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Abstract
This study examines the role that citizenship plays in moder‐
ating the relationship between job-skill level, work-related 
depression, engagement, and turnover-intentions for UK 
based employees across 6 months in the year following the 
Brexit referendum. In two waves of data collection, citizen‐
ship moderated the relationship between job-skill level and 
depressive states; among EU citizens, those in low skilled 
jobs experienced greater depressive states than employees 
in high skilled jobs, this difference was not found among UK 
citizens. Furthermore, depressive states were subsequently 
related with low work engagement and high turnover inten‐
tions and citizenship moderated the indirect-effect of job 
skill on engagement and turnover intentions via depressive 
states. This study shows that during the turbulent times 
following the Brexit referendum, EU citizens in the UK with 
low-skilled jobs were most affected by depressive states, 
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1 | INTRODUCTION

The withdrawal of the United Kingdom (UK) from the European Union (EU), colloquially known as Brexit, is a 
large-scale political process that began in 2016, when a small majority of voters (52%) indicated their preference to 
leave the EU. This political process has been characterized by considerable social and economic uncertainty. Organ‐
izations faced difficulties in long term planning, due to absence of clear regulations and legislation in vital areas like 
labor or taxation. As it often happens in such turbulent economic contexts (Psychogios & Prouska, 2019), Brexit has 
been directly linked to country wide job losses in the UK, due to businesses relocating abroad or closing down before 
the end of negotiations, with over 420.000 jobs lost until September 2019 (Small Business Prices, 2019).

In a macro context of political, social, and economic uncertainty many employees face job losses, pay cuts, 
reduction of their working hours, or higher demands from employers who need to make adjustments to their work‐
force in order to survive (Teague & Roche,  2013). These unplanned changes may be perceived by employees as 
violating their psychological contract (Conway et al., 2014), and make them feel insecure about their jobs. Common 
reactions to job insecurity are lower work effort, higher propensity to leave, resistance to change (Greenhalgh & 
Rosenblatt, 1984) or reduced voice behaviors (Prouska & Psychogios, 2016). Previous research shows that job inse‐
curity is stressful because employees perceive they lack control over their fate, which leads to impaired functioning 
and depression (Price et al., 2002; Turner et al., 1999). Evidence from a systematic review shows that in economically 
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were subsequently less engaged and showed higher levels 
of intent to quit.

K E Y W O R D S
Brexit, citizenship, depression, job skill level, turnover intentions, 
work engagement

Practitioner notes

What is currently known?
•	 �Migrant workers and people in low skilled jobs are more prone to challenges faced with macro-level 

uncertainty.
•	 �Job related uncertainty can have negative effects on employee mental health and work outcomes.
•	 �Continuing uncertainty can drain employees' psychological resources and have a detrimental impact their 

ability to respond to these challenges in a positive way.

What this paper adds?
•	 �We show that following the Brexit referendum vote, EU citizens in the UK with low skilled jobs were the 

group most affected by depressive states and subsequently, less engaged and more likely to consider 
leaving their job.

The implications for practitioners
•	 �In the context of Brexit and other turbulent socio-political contexts that may raise questions around 

the work status of migrant workers, policymakers and organizations need to recognize the vulnerable 
position certain parts of the work force (in this case EU citizens in the UK with low skilled jobs) face.

•	 �Managers of organizations in the UK should devise tailored support programs to address the needs of 
EU citizens in low skilled jobs, who are vulnerable in this context, in order to retain them in their jobs and 
keep them engaged at work.
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unstable environments, people suffer from mental health and particularly depression due to experienced challenges 
(Frasquilho et al., 2016). Furthermore, employees' depressive states may lead to low work engagement and intentions 
to leave and search better work alternatives elsewhere in order to cope with challenges (Hobfoll, 1989).

Thus, in turbulent socio-economic contexts such as Brexit, employees are likely to experience mental health 
challenges fostered by the turmoil (Psychogios & Prouska, 2019), and these could affect key work outcomes, such 
as engagement and turnover intention. Work engagement is a ‘positive, fulfilling, work-related state of mind that is 
characterized by vigor, dedication, and absorption’ (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2010, p. 13). Turnover intention is defined as 
a conscious desire to leave one's organization, usually with the intention of finding another job (Schwepker, 2001). 
Having disengaged employees, who consider leaving is costly for organizations, affecting the performance and vitality 
of the organization (Singh & Loncar, 2010; Sverke et al., 2002).

