental health
professionals in the past 12 mos

No 1.06 (1.05-1.08) 2.78 (2.77-2.80)

Yes 1.07 (1.03-1.11) 2.75 (2.72-2.79)

Currently receiving counseling or therapy from mental
health professionals

No 1.09 (1.02-1.15) 2.78 (2.73-2.82)

Yes 1.06 (1.01-1.11) 2.74 (2.70-2.78)

a Source: 2021 National Health Interview Survey—
National Center for Health Statistics.

b Measured by Kessler-6. A score of 13 or more
indicated experiencing psychological distress, and a
score of less than 13 indicated not experiencing
psychological distress.

c Work absenteeism variables measured in continuous
days was dichotomized as 0 and �1 day.
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Regression Analysis
Associations Between Job Characteristics and Serious Psychological Distress
Greater job flexibility was associated with a 26% decrease in the odds of serious psychological
distress (OR, 0.74 [95% CI, 0.63-0.86]; P < .001). Greater job security was associated with a 25%
decrease of serious psychological distress (OR, 0.75 [95% CI, 0.65-0.87]; P < .001).

Associations Between Job Characteristics and Frequency of Anxiety
Job flexibility was associated with a 9% decrease in odds of experiencing anxiety a few times a year
(OR, 0.91 [95% CI, 0.85-0.98]; P = .008) and an 11% decrease in the odds of experiencing weekly
anxiety (OR, 0.89; [95% CI, 0.81-0.97]; P = .008). Job security was associated with a 21% decrease
in the odds of weekly anxiety (OR, 0.79; [95% CI, 0.71-0.88]; P < .001).

Similarly, greater job flexibility was associated with a 13% decrease in the odds of daily anxiety
(OR, 0.87 [95% CI, 0.79-0.96]; P = .005), while greater job security was associated with a 27%
decrease in the odds of daily anxiety (OR, 0.73 [95% CI, 0.66-0.81]; P < .001).

Associations Between Job Characteristics and Absenteeism
As job flexibility increased, the estimated number of days absent (due to feeling ill) over the past 3
months increased, with change in work absenteeism increasing by 11% (IRR, 1.11 [95% CI, 1.01-1.22]).
In contrast, as job security increased, short-term absenteeism decreased by 17% (IRR, 0.83 [95% CI,
0.73-0.94]; P = .004). As job flexibility and job security increased, the estimated number of days
worked while feeling ill over the past 3 months decreased, corresponding to a decrease of 16% (IRR,
0.84 [95% CI, 0.74-0.96]; P = .008) and 25% (IRR, 0.75 [95% CI, 0.65-0.87]; P < .001). As job
security increased, long-term absenteeism decreased by 11% (OR, 0.89 [95% CI, 0.82-0.98];
P = .02). Job flexibility was not associated with long-term work absenteeism (ie, 1 year).

Job flexibility was not significantly associated with past-year mental health counseling, whereas
greater job security was associated with an 11% decrease in odds of receiving such counseling (OR,
0.89 [95% CI, 0.82-0.98]; P = .02). Job flexibility and job security were not significantly associated
with receiving mental health counseling currently or in the past year (Table 3).

Discussion

To our knowledge, this study is the first to evaluate the associations between mental health, work
absenteeism, and mental health care use regarding job flexibility and job security among a nationally
representative, random sample of US adults. Data from this study are from the 2021 NHIS, one of the
largest national health surveys of adults in the country. Study findings indicated that greater job
flexibility and higher job security were significantly associated with lower levels of psychological
distress and less frequent feelings of anxiety among adults who were employed. Greater job
flexibility was associated with higher work absenteeism (number of missed workdays due to illness)
over the past 3 months, while greater job security was associated with decreased absenteeism over
the past 3 and 12 months. Greater job flexibility and job security were both associated with a lower
mean number of days worked despite feeling ill over the past 3 months. No association was found
between job flexibility and security among participants who reported receiving mental health
counseling (currently or over the past 12 months) compared with those who did.

