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Abstract

:

This article analyzes with a holistic and systematic approach the state of working conditions in the European labor market after the crisis, as well as their effects on worker well-being. For this, a distinction will be made between the southern countries most affected, namely Portugal, Italy, Ireland, Greece, and Spain (Piigs), and the northern countries that are, a priori, less damaged by the crisis (Farmers). The samples integrate 7867 workers from the five Piigs countries (36.2%) and 13,894 from the 10 Farmers countries (63.8%). The results have broadly confirmed the research purposes and they established that ensuring well-being is the key to sustainability, growth, and success for workers, groups, and organizations.
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1. Introduction


Human work has a prominent social dimension, since it makes up a source of economic resources for workers, but it also represents a way for integration into society and, ultimately, is an instrument of personal fulfillment. From this point of view, as indicated by [1], people do not work just to make a living. For this reason, the quality of work life is a key element in quality-of-life.



Among the 17 Sustainable Development Goals proposed by [2] to achieve a better and more sustainable future for all, there are two that are directly related to the labor world: the commitment with decent work (Goal 8) and the promotion of health and well-being (Goal 3). The sustainable development of any society demands thinking seriously about these matters. More precisely, the psychology of sustainability and sustainable development [3] sees sustainability not only in terms of the ecological and socioeconomic environment but also in terms of improving the quality of life of every person. From this perspective, analyzing the labor market and job quality is essential because work plays a key role in the health and well-being of workers. However, the maelstrom of changes that are taking place in the current labor market (flexible employment, nonstandard work contracts, greater insecurity, lack of protection, etc.) means that both the psychological and physical well-being of workers is under threat [4].



These threats are of particular concern in the European context, which has been hit hard by the economic and financial crisis that began in 2008 and has resulted in a clear disrepair of the welfare state, especially as a result of austerity measures applied since 2010 in some countries, materialized as hard adjustments to social spending and the labor market. Nevertheless, this policy has not been applied uniformly throughout the European Union. In contrast, the convergence process of recent decades has been transformed into deep divergences that will likely soon be irreparable. These regressive trends in the labor market have created fractures and impoverishment, particularly in peripheral European countries, to the point of generalizing a derogatory acronym to designate these nations: PIGS (so-called because it originally referred to the economies of Portugal, Italy, Greece and Spain, although later Ireland was added, thus forming the PIIGS variant). Austerity policies have generated a fragmented Europe between the north and the south, with the labor market being one of the elements in which the economic and social gap is surely deeper.



The crisis has not gone free. In contrast, after almost a decade of adjustments, the European labor market is poorer and more precarious (especially in the “Piigs” countries), which has probably translated into less sustainable development in the form of impoverishment of levels of well-being. For this reason, it is appropriate to analyze perceived job quality and worker well-being in the European context after the crisis, distinguishing between the five “most filthy” countries (Piigs) and the other ten that jointly make up the EU-15 (henceforth referred to as “Farmers”).



Although the need to deepen studies that relate job quality and employee well-being seems obvious, the fact is that the debate on this issue is still ongoing, largely due to the inability of the literature to agree on a rigorous concept of what is meant by job quality. This research adopts an objective perspective of job quality, which means that the attention is focused on the main characteristics of work that can be observed and are related to the satisfaction of worker needs. These features have proven their effect on the health and well-being of workers (e.g., [5,6,7]). In this research, we use psychological well-being measured through the Well-Being Index (WHO-5) as an outcome variable. Since its first publication in 1998, this index has been translated into numerous languages and used in many studies worldwide. This concept developed by the World Health Organization assesses constructs of positive mood, vitality and general interests and considers well-being as a state of happiness or general satisfaction with life, as opposed to the antagonistic concept of ill-being.



More precisely, this is the main objective of this paper, to analyze with a holistic and systematic approach the state of working conditions in the European labor market after the crisis, as well as their effects on worker well-being. For this, a distinction will be made between the southern countries most affected (Piigs) and the northern countries that are, a priori, less damaged by the crisis (Farmers). With this approach, we cover an important research gap, since previous studies usually dealt with this question in a partial or fragmented way, identifying some isolated working conditions that are undoubtedly of interest but that fail to give a complete overview of the job quality problem and its relation to sustainable development. Moreover, past research has neglected the value that positive psychology has for the encouragement of positive work environments, which leads to greater employee health, well-being, and performance [8].




2. Job Quality and Well-Being


Job quality is a multifaceted concept [9] that is elusive [1] and has evolved over time [10]. These authors note that in the 1970s, more attention was paid to the intrinsic features of work, such as physical and psychological stress, but the concept was then broadened to cover other traits, such as skills development, flexibility and security of employment, and, more recently, began to include issues such as reconciliation of employment and family tasks.



The initial sociological and psychological studies of the early literature of perceived job quality linked the concept of job quality to job satisfaction and a worker’s physical, mental and emotional health and well-being, which had strong effects on organizations’ results [11]. However, in the most recent literature, two approaches have emerged [12]: a more subjective one, concerning certain peculiarities of workers (attitudes, motivation, satisfaction, commitment, involvement, loyalty, etc.) and a more objective one, related to the work environment (safety, physical and psychological conditions, social support, job stability, etc.).



The evolution of the job quality concept has undoubtedly hindered the analysis and understanding of this complex phenomenon, but knowing what makes a good job (perceived job quality) is vital to knowing how well society is doing [13]. Therefore, what should be understood as being a good job? From a general point of view, [12] believe that high quality jobs are those that improve the working conditions of employees, facilitate the development of their skills and competences, reduce unemployment, increase company productivity, contribute to economic competitiveness and promote individual and social well-being in an increasingly globalized environment. From this perspective, [14] defines job quality as the set of work features that foster the well-being of the worker; therefore, a good job—a decent job—is one that allows workers to reach a level of well-being suitable to their vital expectations, as well as a range of personal objectives that vary from one individual to another. Given the multidimensional nature of perceived job quality, the elements that generate such well-being are those linked to employment and job characteristics (hours, wage, skills required, etc.), the general working environment and the labor market (working conditions, training, equal opportunities, etc.) and workers’ subjective perception or appraisal of their jobs (job satisfaction, career expectations, etc.) [15].



