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Evidence on the role of occupational differences in subjective working conditions during the pan-
demic is limited. However, an understanding of how such inequalities develop throughout the pandemic
is needed to prevent an overall worsening of social inequality in society. We study occupational inequal-
ities in subjective working conditions—work pressure and work-life balance—throughout the pandemic.
We use four waves of the representative, probability-based COVID Gender (In)equality Survey Nether-
lands (COGIS-NL), collected between April 2020 and November 2020 in The Netherlands. The results
show that higher work pressure is reported during the pandemic compared to before the pandemic, partic-
ularly among managers and professionals and white-collar workers. Occupational differences are also
found in the probability of having difficulty combining work and care during the pandemic, with man-
agers and professionals most likely to report having difficulty. These differences are no longer evident
after controlling for respondent and job characteristics. This longitudinal evidence on occupational differ-
ences in subjective working conditions within the working population contributes to a better understand-
ing of social inequalities arising and developing throughout the pandemic.

Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic appears to have amplified existing social inequalities in paid
employment (Austin and Donley 2022; Crowley, Doran, and Ryan 2021; Eurofound 2020;
Villarreal and Wei Hsin 2022). Empirical evidence on occupational differences during the
pandemic remains limited, however, and is focused on objective working conditions using
cross-sectional data (e.g., the ability to work from home at the start of the pandemic; Monte-
novo et al. 2022; Sostero et al. 2020). Measures to curb the spread of the SARS-CoV2 virus
have had different effects on different types of workers. Nevertheless, there have been few
investigations into occupational differences in subjective working conditions such as per-
ceived work pressure and perceived work-life balance, while this is important for the (long-
term) wellbeing of workers. In the US, for instance, monthly resignation rates largely
increased in 2021 (Jiskrova 2022), referred to as the Great Resignation. Many workers
appear to have reassessed their jobs and careers during or due to the COVID-19 pandemic.
Possible explanations include subjective working conditions during the pandemic, including
difficulties in combining work and care (Jiskrova 2022). The few studies that examine sub-
jective working conditions do not consider occupation (Dalessandro and Lovell 2022) or
focus on specific occupations such as healthcare workers (mostly lower skilled workers;
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Romate and Rajkumar 2022) or academics (higher skilled workers; Johnson et al. 2021;
Raabe et al. 2020). This research note contributes to the literature by presenting representa-
tive, longitudinal evidence from The Netherlands on occupational inequalities for three occu-
pational groups—managers and professionals, white-collar workers, and blue-collar workers
—on two key aspects of subjective working conditions: perceived work pressure and per-
ceived work-life balance.

Literature Review

Occupational differences in subjective working conditions have been observed prior to
the pandemic, but received only scant attention in the literature. For instance, several studies
showed that between 1995 and 2015, work pressure increased among all occupations, but
workers in blue-collar occupations experienced more work pressure overall (Lopes, Lagoa,
and Calapez 2014b; Rig�o et al. 2021; Wahrendorf, Dragano, and Siegrist 2013). Those in
white-collar and high-skilled labor report more life satisfaction compared to blue collar
workers and white-collar workers doing low-skilled labor (Hessels et al. 2018). Pre-
pandemic studies also found that workers in different occupational groups have their own
work-life balance challenges. Although workers in blue-collar occupations often have less
job autonomy and less flexible work schedules, managers and professionals have more flexi-
ble work schedules, but are more likely to work long hours, both of which can be demand-
ing (Chang, Mcdonald, and Burton 2010; Henly and Lambert 2014; Kossek and
Lautsch 2018). Lopes, Lagoa, and Calapez (2014a) show that up to 2015, compared to other
European countries, The Netherlands (together with the Scandinavian countries) witnessed
an increase in higher work autonomy and is higher than in other European countries.
Increased work autonomy was found for clerical workers (i.e., lower skilled white collar
workers) in particular, but not for low-skilled manual workers in The Netherlands. In other
European countries, work autonomy has decreased.

At first glance, the pandemic would appear to deepen these inequalities (Dingel and
Neiman 2020; Mongey, Pilossoph, and Weinberg 2021; Shavit and M€uller 1998), particu-
larly along educational lines. Attention for educational differences has been great, as educa-
tional level is an important predictor for social inequalities (Brunello et al. 2016; Eikemo
et al. 2008; Shavit and M€uller 1998). For example, workers with primary or secondary edu-
cation were more likely to become unemployed during the COVID-19 pandemic than
workers with higher educational levels (Crowley et al. 2021; Eurofound 2020). The attention
for potential inequality due to occupational differences is much more limited. While we rec-
ognize that educational differences matter, occupational differences are also likely to matter
for social inequalities experienced during the pandemic.

