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Job strain in relation to ambulatory blood pressure, heart rate, and heart
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Objective   This study examined the effects of exposure to job strain on independent predictors of cardiovascular
disease (ambulatory blood pressure, heart rate, and heart rate variability).
Methods   The participants comprised a homogeneous group of 159 healthy female nurses [mean age 35.9 (SD
8.5) years]. The choice of this population minimized variance attributable to gender, socioeconomic status, and
work characteristics. Job demands, decision latitude, and social support were measured with the Karasek job
content questionnaire, which was administered twice with an average interval of 12.2 months. The nurses’
scores for job demands and decision latitude on both occasions were used to define their job-strain category.
Ambulatory blood pressure, heart rate, and heart rate variability were assessed on a workday and a day of leisure.
Results   No effect on the ambulatory levels of blood pressure, heart rate, or heart rate variability was found for
job strain by itself or in interaction with social support. In addition, job strain was not associated with differences
in short-term or long-term physiological recovery during sleep after a workday or a day of leisure. High job
demand was associated with higher systolic blood pressure at work and with higher diastolic blood pressure at
work, but the latter association was found only when decision latitude was concurrently high, rather than low.
Conclusions   High job strain among young female nurses is not associated with an unfavorable ambulatory
cardiovascular profile. The robust effect of job strain on male health appears to be less apparent for women.
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stress.
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High job strain is associated with an increased risk of
cardiovascular disease (CVD) (1–3), and a lack of so-
cial support at work further increases this risk (4–6) for
both men and women. The association is usually stud-
ied in populations of (predominantly) men. In this study
we examined the effects of exposure to job strain (7) and
social support on three potential mediators between these
psychological stressors and three CVD variables (ambu-
latory blood pressure, heart rate, and heart rate variabili-
ty) in a group of female nurses. These three cardiovascu-
lar variables are independent predictors of CVD (8–10),
and their prolonged ambulatory recording in real-life set-
tings increases their predictive power for disease end
points (11). Several, but not all, job-strain or social sup-
port studies have shown an association with ambulatory
blood pressure or heart rate among men, both cross-sec-
tionally and prospectively (12–18). Findings for women,

however, are more sparse and currently inconclusive (19,
20).

Various studies have shown that reduced heart rate
variability is associated with a progression of focal cor-
onary atherosclerosis (21) and cardiovascular morbidi-
ty and mortality (9, 22–24). With the use of the effort–
reward imbalance scale (25), ambulatory heart rate var-
iability has been shown to be associated with the work
stress of men (26). To our knowledge, the association
between job strain and ambulatory heart rate variability
has been studied only once in a mixed (N=113 men,
N=22 women) population of shift workers (27). An el-
evated percentage of spectral power in the low-frequen-
cy band (0.04–0.15 Hz) in high-strain jobs was report-
ed, but no difference was found in spectral power be-
tween the groups in the high-frequency band or a heart
rate variability measure in the time domain.
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Our present study was carried out with a study pop-
ulation of healthy female nurses with a relatively ho-
mogeneous set of worktasks. This approach contrasts
that of most previous studies, which have recruited par-
ticipants from very different occupations (28, 29). Us-
ing a single occupational group, however, minimizes
variance attributable to latent disease, gender, socio-
economic status, and work characteristics. In spite of the
homogeneity of the work setting, a large variation in job
strain has been shown to exist among Dutch nurses (30).
Clearly, these differences in job strain indicate subjec-
tively experienced job demands and decision latitude
rather than objective job characteristics. Because all pre-
vailing psychosomatic theories emphasize the impor-
tance of subjective appraisal as the main source of
pathophysiological stress reactivity (31, 32), we expect-
ed subjective job strain to affect CVD risk significantly.