The conceptual muddle has moved to the measurement arena so that there are currently two approaches that cannot reach an agreement: the European Union agenda, developed in the beginning of 2000 within the framework of the European Employment Strategy for creating “more and better jobs”, and the one concerning the “decent work” concept, promoted by the International Labor Organization (ILO) since 1999. Although Europe currently leads the debate on job quality, the truth is that the origin of this concern should be placed in the 1980s, when in the United States and other predominantly English-speaking countries began to discuss the decency of work due to the emergence of a new, more unstable, discontinuous and lower-paying employment model [16].



Although both agendas have been developed in parallel, proponents of the two agendas have not been able to agree on a common approach. For the ILO, the concept of decent work is founded on the principles of freedom, equality, security, and human dignity [17], including four main components: employment, social security, labor rights and social dialogue. From this point of view, decent work not only makes an appreciable contribution to sustainable development but is also a leading objective in itself, as it constitutes a key dimension of life quality [18]. Therefore, in this view, the concept of decent work is broader and more focused on the “quality of employment”, reflecting the general employment situation of a geographical area.



For its part, job quality puts the focus on the worker and individual labor conditions. In this sense, job quality constitutes a component of decent work. According to [9], this double view leads to a dilemma of principles, since the first approach takes into consideration individual circumstances, including aspects of the work environment, such as the unemployment rate. However, the second proposal aims to obtain a measure of job quality independent of personal circumstances and labor market conditions; that is, it tries to identify the objective features of the work that meet the worker’s needs. Following the recommendations of [1], the present research will adopt this last approach.



There is no doubt is that Europe possess more and better data to survey job quality than other parts of the world. As stated by [19], only in Europe there is solid and reliable information—that is, comparable indicators from harmonized surveys. This is only the case because in early 2000, the EU launched the European Employment Strategy aimed at creating more (quantity) and better (quality) jobs in Europe. Based on the assumption that any job quality index should be strictly restricted to evaluating those labor aspects that exert a clear and direct effect on workers’ well-being, the approach fostered by the European Foundation for Living and Working Conditions for the design of the European Working Conditions Survey-EWCS asks workers about the intrinsic characteristics of their jobs, such as wages, working time conditions or job security, among others.



The conceptual framework of job quality proposed in Europe is developed from this objective perspective. This covers four key dimensions: career and employment security, health and well-being, reconciliation of working and nonworking life and skills development [9]. After subsequent improvements, the sixth edition of the European Working Conditions Survey (EWCS-2015) proposed the European Job Quality Index (JQI), which establishes the seven essential dimensions that influence (positively or negatively) the health and well-being of workers.



Physical environment. This dimension takes into account the physical risks that employees encounter at their workplaces. The elimination or minimization of physical risks is a core element of occupational health and safety policy in the member states of the EU, framed within the long-term strategy of European social policy. Several studies have analyzed the relationship of the physical work environment to the health and well-being of workers, giving rise to a remarkable body of knowledge about occupational well-being (e.g., [5,20,21,22]).



Work intensity. This dimension refers to the intensity of labor demands associated with the performance of a certain job. Numerous epidemiological studies have shown that a work environment subjected to high demands (especially when this situation is combined with limited decision latitude and limited social support) is negatively associated with a deterioration of well-being and an increased risk of suffering certain diseases (cardiovascular disease, musculoskeletal disease, depression, etc.). Many of these studies have been developed from the perspective of the job demand–control–support model of occupational stress [23,24].



Working time quality. Organization and length of working time is important to evaluate job quality because these factors play a significant role in the health and well-being of workers [20], as does the need to achieve a good balance between working time and personal time. Many researchers have shown the effects that certain characteristics of working hours (e.g., long working hours, shift work, unsocial hours, night work, etc.) exert on aspects of health such as depression, anxiety, fatigue, quality of sleep, gastrointestinal and musculoskeletal disorders, and, among others, coronary heart disease [5,6,7,25].



Social environment. The quality of the social environment at work is a critical aspect for development and personal growth. This index measures the degree to which workers perceive either social support relationships or adverse social behaviors. On the one hand, the social support of managers and colleagues and their relationship to the satisfaction of needs and the generation of well-being is well documented in the literature (a meta-analytic review about this topic can be consulted in the work of [26]. There is also a vast bibliography about the negative effects of adverse social behaviors, such as workplace bullying (this subject can be explored in the systematic reviews carried out by [27,28,29].



Skills and discretion. This dimension refers to the skills necessary to perform a certain job, as well as the autonomy that the worker has to apply them. Therefore, this index assesses the worker’s ability to understand and influence how he carries out his work. The level of discretion (also called decision latitude) is a core element of Karasek’s job demand–control–support model [23]. Various researchers have shown that a low level of discretion is linked to greater risk health problems, such as musculoskeletal disorders, cardiovascular disease, and mental health [20].



Prospects. This indicator integrates two elements that contribute directly to satisfying workers’ material and psychological needs related to their self-esteem and identities: job security and the prospect of career advancement. The academic literature recognizes the direct relationship of job insecurity and the health and well-being of the workers (this subject is discussed in the review by [30]. Another recent systematic review has highlighted the negative impacts of restructuring processes on the well-being of workers, both those leaving the company and those who remain in their jobs [31].



Earnings. Many of the job quality indicators presented above focus on the immaterial features of the work. Nevertheless, the nuclear role of earnings as a motivational factor is undeniable, since earnings define, to a considerable extent, the workers’ personal and family lifestyles, as well as their social status. Many researchers have included the variable of income in well-being studies. (e.g., [13,32,33]).



As seen in the previous paragraphs, each of these seven dimensions contains a large number of individual indicators that allow a systematic and holistic analysis of job quality in a specific activity sector or geographical area, which is why this framework constitutes a simple and swift diagnostic tool [34] that will be very useful for the purpose of the present investigation.




