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Key findings

Data from the National 
Health Interview Survey

 ● In 2021, working adults aged 
18–64 who usually worked the 
evening or night shift (4.8%) 
or a rotating shift (3.9%) were 
more likely to experience 
serious psychological distress 
compared with day shift 
workers (2.3%).

 ● The percentage of 
workers experiencing serious 
psychological distress increased 
as monthly variation in 
earnings increased. 

 ● Serious psychological 
distress was higher among 
workers who reported difficulty 
changing their work schedule 
(4.2%) compared with those 
who reported it was easy or 
somewhat easy to change their 
work schedule (2.2%).

 ● Adults who worked when 
they were physically ill in 
the past 3 months were more 
likely to experience serious 
psychological distress (5.8%) 
than those who did not work 
when physically ill (1.9%).

Differences in work conditions such as job autonomy, job insecurity, and shift 
work may lead to health disparities in the population (1). Previous research 
has linked worse health outcomes to shift work (2–4), job insecurity (5), and 
other work conditions (6). This report uses 2021 National Health Interview 
Survey (NHIS) data to examine differences in serious psychological distress 
in the past 30 days by work conditions, including shift work, monthly earnings 
variation, perceived job insecurity, and work schedule flexibility, for working 
adults aged 18–64 in the United States.

What percentage of working adults experienced serious 
psychological distress in 2021, and did it differ by type of 
work shift?

 ● In 2021, 2.7% of working adults aged 18–64 experienced serious 
psychological distress (Figure 1).

1Significantly different from those who worked evening or night shift (p < 0.05).
2Significantly different from those who worked rotating or other shift (p < 0.05).
NOTES: Serious psychological distress was determined by responses to the six questions comprising the Kessler 6 nonspecific 
distress scale. Serious psychological distress, defined as a score of 13 or higher on the scale, includes mental health problems 
severe enough to cause moderate-to-serious impairment in social and occupational functioning and to require treatment. Estimates 
are based on household interviews of a sample of the U.S. civilian noninstitutionalized population. Access data table for Figure 1 
at: https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data/databriefs/db467-tables.pdf#1.
SOURCE: National Center for Health Statistics, National Health Interview Survey, 2021.
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Figure 1. Percentage of working adults aged 18–64 reporting serious psychological distress in the 
past 30 days, by type of work shift: United States, 2021

NCHS reports can be downloaded from: https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/products/index.htm.

https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/products/index.htm
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 ● Serious psychological distress was higher among adults who usually worked the evening 
or night shift (4.8%) or a rotating shift (3.9%) compared with those who worked day 
shifts (2.3%).

Did serious psychological distress among working adults differ by monthly 
variation in earnings and perceived job insecurity?

 ● The percentage of workers experiencing serious psychological distress increased as monthly 
variation in earnings increased (Figure 2).

 ● Working adults who anticipated losing their job in the next 12 months were more likely 
to experience serious psychological distress (5.4%) than those who did not anticipate job 
loss (2.2%).

1Significant linear trend by monthly variation in earnings (p < 0.05).
2Significantly different from at least somewhat likely to lose job in next 12 months (p < 0.05).
NOTES: Serious psychological distress was determined by responses to the six questions comprising the Kessler 6 nonspecific distress scale. Serious 
psychological distress, defined as a score of 13 or higher on the scale, includes mental health problems severe enough to cause moderate-to-serious impairment 
in social and occupational functioning and to require treatment. Estimates are based on household interviews of a sample of the U.S. civilian noninstitutionalized 
population. Access data table for Figure 2 at: https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data/databriefs/db467-tables.pdf#2.
SOURCE: National Center for Health Statistics, National Health Interview Survey, 2021.

Figure 2. Percentage of working adults aged 18–64 reporting serious psychological distress in the past 30 days, by 
variation in earnings and perceived job insecurity: United States, 2021
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Did differences in serious psychological distress among working adults 
vary by work schedule characteristics?

 ● No statistically significant difference in serious psychological distress was observed 
between adults whose work schedule changed on a regular basis (2.9%) and those whose 
work schedule did not change (2.6%) (Figure 3).

 ● Serious psychological distress was higher among working adults who had difficulty 
changing their work schedule (4.2%) compared with those having a work schedule that was 
easy or somewhat easy to change (2.2%).

1Significantly different from difficult or somewhat difficult to change schedule (p < 0.05).
NOTES: Serious psychological distress was determined by responses to the six questions comprising the Kessler 6 nonspecific distress scale. Serious 
psychological distress, defined as a score of 13 or higher on the scale, includes mental health problems severe enough to cause moderate-to-serious impairment 
in social and occupational functioning and to require treatment. Estimates are based on household interviews of a sample of the U.S. civilian noninstitutionalized 
population. Access data table for Figure 3 at: https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data/databriefs/db467-tables.pdf#3.
SOURCE: National Center for Health Statistics, National Health Interview Survey, 2021.

Figure 3. Percentage of working adults aged 18–64 reporting serious psychological distress in the past 30 days, by work 
schedule characteristics: United States, 2021
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Did serious psychological distress among working adults differ by having 
paid sick leave or working when physically ill in the past 3 months?

 ● Working adults without paid sick leave (3.9%) were more likely to experience serious 
psychological distress than those with paid sick leave (2.2%) (Figure 4).

 ● Serious psychological distress was higher among working adults who worked when they 
were physically ill in the past 3 months (5.8%) compared with those who did not work when 
physically ill (1.9%).