Importantly, the looming Brexit threat would be unlikely to have a universal impact on all employees in the UK; 
some might have experienced Brexit as a threatening context more than others and subsequently manifest poorer 
mental health and work outcomes. During economically turbulent times, low-skilled employees are more are at risk 
of losing their jobs, because organizations tend to treat them as an easily disposable and replaceable part of the 
workforce (Hallberg, 2011). Furthermore, migrant workers in the UK are a salient group in the intergroup context of 
Brexit, where ‘us’ versus ‘them’ categorization is likely (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). As such, the Brexit context may have 
broader negative socio-economic implications for EU citizens without UK citizenship 1 than for UK citizens. Specifi‐
cally, EU workers may face greater uncertainty in maintaining or regaining employment, because they are vulnerable 
to changes in immigration regulations that may follow on from Brexit, based on their citizenship. Therefore, this 
study investigates how employees in low-skilled versus high-skilled jobs may differ in their depressive states and 
subsequently engagement and turnover intentions, and whether these differences are contingent on their status as 
EU or UK citizens.

2 | THEORETICAL FOUNDATIONS

Brexit has brought many challenges to the UK economy and working population; in this economically turbulent and 
unpredictable context many people have lost their jobs, and many may lose their jobs in the future (Small Business 
Prices, 2019). Potential job loss is a major cause for concern and a mental health challenge (Sverke et al., 2002), since 
for most people their work provides vital financial resources, as well as meaning and life satisfaction.

We draw on conservation of resources theory (COR, Hobfoll, 1989) to better understand how different cate‐
gories of employees based in the UK experience mental health (depressive states) and how these affect their work 
outcomes (engagement and turnover intentions) during the macro context of (pre) Brexit negotiations. Resources 
are aspects that help individuals attain their goals and sustain effort (Bakker & Demerouti, 2017). A crucial type of 
resources are psychological resources, representing individual strengths that help individuals function optimally in 
their environment (Bakker & Demerouti, 2008), such as self-efficacy, optimism, and emotional stability. These are 
distinct from job resources (e.g. autonomy, feedback, task identity) and organizational resources (leadership, learning 
and development opportunities, rewards, climate and culture; Lee et al., 2020). Psychological resources are particu‐
larly important in determining employee well-being and positive work outcomes (Luthans & Youssef-Morgan, 2017), 
because the ability to cope with stressors is crucially dependent these resources. As such, a loss of resources is asso‐
ciated with stress, and experiencing stress motivates individuals to protect their remaining resources in order to cope 
with difficulties (Halbesleben & Wheeler, 2015; Hobfoll et al., 2018).

Low psychological resources can manifest through depressive states (Halbesleben & Bowler, 2007; Halbesleben 
& Wheeler, 2015; Kessler et  al.,  1988). Depression is a mood disorder characterized by negative states, anxiety, 
guilt, feelings of hopelessness and worthlessness, inability to concentrate and make decisions, and decreased inter‐
est in pleasurable stimuli (Nestler et  al.,  2002). An important factor in the onset of depression is chronic stress 
(Bartolomucci & Leopardi, 2009; Hammen, 2005), which is likely widespread in turbulent contexts like Brexit, where 

MARTINESCU et al. 3
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job losses and pay cuts are high (Prouska & Psychogios, 2016). Therefore, during Brexit many employees may expe‐
rience having low psychological resources.

2.1 | Job skill level

In economically uncertain contexts like Brexit, employees in low-skilled jobs are more likely to face redundancy than 
employees in high skilled jobs, who are more valued by organizations and are considered a fixed part of the work‐
force (Hallberg, 2011). For example, previous research shows that employees in manufacturing jobs, which require 
lower skills, are more affected by downsizing than other employees (Datta et al., 2010). Similarly, higher educated 
employees, who tend to occupy high-skilled jobs, are less likely to be made redundant and regain employment faster 
than lower educated workers, because they have skills that are in higher demand on the job market (Wolbers, 2000). 
Thus, employees in high-skilled jobs are likely to be less exposed to potential negative effects of Brexit, compared to 
employees in low-skilled jobs. As such, people with low-skilled jobs have an increased risk of becoming unemployed 
because there is lower demand for low-skilled work during times of economic recession (Publications Office of the 
European Union, 2014).

Based on COR, we expect that in turbulent macro-economic contexts like Brexit, employees holding lower-skilled 
jobs would feel socially and economically vulnerable because they may easily become unemployed. Review and 
meta-analytical studies indicate that fear of job loss has a detrimental impact on mental health (Frasquilho et al., 2016; 
Sverke et al., 2002; Wanberg, 2012). Unemployment threat is related to symptoms of psychological distress, includ‐
ing depression and low subjective well-being (Paul & Moser, 2009). As such, people in lower-skilled jobs are likely 
to experience depressive states more acutely because they are more likely to lose their job and can anticipate more 
difficulties in regaining employment in case of job loss. As discussed below, we qualify this statement by suggesting 
that in the context of Brexit, the relationship between job skill level (JSL) and depression depends on the UK or EU 
citizenship status of these employees.

2.2 | The moderating role of EU/UK citizenship status

EU citizens based in the UK are likely to perceive that they are more directly affected by Brexit than UK citizens. A 
main topic on the public agenda during Brexit was the threat posed by immigration for the UK workforce and the 
economic prosperity of the country. A key feature of Brexit involves restricting migration and EU migrants' work 
rights in the UK. Until the introduction of the settled status scheme testing phase in late 2018 (Home Office, 2020) it 
was unknown whether EU citizens would be allowed to continue to live and work in the UK after Brexit.