3. Research Purposes


Based on the above, the present research questions whether there is a positive relationship between workers’ well-being and each of the seven dimensions of perceived job quality when considered together, even after checking for basic demographic variables. To this end, an empirical study was designed with three basic research purposes.

	(1)

	
First, an exploratory analysis of the evolution of perceived job quality and well-being in the period of 2010–2015 will be carried out for the two groups investigated (Piigs and Farmers).




	(2)

	
Second, a comparative descriptive analysis will be undertaken to establish whether the present job quality in Piigs countries is, in fact, more precarious than in Farmers countries, as well as to establish the degree of workers’ well-being.




	(3)

	
Finally, a statistical analysis will be performed that reveals the job quality dimensions that define the workers’ well-being in each of the two groups investigated.










4. Methodology


4.1. Sample


This research uses self-reported features of jobs in the sixth European Working Conditions Survey (EWCS) to build seven separate indices of perceived job quality. [10] note that the most common approach to benchmark job quality in a multidimensional index has been to use the EWCS. This survey delves into the working conditions of European workers, offering a wide-ranging overview (autonomy and work organization, physical and psychological risks, occupational health, work–life balance, etc.) by occupation, sector and age group [20]. The EWCS is developed by the European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions (www.eurofound.europa.eu), an agency of the European Union which focuses on managing research, gathering information, and communicating its findings. It was set up in May 1975 by the European Council to help improve living and working conditions across Europe. Since its launch in 1990, the European Working Conditions Survey is conducted every five years, providing an overview of working conditions in Europe. The scope of the survey questionnaire includes employment status, working time duration and organization, work organization, learning and training, physical and psychosocial risk factors, health and safety, work–life balance, worker participation, earnings and financial security, as well as work and health. The sample is a multistage, stratified random sample of the working population in each country. The survey was questionnaire-based with interviews conducted face to face in people’s homes, with an average duration of 45 min, and in the national language(s) of the country. Full details of the survey methodology are available on https://www.eurofound.europa.eu/sites/default/files/ef_survey/field_ef_documents/6th_ewcs_-_technical_report.pdf.



To assess whether the crisis has degenerated into poorer job quality in Europe (particularly in the Piigs countries when compared to the Farmers), 15 countries were selected that formed the EU-15 after the incorporation of Austria, Finland and Sweden in 1995. The subsequent territorial enlargements of 2004, 2007, and 2013 have not been considered. The latest member states (most of Eastern Europe, independent after the breakup of the former Soviet Union) are not in this research due to their recent incorporation into the European Union, which has prevented them from benefiting from the convergence policies. Thus, the 15 countries were segmented into two subsamples at different times, 2015 and 2010: 7867 workers (5548 in 2010) from the five Piigs countries (36.2%) and 13,894 (16,876 in 2010) from the 10 Farmers countries (63.8%). The sample is a multistage, stratified, random sample of the working population in each country. The interviews were conducted face to face in people’s homes, with an average duration of 45 min, and in the national language(s) of the country.



The main descriptive traits of the two samples are shown in Table 1.




4.2. Measures


The World Health Organization’s Well-Being Index (WHO-5 items) is the dependent variable of this research. This index is among the most widely used questionnaires assessing subjective psychological well-being [35], evaluating the following aspects: positive mood (two items evaluate good spirit and relaxation: (1) I have felt cheerful and in good spirits and (2) I have felt calm and relaxed), vitality (two items evaluate being active and waking up fresh and rested: (3) I have felt active and vigorous and (4) I woke up feeling fresh and rested) as well as general interest (one item evaluated being interested in things: (5) My daily life has been filled with things that interest me). Respondents answer on a Likert scale that ranges from 0 (“at no time”) to 5 points (“most of the time”). The index score ranges from 0 to 100, so that a higher score means greater well-being, while a lower score implies that workers are at greater risk of suffering mental health problems. The construct validity of this scale can be checked in [36].



The independent variables are the different dimensions of the Job Quality Index (JQI). This index encapsulates a wide range of employment peculiarities that are summarized in the seven dimensions that evaluate the job quality. The results can be interpreted as a synthetic measure of perceived job quality as a whole, broken down by the seven dimensions of the index but also beyond that into single items making up each dimension (due to each of these dimensions containing many individual indicators) [34]. Each of the scales comprises a series of questions designed to obtain a score of the objective properties of the respondents’ jobs: (1) Physical environment, composed of 13 items grouped in posture-related (ergonomic) risks (exposure to tiring positions, lifting people, carrying heavy loads and repetitive movements), ambient risks (exposure to vibration, noise, and high and low temperatures), and biological and chemical risks (exposure to inhaling smoke and toxic vapors and handling chemical products and infectious materials); (2) Work intensity, comprising 13 items related to quantitative demands (working fast and time pressure—having tight deadlines, not having enough time to do the job, and frequent disruptive interruptions), pace determinants and interdependency (colleagues, boss, customers, performance targets, etc.), and emotional demands (being in situations that are emotionally disturbing, hiding feelings at work, and handling angry clients, patients, pupils, etc.); (3) Working time quality, composed of four dimensions, such as duration (long working hours or days and scarce rest between two consecutive work days), atypical working time (night work, weekend work and shift work), working time arrangements (control over working time arrangements), and flexibility (the need to work in the free time to meet work demands and the possibility of taking a few hours off during the workday to attend personal matters); (4) Social environment, comprising two dimensions and 15 indicators, such as adverse social behavior (exposure to verbal abuse, unwanted sexual attention, physical violence, bullying, etc.), and social support (management quality and support from colleagues and managers); (5) Skills and discretion, composed of 14 items referring to the skill content of the job or cognitive dimension (e.g., solving unforeseen problems, carrying out complex tasks, learning new things and ability to apply one’s own ideas at work), decision latitude (ability to choose or change order of tasks, speed or rate of work, methods of work, etc.), organizational participation (consulted about objectives, involved in improving work organization or work processes and ability to influence decisions important for your work), and training (on-the-job training, training paid for or provided by employer); (6) Prospects, a dimension evaluated through the employment status (self-employed or employee, and type of contract between employees), career prospects (good prospects for career advancement), job security (possibility of losing the job in the next six months), and downsizing (increase or decrease of the workforce in last three years); (7) Earnings, quantified with a single item referring to net monthly earnings from a person’s main paid job.