Blood pressure, heart rate, and the root-mean-
squared successive differences (RMSSD) between two
R-peak intervals, a reliable time-domain measure of
heart rate variability (33), were assessed with ambula-
tory monitoring on both a workday and a day of leisure.
Although ambulatory recording has better ecological
validity, the lack of experimental control over partici-
pants’ posture and physical activity can be a major
source of confounding. Posture and physical activity are
known to explain the largest part of the variance in am-
bulatory heart rate and blood pressure (34), and they
may not be randomly distributed between nurses high
and low in job strain. Previous studies reporting on the
relation between psychosocial factors and ambulatory
blood pressure mostly failed to take posture and physi-
cal activity into account (28, 29, 35, 36), and this fail-
ure may have compromised their assessment of job-
strain effects. In our study, therefore, we analyzed am-
bulatory data after careful stratification by posture and
activity.

To make sure that we dealt with stable individual
differences in job strain, we had the participants fill out
the job-strain questionnaire twice over a period of a
year, for a comparable prolonged cross-sectional design,
as previously described by Schnall et al (16). On each
occasion, we tested whether the participants were in the
high job-strain quadrant (yes–no). This procedure led
to four job-strain groups (no–no; yes–no; no–yes; yes–
yes) that were hypothesized to have increasingly unfa-
vorable cardiovascular risk profiles. Across ambulato-
ry measurements with comparable posture or activity,
the yes–yes group would have higher heart rate and
blood pressure, and lower RMSSD levels than women
in the other groups. Low social support was expected
to increase subjective strain even further and to interact
with job strain to produce even more unfavorable am-
bulatory profiles. Since it has been suggested that low
control over the work process or high job demands can

increase disease risk in isolation (2, 37), we also tested
for an association of job demands and decision latitude
with ambulatory risk factors.

Study population and methods

Study population

The sample of nurses has been described extensively
elsewhere (38, 39). Briefly, 1068 nurses received a job
content questionnaire to characterize job strain at time
1. Of the 662 respondents (response rate 62%), 107 were
men, and 224 of the female nurses did not accept the
invitation to participate in the current study. Therefore,
331 female nurses were eligible for participation (re-
sponse rate 60%). The female nonvolunteers did not dif-
fer from the volunteers with respect to job demands,
skill discretion, decision authority, social support, phys-
ical load at work, age, marital status, number of hours
employed per week, duration of employment in current
position, or number of years involved in shiftwork (39).
Of the 331 volunteers, 172 were excluded from the fi-
nal sample because they were employed <24 hours a
week (N=76), were not educated or employed as a reg-
istered nurse (N=32), were not working in morning
shifts (N=9), could not be contacted (N=11), were preg-
nant, lactating or on maternity leave (N=13), changed
jobs (N=17), were on sick leave, suffered from chronic
disease or received medical treatment for cardiac dis-
ease, hypertension, hyperlipidemia or depression (N=7),
or had experienced a major life event in the past 3
months (eg, divorce or disease or death of a parent,
spouse or child) (N=7). A final total of 159 nurses with
comparable job descriptions were included in the study.
Their average age was 35.9 (SD 8.5) years, and their
mean employment duration in their current position was
7.4 (SD 8.1) years. The Vrije Universiteit Medical Eth-
ics Committee approved the study. Written informed
consent was obtained from all the participants.

Procedure
At an average interval of 12.2 months after the first
mailing, the participants were contacted again and
scheduled for an ambulatory recording. Prior to their
participation, all the nurses filled out questionnaires,
including the job content questionnaire, for a second
time (time 2) and attended a brief general (health) in-
terview to provide information on personality, mood, ed-
ucational level, demographics, years employed in the cur-
rent position and shiftwork, use of oral contraceptives,
phase in menstrual cycle, smoking behavior, and alcohol
and coffee consumption. Waist and hip circumferences
were measured for the calculation of the waist-to-hip
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ratio. The nurses wore the ambulatory monitoring de-
vices for 24 hours on a workday and a day of leisure.
The measurements were scheduled for a workweek that
had three morning shifts (0730–1615) that had been
preceded by at least 2 days of leisure. The workday meas-
urement took place on the third morning shift. Before
starting their normal work routines, the nurses came to
a temporarily established research laboratory at their
workplace. The ambulatory devices were fitted and their
operation (attachment and detachment) was explained.
Ambulatory measurements were continued until the next
morning, when the nurses returned the monitors. For the
measurement on the day of leisure, the nurses took the
device home and attached the monitor themselves on the
second of two successive days of leisure.