Findings from this study are consistent with prior research on the association between mental
health and job flexibility and job security. Increased job flexibility, such as reduced working hours,20

ability to work from home, or taking off time when needed,8 in addition to increased job stability
have been shown to improve psychological outcomes and decrease anxiety among adults.21-23 Our
study showed that greater job flexibility and job security were associated with 26% and 25%
decreased odds, respectively, of experiencing serious psychological distress and a decrease in
feelings of anxiety daily, weekly, and within the past year, indicating the substantive impact that
flexible and secure jobs can have on mental health in the short-term and long-term. Increased job
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flexibility and job security can have positive outcomes on employees’ mental health for several
reasons. Job flexibility, such as the ability to adjust work hours or work remotely, can help employees
better balance work and personal life commitments and priorities.8 This can reduce stress and
anxiety associated with managing competing demands, leading to improved mental
well-being.8,20-23 Flexible job arrangements also allow employees to have more control over their
schedules, making it easier to meet personal and family obligations. This balance can reduce burnout
and psychological distress and promote better mental health.3

Our findings show mixed results regarding the association between job security and flexibility
and work absenteeism. Higher job flexibility was associated with higher work absenteeism over the
past 3 months, whereas higher job security was associated with less absenteeism over the past 3

Table 3. Adjusted Associations Between Work Arrangements and Outcomes: Results From Multivariable
Logistic Regression, Multinomial Logistic Regression, and Negative Binomial Regressiona

Outcome Odds ratio (95% CI)
Mental health

Experienced psychological distressb

No 1 [Reference]

Yes

Job flexibility 0.74 (0.63-0.86)c

Job security 0.75 (0.65-0.87)c

Frequency of anxiety

Never 1 [Reference]

A few times a year

Job flexibility 0.91 (0.85-0.98)d

Job security 1.00 (0.91-1.09)

Monthly

Job flexibility 0.96 (0.88-1.05)

Job security 1.00 (0.91-1.09)

Weekly

Job flexibility 0.89 (0.81-0.97)d

Job security 0.79 (0.71-0.88)c

Daily

Job flexibility 0.87 (0.79-0.96)d

Job security 0.73 (0.66-0.81)d

Work absenteeism, incidence rate ratio (95% CI)

No. of days missed while feeling ill over the past 3 mos, d

Job flexibility 1.11 (1.01-1.22)e

Job security 0.83 (0.73-0.94)d

No. of days worked while feeling ill over the past 3 mos, d

Job flexibility 0.84 (0.74-0.96)d

Job security 0.75 (0.65-0.87)c

No. of days missed in the past 12 mos, d

Job flexibility 0.95 (0.88-1.02)

Job security 0.89 (0.82-0.98)e

Mental health care use

Receiving counseling or therapy from mental health professionals

No 1 [Reference]

Yes, currently

Job flexibility 1.06 (0.98-1.15)

Job security 0.89 (0.82-0.98)e

Yes, past 12 mos

Job flexibility 0.97 (0.84-1.12)

Job security 0.90 (0.75-1.09)

a Source: 2021 National Health Interview Survey—
National Center for Health Statistics. Analytical study
sample size (n = 18 114) and weighted sample size
(N = 168 084 992) estimate of a representative
population of adult civilians living in the United
States. Job flexibility and job security are continuous
variables ranging from 0 to 3. Odds ratios estimates
for the outcome psychological distress and mental
health care use are from multivariable logistic
regression. Odds ratios estimates for the outcome
frequency of anxiety are from multinomial logistic
regression. Incidence rate ratios for the work
absenteeism outcomes are from negative binomial
regression.

b Measured by Kessler-6. A score of 13 or more
indicated experiencing psychological distress, and a
score of less than 13 indicated not experiencing
psychological distress.

c Statistical significance: P < .001.
d Statistical significance: P < .01.
e Statistical significance: P < .05.
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and 12 months. The mixed findings likely arise from a complex interplay of multiple factors, such as
different types of flexibility and security a job offers, individual priorities and needs, and workplace
culture. Job flexibility can vary greatly across roles and industries; greater flexibility in remote work
may lead to higher absenteeism if employees feel they cannot work from home when unwell,
whereas hybrid or in-person roles (while still flexible in terms of scheduling) may be less conducive
to employees taking sick leave. Job security may lead to lower work absenteeism due to higher work
satisfaction, decreased job-related stress, and financial security.4 Employees with higher job
satisfaction are less likely to experience mental health problems and absenteeism.24 The association
between job flexibility, security, and absenteeism may also differ depending on individual needs,
priorities, and workplace culture, as expectations on in-person presence and taking sick, medical, and
personal time can vary greatly across organizations.