With respect to the reliability of these measures, the meta-analysis carried out by [1] reveals that the JQI has been assessed as comprehensive in coverage and transparent in method.



Considering the entire sample, Table 2 shows some descriptive statistics and bivariate correlations of the key variables in this research. As we can see, the surveyed people indicate a well-being level of 68.09 out of 100. From another angle, the best scores of job quality dimensions are the working time quality index (84.51), the physical environment index (83.7) and the social environment index (76.91). The table also shows that most job quality dimensions correlate with each other and with the main variable of this study. Therefore, well-being presents a positive and meaningful correlation with the indices of work intensity, social environment and prospects, as well as a negative correlation with the skills and discretion index.




4.3. Data Analysis


According to the empirical plan of this research, in the first stage, descriptive statistics are presented, grouped by type of country: Piigs or Farmers. Afterward, in the second stage, two linear regression models (Piigs and Farmers) will be estimated using the forward step method of entering variables in the equation. This approach refines better the final model, correcting potential issues of correlation among variables. The default criteria of p < 0.05 is used to this aim. The complete well-being model is as follows:


Well-being = β0 + β1 Pe + β2 Wi + β3 Wtq + β4 Se + β5 Sd + β6 Pr + β7 Ear + ε



(1)







Note: Pe (Physical environment), Wi (Work intensity), Wtq (Working time quality), Se (Social environment), Sd (Skills and discretion), Pr (Prospects) and Ear (Earnings).





5. Results


5.1. An Overview of Job Quality Index


The dimensions of job quality for the period of 2010–2015 are presented in Table 3. An overall view notes that in 2015, Piigs workers held more precarious working conditions in all the indices analyzed, with only one exception: the social environment index. Moreover, it is observed that the labor market has degenerated in these years in the Piigs countries, something that has not generally happened in the Farmers countries. We must remember that the indices are normalized in a range of 0 to 100 points (except earnings, that are expressed in euros), so that job quality enhances as the score approaches 100. A similar trend is observed with regard to the level of well-being. The Farmers workers state an overall well-being score of 69.1 points, 2.3 points more than Piigs workers. These scores involve an improvement of well-being in the case of Farmers during the last quinquennium (from 68.0 to 69.1), and a recoil between the Piigs (from 67.3 to 66.8).



This first panoramic view seems to justify the thesis that job quality is more precarious in those countries that have been hit harder by the economic crisis. Therefore, each of these indicators is studied in depth to understand the main elements that have degraded the labor market. The entire information is included in Appendix A.



PHYSICAL ENVIRONMENT INDEX. This indicator that measures physical risks at work stands at 84.5 points among the Farmers workers and drops to 82.6 points among the Piigs workers. Of the three risk categories considered in this index (posture-related, ambient and biological and chemical risks), ergonomic risks are the most prevalent for Piigs workers, particularly those who are forced to perform repetitive movements with the hands or arms (64.6% state that this risk is present in their workplace) or those who involve tiring or painful positions (49.9%). These risks are too the most accentuated in the Farmers countries: 59.5% and 39.5%, respectively.



WORK INTENSITY INDEX. Quantitative demands, pace determinants, interdependency and emotional demands of work are placed in the work intensity index. Table 3 proves that work intensity in Farmers countries (58.2) is better than in Piigs nations (57.3). Piigs workers support more quantitative demands than Farmers workers regarding work at a very high speed (38.6% vs. 32.2%) and with tight deadlines (38.8% vs. 35.9%). However, workers in the former group suffer less frequent disruptive interruptions (33.4% vs. 40.2%), and only 7.9% believe that they do not have enough time to get the job done, versus 11.7% of the Farmers workers. Regarding the pace determinants and interdependency, there is a greater interdependence in the Piigs countries relative to the direct control of the supervisors (39.1% vs. 30.0%) and the dependence on automatic speed of a machine or movement of a product (21.8% vs. 14.6%). In contrast, the work intensity of Farmers countries is more demanding in terms of dependence on numerical production targets or performance targets (43.8% vs. 37.6%), work done by colleagues (39.8% vs. 38.8%) and direct demands of customers, patients, and pupils. (68.3% vs. 68.1%). Finally, emotional demands are more frequent among the Piigs workers. These workers must often hide their own feelings (33.1%, vs. 31.1% of Farmers workers) and deal with angry customers (24.5% vs. 11.4%). In spite of everything, Farmers workers affirm being in situations that are emotionally disturbing more frequently than Piigs workers do (29.5% to 29.1%).



WORKING TIME QUALITY INDEX. An overview of this index reveals that the working time of Farmers workers (86.6 points) presents more quality than that of the Piigs workers (80.8%), a gap that has remained unchanged in last five years (see Table 3). There are three main pillars of this index. In the first place, regarding the duration of the working day, it is observed that, on average, Piigs workers work 36.9 h per week, compared to the average 35.3 h of Farmers workers. In addition, 18.6% of the Piigs workers work more than 48 hours per week on a regular basis, 4.0 percentage points more than Farmers workers. In spite of this, the working day of Piigs workers is less lengthy, since 26.7% claim to work more than 10 h a day at least once a month, compared to 37.8% of the Farmers who report the same. Atypical working time is another factor that determines job quality. Therefore, Piigs workers’ conditions are more precarious because they work most frequently on Saturdays (55.3% do so at least once a month, compared to 46.6% of Farmers workers) and work more often in shifts (20.0% vs. 17.1%). However, the Farmers workers work somewhat more at night (19.4% vs. 19.2%) and on Sundays (32.5% vs. 30.7%). One more point that influences the work–life balance is flexibility and control over working time arrangements. For a large majority of Piigs workers, work schedules are set by the organization, with no possibility of change (60.5%, almost 14 points more than Farmers workers, at 46.7%). In addition, only 29.6% find it very easy to take one or two free hours during the working day to address personal issues, a ratio that rises to 32.1% in the Farmers countries. Farmers workers are more impacted by having to work during free time to meet labor demands: 47.8% compared to 43.0% of Piigs workers.



