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The economic recession currently afflicting Spain has had a strong impact on Spanish 

employment in general and on construction employment in particular, including 

building engineers working as site managers for Spanish companies. This research 

aims to explore buildings engineers' feelings and attitudes towards construction 

unemployment and to investigate whether unemployment rates affect their job 

satisfaction. It also analyses how this economic situation has influenced their job 

searching strategies and training needs. This paper draws on qualitative data 

comprising 20 semi-structured, in-depth interviews to building engineers employed as 

site managers. The data were analysed following a Theory Grounded approach and 

using Atlas-ti software. The analysis reveals fear, anger, restlessness, concern or 

sadness as common feelings likely to emerge with unemployment. The fact that site 

managers feel happy because they do have a job does not mean they are really 

satisfied. A third of the participants declare that unemployment rates do not influence 

their job satisfaction, while half of them acknowledge their negative influence. 

Regarding employability strategies, most participants would like to study and take 

competitive exams in order to work as civil servants. Only a few participants mention 

a wish to become self-employed or to create their own company. Finally, they also 

feel they should engage in training courses in order to update knowledge and increase 

their possibilities of finding a job. 

Keywords: employability, job satisfaction, qualitative research, site managers, 

unemployment. 

INTRODUCTION 

The economic downturn which started as a major problem solely for banks and other 

financial institutions has evolved as a serious challenge and problem for companies 

worldwide (Laumer and Eckhardt, 2010). As a matter of fact, many changes have 

occurred in organizations (i.e.: mergers, size decreases, shutdown of plants and  

workplace restructuring) together with widespread company layoffs,  increasing use of 

a contingent workforce and demand for greater workforce flexibility (König et al., 

2011; Silla et al., 2010). These transformations have also led to a transition from the 

old paternalistic psychological contract between employers and employees to a new 
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one (Gamboa et al., 2009). Job stability and career development of the past are not 

guaranteed nowadays (Gamboa et al., 2009) and workers need to develop their 

employability orientation, that is their openness to adapt to changing work 

requirements through developing flexible and broader skills and a readiness to change 

freely between tasks and jobs (Nauta et al., 2009). 

Another important consequence of the financial crisis has been the increase of 

unemployment in most countries, as the statistics of the EU Labour Force Survey 

show (EUROSTAT, 2011), turning it into an important problem in the agenda of 

western governments (Latif, 2010). From the workers’ point of view, unemployment 

may cause  high levels of depression and low levels of self-esteem (Waters and 

Moore, 2001), generates economic privation due to the reduction of income (Labeaga 

et al., 2011; Waters and Moore, 2001), lowers satisfaction and decreases 

psychological well-being (Latif, 2010; Waters and Moore, 2001). 

Over the past decade, Spain was among the most dynamic economies of the Euro zone 

with a high sustained growth rate. Unquestionably, a substantial part of its growth was 

due to the expansion of the construction industry which was responsible for 25% of all 

jobs created between 1998 and 2007, and accounted for 10% of gross domestic 

product and 13.9% of all people employed in 2007 (Eurofound, 2010).  Actually, in 

view of the industry’s appropriation of resources and disproportionate size compared 

to the rest of the economy, the rise of construction has been described as a “tumour” 

(Bielsa and Duarte, 2010). There are also good reasons to believe that Spain was one 

the world’s most construction-driven economies over this decade, both in absolute and 

relative terms (Naredo and Montiel, 2011). In fact, in Spain, between 2002 and 2007, 

more houses were built every year than in France and Germany together, while these 

countries triple the Spanish population and territory. The past real estate boom 

increased the housing stock more than one forth, turning Spain into the country with 

most houses per inhabitant of the EU (Naredo and Montiel, 2011). 

However in 2008, the real estate bubble exploded when a substantial number of loans 

were defaulted and Spain entered a recession of unprecedented depth and length 

(OECD, 2010). While the size of output contraction was broadly similar to that of 

other European economies, it has resulted in a massive rise in unemployment 

(Eurostat, 2011). In Spain, the downturn has caused a higher increase in the rate of 

unemployment than in many countries of the European Union (EUROSTAT, 2011). 

