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Abstract

Background: The outbreak of COVID-19 has caused mental health problems and increased unemployment due to
the economic recession. This survey aimed to assess the psychological impact of the state of emergency. We
estimated changes in mental health, quality of life, and unemployment experience for general workers during the
first COVID-19 outbreak in Japan.

Methods: We conducted a nationwide follow-up study. During the periods of March 26 to April 6, 2020 and June
26 to July 2, 2020, we used the internet to survey general workers aged 15 to 59 years in Japan. The questionnaire
items covered employment status and socioeconomic factors, and we used the Center for Epidemiologic Studies
Depression Scale (CES-D) and EQ-5D-5L to assess depression and health-related quality of life (HR-QOL), respectively.
The differences in outcomes of permanent and non-permanent workers were analyzed using propensity score
analysis. A multiple linear regression analysis was performed to examine the relationship between unemployment
and CES-D scores.

Results: We included 2351 subjects in the analysis. Changes in both CES-D scores and utility were not significantly
different between the two groups. However, a significant difference was found regarding the rate of
unemployment, which was associated with higher CES-D scores.

Conclusions: The present study demonstrated that the mental health of non-permanent workers was not negatively
affected following the state of emergency due to COVID-19 in Japan. Unemployment is an important factor that
influences the mental health of general workers.
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Background

The coronavirus disease has significantly impacted glo-
bal public health and has been spreading worldwide. As
of August 3, 2020, 17,918,582 COVID-19 cases have
been confirmed and 686,703 people have died of the dis-
ease worldwide [1]. Many countries have closed their ex-
ternal borders and imposed nationwide lockdowns to
successfully—though temporarily—control the spread of
COVID-19. However, the countermeasures have led to
reduced workforces across all economic sectors, result-
ing in many job losses [2].

In Japan, the government declared a state of emer-
gency in seven prefectures, including Tokyo and Osaka,
on April 7, 2020. Following an upsurge in the “untrace-
able” new infections, the state of emergency was ex-
panded to the whole of Japan, and 13 prefectures were
designated as “special alert areas” on April 16. With the
effectuation of the state of emergency, the government
urged citizens to refrain from going outside, practice so-
cial distancing, stay at home, and follow travel restric-
tions; non-essential businesses were closed for about a
month [3, 4].

The outbreak of COVID-19 has caused mental health
problems and increased unemployment due to the eco-
nomic recession. A large-scale cross-sectional study in
China indicated that being at work was associated with
lower risks of depression, anxiety, and insomnia [5]. Sev-
eral studies reported that the rates of depression and
anxiety were 18.7 and 21.6%, respectively, among Span-
ish people during the initial stage of the COVID-19 out-
break; Spanish adults confined due to COVID-19
restrictions of movement showed inverse associations
between current physical activity and current perceived
anxiety and mood [6, 7].. The Organization for Eco-
nomic Co-operation and Development (OECD) indi-
cated that the unemployment rate increased 2.9%,
reflecting the impact of COVID-19 containment mea-
sures [2]. Recently, the Japanese government reported
that the mental health conditions of unemployed and
non-permanent workers may be particularly vulnerable
during the ongoing COVID-19 crisis [8].

The number of non-permanent workers has been in-
creasing in Japan. Precarious employment includes part-
time, dispatched, and fixed-term work, and these
accounted for 22 and 53% of all paid employment for
males and females, respectively, in 2020 [9]. There was
an adverse effect on the mental health of non-
permanent workers due to employment instability, and
unemployment status was related to psychological states
such as depression, anxiety, and poor health outcomes
due to job loss.

A previous study suggested that precarious employ-
ment is associated with double the risk of serious psy-
chological distress among middle-aged Japanese men
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[10]. Moreover, the transition from full-time permanent
employment to another employment status was also as-
sociated with the onset of severe depressive symptoms
in East Asia [11, 12]. It is well known that poor mental
health status, including depression, is an independent
risk factor for suicide and is associated with a lower
quality of life compared to healthy subjects [13, 14].