As context, EU born population living in the UK more than doubled from 1.5 million in 2004 to 3.7 million in 
2017 (Migration Watch UK, 2019). A survey on the day of the Brexit referendum revealed that 33% of those in favour 
of leaving the EU were primarily concerned about immigration (Lord Ashcroft Polls, 2016). People who voted “leave” 
in the referendum perceived higher realistic threat (i.e. concerns about loss of safety, power and resources) from EU 
immigrants (Rzepnikowska, 2019; Van de Vyver et al., 2018). As such, immigration played a central role in political 
and social debate during the Brexit process. As a salient migrant group, EU citizens were treated with higher caution 
and portrayed as economic threats, and are directly affected by political decisions concerning their right to continue 
working in the country post-Brexit. A such, they are likely to experience decreased acceptance in the UK based on 
their EU citizenship status (Rzepnikowska, 2019).

Thus, due to the anti-immigration ethos that characterized Brexit, and the potential tightening of UK-EU migra‐
tion and freedom of movement post-Brexit, employees with EU citizenship were likely to experience a heightened 
risk of job loss (Jiang et al., 2020). Furthermore, EU citizens working in the UK may have felt particularly vulnerable 
because they could anticipate that, should they lose their job in the near future (post Brexit), they may not find 

MARTINESCU et al.4
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opportunities for reemployment. Job insecurity is experienced more strongly when individuals face severe threats 
and feel powerless, therefore when they are more vulnerable (Greenhalgh & Rosenblatt, 1984; Jiang et al., 2020). 
Subsequently, such conditions are likely to lead to negative well-being outcomes in the context of macro-economic 
threats to employment (Shoss, 2017). As such, employees' vulnerability on the job market during Brexit likely depend 
on both their JSL and citizenship status, and these factors will have an interactive effect on employees' mental health 
state. Specifically, we argue that employees who hold lower skilled-jobs likely experienced higher resource loss if 
were EU citizens; for them, depressive states were likely to be particularly strong. Specifically, we argue that citizen‐
ship moderates the relationship between JSL and depressive states.

Hypothesis 1 The expected negative relationship between employees' job skill level and depressive states are stronger for 
EU citizens compared to employees with UK citizenship.

2.3 | Depressed states, work engagement, and turnover intentions

Depressed states represent a manifestation of low personal resourcefulness (Halbesleben & Wheeler, 2015; Kessler 
et  al.,  1988). The withdrawal that characterizes depression may be an adaptive response in an unpredictable or 
hostile environment, where waiting for the stressor to pass helps individuals conserve energy and survive through 
difficult times (Halbesleben & Bowler, 2007; Halbesleben & Wheeler, 2011, 2015). Investing their dwindling psycho‐
logical resources in a job they could easily lose in a context like Brexit, for reasons beyond their control, may leave 
individuals with even more severely impaired resources in case of actual job loss. For example, people who are overly 
optimistic relative to their current situation are likely to experience disappointment or regret (Shepperd et al., 2015), 
which may impair future engagement in goal achievement (Wieczerkowski & Prado, 1993).

According to COR, people with low resources are more vulnerable to further resource loss and are less capable of 
gaining resources in the future (Hobfoll et al., 2018). Thus, employees experiencing depressive states, are less capable 
of ‘investing’ in their current work. An indicator of whether employees are fully involved in their jobs is level of work 
engagement (Kahn, 1992).

Work engagement describes the experience of work as a stimulating and energetic activity, to which people 
happily devote time and effort, and see as a personally meaningful pursuit, during which employees are highly concen‐
trated and may experience flow. Employees can draw upon psychological resources like self-efficacy, emotional stabil‐
ity, or optimism in coping with daily challenges and stressors, remaining engaged in their work (Korunka et al., 2009; 
Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004). However, employees with lowered resources, who experience depressive states and adopt 
a defensive stance (Hobfoll et al., 2018), may become disengaged at work. Furthermore, employees experiencing 
depression are likely to have high turnover intentions because they experience high strain in their current situation 
(Frese, 1985; Sverke, 2002). These individuals may fare better if they accept the possibility of imminent job loss and 
consider leaving their organization before being made redundant.

Thus, because individuals strive to conserve their resources when these are low (Hobfoll et al., 2018), we predict 
that depressive states, which are markers of low psychological resourcefulness, mediate the relationship between 
job-skill level and employee outcomes; furthermore, this mediation depends on employees' citizenship status (see 
Figure 1). Specifically:

Hypothesis 2 Citizenship status moderates the indirect relationship between job skills and (a) work engagement and (b) 
turnover intentions via depressive states. Thus, EU citizens (compared to UK citizens) show a more positive indirect 
relationship between job skill level and work engagement and a more negative indirect relationship between job skill 
level and turnover intentions (mediated by depressive states).