The latest statistics published by the Office of National Statistics (INE) indicate that in 

the first quarter of 2011 there was 4.910.200 unemployed, equivalent to a rate of 

unemployment of 21.29%. In the Community of Castilla-La Mancha, region where 

this research has been carried out, the rate of unemployment was 21,79 % (INE, 

2011).  

In Spain, like in other countries, labour reforms have brought about an increase of the 

casual workforce (Chan and McCabe, 2009; König et al., 2011; Silla et al., 2010). The 

current labour market situation has caused insecurity among permanent and temporary 

employees, and employability might be an important resource to assure their position 

in a turbulent labour market (De Cuyper et al., 2010). 

With this background, the aim of this research is to explore the effects that the 

economic downturn and the rate of unemployment are having on building engineers 

working in the Community of Castilla-La Mancha, a vast Spanish region with a low 

index of industrial development. More specifically, participants have been asked about 

the feelings that the economic situation generate in the industry, if the rate of 
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unemployment concerns their job satisfaction and about employability strategies  

followed in order to look for a job in case of losing their workplace. 

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 

Job satisfaction 

According to some authors, there isn't a universally accepted definition of job 

satisfaction (Bravo et al., 2002; Navarro et al., 2010). Most of them show a complex 

and multidimensional concept which is the final result of a psychological process 

(Gargallo, 2008). Spector (1997: 2) indicates that "job satisfaction is simply how  

people feel about their job and different aspects of their jobs. It is the extent to which 

people like (satisfaction) or dislike (dissatisfaction) their jobs… Job satisfaction can 

be considered as a global feeling about the job or as a related constellation of attitudes 

about various aspects of facets of the job". 

Even though job satisfaction is influenced by multiple factors, in this occasion we  

will concentrate on the effects of unemployment and job insecurity. 

Previous research has highlighted a positive relationship between local unemployment 

rates and job satisfaction, suggesting that jobs can be more appreciated in those 

regions or periods with high unemployment (Ahn and Garcia, 2005).  In Spain, 

Gamero (2007) revealed that employees from the South and Northwest regions were 

more satisfied with their work than those from the rest of the country. Interestingly 

these regions show lower development levels than the national average and have 

relatively high rates of unemployment. Since employees are aware of the difficulties 

of finding a new job in the area, they tend to value more their actual jobs. In the case 

of construction professionals in the UK, Lansley (1996) found the dramatic fall in the 

market for construction in 1990 caused a decline in morale due to uncertainty and job 

insecurity. In Spain, Navarro et al. (2010) describe job satisfaction factors for 

construction white collar workers and, since research took place during the period of 

sustained growth, job stability and security are not pointed out in their accounts. In 

fact, they take them for granted. 

In general people prefer jobs which assure their income during longer time (Gamero 

2007). Higher levels of perceived job security are related to higher job satisfaction  

and job insecurity has been found negatively related with job satisfaction both for 

permanent and temporary employees (De Cuyper et al., 2010). Empirically, according 

to König et al., (2011), the negative relationship between job insecurity and several 

job attitudes such as job satisfaction is now well established. 

Employability 

Employability has been defined from three different perspectives: the economic-

social, the individual, and the organizational (Nauta et al., 2009).  For the first 

perspective, it refers to the ability of different categories of the labour force to gain 

and maintain employment, especially different minorities such as the physically and 

mentally disadvantaged. Since the 1990s, an individual perspective has emerged, 

shifting attention from the underprivileged unemployed to the entire population.  

Careers have become increasingly boundaryless. To date, in comparison with earlier 

and more predictable hierarchical careers, occupational, departmental, and company 

boundaries are blurred. Employees focus on their adaptability for attaining a job 

within or outside their organization. As such, employability has been considered an 

alternative to job security. Definitions of employability within the individual 
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perspective are abundant emphasizing career aspects such as adaptability, mobility, 

career development, occupational expertise, and personal development and lifelong 

learning (Nauta et al., 2009). 

Gamboa et al. (2009) define employability as an individual’s subjective perception of 

the opportunities to find a job or to improve the present one, depending on personal 

characteristics and the labour market.  

Nowadays there is a contradiction in management (Lasierra, 2007). On the one hand, 

employers need motivated and dynamic workers whereas on the other, the 

psychological contract between them has broken. This has led to a decrease in mutual 

confidence, freeing the employer from certain duties and handing over the worker the 

responsibility of preparing his future based on the concept of employability. 