The current focus on the COVID-19 outbreak is not
only the medical outcomes of infected patients but also
the mental health of affected individuals and the general
population. Therefore, it is meaningful to investigate the
changes in mental health and quality of life during the
COVID-19 crisis. No study has yet examined the associ-
ation between employment security and mental health
problems after the lifting of the state of emergency in
Japan. The aim of this study is to assess the psycho-
logical impact of the state of emergency. We estimated
changes in mental health, quality of life, and unemploy-
ment experience for general workers during the first
COVID-19 outbreak in Japan.

Methods

Study design and data collection

This nationwide survey was administered online to gen-
eral workers in Japan aged 15 to 59 years through a plat-
form of more than two million candidates. It was
administered by the Cross Marketing Corporation,
Tokyo, Japan, which specializes in questionnaire
research.

The initial survey was conducted from March 26 to
April 6, 2020, before the state of emergency for COVID-
19 was declared. The follow-up survey was administered
to the same cohort of respondants after the state of
emergency was lifted, between June 26 and July 2, 2020.
The initial survey was administered until data had been
collected from 3000 respondents, and the response rate
for the follow-up survey targeted 70% of the initial co-
hort on the basis of the general response rate for web-
based surveys. In the initial survey, we ensured a repre-
sentative sample of the Japanese population with regards
to age, sex, and residential area. The residential area in
Japan was divided into 10 regions (Fig. 1). We did not
provide any incentives or compensation to the partici-
pants for this study.

Questionnaire

Working status

We defined working status as the four types mentioned

below; the subjects selected a status during their self-reports.
Permanent employees: Company employees who are

guaranteed lifetime employment until retirement, are

hired directly by their employers, and have full-time

employment.
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Fig. 1 The ten geographical regions of Japan

Non-permanent employees: Company employees with
fixed-term labor contracts such as part-time employees,
dispatched employees from temporary labor agencies,
and contract or entrusted employees.

Civil servant: Public service workers in national or
local governments who are incorporated into nonprofit
organizations.

Self-employed: Self-employed individuals such as sole
proprietors and freelancers.

The target population of this study was workers
employed by general companies. We excluded civil ser-
vants because in Japan, they are guaranteed employment
until retirement. We also excluded self-employed indi-
viduals because they are not employees.

Socioeconomic status and medical conditions

The questionnaires covered age, sex, region, marital sta-
tus, children, family members living together, education,
industry, company size, personal income, family income,
average overtime per month, labor union membership,
householder, exercise, smoking history, drinking history,
commute time, and average sleeping time.

We also collected information regarding past medical
history such as heart disease, cerebrovascular disease,
cancer, Alzheimer’s disease, physical disorders with
chronic pain, epilepsy, and depression, which are associ-
ated with mental conditions, according to the Diagnostic
and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders — Fifth Edi-
tion (DSM-5) [15]. The number of diseases was defined
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as a primary factor in this analysis. We used the Japa-
nese version of the sense of coherence (SOC) scale to
measure stress-coping ability, with a final score ranging
from 13 to 91. This scale included 13 items, with higher
scores indicating better stress-coping ability [16].

Outcomes
In both the first and second surveys, the degree of de-
pressive symptoms and HR-QOL were assessed. We
used the Japanese version of the CES-D to measure de-
pressive symptoms. This scale consisted of 20 items ask-
ing participants to rate how often they had experienced
symptoms associated with depression over the past
week. CES-D scores ranged from 0 to 60, with scores
above 16 usually indicating depressive symptoms. The
CES-D has good sensitivity, specificity, and high internal
consistency for identifying the risk of depression [17].
We used the five-dimension EQ-5D-5L instrument to
assess the respondents’ HR-QOL. The EQ-5D-5L con-
sists of five items—namely, mobility, self-care, usual ac-
tivities, pain/discomfort, and anxiety/depression—rated
across five levels. The resulting generic preference-based
measure reflects subjective values assigned to specific
health-related outcomes ranging from - 0.025 to 1, with
0 indicating death and 1 indicating perfect health in the
Japanese value set. We call this score the utility weight [18].
The differences in CES-D scores and utility values be-
tween the two timeframes were defined as outcomes in
this analysis. We also investigated the unemployment
experience during the emergency period in the second
survey.