Job flexibility and job security were both associated with fewer mean number of days worked
despite feeling ill over the past 3 months. This finding suggests that having flexible, secure jobs may
encourage employees to prioritize their well-being and take sick leave and medical leave, rather than
feeling pressured to work even when feeling ill. With flexible schedules, employees have greater
flexibility in seeking health care,25 which can facilitate improved overall health in the long-term and
result in fewer average sick days. A 2015 study conducted in England26 found small-sized and
mid-sized enterprises that adopted job sharing or increased job security saw up to 6 fewer days of
absence per year per employee.

Neither job flexibility nor job security were significantly associated with currently receiving
mental health counseling, and only job security had any association with receiving mental health
counseling during the past 12 months. The null findings may be due to limited or lack of mental health
care coverage by employers through insurance policies, regardless of job security or flexibility.
Additionally, while current job flexibility and job security may not influence immediate mental health
care use, they may have a longer-term impact on employees’ ability to access mental health care
services.

Findings from this study highlight several policies and practices that can be considered by
organizations to enhance mental health among working adults. To promote job flexibility and allow
employees greater control of work-life integration, flexible work schedules and remote or hybrid
work options, work policies that enable adjustments in work hours to accommodate personal or
family needs, and providing training and resources for managers and teams to effectively
communicate and collaborate in flexible work arrangements can be implemented or enhanced.8,27 To
increase job security, organizations can consider longer-term, flexible employee contracts28 and
long-term strategies, such as skill development, uptraining, and career advancement opportunities.4

To improve health support, organizations can review and revise sick leave policies for short-term and
longer-term absences, evaluate and expand mental health care coverage within employee benefit
packages, and partner with clinicians or services that address access barriers, such as telehealth for
mental health counseling.3

Limitations
This study has limitations. For example, the cross-sectional survey design limits our ability to
determine directionality. Mental health, absenteeism, and mental health care use was assessed via
self-report and may be overestimated or underestimated. Study measures did not ask participants to
specify if their anxiety, distress, absenteeism, or mental health care use was specific to job-related
stressors. Dichotomizing psychological distress as an outcome limits our understanding of
associations for other groups, such as individuals with moderate psychological distress. Job exposure
and job flexibility were examined continuously, which assumes that the difference from each level
of the variable is constant, an assumption that may not hold true in reality.
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Conclusions

Greater job flexibility and job security were associated with decreased serious psychological distress
and lower anxiety among US working adults. These findings suggest that organizational policies that
improve job flexibility and security may promote employee mental health and encourage use of
mental health services when needed and ultimately improve overall employee well-being.

ARTICLE INFORMATION
Accepted for Publication: January 29, 2023.

Published: March 25, 2024. doi:10.1001/jamanetworkopen.2024.3439

Open Access: This is an open access article distributed under the terms of the CC-BY License. © 2024 Wang ML
et al. JAMA Network Open.

Corresponding Author: Monica L. Wang, ScD, MS, Associate Professor, Department of Community Health
Sciences, Boston University School of Public Health, 801 Massachusetts Ave, Boston, MA 02118
(mlwang@bu.edu).

Author Affiliations: Department of Community Health Sciences, Boston University School of Public Health,
Boston, Massachusetts (Wang, Togher); Department of Health Policy and Management, Harvard T.H. Chan School
of Public Health, Boston, Massachusetts (Wang); Department of Psychiatry and Human Behavior, Brown
University, Providence, Rhode Island (Narcisse); College of Medicine, University of Arkansas for Medical Sciences
Northwest, Springdale (McElfish).