MARTINESCU et al. 5
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3 | METHOD

3.1 | Participants and procedure

Our study draws participants from Prolific, an online panel survey provider that recruits paid participants through 
advertisements and snowball sampling. Two waves of surveys were collected; we invited full-time working individuals 
who were living and working in the UK; participants had to be between 20 and 65 years of age. At time 1 (T1, March 
2018) we invited 350 UK and 350 EU origin individuals to participate. We received 610 completed responses in 
total; we received 365 usable responses from UK citizens and 245 from EU citizens who were living and employed in 
the UK. At time 2 (T2, December 2018) we invited those who completed the survey at T1 to participate in a second 
survey. We aimed to measure the dependent variables after the mediator (rather than instantaneously) because such 
designs are a stronger test of the expected nomological mediation sequence. In the context of Brexit uncertainty 
(which lasted many months), we expected the ongoing impact of skill level and citizenship status through depression 
to also occur over a period of months. Including a temporal gap between the mediator and dependent variables also 
helps reduce the likelihood of common method bias. In total 323 participants (227 UK citizens and 96 EU citizens) 
fully-completed both surveys, and their responses were used in testing the hypotheses. Respondents were geograph‐
ically spread across 253 different towns and cities in the UK.

3.2 | Measures

3.2.1 | High versus low-skilled jobs

Respondents indicated their current job title. These answers were used to create an indicator of low versus high-skilled 
jobs. To define high and low-skilled jobs we used the latest Standard Occupational Classification (SOC) of the UK 
Office of National Statistics (2010). This classification takes into account typical wage levels, education levels, and 
job characteristics. Low-skill jobs require competencies acquired during compulsory education (typically by age 16) 
and short job training. High-skill jobs require post-compulsory education (e.g. vocational degree for IT technician, 
paramedic) or an advanced degree (e.g. accountancy, engineering), and may involve high level managerial positions. 
We reviewed participants' job titles and coded them into ‘1 = high-skilled’ if they were high-skilled according to the 
SOC, and/or if the job involved a senior leadership role or business ownership. The remaining jobs we coded as 
‘0 = low-skilled’.

Seventy-two participants reported generic job titles (e.g. ‘manager’, ‘officer’, ‘adviser’, ‘consultant’). To check our 
categorization of these we sent a follow-up survey to the 72 individuals, with questions about main job activities, 
required education level and number of direct reports, if any. Of these, 38 provided additional information, which was 
used to confirm or update the classification. For the remaining 34 participants the researchers used their judgment in 

MARTINESCU et al.6
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categorizing jobs (e.g. ‘consultant’ and ‘manager’ were coded as high-skilled jobs). We ran the main analyses excluding 
these participants. As this did not change the results substantively, we included these 34 participants in the analyses.

3.2.2 | Citizenship

Participants were asked to report their nationality, citizenship and country of origin. We also asked about UK citi‐
zenship status and three options were presented: ‘UK citizen’, ‘Dual citizenship – UK citizen + another:’ and: ‘Not UK 
citizen. Other’. We combined the UK citizen and dual citizenship categories as UK citizenship and coded this variable 
as 0 = ‘EU citizenship’ and 1 = ‘UK citizenship’.

3.2.3 | Depressed states (T1)

We used Warr's (1990) three-item measure of depression by asking participants to report how much of the time in 
the past weeks their job has made them feel: ‘depressed’, ‘gloomy’, ‘miserable’. The response scale had a 1-6 format 
(never-all of the time, as per Warr's 1990 measure).

3.2.4 | Work engagement (T2)

We used the nine item Utrecht Work Engagement measure (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004). Employees were asked to 
report how they feel in their current role on a 1–7 scale (never—always), for example, ‘At work I am bursting with 
energy’.

3.2.5 | Turnover intentions (T2)

Four items measured turnover intentions (based on Price & Mueller, 1986), for example, ‘I often think about leaving 
the organization in which I am employed’. The response scale had a 1–5 format (strongly disagree–strongly agree).

3.2.6 | Control variables

Some key controls were included in the analysis: age, gender and job insecurity (T1) because they may affect depres‐
sion levels. Women and younger adults may experience higher depression (Turner et al., 1999). Furthermore, partic‐
ipants with low skilled-jobs might feel higher job insecurity and consequently experience higher depressed states 
(Jiang et al., 2020). Four items measured participants' job insecurity (De Witte, 1999); for example, ‘Chances are, I will 
soon lose my job’. The response scale had a 1–5 format (strongly disagree–strongly agree).

4 | RESULTS

4.1 | Measurement model testing

We conducted a four-factor CFA of T1 job insecurity, T1 depressive states, T2 engagement and T2 turnover inten‐
tions. This model showed a good fit to the data (X 2 = 510.85, df = 164; X 2/df = 3.12, RMSEA = 0.08; CFI = 0.93; 

MARTINESCU et al. 7
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TLI = 0.91, SRMR = 0.05) with all factor loadings at 0.65 or above. Thus the multi-items scales fit the data well; we 
created average composites for these variables (following Anderson & Gerbing, 1988 two stage approach). Table 1 
presents correlations, reliability, means, and standard deviations.