Statistical analysis

Propensity score matching was performed to adjust for
confounding factors between the permanent and non-
permanent groups and to evaluate outcomes [19]. Pro-
pensity scores were estimated using a multiple logistic
regression model with socioeconomic factors and clinical
indicators such as comorbidity and baseline CES-D score
and utility. According to their propensity scores, we con-
ducted nearest-neighbor matching with a caliper of 0.2
standard deviations of the propencity score at a 1:1 ratio,
without replacement, using the estimated propensity
score. In the matched subjects, absolute standardized
differences in the means and proportions of those vari-
ables were used to confirm the propensity scoring bal-
ance between the two groups.

In the matched cohort, we compared the CES-D score
changes, utility change, and rate of unemployment ex-
perience between permanent and non-permanent em-
ployees. Pearson’s chi-squared test was used to compare
categorical variables, and a Student’s ¢-test was used to
compare continuous variables. Finally, we assessed the
psychological impact of unemployment in terms of
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changes in CES-D scores. A multiple linear regression
analysis was performed to identify the determinants of
the changes. Independent variables used in the analysis
were working status, unemployment experience, sex,
age, number of comorbidities, region, marital status, per-
sonal income, family income, average work time per day,
labor union membership, householder, exercise, smok-
ing, drinking, average sleeping time, SOC score, and
baseline CES-D score. Categorical variables and ordered
variables were converted into dummy variables. We con-
sidered the interaction of working status and unemploy-
ment experience to assess the degree of psychological
impact in the two groups.

All statistical tests were two-sided, and p-values less
than 0.05 were considered significant. All analyses were
conducted using STATA 16.1 (College Station, Texas,
USA: StataCorp LP).

Results

Data collection

We collected data from 3001 subjects (excluding house-
wives, students, and unemployed people) in the first sur-
vey, and 2351 subjects responded to the follow-up
survey. We then excluded 161 self-employed individuals
and 132 civil servants from the analysis. Finally, 1373
permanent employees and 685 non-permanent em-
ployees were included in the propensity score matching
as the permanent and non-permanent groups, respect-
ively (Fig. 2).

Propensity score analysis

Propensity score matching identified 497 subjects from
both the non-permanent and permanent groups. There-
fore, we included a total of 994 subjects in the subse-
quent analyses. Table 1 shows the differences between
the baseline characteristics of the non-permanent and
permanent groups before and after the matching. All
baseline variables included in the model were well-
balanced within the standardized difference or close to
0.1 after matching. The c-statistic of the propensity
score was estimated to be 0.862, ranging from 0.846 to
0.878, indicating good discrimination between the two
groups. We were able to collect the data without any
missing values using the web-based survey.

A comparison of changes in the CES-D scores, utility
changes, and rates of unemployment between the two
groups is shown in Fig. 3. The changes in CES-D scores
were estimated to be - 0.706 for permanent employees
and - 0.575 for non-permanent employees (p =0.807).
The utility change also did not differ significantly be-
tween the two groups (permanent 0.014 vs. non-
permanent 0.009, p = 0.533). However, there was a sig-
nificant difference regarding rate of unemployment, and
the data matched (permanent 7.20% vs. non-permanent
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person were excluded.

Inclusion criteria: Age between 15-59, permanent employee,
non-permanent employee, self-employed, civil servant.
Exclusion criteria: Housewife, student and unemployed

!

Initial investigation
2020 March, 26 ~ 2020 April, 6

3,001 subjects were enrolled

650 subjects were lost during follow-up

Follow-up investigation
2020 June, 26 ~ 2020 July, 2

2,351 subjec

ts responded

293 subjects were excluded

161 were self-employed
132 were civil servants

l

Permanent employee
1,373 subjects were included

Fig. 2 Flowchart of the participants in the study

l

Non-permanent employee
685 subjects were included

11.47%, p = 0.022); the risk ratio of unemployment was
estimated to be 1.583 (95% confidence interval = 1.063—
2.358).

Multiple linear regression analysis

The results of the multiple linear regression analysis as
presented in Table 2 showed that the unemployment ex-
perience was a factor associated with increasing the
CES-D score (p =0.003). There were no significant dif-
ferences in working status and its interaction with un-
employment (p =0.340). More than two comorbidities
(p = 0.044) and average work time per day between 10 to
12h (p=0.027) were associated with higher CES-D
scores. Specifically, a high SOC score (p <0.001), mar-
ried status (p =0.032), and a baseline CES-D score (p <
0.001) were associated with lower CES-D scores.