Author Contributions: Dr Narcisse had full access to all of the data in the study and takes responsibility for the
integrity of the data and the accuracy of the data analysis.

Concept and design: All authors.

Acquisition, analysis, or interpretation of data: Wang, Narcisse.

Drafting of the manuscript: All authors.

Critical review of the manuscript for important intellectual content: Wang, Narcisse.

Statistical analysis: Narcisse.

Obtained funding: McElfish.

Administrative, technical, or material support: Wang, Togher.

Supervision: Wang.

Conflict of Interest Disclosures: None reported.

Funding/Support: This study was supported by grant P20GM139743 from the National Institute of General
Medical Sciences of the National Institutes of Health (NIH). This work is also supported by funding from the
University of Arkansas for Medical Sciences Translational Research Institute awarded grant UL1 TR003107 from
the NIH National Center for Advancing Translational Sciences and grant 10T2HL156812-01 from the Community
Engagement Alliance Against COVID-19 Disparities. This work was also supported in part by the Arkansas
Biosciences Institute, the major research component of the Arkansas Tobacco Settlement Proceeds Act of 2000.
Dr Wang was supported by grant R01DK120713 from the NIH National Institute of Diabetes and Digestive and
Kidney Diseases.

Role of the Funder/Sponsor: The funders had no role in the design and conduct of the study; collection,
management, analysis, and interpretation of the data; preparation, review, or approval of the manuscript; and
decision to submit the manuscript for publication.

Data Sharing Statement: See the Supplement.

REFERENCES
1. Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration. Key substance use and mental health indicators in
the United States: results from the 2021 National Survey on Drug Use and Health. Accessed February 15, 2024. https://
www.samhsa.gov/data/report/2021-nsduh-annual-national-report

2. Latest federal data show that young people are more likely than older adults to be experiencing symptoms of
anxiety or depression. KFF. Accessed May 17, 2023. https://www.kff.org/coronavirus-covid-19/press-release/latest-
federal-data-show-that-young-people-are-more-likely-than-older-adults-to-be-experiencing-symptoms-
of-anxiety-or-depression

JAMA Network Open | Occupational Health Job Flexibility, Job Security, and Mental Health Among US Working Adults

JAMA Network Open. 2024;7(3):e243439. doi:10.1001/jamanetworkopen.2024.3439 (Reprinted) March 25, 2024 11/13

Downloaded from jamanetwork.com by Rhode Island Hospital user on 01/06/2025

https://jama.jamanetwork.com/article.aspx?doi=10.1001/jamanetworkopen.2024.3439&utm_campaign=articlePDF%26utm_medium=articlePDFlink%26utm_source=articlePDF%26utm_content=jamanetworkopen.2024.3439
https://jamanetwork.com/pages/cc-by-license-permissions/?utm_campaign=articlePDF%26utm_medium=articlePDFlink%26utm_source=articlePDF%26utm_content=jamanetworkopen.2024.3439
mailto:mlwang@bu.edu
https://jama.jamanetwork.com/article.aspx?doi=10.1001/jamanetworkopen.2024.3439&utm_campaign=articlePDF%26utm_medium=articlePDFlink%26utm_source=articlePDF%26utm_content=jamanetworkopen.2024.3439
https://www.samhsa.gov/data/report/2021-nsduh-annual-national-report
https://www.samhsa.gov/data/report/2021-nsduh-annual-national-report
https://www.kff.org/coronavirus-covid-19/press-release/latest-federal-data-show-that-young-people-are-more-likely-than-older-adults-to-be-experiencing-symptoms-of-anxiety-or-depression
https://www.kff.org/coronavirus-covid-19/press-release/latest-federal-data-show-that-young-people-are-more-likely-than-older-adults-to-be-experiencing-symptoms-of-anxiety-or-depression
https://www.kff.org/coronavirus-covid-19/press-release/latest-federal-data-show-that-young-people-are-more-likely-than-older-adults-to-be-experiencing-symptoms-of-anxiety-or-depression