4.2 | Hypotheses testing

We ran two moderated mediation path models using Mplus 8.7 (Muthén & Muthén, 2017) with 5000 (bias-corrected) 
bootstrap draws for estimating the moderated indirect effects, using Stride and colleagues' (2015) procedure. We 
included age, gender, and job insecurity as controls (excluding these yielded essentially the same conclusions). We 
followed the procedures outlined by Preacher and Kelley  (2011) to produce standardized indirect effects (using 
Mplus model constraint commands, syntax available from the corresponding author). Note 95% confidence intervals 
are reported on indirect effects.

4.2.1 | T1 depressed states

The first stage of the moderated mediation models, predicting T1 levels of depression, was significant (F(6,316) = 6.80, 
p < 0.001, R 2 = 0.114), see Table 2 for full results. There was a significant interaction between JSL and citizenship status 
(β = 0.370, p < 0.001). Simple slopes indicate that the negative relationship between JSL and T1 depressed states was 
negative and significant for EU citizens (β = −0.320 [−0.522: −0.134], p < .001, but this was not the case for UK citizens 
(β = 0.045 [−0.081: 0.163], ns. Using Acock's (2014) indication of effect size descriptions with standardized coefficients, 
the impact of skill level on depressive states for EU employees was of moderate magnitude. A one unit increase in 
skill level (being in a low-skilled vs. high-skilled job) reduced depression for EU workers by 0.32 standard deviations 
on a scale of 1–5, which translates to a drop of approximately one measurement unit in depression (see Figure 2). For 
UK workers, depression did not differ across the two skill levels, however EU workers with low versus high skill levels 
showed a marked difference in depression. This key effect on EU workers is comparable in size to other key predictors 
of depression. For example, autonomy and job strain had very small effects on depression, but bullying and social exclu‐
sion had higher effect sizes (Theorell et al., 2015), which came closer to the effect size of job-skill level with EU citizens 
in our study. In summary, results supported Hypothesis 1 (see Table 2): being in low-skilled jobs was related to higher 
depression than being in high-skilled jobs only among EU citizens, but not UK citizens.

MARTINESCU et al.8

1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8. Mean (SD)

1. Age - 37.76 (9.93)

2. Gender −0.07 - 1.62 (0.48)

3. Job insecurity 0.01 0.09 (0.85) 2.68 (0.99)

4. Job skill level a 0.05 −0.12* −0.10 - 0.60 (0.49)

5. Citizenship b 0.16** −0.07 −0.15** 0.04 - 0.70 (0.46)

6. Depressive states T1 −0.03 0.09 0.26*** −0.10 0.03 (0.94) 2.18 (1.22)

7. Work engagement T2 0.11* 0.00 −0.09 0.14* −0.08 −0.41*** (0.94) 4.68 (1.19)

8. Turnover intention T2 −0.20*** 0.05 0.22*** −0.04 −0.18** 0.37*** −0.50*** (0.86) 2.63 (1.14)

Note: N = 323.
 aJob skill level: 0 = low, 1 = high.
 bCitizenship: 0 = =EU, 1 = UK; Gender: 1 = male; 2 = female. Reliability coefficients on diagonal.
*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.

T A B L E  1   Means, standard deviations, reliability and correlations of study variables
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4.2.2 | T2 work engagement

In the second stage regression predicting work engagement (F(5,317) = 14.94, p < 0.001, R 2 = 0.191), T1 depressed 
state negatively predicted T2 work engagement (β = −0.408, p < 0.001). As predicted by Hypothesis 2a, the indi‐
rect effect of JSL on T2 work engagement (via T1 depressed state) was positive and significant for those with EU 
citizenship status (β = 0.239 [0.096: 0.504], p < 0.001); this was not the case for those with UK citizenship status 
(β = −0.034 [−0.128: 0.058], ns); index of moderated mediation = −0.273 [−0.487:−0.099], p < 0.001). Therefore, 
EU citizens with low-skilled jobs experienced lower work engagement than those with high-skilled jobs subsequent 
to feeling more depressed, whereas this was not the case for UK citizens. The direct and indirect effects on work 
engagement reported above for EU citizens are similar in size (i.e. moderate strength) to those found in other research 
investigating antecedents of work engagement (Peccei, 2013): job resources such as work-role fit and task signifi‐
cance, and psychological resources such as self-efficacy, proactivity, and optimism.