Discussion

The physiological impact of the COVID-19 outbreak is a
global concern. In the present study, we examined
changes in CES-D scores, health-related utility, and un-
employment of general workers during the COVID-19
state of emergency based on data from a Japanese na-
tionwide web-based questionnaire. There were no statis-
tically significant differences in these scores after
matching the backgrounds of the subjects. However, un-
employment in the non-permanent group was statisti-
cally higher than in the permanent group, even after

adjusting for baseline factors. Our findings suggest that
there was a deterioration of employment conditions, es-
pecially for non-permanent workers, after the state of
emergency. Unemployment was found to worsen the
psychological conditions of general workers in Japan.

Several studies have demonstrated the predictive fac-
tors associated with increasing depression and anxiety.
In Japan, a cohort study conducted by Sairenchi et al.
[20] revealed that SOC may be able to predict the onset
of depression in Japanese workers, and Urakawa et al.
[21] reported that increasing SOC may reduce negative
job stress responses and subjective symptoms for general
workers. Recently, a large-scale cross-sectional study
conducted by Kikuchi et al. [22] clarified that Japanese
workers with longer overtime showed significantly
higher anxiety and depression than those with less over-
time, among both males and females. Moreover, a Ko-
rean study suggested that head of household status, sex,
and precarious employment were associated with the
onset of severe depressive symptoms [11].

In the propensity score analysis, we adjusted those fac-
tors between the permanent and non-permanent groups.
There was no statistically significant difference in CES-D
scores between the groups; however, there was a slight
improvement in the scores of both groups. Although
non-permanent workers reported higher rates of un-
employment compared to workers with permanent con-
tracts, a significant impact on mental health was not
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observed in our data. Our results did not confirm the
hypothesis regarding HR-QOL. However, worsening psy-
chological condition affects HR-QOL because the EQ-
5D-5L includes the dimension of anxiety/depression. We
considered that the increasing negative impact on men-
tal health must decrease HR-QOL among non-
permanent workers. Employment security is an import-
ant factor in maintaining the mental health of non-
permanent employees. Increasing unemployment could
increase suicide rates during and after the COVID-19
outbreak. We suggest that unemployment is a factor that
negatively impacts mental health. A previous study indi-
cated that long working hours are associated with an in-
creased risk of depression in Japan. Our multiple linear
regression analysis showed similar results [23].

Twenge et al. [24] reported that the prevalence of de-
pression increased slightly in the United States from
April 2020 to May 2020. We were unable to estimate
the prevalence of diagnosed depression. However, half of
the subjects in our data identified depressive symptoms,
as indicated by CES-D scores of 16 points or above.
Therefore, we considered that this is not an optimistic
situation, and an increase in unemployment could lead

to an increase in the incidence of depression in Japan in
the near future.

Web-based surveys are reliable methods for epidemio-
logical research [25, 26]. However, this study had several
limitations. First, approximately 25% of subjects were
excluded from the follow-up survey because we were
unable to obtain a second response through a web
survey. Younger participants were not likely to re-
spond to the follow-up survey. Therefore, some selec-
tion bias remained in terms of follow-up data
compared with initial survey data. However, we be-
lieve that such selection bias had minimal impacts on
our results because we ensured adequate representa-
tion of the Japanese population in the initial survey.
Second, we excluded self-employed individuals and
civil servants from the analysis as this study targeted
workers employed by commercial companies. Civil
servants were considered to work in public service,
and self-employed individuals typically worked inde-
pendently. The number of subjects was limited in our
follow-up data, so further data collection will be ne-
cessary to examine workers’ mental health conditions
in future research.
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Table 2 Multiple linear regression models of socioeconomic indicators and changes in the CES-D score (N =2351)

Variables Coefficient Lower 95% ClI Upper 95% ClI P value
Non-permanent 0.135 -0.720 0.989 0.757
Unemployment experience 2.358 0.793 3923 0.003 **
Non-permanent * Unemployment experience —1.148 -3.507 1.210 0.340
Sex -0.301 —-1.055 0452 0433
Age -0.015 —-0.050 0.020 0397
Number of comorbidities