1Significantly different from those who had no paid sick leave available (p < 0.05).
2Significantly different from those who worked at least 1 day when physically ill in past 3 months (p < 0.05).
NOTES: Serious psychological distress was determined by responses to the six questions comprising the Kessler 6 nonspecific distress scale. Serious 
psychological distress, defined as a score of 13 or higher on the scale, includes mental health problems severe enough to cause moderate-to-serious impairment 
in social and occupational functioning and to require treatment. Estimates are based on household interviews of a sample of the U.S. civilian noninstitutionalized 
population. Access data table for Figure 4 at: https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data/databriefs/db467-tables.pdf#4.
SOURCE: National Center for Health Statistics, National Health Interview Survey, 2021.

Figure 4. Percentage of working adults aged 18–64 reporting serious psychological distress in the past 30 days, by 
availability of paid sick leave and report of working when physically ill: United States, 2021
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Summary

In 2021, 2.7% of working adults aged 18 to 64 overall experienced serious psychological distress. 
Yet rates varied by work conditions: Adults who worked night, evening, or rotating shifts were 
more likely to experience serious psychological distress than those working a day shift in 2021. 
Rates of serious psychological distress were also higher among workers who experienced month-
to-month changes in their earnings or reported difficulty in changing their work schedule. 

Although changes in the labor market and the nature of work in response to the COVID-19 
pandemic may have affected work conditions and associations with serious psychological 
distress, previous research also documented disparities in health outcomes by work shift (2–4) 
and perceived job insecurity (5,6). This report highlights how uncertainty in work conditions—
reflected by shift work, variation in earnings, job insecurity, and inflexible work schedules—is 
associated with serious psychological distress among working adults aged 18–64. These results 
suggest the role of work conditions, not just occupation and employment status, as social 
determinants of health (1,6).

Definitions 

Serious psychological distress: Determined by responses to the six questions comprising the 
Kessler 6 nonspecific distress scale (7). Kessler 6 asks about the frequency of each of the six 
symptoms of mental illness or nonspecific psychological distress: “During the PAST 30 DAYS, 
how often did you feel … 1. So sad that nothing could cheer you up; 2. Nervous; 3. Restless 
or fidgety; 4. Hopeless; 5. That everything was an effort; and 6. Worthless.” Responses to each 
question are recoded as 0 (None at all) through 4 (All of the time), for a summed score ranging 
from 0 to 24. A value of 13 or higher defines serious psychological distress. Only respondents 
who answered all six questions were included in the analysis. Adults who responded “don’t 
know” or “refuse,” or whose responses to any of the six psychological distress questions were not 
certain, were excluded from the calculation. Serious psychological distress includes mental health 
problems severe enough to cause moderate-to-serious impairment in social and occupational 
functioning and to require treatment.

Working adults: Defined as sample adults aged 18–64 who indicated that they worked for pay 
in the week before interview, or performed seasonal or contract work in the last 12 months or 
were working at a family job or business not for pay. All analyses are restricted to working adults 
aged 18–64.

Shift work: Defined by coding responses to the question, “Which of the following best describe 
your usual hours of work at your most recent main job? Would you say daytime shift, evening 
shift, night shift, rotating shift, or some other shift?” Responses were recoded as 1 Daytime shift, 
2 Evening or night shift, or 3 Rotating shift or some other shift.

Variation in earnings: Month-to-month variation in earnings was defined by coding responses to 
the question, “How much do/did your earnings change from month to month? Would you say not 
at all, a small amount, a moderate amount, or a large amount?” Responses were recoded as 0 No 
change in monthly earnings, 1 Small change in monthly earnings, or 2 Moderate or large change 
in monthly earnings.
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Perceived job insecurity: Defined by coding responses to 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? Would you 
say very likely, fairly likely, somewhat likely, or not at all likely?” Responses were recoded as 
0 Not at all likely to lose job in next 12 months or 1 At least somewhat likely to lose job in next 
12 months.

Variation in work schedule: Defined by coding responses to the question, “Does/did your work 
schedule at your main job change on a regular basis?” Responses were recoded as 0 Work 
schedule does/did not change at all or 1 Work schedule changes/changed on a regular basis.

Work schedule flexibility: Defined by coding responses to the question, “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?” 
Responses were recoded as 0 Easy/Somewhat easy to change work schedule or 1 Difficult/
Somewhat difficult to change work schedule.

Availability of paid sick leave: Defined by coding responses to the question, “Was/is paid sick 
leave available if you need it?” Responses were recoded as 0 Job does/did not offer paid sick 
leave or 1 Job offers/offered paid sick leave.

Days worked when physically ill: Defined by coding responses to the question, “During the past 3 
months, how many days did you work while you were physically ill?” Responses were recoded as 
0 Did not work any days when physically ill in the past 3 months or 1 Worked at least 1 day when 
physically ill in the past 3 months. 

Data source and methods

Data from the 2021 NHIS were used for this analysis. NHIS is a nationally representative 
household survey of the U.S. civilian noninstitutionalized population that is conducted 
continuously throughout the year by the National Center for Health Statistics. NHIS interviews 
are typically conducted in respondents’ homes, but follow-ups to complete interviews may be 
conducted over the telephone. Because of the COVID-19 pandemic, interviewing procedures 
were disrupted, and during 2021, 62.8% of Sample Adult interviews were conducted at least 
partially by telephone (8). For more information about NHIS, visit: https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/
nhis.htm. 

Point estimates and corresponding confidence intervals for this analysis were calculated using 
Stata version 16 software (9) to account for the complex sample design of NHIS. Differences 
between percentages were evaluated using two-sided significance tests at the 0.05 level. All 
estimates meet standards of reliability specified in “National Center for Health Statistics Data 
Presentation Standards for Proportions” (10). 

https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/nhis.htm
https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/nhis.htm
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