4.2.3 | T2 turnover intentions

In the second stage regression predicting T2 turnover intentions (F(5,317)  =  14.59, p  <  0.001, R 2  =  0.187), T1 
depressed states positively predicted T2 turnover intentions (β = 0.330, p < 0.001). As predicted by Hypothesis 2b, 
the indirect effect of job skills level on turnover intentions (via depressed state) was negative and significant for EU 
citizens (β = −0.105, [−0.188: −0.046] p < 0.001) but this was not the case for those with UK citizenship (β = 0.015 
[−0.026: 0.055], ns), index of moderated mediation = 0.120 [0.047: 0.214], p < 0.001). Figure 3 presents path coef‐
ficients and conditional indirect effects. Therefore, EU citizens with low-skilled jobs experienced higher turnover 
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Depressive states Work engagement Turnover intentions

Mediator T1 DV T2 DV T2

β (SE) p β (SE) p β (SE) p

Age −0.037 (0.052) 0.094 (0.048) −0.189 (0.046)***

Gender 0.056 (0.053) 0.058 (0.052) −0.001 (0.052)

Job insecurity T1 0.247 (0.063)*** 0.027 (0.057) 0.131 (0.054)*

Job skill level (JSL) −0.320 (0.095)** 0.110 (0.051)* 0.011 (0.052)

Citizenship −0.117 (.093)

JSL*Citizenship 0.370 (0.115)**

Depression T1 −0.408 (0.051)*** 0.330 (0.055)***

R square 0.114 (0.042)*** 0.191 (0.042)*** 0.187 (0.040)***

Conditional effects β (LLCI: ULCI) p

EU citizenship −0.320 [−0.522: –0.134]**

UK citizenship 0.045 [−0.081: 0.163]

Indirect effects: JS A → DepressionA → DV

EU citizenship 0.239 [0.096: 0.419]*** −0.105 [−0.188: –0.046]***

UK citizenship −0.034 [−0.128: 0.058] 0.015 [−0.026: 0.055]

Index of moderated mediation −0.273 [−0.487: –0.099]*** 0.120 [0.047: 0.214]***

Note: Coefficients in boldface are for hypothesized paths. N = 323; *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001; Job skill level: 
0 = low, 1 = high; Citizenship: 0 = EU, 1 = UK; Gender: 1 = male; 2 = female.

T A B L E  2   Moderated mediation models: Citizenship moderating the indirect effects of job skill level (JSL) on 
work engagement and turnover intentions through T1 depression
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intentions than those with high-skilled jobs subsequent to feeling more depressed, whereas this was not the case 
for UK citizens. The effect sizes on turnover intentions for EU citizens are moderate, similar to effects of turnover 
antecedents identified in a meta-analysis: stress/exhaustion, pay, routinization, age (Rubenstein et al., 2018).

MARTINESCU et al.10

F I G U R E  2   Depression (T1) as a function of job skill level (JSL) and citizenship. Error bars represent 95% 
confidence intervals.

F I G U R E  3   Path coefficients and conditional indirect effects
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5 | DISCUSSION

A looming Brexit context is a macro-level turbulent environment where job insecurity is likely to be high (Psychogios 
& Prouska,  2019; Small Business Prices,  2019). Our study shows that employees in low-skilled jobs reported 
work-related depressed states to a greater degree than employees in high-skilled jobs, and this relationship was 
found for EU but not UK citizens. Furthermore, depressed states were negatively related to subsequent work engage‐
ment, and positively related to turnover intentions. Thus, the relationships between JSL and both work engagement 
and turnover intentions, via depressive states, were stronger for EU citizens than for UK citizens.

5.1 | Theoretical implications

This article helps illuminate how a turbulent macro level socio-economic and political context such as Brexit translates 
into individual employee experiences and outcomes in the workplace. In the context of a looming Brexit employees' 
JSL and citizenship status were highly salient, given country-wide job losses and the uncertainties regarding EU 
migrants' rights of working in the UK post-Brexit. The highest psychological pressures leading to depressed states 
and more negative work outcomes were experienced by the employees most vulnerable to job loss—namely EU 
citizens with low-skilled jobs. This is a novel contribution, as most research on employee health, well-being, and 
work outcomes does not consider the broader macro level socio-economic environment, with few exceptions (e.g. 
Chatrakul Na Ayudhya, Prouska & Beauregard, 2019; Jiang et al., 2020).