0 (base) 1.000

1 0.939 -0.238 2116 0.118

More than 2 3.284 0.092 6476 0.044 *

High infection area 0.566 —-0.125 1.256 0.108

Married -0.821 -1.570 —-0.072 0.032 *
Personal income

Low (base) 1.000

Middle -0.078 -1.122 0.967 0.884

High —0.551 -2.099 0.998 0486
Family income

Low (base) 1.000

Middle —0465 -1417 0.486 0338

High -1.003 -2.189 0.184 0.098
Average work time per day

Less than 8 h (base) 1.000

Between 8 and 10h -0.091 —0.888 0.706 0.822

Between 10 and 12h 1.574 0.179 2.969 0.027 *

Over 12h 0467 -2210 3.145 0.732

Union membership -0.194 -0.928 0.540 0.604

Householder 0.235 -0617 1.087 0.589
Exercise

None (base) 1.000

Once every 2 weeks 0.531 -0.639 1.701 0373

Once in a week 0.537 -0472 1.545 0.297

More than 2 times in a week —0.203 -1.126 0719 0.665
Smoking

No (base) 1.000

Yes -0.270 -1.151 0611 0.548

Past -0.338 -1.441 0.766 0.548
Drink

No (base) 1.000

Yes -0.604 -1.306 0.097 0.091

Past 0011 —-1.527 1.549 0.989
Sleeping time

Less than 4 h 0.750 —-1.381 2.880 0490

Between 4 and 6 h —-0.052 -0.838 0.735 0.898

Between 6 and 8 h (base) 1.000

Over 8h 0.999 -0074 2073 0.068
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Table 2 Multiple linear regression models of socioeconomic indicators and changes in the CES-D score (N =2351) (Continued)

Variables Coefficient Lower 95% ClI Upper 95% ClI P value
SOC score -0.134 -0.172 -0.097 <0.001 o
Base-line CES-D score -0.383 -0420 —-0.347 <0.001 o
Constant 14.721 11.913 17.528 <0.001 o

CES-D Center for Epidemiologic Studies Depression Scale, SOC Sense of coherence

* P <0.05, **: P<0.01, ***: P <0.001

Finally, in the follow-up questionnaire, unemployment
was defined as loss of a job or discharge during the state
of emergency. We were unable to collect more informa-
tion regarding reasons for unemployment. Moreover, we
were unable to use an additional approach to verify the
respondents’ socioeconomic statuses or clinical histories
because of the anonymous self-reported nature of the
survey. Despite these limitations and a short-time pro-
spective investigation, the statistical analysis presented in
this study can serve as important information for future
health and economic policies related to the COVID-19
crisis in Japan.

After the state of emergency was declared, the Japa-
nese government encouraged citizens to refrain from
non-essential travel and to avoid going out unless neces-
sary. Many public and commercial facilities, excluding
essential businesses, were strongly requested to close.
Although the restrictions were not forceful measures like
the lockdowns in some foreign countries, most Japanese
people exercised self-restraint until the state of emer-
gency was lifted. Japan succeeded in controlling the virus
at the end of June. However, the number of unemployed
workers due to COVID-19 was estimated to be 48,206
on August 25, according to the Ministry of Health,
Labour, and Welfare in Japan [27, 28]. Japan seems to be
facing a second wave of COVID-19; hence, the difficult
situation might continue in the medium- to long-term
period. Unemployment is expected to increase in specific
industries such as manufacturing, food service, and tour-
ism. Thus, we should carefully observe the changes in
mental health and suicide rates.

Conclusion

In conclusion, this study found that mental health of
non-permanent workers was not negatively affected by
the COVID-19 state of emergency in Japan. We suggest
that unemployment history was a factor associated with
decreasing mental health, and about 10% of non-
permanent workers experienced unemployment between
the two periods. The COVID-19 crisis is still in its initial
phase; systematized policies, including infection control
measures and also economic measures, are required to
ensure that the mental health of general workers does
not worsen. More studies are needed to evaluate the
long-term mental health consequences and the incidence
of depression during the COVID-19 crisis in Japan.
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