SOCIAL ENVIRONMENT INDEX. This index, which analyzes the social environment of the employee, is the only one in which the Piigs countries (81.5 points) score better than the Farmers countries (74.6 points). There are three essential dimensions of this index. On the one hand, management quality, which shows that workers have a good opinion of their supervisors, since 90.1% of Piigs workers and 89.9% of Farmers workers believe that their bosses respect them as people and three out of four consider their supervisors to be successful in getting people to work together (69.8% of Farmers workers). In addition, approximately seven out of ten workers admit that their supervisors provide feedback, are helpful in getting the job done and support and reinforce personal growth. However, Farmers workers state that their bosses praise and recognize work well done to a greater extent: 72.5% versus 68.9%. This apparently better work environment is reinforced by greater social support: 76.0% of the Piigs workers assert they count on the support of their coworkers (74.9 in Farmers countries), and 66.7% report support from their superiors (6.7 points more than reported by Farmers workers). Finally, the social environment is more precarious for Farmers workers in terms of adverse social behavior. The ratio of employees who are subjected to some type of abuse in their workplace reaches unacceptable levels in many cases: verbal abuse (14.2% of Farmers workers vs. 6.7% of Piigs workers), humiliating behavior (7.4% and 4.3%, respectively), unwanted sexual attention (2.4% and 1.3%, respectively) and being threatened (5.9% and 3.1%, respectively).



SKILL AND DISCRETION INDEX. The result of this indicator is higher in Farmers countries than in Piigs countries (71.2% vs. 60.6%), a fact that is better understood by exploring the four elements on which this index is built. First, the cognitive dimension of work highlights that 81.9% of Piigs workers must solve unexpected problems by themselves (87.6% in Farmers countries), which surely justifies why 59.0% note that they can apply their own ideas in work (3.2 points more in the Farmers group). From the pigs workers, 63.7% must learn new things at work (78.9% in the Farmers group) or develop complex tasks (50.5% and 66.9%, respectively). Second, regarding decision latitude, the Farmers workers have more leeway in the choice of task order (73.9% vs. 65.4%), the rate of work (72.9% vs. 69.7%) and the method of work (74.6% vs. 65.9%). However, the Piigs workers note more freedom in regards to the choice of work colleagues (38.8% vs. 27.8%). Third, organizational participation also determines job quality or precariousness. Participation is shown by the fact that the Piigs workers are involved in the improvement of organization of work or work processes that affect their department or organization (52.9% vs. 52.5% of the Farmers workers), in that they have the ability to influence important decisions that affect their jobs (47.7%), and they are consulted about the objectives that affect their work before changes are implemented (42.3%). In these last two cases, the Farmers workers exhibit a higher level of participation: 52.1% and 49.5%, respectively. Finally, access to training is another issue in which the Piigs workers score lower in comparison to the Farmers workers. Only 31.0% of the former have received training paid by the company, 15.1 points less than the Farmers workers. This gap is even wider in terms of on-the-job training received in the last year: 21.6% and 40.4%, respectively.



PROSPECTS INDEX. The workers’ labor expectations are collected through the prospects index. As seen in Table 3, this index presents the poorest level of quality, both in the Farmers countries (66.4 points) and, especially, in the Piigs countries (only 55.7 points). Again, four elements compose this index. First, employment status manifests a large gap between Piigs and Farmers countries. Self-employment among the former is much more pronounced—it is virtually double: 24.5% compared to 12.6%. The remainder work as employees (75.5% and 87.4%, respectively), either with an indefinite contract (67.0% vs. 83.6%), with a temporary contract that is direct or through a temporary employment agency (20.9% vs. 12.7%) or, even worse, work without a contract and, therefore, without any type of legal security (12.1% vs. 3.7%, which is an almost fourfold difference between Piigs and Farmers countries). Second, in relation to career prospects, it should be noted that 34.1% of Piigs workers believe that their job holds good prospects for career advancement. This ratio is much lower than that found in Farmers countries, since almost four out of 10 workers are optimistic in this regard (39.4%). The third element of this index focuses on job security. Once again, it can be observed that precariousness widely affects the Piigs workers, since 22.7% are worried about the possibility of losing their jobs in the next six months, a percentage much higher than that of the Farmers group (19.9%). Finally, the downsizing dimension highlights that the Piigs workers’ companies have experienced workforce reduction in recent years (27.2%), an outcome higher than that observed in the Farmers workers’ companies (22.3%). Conversely, only 12.2% of Piigs enterprises have increased their workforces compared to 27.1% of Farmers’ companies.



EARNINGS INDEX. According to this index, Piigs workers earn almost 500 euros less net per month than Farmers workers: 1238 euros compared to 1720. This gap has duplicated during the period of 2010–2015 because in this time, the net monthly earnings of the former were reduced (in 2010, Piigs workers earned 1316 euros/month), while those of the latter increased (Farmers workers earned 1573 euros/month five years ago). Surely, these figures result in dissatisfaction among the Piigs workers, 34.8% of these whom believe that they are not being properly rewarded, which is 5.6 percentage points more than Farmers workers who believe the same.




5.2. Job Quality and Well-Being


The preceding analysis shows that in the last five years, there has been a clear reduction in job quality in Piigs countries and that currently, the jobs offered in these countries are more precarious than those offered in Farmers nations. This contingency will have some kind of effect on the health and well-being of European workers. This relationship can be expected because perceived job quality is a measure of how the characteristics of work meet multiple human needs, and consequently, the satisfaction of these needs will result in greater feelings of well-being.