Psychological assessment

Job strain and social support. The nurses completed a
shortened Dutch version of the job content questionnaire
originating from the Dutch Monitor on Stress and Phys-
ical Load (40). The subscale for job demands was as-
sessed with five dichotomous items. Skill discretion
(five dichotomous items) and decision authority (seven
dichotomous items) were combined in the subscale of
decision latitude. The time between the first (time 1) and
second (time 2) administration averaged 12.2 (range
8–15) months. Scores on the two subscales were ac-
quired by simply computing sum scores (no=0,
yes=1). Median values were computed for both sub-
scales, and they were found to be identical for time
1 and time 2.

At each time point, a two-category variable was cal-
culated for job strain. Nurses scoring above the median
on the subscale for job demands (score >3) were as-
signed to the group with high job demands, whereas
nurses scoring below the median on the subscale for
decision latitude (scores <10) comprised the group with
low decision latitude. Nurses scoring above the median
for job demands and below the median for decision lat-
itude were assigned to the group with high job strain
(yes). All other nurses were assigned to the no-strain
group (no). As depicted in figure 1, based on the nurs-
es’ job-strain status at time 1 and time 2, a four-catego-
ry “composite job-strain variable” was calculated as

previously described by Schnall et al (16). The scale re-
liability was acceptable for both job demands (Cron-
bach’s alpha 0.75 for time 1 and 0.68 for time 2) and
decision latitude (Cronbach’s alpha 0.60 for time 1 and
0.64 for time 2). The 1-year test-retest correlations were
0.44 (P<0.001) for job demands and 0.54 (P<0.001) for
decision latitude. Social support was assessed at time 2
only by seven dichotomous items, referring to both co-
worker support and supervisory support according to
Houtman et al (40). The scale reliability for social sup-
port was adequate (Cronbach alpha of 0.77). The means
and standard deviations for job demands, decision lati-
tude, and social support for the four groups (yes–yes,
yes–no, etc) are given in table 1. Smoking, alcohol use,
oral contraceptive use, phase in menstrual cycle, and
physical characteristics like waist-to-hip ratio did not
differ between the job-strain groups. In addition, the to-
tal employment duration and the number of years in-
volved in shiftwork were comparable for all four groups.

Psychological well-being. Subjective physical load at
work was assessed by 11 dichotomous items taken from
the Dutch Monitor on Stress and Physical Load, which
focuses on awkward postures and repetitive physical
load (40). Depression was assessed with the CES-D
(Center for Epidemiological Studies–Depression) ques-
tionnaire (41). Anxiety was assessed with the trait scale
of the Spielberger State–Trait Anxiety Inventory (STAI)
(42). Burnout was determined using the Utrecht Burn-
out Scale (UBOS) (43). Mood was assessed in the
evening, close to bedtime, with a shortened version of
the Profile of Mood States (POMS) (44). The POMS
subscales for depression–dejection, fatigue–inertia, an-
ger–hostility, and tension–anxiety items were summed
to yield a negative mood index. The sum of the vigor–
activity and friendliness subscales were used to form an
index for positive mood.

Ambulatory cardiovascular assessment

Ambulatory cardiac measures were obtained with the
VU-AMS device (version 4.6, TD-FPP, Vrije Univer-
siteit, Amsterdam). The reliability and validity of the
VU-AMS device have been described elsewhere (45).
In brief, from the R-peak time-series an average value

Figure 1. Cumulative exposure to job strain
defined as a composite job-strain classifica-
tion based on nurses’ reported job-strain sta-
tus at time 1 and time 2, according to Schnall
et al (16).