3. Schneider D, Harknett K. Consequences of routine work-schedule instability for worker health and well-being.
Am Sociol Rev. 2019;84(1):82-114. doi:10.1177/0003122418823184

4. Kim TJ, von dem Knesebeck O. Perceived job insecurity, unemployment and depressive symptoms:
a systematic review and meta-analysis of prospective observational studies. Int Arch Occup Environ Health. 2016;
89(4):561-573. doi:10.1007/s00420-015-1107-1

5. Frone MR. What happened to the employed during the great recession: a US population study of net change in
employee insecurity, health, and organizational commitment. J Vocat Behav. 2018;107:246-260. doi:10.1016/j.jvb.
2018.05.001

6. Donnelly R, Zajdel R, Farina MP. Inequality in household job insecurity and mental health: changes during the
COVID-19 pandemic. Work Occup. 2022;49(4):457-482. doi:10.1177/07308884221123255

7. Center on Budget and Policy Priorities. The COVID-19 economy’s effects on food, housing, and employment
hardships. Accessed August 18, 2023. https://www.cbpp.org/sites/default/files/8-13-20pov.pdf

8. Ray TK, Pana-Cryan R. Work flexibility and work-related well-being. Int J Environ Res Public Health. 2021;18
(6):3254. doi:10.3390/ijerph18063254

9. Guzzo R, Nalbantian H, Anderson N. Don’t underestimate the value of employee tenure. Harvard Business
Review. Accessed January 24, 2023. https://hbr.org/2023/01/dont-underestimate-the-value-of-employee-tenure

10. National Center for Health Statistics. 2021 National Health Interview Survey. Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention. Accessed October 3, 2023. https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/nhis/2021nhis.htm

11. Kessler RC, Andrews G, Colpe LJ, et al. Short screening scales to monitor population prevalences and trends in
non-specific psychological distress. Psychol Med. 2002;32(6):959-976. doi:10.1017/S0033291702006074

12. Kessler RC, Barker PR, Colpe LJ, et al. Screening for serious mental illness in the general population. Arch Gen
Psychiatry. 2003;60(2):184-189. doi:10.1001/archpsyc.60.2.184

13. Allison P. When Can You Safely Ignore Multicollinearity? Statistical Horizons; 2012.

14. Lee KH, Pedroza C, Avritscher EBC, Mosquera RA, Tyson JE. Evaluation of negative binomial and zero-inflated
negative binomial models for the analysis of zero-inflated count data: application to the telemedicine for children
with medical complexity trial. Trials. 2023;24(1):613. doi:10.1186/s13063-023-07648-8

15. Allison P. Do We Really Need Zero-Inflated Models? Statistical Horizons; 2012.

16. Heeringa S, West BT, Berglund PA. Applied Survey Data Analysis. 2nd ed. Taylor and Francis Group; 2017.

17. Little RJA, Rubin DB. Statistical Analysis With Missing Data. 3rd ed. Wiley; 2020.

18. StataCorp. Stata Statistical Software: Release 17. StataCorp LLC; 2021.

19. Equator Network. The Strengthening the Reporting of Observational Studies in Epidemiology (STROBE)
Statement: guidelines for reporting observational studies. Accessed March 6, 2024. https://www.equator-network.
org/reporting-guidelines/strobe/

20. Voglino G, Savatteri A, Gualano MR, et al. How the reduction of working hours could influence health
outcomes: a systematic review of published studies. BMJ Open. 2022;12(4):e051131. doi:10.1136/bmjopen-2021-
051131

21. Greenwood K, Anas J. It’s a new era for mental health at work. Harvard Business Review. Accessed May 11,
2021. https://hbr.org/2021/10/its-a-new-era-for-mental-health-at-work

22. Menéndez-Espina S, Llosa JA, Agulló-Tomás E, Rodríguez-Suárez J, Sáiz-Villar R, Lahseras-Díez HF. Job
insecurity and mental health: the moderating role of coping strategies from a gender perspective. Front Psychol.
2019;10:286. doi:10.3389/fpsyg.2019.00286