To investigate whether there is a relationship between well-being and each of the seven dimensions of job quality considered together (even after controlling for some basic sociodemographic variables, such as gender, age, and education), Table 4 displays the results of three regression models, one to establish which variables determine the well-being of Piigs workers, another for Farmers workers, and one more that includes the full sample.



Using all the predictor variables together to evaluate which combination is the most efficient in the explanation of well-being, Table 4 shows that the well-being of Piigs workers is determined by a sociodemographic variable and by two of the job quality dimensions. In this way, the well-being of these people increases among workers who perceive a friendly work environment, and it decreases when more skills and discretion are available in the workplace. This occurrence, which also happens among Farmers workers, is worthy of attention, since generally beneficial effects have been attributed to job expansion (greater decision latitude, control, organizational participation, etc.).



In the case of Farmers workers, the influence of job quality dimensions seems wider and clearer, since up to five of the seven indicators show statistically significant results. On the one hand, as with the Piigs model, the well-being of Farmers workers is determined by a good social environment (in a positive sense) and by the skill and discretion index (in a negative sense). On the other hand, another three dimensions contribute to the positive mood, vitality and general interest of these workers: having good expectations of a professional career, a less demanding job (with fewer labor demands) and, finally, an improvement in physical working conditions.



Finally, Table 4 presents the results of a third regression model that includes all the workers surveyed, regardless of their origin (Piigs or Farmers). As can be noted, the dummy variable referring to the origin country exerts the greatest influence in the workers’ well-being (β = −2.971, Sig. 0.000). In this way, the well-being of the employees is almost three times lower among those who come from Piigs countries in comparison to the Farmers. In addition, male workers have greater well-being than female workers. Finally, the job quality indices that define the well-being of this common model are the social environment and the expectations of professional career (in a positive sense), and the working time quality and the skill and discretion index (in a negative sense).





6. Discussion


The push for sustainable development has been accompanied by a great deal of controversy about what should be developed: the economy, society, or people. The emphasis of early literature on economic development and environmental protection has given way to a broader vision of this concept that focuses on human development and on the values and objectives of people [37]. Adopting a psychological point of view, [3] considers sustainability not only in terms of ecological and social environments but also in terms of the promotion of the well-being of all people.



In this sense, [38] proclaim that new measures of human well-being are needed to replace the classic indicator of gross domestic product (GDP) as the main objective of development at the country level. According to these authors, in order to understand sustainable well-being, new metrics should incorporate ideas from the fields of ecology and psychology. Specifically, exploring the workplace from the viewpoint of positive psychology, [8] declare that sustainable development can only materialize in work environments that promote the health and well-being of workers. This philosophy underlies in the European Employment Strategy, aimed at creating more (quantity) and better (quality) jobs. However, our main claim in this research is that the European project has broken down in recent years as a consequence of the economic and financial crisis that has eroded the well-being levels achieved in Europe before 2008. On this subject, it is necessary to highlight a couple of nuances. In the first place, although macroeconomic indicators have undoubtedly improved in recent years, they occlude the worrying reality that the crisis has not ended. The problem in relation to the term “sustainable development” is that the exit from the crisis has rested on emphasizing the noun “development”, while the adjective “sustainable” has been relegated to the background. This increases the risk of preemptively closing the wound, since recovering the levels of well-being certainly requires both greater levels of employment and also notable progress in the quality of employment. Second, we must bear in mind that the crisis has not plagued Europe in a homogenous way. The severe adjustment measures applied in peripheral countries have caused a decline in the European convergence process, widening the gap between the north and the south. The question that underlies this work is the following: is the European Union truly sustainable in the long term when there are coexisting markets for precarious jobs that hinder the promotion of the well-being of all European citizens, and not just some of them?



That is precisely the main objective of this work—to point out the need to return to the path of convergence, fair work, and dignified and quality working conditions that recover and guarantee the welfare state in Europe in a homogeneous way. To achieve this goal, we conducted broad-spectrum empirical research, adopting a holistic and systematic approach that allowed us to develop a full overview of job quality problems in the Piigs and Farmers countries, as well as to identify those dimensions that have a greater impact on the promotion of sustainable development, health and well-being of workers. The usefulness of this approach lies in the fact that it allows monitoring and evaluation of the labor market and public policies, especially considering the objectives of human development and the improvement of life quality [39].



The results have broadly confirmed our three research purposes.



First, it has been proven that, in the hardest five years of the crisis, the period of 2010–2015, there was a reduction in perceived job quality, but only in the Piigs countries. In this time, the well-being of Piigs countries regressed slightly, at the same time that it improved among the Farmers workers, which makes sense, given the fact that the starting point of the latter was better. This circumstance surely by the fact that working conditions of the Piigs workers have worsened in a general way in those indices for which homogeneous information is available (the only two indices that cannot be compared are the one that measures the social environment and the one that evaluates the prospects of the employees). Adding to this inequality is the improvement of these rates among the Farmers workers, although they had started from a more advantageous position, which has contributed to widening the north–south gap in Europe. As an example, the monthly net earnings of the Piigs workers were reduced by 78 euros (from 1316 to 1238 euros), while that of the Farmers workers increased 147 euros (from 1573 to 1720 euros). These results are discouraging, as they hinder the opportunity offered by the Sustainable Development Goals process to trigger systemic change in order to build a sustainable future in an increasingly interconnected world [40]. Notably, the present study reveals that the reality of the Piigs countries today is actually less sustainable because it fails to meet at least two of the Sustainable Development Goals: Goal 3, concentrated on ensuring healthy lives and promoting well-being for all people at all ages, and Goal 10, focused on reducing inequality within and among countries.



Second, the current situation of work was compared between the Piigs and Farmers countries, revealing that, in general, the job quality of Piigs workers is clearly worse than that of Farmers workers. The only exception is that Piigs workers indicate sensing a more supportive and friendly social environment, which surely compensates for the greater precariousness registered in the rest of the indices. Without these data, the well-being gap between both groups would be even greater. The “indecencies” are perceived especially in conditions such as the pace of work, dealing with angry customers, unsocial work schedules, inflexibility, poor organizational participation, low access to training, insecurity, limited professional expectations and, finally (and importantly), notably lower earnings. Although some recent studies have partially revealed this fact (e.g., [41], related to happiness; [42], linked to employment security; and, among others, [43], connected to incomes), as far as our knowledge is concerned, there is no published study that has done so with the overall approach used in this work. The picture that these results draw is in line with what was stated in our second research purpose.