 Time 1 
(baseline) 

 Time 2  
(1 year) 

Composite classification 
job strain 

 Yes (N=17) Yes-yes group  
Yes 
(N=41)  Yes (N=22) No-yes group 

 No (N=24) Yes-no group 

 

Job 

strain 
 
No 
(N=118)  No (N=96) No-no group 
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for the interbeat interval (IBI) and the RMSSD between
two peak intervals was obtained online from a 3-lead
electrocardiograph for each 30 seconds. The graphs plot-
ting the 30-second averages of the IBI data against the
RMSSD data were inspected visually for every partici-
pant. Irregularities were checked, and one participant
was excluded from the final analyses as a result. In car-
diology, RMSSD is one of the methods recommended
for measuring heart rate variability (46), and it is very
easy to obtain from ambulatory recordings of different
time lengths.

Ambulatory systolic (SBP) and diastolic (DBP)
blood pressure were recorded at regular intervals of 30
minutes by means of a Spacelabs 90207 device (Space-
Labs Medical, Redmond, USA). The ambulatory blood
pressure device was removed before the participant went
to sleep at night. The VU-AMS device was removed
when the participant woke-up in the morning.

The VU-AMS device gave an auditory tone every
30 (±10) minutes during waking hours to prompt par-
ticipants to fill out the diary. [See Riese et al (47) for
an example of this procedure.] The nurses were instruct-
ed to write down the time, activities, bodily postures,
and physical load in chronological order. The device
also contained an accelerometer sensitive to changes in
vertical acceleration. With the use of an interactive
graphic program, this motility signal confirmed the in-
formation about type of (changes in) posture and activ-
ity from the diary. Stationary periods (same posture,
same activity) were coded for posture, activity, day, and
time of day. The mean values for heart rate and RMSSD
for these coded fragments were calculated by the pro-
gram and stored simultaneously with start and end time
and the duration of the period. Each blood pressure val-
ue from the Spacelabs device was coded analog to the
VU-AMS data. Criteria given in earlier recommenda-
tions were used for excluding erroneous blood pressure
readings and outliers (48). Missing data were handled
by imputing the value of the same person in the same

activity category on the other registration day. Since
nursing is a physically active job and posture and activ-
ities are substantially correlated (49), we aggregated the
ambulatory data over coded activity periods before test-
ing for possible group differences. Ambulatory meas-
ures for each of the 24-hour sessions were assigned to
the following four physical-activity categories (50): (i)
lying (during night time sleep), (ii) sitting activities (eg,
desk work, watching television), (iii) light physical ac-
tivities (eg, walking, light jobs at work or at home), and
(iv) medium–heavy physical activities (eg, pushing a
bed containing a patient, carrying heavy groceries).

On the average, the number of valid blood pressure
readings during the workday and the day of leisure was
28.4 (SD 8.6, range 7–49) and 24.8 (SD 8.3, range 8–
51), respectively. These numbers did not differ between
the four job-strain categories on either the workday
[F(3,150)=0.02, P=0.99] or the day of leisure
[F(3,150)=0.17, P=0.92]. Altogether 14.0% of the total
readings for ambulatory heart rate and RMSSD had to
be discarded due to ambiguous diary entries (13%) or
loose electrode contact (1%). The amount of missing
data did not differ between the job-strain groups for ei-
ther the workday [F(3,153)=1.05, P=0.37] or the day of
leisure [F(3,153)=1.30, P=0.28]. The medium–heavy ac-
tivity category, however, was badly filled, particularly
on the day of leisure and, therefore, removed from fur-
ther analyses.

Statistical analysis

Analyses of variance were performed with a general lin-
ear modeling (GLM) procedure in SPSS11.0 (SPSS Inc,
Chicago, IL, USA) to test for differences in psycholog-
ical well-being at time 2 as a function of the job-strain
categories (no–no, yes–no, no–yes, yes–yes). Social sup-
port, as assessed at time 2, was entered as a covariate.

To test the association between ambulatory cardio-
vascular risk measures and job strain, bivariate GLM

Table 1. Means and standard deviations for job demands, decision latitude, and social support for the four different job-strain groups
separately.