Therefore, our research clarifies how wider socio-political changes and uncertainties about job loss during Brexit 
have impacted different groups of employees. EU migrants in low-skilled jobs compared to those in high-skilled jobs 
experienced stronger depressive states, whereas for the local UK population (including migrants with UK citizenship) 
depression was not related to their level of job skill, suggesting that UK citizens in low and high skilled jobs perceive 
similar levels of threat in this context. This could mean for example, that UK citizens in high-skilled jobs are aware of 
downsides of Brexit for their job security, but may be confident about finding another job in case of job loss, based 
on their experience in a high-skilled job (Wolbers, 2000), whereas UK citizens in low-skilled jobs may find comfort 
in the idea that competition on the job market will be lower post-Brexit (Van de Vyver et al., 2018). However, EU 
employees in low skilled jobs, who faced salient threats of job loss, experienced high depression, low engagement, 
and high turnover intentions compared to EU employees in high skilled jobs. This finding is particularly interesting 
as it indicates that being an EU citizen in the UK in the context of Brexit did not in itself lead to lower well-being 
for employees; EU citizens in higher skilled jobs in fact showed relatively low levels of depressive states. It is the 
combination of being in a low-skill (and therefore vulnerable) job where workers have high uncertainty about their 
work rights based on EU citizenship that was associated with higher depressed states leading to decreased capacity 
to engage in work, and increased turnover intentions. Overall, this study shows which specific workers are likely to 
suffer most in the context of macro-level socio-political turbulence during Brexit, and how they respond to these 
challenges to conserve resources (Halbesleben & Bowler, 2007).

Furthermore, the hypothesized effect of job skill and citizenship on depressed states was observed when includ‐
ing job insecurity, a meaningful covariate. Therefore, although EU migrants in low-skilled jobs might experience high 
job insecurity (Greenhalgh & Rosenblatt, 1984; Jiang et al., 2020), they also feel more depressed. This suggests that 
indeed migrants in low-skilled jobs experience low resourcefulness in a turbulent context, which manifests through 
depressive states, above and beyond potential effects of these antecedents on job insecurity. As such, this study 
provides a robust test of COR theory (e.g. Hobfoll et al., 2018), showing that individuals' resources are influenced 
heavily by the context, and low resourcefulness has negative implications for employees' work outcomes.

Lastly, our research has implications for understanding the impact of macro-level turbulence on employees and 
their employers. A country's working population is heterogeneous and different macro events will be more salient for 
some (and less for others). In the context of Brexit, although hundreds of thousands of jobs have been lost across the 
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country (Small Business Prices, 2019), our findings showed that the group in the population experiencing the highest 
psychological burden was that of EU citizens who were low skilled, in effect potentially the most vulnerable popula‐
tion for this particular macro event; and the impact took the form of depression, engagement and intention to leave.

Our research demonstrates that macro level turbulence is likely to impact the micro employee sphere by having a 
disproportionate impact on some groups in the labor market more than others, and some groups are more vulnerable 
to particular turbulent events more than others. As such, this research helps identify that the potential mechanism 
of impact of macro-level turbulence on employees and organizations is likely to be dependent on the nature of the 
macro event and the make-up of an organizations' workforce. For some macro-level turbulent events, the impact 
may be more salient for some groups compared to others but the impact that particular events will have on different 
groups of employees will vary depending upon the nature of the event. For example, in economic recessions employ‐
ees of small and medium enterprises may be most vulnerable, and the consequences may be stronger for this group 
(Psychogios & Prouska, 2019). Similarly, the coronavirus pandemic has preponderantly led to income loss among 
young and low educated employees (Kartseva & Kuznetsova, 2020). Integrating our insights with previous work on 
the impact of macro-level turbulence on employee experiences, leads to the idea that the impact of macro-level 
turbulence on employees and organizations will be contingent on who is likely to be affected the most by particular 
events. Therefore, this knowledge helps us identify a useful framework for understanding the impact of macro events 
and mitigating their effects.

5.2 | Practical implications

Our study shows that Brexit poses multiple difficulties for companies– not only external ones, for example, by chang‐
ing policies and trade agreements - but also internal ones, by affecting the mental health, engagement and turnover 
intentions of employees. Given the importance of employee engagement and commitment to the organization in 
fostering high work performance (Demerouti & Cropanzano, 2010; Peccei, 2013), having less energetic and dedi‐
cated employees, who consider leaving might damage organizational performance, thus putting further strain on 
organizations across the UK during a turbulent time. Employee engagement is important because it leads to high 
task performance (e.g. Peccei, 2013), whereas having employees with low turnover intentions can help organizations 
maintain continuity of tasks and processes and avoid costs of seeking, hiring, and training new staff (Watlington 
et al., 2010). As discussed above, management should consider the nature of any particular macro event in the work 
context that an organization may be facing and identify what group is likely to be impacted most profoundly and why; 
an intervention can be planned to support these employees through the turmoil. As such, according to our findings, 
managers should pay particular attention to low-skilled non-citizens when work status of particular migrant work 
groups is under threat. Ultimately, the outcome of the macro-turbulence of Brexit on low-skilled EU employees was 
that they were more likely to leave their jobs. Thus, for employers, if the skills and workforce participation of these 
people is still needed for the functioning of their business, the loss of an important part of the workforce is likely 
to be costly (Singh & Loncar, 2010). By identifying low-skilled EU employees as a vulnerable category, our work 
may help managers direct efforts towards supporting these employees, for example, by increasing organizational 
resources available to them (Lee et al., 2020). According to previous research (Jiang et al., 2020), employees with low 
psychological resources may benefit from other types of resources such as job and organizational resources. There‐
fore, particularly EU employees in low-skilled jobs could benefit from clear communication, mentorship and support 
groups, training opportunities for higher skilled roles, or offering permanent contracts to high performers. Companies 
could devise tailored strategies to address specifically the needs of this vulnerable group of workers in order to retain 
them and keep them engaged at work.