Finally, we investigated the relationship between job quality and well-being, given that one of the essential objectives of European policy is the promotion of the health and well-being of workers. The relationships between work and well-being are ample and bidirectional, since work impacts well-being, while this is a determining factor in the ability to work and remain employed [20]. Thereby, the literature on public health has revealed the pernicious effects of certain risk factors (e.g., high work demands, poor physical environment, and unsocial working hours) on health and well-being. Likewise, other working conditions (high incomes, employment security, good interpersonal relationships, socioeconomic status, etc.) may act in the opposite direction.



From this perspective, the regression models have confirmed the approaches of our third research purpose, highlighting the great influence of the dummy variable “country” (Piigs or Farmers) on the employees well-being, as well as that the dimensions that define the well-being of the Piigs and the Farmers countries are not identical, alerting us to the elements that carry greater risks. In this way, it is observed that two dimensions of job quality feed a common source for the propagation of well-being in both groups. On the one hand, day-to-day work that takes place in a friendly social environment acts in a positive way. On the other hand, the skills and discretion available to the workers act in a negative sense, which is an effect of great interest, since the academic literature usually recognizes of the positive results of granting more control and attributions to workers (e.g., [44,45,46]). An explanation for this behavior is surely that not everyone aspires to perform tasks of greater complexity, accept more responsibility, learn new things or be responsible for decisions of greater importance. All of this involves making efforts and taking risks that many people do not want to take on. In short, leaving one’s comfort zone in this particular dimension of job quality does not increase the well-being of workers but, in fact, seems to reduce it.



The common trunk branches into two ramifications that are proper and indicate the well-being of the Piigs and the Farmers. For example, male Piigs workers have greater well-being than female Piigs workers, probably because their working conditions are clearly better. In the case of Farmers workers, it is significant that the development of well-being is influenced by up to five of the seven dimensions of perceived job quality. Three other factors are added to the two previously mentioned factors that are shared between the Piigs and Farmers workers: a sustainable and healthy work environment with few physical risks; a low intensity of activity in terms of interdependencies and demands of a quantitative and/or emotional nature; and, finally, expectations that guarantee the future of work and the safety of the workers.



A primary preventative approach aimed at ensuring well-being is the key to sustainability, growth, and success for workers, groups, and organizations [3]. For this to happen, it is imperative that some minimum conditions are manifested. This includes designing and constructing organizational development and individual well-being through the promotion of positive relationships in all areas of life, both personal and professional [4].



This study has significant practical implications, since it exhibits what dimensions should be improved in order to progress towards the articulation of job quality in public policy and private practices in terms of not only overarching principles but also concrete actions. More precisely, this paper has overcome one traditional barrier to policy development: the difficulty of measuring and comparing job quality [47]. In this way, this research has systematically and holistically X-rayed the degradation of job quality in some European countries, as well as its direct effect on the health and well-being of workers. The evidence obtained contributes to the visibility of the problem of sustainable development and decent work so that public authorities become aware of the need to adopt legislative measures to amend this picture.



Likewise, this research can be useful in sensitizing enterprise managers about the problem of job quality. To achieve this aim, it can be argued that the use of responsible and sustainable management models is a duty in itself, although less philanthropic arguments can also be used, due to the strong link between organizational profitability and workers’ well-being (e.g., [48]).




7. Limitations


This research displays some limitations, especially of a methodological nature. First, the data source of the EWCS is secondary, so the results must be considered cautiously. A second problem is social desirability. Wages, type of contract, social relations with colleagues and/or supervisors, and other sensitive issues of work environment may be subject to conscious or unconscious biases. Third, although harmonized surveys that have made considerable progress in conceptualizing and measuring job quality only exist in Europe, the reality is that debate about this topic remains open in the academic literature.
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Appendix A. An Overview of Job Quality Indices
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Table A1. Physical environment index: proportion of workers.






Table A1. Physical environment index: proportion of workers.










	Ergonomic Risks
	Piigs
	Farmers





	Tiring or painful positions (a quarter of the time or more)
	49.9
	39.5



	Lifting or moving people (a quarter of the time or more)
	10.1
	10.2



	Carrying or moving heavy loads (a quarter of the time or more)
	33.4
	30.5



	Repetitive hand or arm movements (a quarter of the time or more)
	64.6
	59.5



	Ambient and biological risks
	
	



	Vibrations from hand tools, machinery (a quarter of the time or more)
	20.4
	16.8



	Noise so loud that you would have to raise your voice to talk to people (a quarter of the time or more)
	24.5
	26.9



	High temperatures which make you perspire even when not working (a quarter of the time or more)
	27.7
	21.8



	Low temperatures whether indoors or outdoors (a quarter of the time or more)
	23.0
	20.1



	Breathing in smoke, fumes (such as welding or exhaust fumes), powder or dust (such as wood dust or mineral dust) (a quarter of the time or more)
	12.8
	14.0



	Breathing in vapors, such as solvents and thinners (a quarter of the time or more)
	11.3
	8.6



	Chemical risks
	
	



	Handling or being in skin contact with chemical products or substances (a quarter of the time or more)
	18.1
	15.4



	Tobacco smoke from other people (a quarter of the time or more)
	8.2
	7.5



	Handling or being in direct contact with materials which could be infectious, such as waste, bodily fluids, laboratory materials, etc. (a quarter of the time or more)
	12.2
	13.8










[image: Table]





Table A2. Work intensity index: proportion of workers.
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	Quantitative Demands
	Piigs
	Farmers