Job strain

No–no (N=96) Yes–no (N=24) No–yes (N=22) Yes–yes (N=17) Total (N=159)

Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD

Job demands

Time 1 2.2 1.4 4.5 0.5 2.5 1.2 4.6 0.5 2.8 1.6
Time 2 2.3 1.4 2.8 1.3 4.3 0.5 4.7 0.5 2.9 1.5

Decision latitude

Time 1 10.2 1.6 7.9 1.1 9.1 1.4 7.8 2.0 9.4 1.9
Time 2 9.8 1.9 9.3 1.6 7.8 1.2 7.2 1.9 9.2 2.0

Social support

Time 2 5.8 1.6 5.2 2.1 4.9 1.8 5.7 1.6 5.6 1.8
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was performed for the ambulatory “cardiac” (IBI and
RMSSD), and “blood pressure” (DBP and SBP) clus-
ters separately. A repeated-measurement design was
used with the job-strain categories (no–no, yes–no, no–
yes, yes–yes), measurement day (workday, day of lei-
sure), and the category for posture–physical activity (sit-
ting only, mild physical activity, and, for IBI and
RMSSD, also night-time sleep). Social support at time
2, age, oral contraceptive use, and waist-to-hip ratio
were entered as covariates. A full model with all of the
main and interaction terms was initially specified. Sub-
sequently, nonsignificant interactions were removed in
a step-down procedure that ended when all the remain-
ing effects were part of a significant interaction or only
the main effects were left (51).

To test the association between the ambulatory car-
diovascular risk measure and job demands or decision
latitude in isolation, multiple stepwise regression anal-
yses were performed using the continuous scores of the
questionnaires taken at time 2 only. Job demands and
decision latitude assessed at time 2, and their interac-
tion term (job strain), social support, and job strain
by social support were entered as possible predictors
for IBI, RMSSD, SBP, and DBP levels in the three cat-
egories for posture–physical activity on each of the two
ambulatory measurement days.

Results

Job strain

Psychological well-being. Systematic group differences
emerged with regard to the questionnaires pertaining to
psychological well-being as assessed at time 2. The
nurses reporting high job strain at time 2 were, com-
pared with the “no-strain” nurses, more depressed
[F(3,155)=3.6, P=0.02], anxious [F(3,155)=2.9,
P=0.04], burned-out according to all three subscales
[F(3,155)=4.1, P=0.008 for emotional exhaustion,
F(1,155)=5.9, P=0.001 for depersonalization, and
F(1,155)=3.0, P=0.03 for personal accomplishment] and
reported, on the average, more negative mood on both
monitoring days [F(3,155)=3.6, P=0.02].

The nurses in the yes–yes group experienced a sig-
nificantly higher subjective physical load at work
[F(3,155)=6.7, P<0.001]. This result was not paralleled
by the finding of the objective physical-activity
measure as obtained from the combined diary and ver-
tical accelerometer data. A comparison of the time spent
in different activities between the four job-strain cate-
gories on the workday showed that the groups did not
differ in time spent lying (during sleep) [F(3,134)=0.61,
P=0.61], sitting [(F(3,153)=0.52, P=0.67], or doing light
physical activities [F(3,153)=1.38, P=0.25].

Ambulatory measurements. Figure 2 shows the cardio-
vascular profile for the four job-strain groups across
three physical-activity categories on the workday and
day of leisure. The decrease in IBI and RMSSD with
increasing physical activity (from sleeping to sitting to
light physical activity) was stronger for the workday
than for the day of leisure [multivariate F(4,146)=7.9,
P<0.001; univariate IBI and RMSSD P<0.001 and
P=0.031, respectively]. As expected blood pressure was
higher on the workday than on the day of leisure [mul-
tivariate F(2,147)=24.1, P<0.001; univariate SBP and
DBP P<0.001 and P<0.001, respectively] and higher
during physical activity than during sitting [multivari-
ate F(2,147)=65.6, P<0.001; univariate SBP and DBP
P<0.001 and P<0.001, respectively] . Job strain by it-
self did not yield any effects on IBI, RMSSD, SBP, or
DBP. In addition, no differences were observed in short-
term or long-term recovery during sleep after a work-
day or day of leisure.