Our work could also inform policymakers and organizations designing laws, policies, and labor market interven‐
tions. An important issue is that midway between our two data collection points (March and December 2018) the UK 
government announced plans for a ‘settled status’ scheme. This policy proposed to grant EU employees already living 
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and working in the UK the rights to live and work in the UK after Brexit. Such a policy following Brexit should help EU 
citizens experience more positive states. However, despite this policy, EU citizens in low-skilled jobs exhibited high 
depression, low engagement, and high turnover intentions compared to those in high-skilled jobs. This suggests that 
the anti-immigration ethos dominating the Brexit context had stronger influence over mental health states and work 
outcomes among EU citizens than formal government measures. Therefore, policy agencies should design long term 
strategies to manage and mitigate the effects of low engagement and turnover intentions of workers during periods 
where macro-level socio-political policies (impacting migrant workers) are being considered.

5.3 | Limitations and future research

A first limitation worth raising is that utilizing an online panel (convenience sample) may cause concerns about the 
validity and representativeness of responses. Recent debates highlight both the advantages and disadvantages of 
using such recruitment methods (Porter et al., 2019; Walter et al., 2019). The essential advantage is that we could 
readily access a respondent pool of UK and EU participants working full-time in the UK, employed in a wide range 
of jobs across the country. Such a participant pool is ideal for exploring the study's core research questions, and it 
enabled us access to a sizable UK based EU sample. Whilst this sample was not randomly drawn from the UK working 
population (and we cannot claim it represents this population), Porter et al. (2019) and Walter et al. (2019) both argue 
that online panel samples can be considered adequate for relationship testing and such samples have considerable 
cost-efficiency benefits. These reviews also suggest that the validity of online panel samples are substantively simi‐
lar (yielding similar effect sizes) to conventionally sourced samples. Whilst non-random sampling means that these 
samples are not strictly representative of wider populations, they are often found to be as or more representative 
than convenience samples generally found in applied research.

Second, although we collected data at two time points following the Brexit referendum and we found robust 
support for our model, we have no data from our sample prior to the Brexit referendum. This would have offered 
higher validity to conclusions about the tested relationships from a resources perspective. In general, work engage‐
ment is lower for lower-skilled employees (Kanten & Sadullah, 2012), because the intrinsic characteristics of their 
work offer lower potential for engagement—monotonous, fragmented work, with low autonomy and feedback from 
the job (Hackman & Oldham, 1980). However, in our study lower-skilled workers were more depressed, less engaged, 
and had higher turnover intentions, which in the context of Brexit, can be interpreted as coping with the threat of 
resource loss.

Third, the study has a cross-sectional design, which does not permit drawing causal inferences about the rela‐
tionships tested, which should be interpreted with caution. Although causality can be best assessed in experimental 
designs, experiments are not suitable in examining the current research question. However, as recommended by 
Wang et al.  (2013), we tested the different relationships in our model using temporal separation of mediator and 
dependent variables. This enabled us to draw stronger implications regarding potential causal relationships.

Fourth, as some employees who participated at T1 did not complete the survey at T2 we followed Goodman and 
Blum (1996) to assess the presence and effects of non-random sampling. We the study's focal variables did not signif‐
icantly predict participant drop-out status; some evidence indicated that participants who did not respond at T2 were 
slightly less likely to have UK citizenship status. However, the strength of relationships between predictors and T1 
depression was not substantively different in the full sample compared to the sample of respondents at T2. Ultimately 
the analyses suggest that participant drop out characteristics did not substantively impact the validity of findings.

Lastly, data was collected in the context of Brexit, which has specific implications for the UK labor force and 
restricts our ability to directly generalize to other contexts; we explicitly recognize this limitation. However, the 
UK is not alone in having its government tighten freedom of movement and employment for migrant populations. 
Our study could therefore inform research conducted in other countries confronted with inward migration where 
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governments propose restricting such movement. It would be interesting for future research to build on our findings 
by including countries facing similar challenges.

6 | CONCLUSION

When countries propose macro level policy changes that have broad socio-economic implications for their workforce, 
this may affect some groups more than others, especially when these changes may impact migrants' legitimacy and 
freedom to work in the country. This study showed that the nature of employees' jobs (particularly their job-skill level, 
determining how vulnerable they are to job loss), and their citizenship status are associated with their depressive 
states, and subsequently work engagement, and turnover intentions, in a context where jobs may be threatened by 
changes proposed by government policy. As such, EU citizens in low-skilled jobs experienced substantial strain, which 
related to negative work-related well-being and poorer work outcomes over a prolonged period, possibly affecting 
organizational performance and viability.
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