METHODOLOGY 

In order to obtain new perspectives on the phenomenon of job satisfaction and 

employability during a period of economic downturn, this paper draws on qualitative 

data gathered through semi-structured, in-depth interviews to building engineers 

employed as site managers. The sample includes professionals who were employed at 

different provinces of the Autonomous Community of Castilla-La Mancha (Cuenca, 

Albacete, Ciudad Real and Guadalajara). 

This research has been interpretivist in nature. Regularities in the data have been 

searched in order to identify categories, properties and relationships among the 

answers given by participants (Trinidad et al., 2006).  

Our job as lecturers at the University has facilitated us to be in touch with building 

engineers and professional associations of the construction industry in the city of 

Cuenca (Spain). E-mails were sent to building engineers working as site managers for 

construction companies, informing them about the aim of the research. Four 

professionals initially answered this first e-mail informing of their availability and 

were of great help for applying the “snowball technique” to reach a sample of 20 

professionals.  

As a consequence of the economic downturn the process of data gathering was slow 

due to a decrease in the number of construction works. Interviews lasting an average 

of 60 minutes were scheduled when and where participants decided: at University or 

construction site offices and in a hotel cafeteria. 

The sample consisted of 17 males and 3 females. The age of the participants ranged 

from under 27 to over 60 years old: 7 of them were aged below 33, 10 were from 34 to 

37 years old and 3 were older than 38. 16 participants were married or living with a 

partner and 4 of them were single. 31% of the married ones were childless whereas 

44% had two children and 25% had one child. In relation to their occupation, 17 

building engineers worked as site/construction project managers or team directors, 2 

were liberal professionals in construction projects management teams and 1 owned a 

construction company. 

Each interview was recorded and transcribed. Transcriptions were analyzed using 

Atlas-ti software and following the computer assisted grounded theory method 

(Bryant and Charmaz, 2007). Quotations and open codes were generated that allowed 

the finding and comparison of information (Hunter and Kelly, 2008).  

According to the Glaserian approach (Glaser, 1992), inductive analysis was carried 

out trying to avoid preconceived ideas of results and allowing theory to emerge from 
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the data. The intention was to allow the data tell “their own story”, avoiding forced 

and non-grounded descriptions (Hunter and Kelly, 2008). This process continued until 

there was theoretical saturation (Hunter and Kelly, 2008). The participants are 

identified in the transcriptions by means of a number. 

MAIN FINDINGS  

Feelings towards unemployment and influence on job satisfaction  

In general, participants used words with a strong negative emotional load when trying 

to describe their feelings: sorrow, worry, fear, concern, dejection, disappointment, 

bitterness, disenchantment, distress, restlessness, insecurity or anger. One participant 

even said “I feel like crying”. In addition, some responses showed that interviewees 

were suffering psychological problems such as depression and going through family 

conflicts. In other words, the impact of the economic downturn seems to be dramatic 

on building engineers’ morale. 

These feelings of worry, distress or insecurity are clearly related to the high level of 

uncertainty surrounding continuous employment and the possibility of remaining 

without a job in the near future. In fact, this has become a subject of daily 

conversation within construction companies and many felt empathy towards friends 

and colleagues who had recently become unemployed:  

“We are on a knife edge. One sees high instability in the daily work environment. 

First of all, the topic of conversation is “This mate is getting fired”, “I talked to 

another who told me that many workers have been laid off” (No. 3).  

“It makes me sad to see people who had been working for twenty, thirty years putting 

bricks and suddenly they have been placed in the street. They are in their fifties and 

they can’t do another thing and they don't know how to do another thing” (No. 4).  

These results coincide with Lansley’s (1996) account of UK construction 

professionals’ morale during the recession of the early 1990s.  

There is also fear of having to change occupation when having a vocation for 

construction management. In fact, a high commitment to building a career in the 

industry has been a prevalent attitude among building engineers that nowadays, due to 

the dramatic fall in the market for construction is threatened:  

“I hope not having to change; I wouldn't be able to do another thing… I believe I'm 

good at this and I don't want to look for another job” (No. 1). 