Job demands and decision latitude

In the multiple regression (stepwise) analyses on the
continuous scores current job demands, decision lati-
tude, and their interaction terms did not explain the IBI,
RMSSD, SBP or DBP levels in a systematic way for a
workday or day of leisure. Social support at time 2 also
failed to produce the expected effects. The interaction
between decision latitude and job demands did affect
the DBP level during sitting during the workday
(β=0.19, P=0.02), but the highest DBP values were
found for nurses reporting a combination of high job
demands and high decision latitude, and this finding
countered the theoretical expectation. Only a single ef-
fect was in the expected direction, that of high job de-
mands predicting higher SBP during sitting during the
workday (β=0.17, P=0.04).

In summary, effects of job strain were found with
respect to the psychological variables, but there was no
effect of job strain, either by itself or in interaction with
social support, on the ambulatory levels of IBI, RMSSD,
SBP, or DBP. Job demands and decision latitude at the
time of the ambulatory monitoring also failed to show
the expected associations with an unfavorable ambula-
tory cardiovascular risk profile.

Discussion

Job strain, assessed as low decision latitude in com-
bination with high job demands of at least 1-year
duration, was found to be associated with the impaired
psychological well-being of female nurses. This result cor-
responds well with findings from comparable studies on
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female workers (52, 53). In spite of the association with
low psychological well-being, no evidence was found
for detrimental effects of job strain on ambulatory risk
factors for CVD, either by itself or in interaction with
social support. An important asset of this study was that
the results were not confounded by “trivial” differenc-
es in physical activity during the monitoring. We made
sure to compare participants only within categories of
activity of similar posture and comparable physical load
and did not find group differences in the time spent in
various activities.

The null findings for job strain in relation to heart
rate and blood pressure are at odds with the significant
effects of job strain, or other formulations of high work
stress, on blood pressure and heart rate, as repeatedly
found in male or mixed gender samples. [See, for ex-
ample, Schnall et al (15, 16) and Van Egeren (54).] Fur-
thermore, adverse effects of chronic job strain or low
support at work on ambulatory blood pressure (28, 35,
55, 56) or heart rate (18) have also been found in all the
female samples. For instance, in a homogenous group
of female nurses (N=56), Theorell et al (56) found that
job strain was associated with elevated ambulatory
blood-pressure levels during workhours on a normal

workday. However, this effect was not shown in a larg-
er sample of nurses (N=138), who were measured four
times for 24 hours (57), and some other studies on wom-
en have also failed to detect effects of job strain on am-
bulatory blood pressure (12, 19, 57, 58) or heart rate (57).

A comparison of the studies with positive versus null
findings suggests that most of the significant job-strain
effects on blood pressure were obtained among women
in heterogeneous or mainly white-collar occupations. In
a homogeneous worksetting, differences in job strain are
due to subjectively experienced job demands and deci-
sion latitude, rather than to objective job characteristics.
This situation was illustrated in our study by the fact
that the high subjective physical workload of the nurses
with high job strain was not confirmed by the actual time
spent in the physical activity, as obtained from the dia-
ry and vertical accelerometer data. Thus the low psy-
chological well-being found with higher job strain may
also influence the subjective recall of the intensity, du-
ration, or frequency of physically demanding activities.
Under the prevailing psychosomatic theories that em-
phasize subjective appraisal as the main source of stress-
induced disease (31, 32), we expected subjective job
strain to affect the ambulatory risk profile of the nurses
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significantly. However, it is possible that objective job
characteristics are more important or that larger vari-
ance in subjective strain can be found in more hetero-
geneous worksettings.