	Working at very high speed (three-quarters of the time or more)
	38.6
	32.2



	Working to tight deadlines (three-quarters of the time or more)
	38.8
	35.9



	Enough time to get the job done (never or rarely)
	7.9
	11.7



	Frequent disruptive interruptions
	33.4
	40.2



	Pace determinants and interdependency
	
	



	Interdependency: three or more pace determinants
	
	



	Work pace dependent on: the work done by colleagues
	38.8
	39.8



	Work pace dependent on: direct demands from people such as customers, passengers, pupils, patients, etc.
	68.1
	68.3



	Work pace dependent on: numerical production targets or performance targets
	37.6
	43.8



	Work pace dependent on: automatic speed of a machine or movement of a product
	21.8
	14.6



	Work pace dependent on: the direct control of your boss
	39.1
	30.0



	Emotional demands
	
	



	Hiding your feelings at work (most of the time or always)
	33.1
	31.1



	Handling angry clients, customers, patients, pupils, etc. (three-quarters of the time or more)
	24.5
	11.4



	Being in situations that are emotionally disturbing (a quarter of the time or more)
	29.1
	29.5
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Table A3. Working time quality index: proportion of workers.






Table A3. Working time quality index: proportion of workers.










	Duration
	Piigs
	Farmers





	Working hours per week
	36.9
	35.3



	Long working hours (48 hours or more a week)
	15.3
	11.3



	No recovery period (less than 11 hours between two working days)
	30.6
	22.9



	Long working days (10 hours or more a day)
	26.7
	37.8



	Atypical working time
	
	



	Night work
	19.2
	19.4



	Saturday work
	55.3
	46.6



	Sunday work
	30.7
	32.5



	Shift work
	20.0
	17.1



	Working time arrangements
	
	



	Control over working time arrangements
	
	



	 Set by the company
	60.5
	46.7



	 Can choose between different schedules
	5.9
	9.4



	 Can adapt working hours
	12.2
	27.5



	 Entirely determined by self
	21.3
	16.4



	Change in working time arrangements
	
	



	 No regular change
	74.4
	66.4



	 Change the same day
	5.5
	6.9



	 Change the day before
	7.5
	7.5



	 Change several days in advance
	8.4
	12.9



	 Change several weeks in advance
	3.7
	5.6



	Requested to come to work at short notice (at least several times a month)
	12.4
	12.1



	Flexibility
	
	



	Very easy to arrange to take an hour off during working hours to take care of personal or family matters
	29.6
	32.1



	Work in free time to meet work demands (several times a month)
	43.0
	47.8
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Table A4. Social environment index: proportion of workers
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	Adverse Social Behavior
	Piigs
	Farmers





	Exposure to verbal abuse
	6.7
	14.2



	Exposure to unwanted sexual attention
	1.3
	2.4



	Exposure to threats
	3.1
	5.9



	Exposure to humiliating behaviors
	4.3
	7.4



	Exposure to physical violence
	1.0
	3.2



	Exposure to sexual harassment
	0.7
	1.2



	Exposure to bullying /harassment
	3.1
	7.0



	Social support
	
	



	Your immediate boss respects you as a person: strongly agree and tend to agree
	90.1
	89.9



	Your immediate boss gives you praise and recognition when you do a good job: strongly agree and tend to agree
	68.9
	72.5



	Your immediate boss is successful in getting people to work together: strongly agree and tend to agree
	75.6
	69.8



	Your immediate boss is helpful in getting the job done: strongly agree and tend to agree
	72.1
	62.7



	Your immediate boss provides useful feedback in your work: strongly agree and tend to agree
	72.2
	68.0



	Your immediate boss encourages and supports your development: strongly agree and tend to agree
	69.6
	68.5



	Help and support from colleagues (most of the time/always)
	76.0
	74.9



	Help and support from your manager (most of the time/always)
	66.7
	60.0
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Table A5. Skills and discretion index: proportion of workers.
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	Cognitive Dimension
	Piigs
	Farmers





	Solving unforeseen problems
	81.9
	87.6



	Carrying out complex tasks
	50.5
	66.9



	Learning new things
	63.7
	78.9



	Working with computers, smartphones and laptops, etc. (at least a quarter of the time)
	45.8
	64.4



	Ability to apply your own ideas in work (‘sometimes’, ‘most of the time’ and ‘always’)
	59.0
	55.8



	Decision latitude
	
	



	Ability to choose or change order of tasks
	73.9
	65.4



	Ability to choose or change speed or rate of work
	72.9
	69.7



	Ability to choose or change methods of work
	74.6
	65.9



	Having a say in choice of work colleagues (‘always’ or ‘most of the time’)
	38.8
	27.8



	Organizational participation
	
	



	Consulted before objectives are set for own work (‘always’ or ‘most of the time’)
	42.3
	49.5



	Involved in improving the work organization or work processes of own department or organization (‘always’ or ‘most of the time’)
	52.9
	52.5



	Ability to influence decisions that are important for your work (‘always’ or ‘most of the time’)
	47.7
	52.1



	Training
	
	



	Training paid for or provided by employer over the past 12 months (or paid by oneself if self-employed) (%)
	31.0
	46.1



	On-the-job training over the past 12 months (%)
	21.6
	40.4
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Table A6. Prospects index: proportion of workers
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	Employment Status
	Piigs
	Farmers





	Employment status
	
	



	 Self-employed
	24.5
	12.6



	 Employee
	75.5
	87.4



	What kind of employment contract do you have in your main job?
	
	



	 Employee, indefinite contract
	67.0
	83.6



	 Employee, fixed-term and temporary employment agency contract
	20.9
	12.7



	 Employee, other or no contract
	12.1
	3.7



	Career prospects
	
	



	My job offers good prospects for career advancement (strongly agree and tend to agree)
	34.1
	39.4



	Job security
	
	



	I might lose my job in the next six months (strongly agree and tend to agree)
	22.7
	19.9



	Downsizing
	
	



	During the last three years (or last year according to seniority in the company), has the number of employees at your workplace increased, stayed the same or decreased: decrease in employment
	
	



	 Decreased
	27.2
	22.3



	 Increased
	12.2
	27.1
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