The Spanish economic downturn is having other consequences that the interviewees 

describe with pessimism. On the one hand, due to the high number of houses built 

during the “boom” in the real estate market (Naredo and Montiel 2011), many of them 

remain unsold at present. This fact will influence the future and possible recovery of 

the industry in the medium term, having an impact on their career prospects. On the 

other hand, there are statements about the worsening of the quality of public works: 

 “I participate in much bidding for public works and what’s happening is a serious 

problem because …, projects are done and then they are built totally different, 

because it is practically impossible to do the things as they are planned. And there is 

so much rivalry that at the end it places one in this hustle of offering anything, bidding 

for everything and building anything, finally  damaging the quality of the final 

building” (No. 12). 
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Other factors with influence on job satisfaction are the reduction or stabilization of 

salaries due to the fierce competition among construction professionals, the increase 

of expenses associated with the normal development of the profession and the 

degradation of the working conditions:  

“The level of competition now is higher,…there isn't work, but people have to eat. 

Then wages are going down and expenses are rising. When I inspect a construction 

site, the visit costs me almost twice the cost of three years ago” (No. 20). 

No participant declared that high unemployment rates in the construction sector had 

actually improved their job satisfaction. But of course they acknowledged the fact of 

feeling proud and pleased since they were still holding their workplace while many 

colleagues had been dismissed. They hoped and thought that perhaps, this could be 

because employers valued their professional capacity more than their counterparts’. 

A few interviewees did report that there was no influence at all or that while working 

there was no time to think about it. But the majority of them confirmed the well 

established negative relationship between job insecurity and job satisfaction (König et 

al., 2001): “Unemployment lowers job satisfaction levels because it includes future 

uncertainty as a new parameter” (No. 5). 

Comparing with previous studies carried out in Spain in 2006, a time when the 

country enjoyed a boom in the real estate market (Navarro et al., 2010), a new 

determinant generates profound job dissatisfaction on construction professionals: the 

impossibility of changing jobs in search of better working and economic conditions. 

In fact, from 2004 to 2006, the rate of turnover was very high and Spanish building 

engineers changed jobs easily with salary increases and promotions. On the contrary, 

in 2010 they speak of work load increases and salary cuts, together with having to 

accept any job without choice. Individuals seem unable to do what they consider as 

“proper jobs” and are uncertain about whether there will be an opportunity to do so in 

the future. This also happened in the UK in the early 1990s (Lansley, 1996). The 

following words illustrate well the situation:  

“Nowadays you have to accept what they offer you and still thank them. Furthermore 

you take a lot of crap because work isn’t nice, you have to work long hours, you earn 

less and still you have to be grateful because you know if you leave, you won't find 

another job” (No. 2). 

Furthermore, participants complain about certain construction companies’ human 

resource management strategies such as hiring procedures, because they seem to 

follow subjective criteria when selecting personnel:  

“I was unemployed and I saw that they were hiring other people because they were 

friends, without even interviewing me, without really knowing my skills” (No. 18).  

Besides, they report too much flexibility when contracting as the psychological 

contract between employer and employee has ceased to exist (Lasierra, 2007):  

“And they have fired him for two months? Can’t contractors hold a site manager for 

two months just because works have been delayed two months? There should be a law 

forbidding this... These things really burn me out” (No. 18).  

This clearly relates to a drop in job satisfaction and in company satisfaction like the 

ones described in Lansley (1996). 
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Employability strategies and training 

When asked about their priorities for employability, participants pointed out the 

following strategies: studying a master’s degree for professional specialization, 

working as self-employed professionals, changing jobs abandoning the construction 

industry, learning English in order to work abroad and, above all, studying and sitting 

competitive examinations for becoming civil servants or High school/University 

teachers:  

“Competitive exams are the future, even if it’s just for starting as an officer and 

promoting later” (No. 2). 

The main reason for wanting to become a civil servant is the search of job stability 

and security that private companies don’t offer in the current situation, and the 

improvement of their quality of life. Nevertheless, as Labeaga et al., (2011) indicate,  

they are aware they may have to carry out a job they dislike and accept even lower 

salaries. 

Sitting public competitive exams is quite common in Spain. As an example, note that 

16.973 Spanish people filled the application form to sit an exam for 30 posts as usher 

in the Spanish Parliament. Finally, more than 20 posts were obtained by University 

graduates (Remirez de Ganuza, 2010). 