Clearly, the detection of a significant job-strain ef-
fect depends on the mean and variance of job strain.
Low job-strain levels and insufficient variation in job
strain would attenuate the associations with cardiovas-
cular risk. Such an attenuation does not seem to be likely
in this specific population. Previous studies in the Dutch
health-care system have indicated that nurses are at risk
of high workpace (59) and nurses are widely perceived
to have emotionally and physically highly demanding
jobs (60). The average score and standard deviation of
job demands, decision latitude, or social support for the
nurses studied were similar to those found in a Dutch
reference population of 10 512 men and women work-
ing in various jobs of the Dutch health-care system,
mostly nurses (30). It is difficult to conceive of this huge
reference population as being restricted in range or hav-
ing lower-than-average job strain.

Another explanation for the absence of detrimental
effects of job strain in our study is the younger age of
our nurses (age range of 25–50 years) compared with
that of women in the study reporting detrimental effects
of job strain (range 25–64 years) (35). Our nurses may
not have been exposed to chronic job strain for a long
period, since we ensured the stability of high job strain
for a 1-year period only. In addition, since our nurses
were largely premenopausal, they may still have expe-
rienced the putative protective effects of estrogen (61).
Job-strain effects on women may become apparent only
after menopause. Since only 1 out of the 17 postmeno-
pausal nurses reported high job strain, this question
could not be resolved in our study. However, in the
study of Laflamme et al (35), in which a positive asso-
ciation between job strain and SBP was found, the
number of women in the oldest age group (55–64 years)
was only seven, and, therefore, could not have account-
ed for the positive finding, and, therefore, this explana-
tion is less plausible.

In the Nurses Health Study, job strain, job demands,
and decision latitude were not associated with coronary
heart disease (CHD) after a 4-year follow-up period
(62). Although this was an impressive prospective co-
hort study, due to the relatively short follow-up period,
cumulative effects of adverse job characteristics on a
slowly progressing clinical end point like CHD may
have been missed. In an 11-year follow-up, job strain
did predict CHD events among female white-collar
workers, but intriguingly high job demands in particu-
lar predicted the incidence of fatal CHD and nonfatal
myocardial infarction (2). The results of our study sug-
gest that elevated SBP in association with high job de-
mands is a potential mediator in the latter relation.

We found that nurses reporting higher, rather than
lower, current decision latitude had a higher DBP. Al-
though counterintuitive, this finding is in line with re-
sults reported by Light et al (12), in that women scor-
ing high on skill discretion (an index of decision lati-
tude) had elevated DBP at work. Another interesting
finding is that our nurses with both high job demands
and high decision latitude had the highest DBP at work.
This finding is remarkable since, in the original descrip-
tion of the model, these so-called “active jobs’ are as-
sumed to develop “feelings of mastery that inhibit strain
perception” and in this way should be associated with
lower risk (7). However, our findings are in line with
the results of a study on job strain and preclinical carot-
id atherosclerosis. In a heterogeneous occupational pop-
ulation, higher carotid plaque prevalence and thicker
carotid artery intima-media thickness were found among
women in high-strain jobs and in active jobs. Although
adjustment for occupational status reduced the magni-
tude of the association among the women with high
strain, it did not affect the association found for women
in active jobs (63).

The results of our study suggest that, for women, the
detrimental effects of work stress are not as straightfor-
ward as hypothesized in the Karasek job-strain model
(7). Moreover, it suggests that specific toxic psychoso-
cial characteristics can be expected for either gender and
for each occupational setting. We recommend that fu-
ture studies set up to identify toxic characteristics use
relatively homogeneous populations to control for false
positive findings with respect to job strain in relation to
occupational status, socioeconomic status, or work char-
acteristics.

Overall, our results are well in agreement with the
general finding that the original concept of job strain
applies more to men than to women (64), with the pos-
sible exception of highly educated women (27). It re-
mains unclear whether these gender differences in the
detrimental effects of job strain are due to psychologi-
cal or physiological influences not assessed in the cur-
rent study (eg, the effects of menopausal status, sensi-
tivity to the effect of catecholamines and cortisol on the
target organs, social gender roles, socialized gender
roles, or attitudes in social situations) (65, 66).
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