23. Liu T, Liu Q, Jiang D. The influence of flexible employment on workers’ wellbeing: evidence from Chinese
general social survey. Front Psychol. 2022;13:771598. doi:10.3389/fpsyg.2022.771598

24. The American workforce faces compounding pressure: APA’s 2021 Work and Well-being Survey results.
American Psychological Association. Accessed October 3, 2023. https://www.apa.org/pubs/reports/work-well-
being/compounding-pressure-2021

25. Shiri R, Turunen J, Kausto J, et al. The effect of employee-oriented flexible work on mental health: a systematic
review. Healthcare (Basel). 2022;10(5):883. doi:10.3390/healthcare10050883

26. Whyman P, Petrescu A. Workplace flexibility practices in SMEs: relationship with performance via
redundancies, absenteeism, and financial turnover. J Small Bus Manag. 2015;53(4):1097-1126. doi:10.1111/
jsbm.12092

27. Chatterjee S, Chaudhuri R, Vrontis D. Does remote work flexibility enhance organization performance:
moderating role of organization policy and top management support. J Bus Res. 2022;139:1501-1512. doi:10.1016/j.
jbusres.2021.10.069

JAMA Network Open | Occupational Health Job Flexibility, Job Security, and Mental Health Among US Working Adults

JAMA Network Open. 2024;7(3):e243439. doi:10.1001/jamanetworkopen.2024.3439 (Reprinted) March 25, 2024 12/13

Downloaded from jamanetwork.com by Rhode Island Hospital user on 01/06/2025

https://dx.doi.org/10.1177/0003122418823184
https://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s00420-015-1107-1
https://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jvb.2018.05.001
https://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jvb.2018.05.001
https://dx.doi.org/10.1177/07308884221123255
https://www.cbpp.org/sites/default/files/8-13-20pov.pdf
https://dx.doi.org/10.3390/ijerph18063254
https://hbr.org/2023/01/dont-underestimate-the-value-of-employee-tenure
https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/nhis/2021nhis.htm
https://dx.doi.org/10.1017/S0033291702006074
https://jama.jamanetwork.com/article.aspx?doi=10.1001/archpsyc.60.2.184&utm_campaign=articlePDF%26utm_medium=articlePDFlink%26utm_source=articlePDF%26utm_content=jamanetworkopen.2024.3439
https://dx.doi.org/10.1186/s13063-023-07648-8
https://www.equator-network.org/reporting-guidelines/strobe/
https://www.equator-network.org/reporting-guidelines/strobe/
https://dx.doi.org/10.1136/bmjopen-2021-051131
https://dx.doi.org/10.1136/bmjopen-2021-051131
https://hbr.org/2021/10/its-a-new-era-for-mental-health-at-work
https://dx.doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2019.00286
https://dx.doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.771598
https://www.apa.org/pubs/reports/work-well-being/compounding-pressure-2021
https://www.apa.org/pubs/reports/work-well-being/compounding-pressure-2021
https://dx.doi.org/10.3390/healthcare10050883
https://dx.doi.org/10.1111/jsbm.12092
https://dx.doi.org/10.1111/jsbm.12092
https://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2021.10.069
https://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2021.10.069


28. Rouvroye L, van Dalen H, Henkens K, Schippers J. Employers’ views on flexible employment contracts for
younger workers: benefits, downsides and societal outlook. Econ Ind Democracy. 2021;43(4):1934-1957. doi:10.1177/
0143831X211053378

SUPPLEMENT.
Data Sharing Statement

JAMA Network Open | Occupational Health Job Flexibility, Job Security, and Mental Health Among US Working Adults

JAMA Network Open. 2024;7(3):e243439. doi:10.1001/jamanetworkopen.2024.3439 (Reprinted) March 25, 2024 13/13

Downloaded from jamanetwork.com by Rhode Island Hospital user on 01/06/2025

https://dx.doi.org/10.1177/0143831X211053378
https://dx.doi.org/10.1177/0143831X211053378