This trend might be explained by Hofstede's Uncertainty Avoidance (UA), which 

reflects society’s level of tolerance for uncertainty (i.e. unstructured, unknown, or 

surprising situations). Populations with high UA scores have a low tolerance for 

uncertainty and will feel less comfortable in uncertain situations. High UA societies 

have a tendency to be rigid and have a shared preference for clear rules, while low UA 

ones tend to accept ill-defined situations as something normal (König et al., 2011). 

Showing an index of 84 in UA, far above the world’s average of 64, Spain belongs to 

the group of countries with high UA (Hofstede, 2011).  Job insecurity might be a 

particularly good example for an uncertain situation in the work domain (König et al., 

2011). Therefore Spanish people might be less prepared to face uncertain and risky 

situations such as unemployment and look for secure posts like Government 

employee. 

When trying to implement employability strategies interviewees had come across  

obstacles such as an insufficient offer of master degrees for professionals in the city of 

residence and the difficulties of starting as self-employed. In relation to competitive 

exams the main obstacles were the few posts offered for too many applicants and the 

tremendous effort and time devoted to studying with no guarantee of passing them. 

Definitions of employability emphasizing aspects such as adaptability, mobility and 

training have been pointed out previously (Nauta et al., 2009). In this research, 

individuals seem to commit themselves to studies in order to distance themselves from 

their peers and so enhance their employment prospects. The reasons for pursuing 

training and personal development are not linked to an expectation of success - study, 

work hard, get rich but to personal failure in the employment market. And they do not 

express an instrumental link between their own achievements and how these might 

enhance those of their organizations. This is what Lansely (1996) described as well for 

construction professionals in the UK in the 1990s. 

In order to become more competitive in the construction labour market, interviewees 

have found reasons for participating in training courses related to site manager issues 

such as workplace risks prevention:  
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“You never know if you’ll need it or not, it’s a way of looking for alternatives. If 

building engineering doesn’t work you can try with the topic of risk prevention” (No. 

11).  

Some participants would also like to learn and become updated with the advances that 

have taken place in the building sector related to laws, new technologies, IT 

applications, etc. Other responses also point to the idea of being well trained and 

updated in knowledge and skills most wanted by companies in processes of personnel 

recruitment and selection:  

“There are twenty-seven thousand building engineers like me, so you do think that you 

must be more educated... you have work today but tomorrow you probably won’t, and 

whoever becomes obsolete will be left out and will have fewer opportunities” (No. 

17). 

Another reason for engaging in training is the possibility of promoting inside the 

company. Finally, participation in certain courses also improves curriculum vitae for 

sitting competitive exams in order to become a civil servant or for the construction 

bidding process: “We must hand in our curriculum vitae when submitting a bid”. 

Specific training strategies followed by participants are enrolling in postgraduate 

degrees, master degrees on labour risks prevention, technical workshops organized by 

professional associations and different types of courses relevant for sitting competitive 

exams. 

In relation to the barriers hindering participation in these activities interviewees 

highlight the lack of time, the high costs of training costs and the little importance 

employers place in short length courses (20 to 30 hours) in the process of personnel 

selection. 

CONCLUSIONS 

In tracing the changes in the level of morale amongst building engineers in contracting 

companies in the Spanish construction industry it has been suggested that the major 

influence has been the level of buoyancy in construction markets. 

The analysis reveals fear, anger, restlessness, concern or sadness as common feelings 

likely to emerge with unemployment. Due to uncertainty and lack of job stability, 

unemployment rates seem to generate anxiety and distress, especially when many 

other colleagues are dismissed. As this becomes a subject of daily conversation within 

construction companies, job pressure increases, not only for fear of losing their job but 

also for fear of external competition. The fact that site managers feel happy because 

they do have a job does not mean they are really satisfied. A third of the participants 

declare that unemployment rates do not influences their job satisfaction, while half of 

them acknowledge their negative influence. 

Regarding employability strategies, most participants would like to study and take 

competitive exams in order to work as civil servants. Although they do not consider 

civil service a motivating job they agree on certain advantages such as stability, safety 

and the convenience of having a regular time-schedule. Only a few participants 

mention a wish to become self-employed or to create their own company. Finally, 

they also feel they should engage in training courses in order to update knowledge and 

increase their possibilities a job. 

Although this study has provided some important findings, the relatively small sample 

size and the qualitative methodology used limit the generalization of the results. 
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