A key difference between workers of varying occupational groups is related to mea-
sures taken to slow the spread of the virus, including lockdowns, the closure of businesses,
and government mandates to work from home. For example, work-from-home mandates
were less relevant for workers in many blue-collar occupations; white-collar workers and
managers and professionals were more likely to work from home (Sostero et al. 2020). Dif-
ferences in work location are largely due to the type of jobs performed, whereby jobs with
physical handling tasks often cannot be done from home, like working in healthcare, packag-
ing products for shipping or stocking store shelves (Austin and Donley 2022; Euro-
found 2020; Leap, Stalp, and Kelly 2022; Sostero et al. 2020). The nature of these jobs
implies that workers employed in these occupations were more likely to face higher risks of
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exposure to COVID-19, to experience reduced working hours, and/or suffer income or job
loss during the pandemic (Dingel and Neiman 2020; Leap et al. 2022; Mongey et al. 2021;
Naumann et al. 2020; Romate and Rajkumar 2022; Zimpelmann et al. 2021). Initial pan-
demic evidence also suggests that workers in occupations labeled as essential were particu-
larly less likely to work from home, whereas workers in sectors such as tourism and
hospitality either lost their jobs or faced reduced working hours (Austin and Donley 2022;
Eurofound 2020; Mongey et al. 2021; Romate and Rajkumar 2022; Sostero et al. 2020). The
situation of workers in blue-collar occupations stands in stark contrast to workers in sectors
such as IT and communication, energy supply, education and real estate, where working
from home was most common during initial lockdowns (Raabe et al. 2020; Sostero
et al. 2020). Higher skilled workers, often doing office work, experienced higher earnings
and more job security (Adams-Prassl et al. 2020; Eurofound 2021; Raabe et al. 2020; Sos-
tero et al. 2020).

In short, during the pandemic, the type of occupation greatly determined who was
able to work from home and who was not. Nevertheless, existing literature and theories
focusing on occupational differences in subjective working conditions during COVID-19 are
limited. Our study therefore aims to answer the question to what extent occupation affects
perceived work pressure and work-life balance during COVID-19.

The Dutch Context

Pre-Pandemic Labor Market in The Netherlands

Since the 1990s, The Netherlands has turned toward labor market flexibilization, or
flexicurity, as a means of securing economic competitiveness, and the one-and-a-half earner
model for caregiving (Bekker and Wilthagen 2008; Plantenga 2002). Consequently, the
Dutch labor market became increasingly flexible between 2007 and 2015, with an increase
in the share of self-employed and the share of employees with a temporary contract (Euro-
found 2017; European Commission 2016). Evidence indicates that this increase in flexibility
has been more detrimental to job security among blue collar and white collar workers com-
pared to professionals and managers (Gielen and Schils 2014). In addition, wage inequality
has grown in The Netherlands in the same period, while employees in high-paying occupa-
tions are increasingly employed in different firms and sectors compared to employees in
low-paying occupations (Janietz and Bol 2020).

A large share of employees works non-standard hours. Non-standard hours were
reported as a source of perceived work pressure, especially among blue collar workers
(Houtman, Smulders, and van den Berg 2006; Wiezer, Smulders, and Nelemans 2005).
Compared to other European countries, a relatively large share of Dutch employees experi-
enced work pressure from having to work at a high work pace or under tight deadlines prior
to the COVID-19 pandemic (Houtman et al. 2006; Lopes et al. 2014b). Flexibility in the
Dutch labor market also stems from working from home. The Netherlands was among the
EU countries with the highest shares of telework prior to the pandemic. Overall, more than
one third of employees sometimes or regularly worked from home in 2019. Among knowl-
edge workers and IT professionals this percentage was more than 50% in 2018 (Milasi,
Gonz�alez-V�azquez, and Fern�andez-Mac�ıas 2021).
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Pandemic Measures in The Netherlands

The Dutch government first took measures to stop the spread of the COVID-19 virus in
March 2020, commencing with the first national lockdown from 12 March onwards. Over
the course of the first year of the pandemic, containment measures were introduced and
rescinded at multiple time points, as shown in Figure 1. As part of these containment mea-
sures, the government distinguished between essential and non-essential occupations. Essen-
tial workers (defined by the government as workers in occupations such as care, childcare,
and education, but also public transport, the food chain, transport industry, waste/garbage
collection and processing, media and communication, emergency services, necessary govern-
ment processes) were allowed to work on location if needed. During lockdowns, all non-
essential workers were required to work from home if possible and schools and day cares
were closed. Schools remained fully closed until 11 May 2020, creating difficulties for par-
ents to combine work and care. Emergency school and day care services were available in
limited measure for workers in essential occupations only. These workers were more often
lower educated, more likely to work in the (semi) public sector, more likely to be women
and less likely to work from home (Yerkes et al. 2020a, 2020b).

The Dutch government developed various policies to protect workers from the conse-
quences of these containment measures, including policies to protect the self-employed as
well as a short-time work scheme (termed NOW). The Dutch NOW policy differed from job
retention schemes in other countries as it provided employers with a temporary wage subsidy

Figure 1 Timeline of data collection in relation pandamic measures in 2020 in The
Netherlands.

4 ROOS VAN DER ZWAN ET AL.

 1475682x, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/soin.12574 by R

adboud U
niversity N

ijm
egen, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [12/11/2023]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense



based on reductions in sales (not working hours) (OECD 2020). Employers who received
this subsidy were required to pay workers 100% of their usual wage. These protective poli-
cies allowed employers to avoid lay-offs, particularly in sectors where work was often not
possible (e.g., restaurants and catering) (Cantillon, Seeleib-Kaiser, and Van der Veen 2021).
Comparatively, workers in The Netherlands were relatively less likely to face severe reduc-
tions of working hours than workers in other countries (Eurofound 2020). In addition, pro-
tective measures were introduced to protect workers who had to work on location. This
generally included the need to maintain 1.5 m of distance at work, which led to the intro-
duction of plastic dividers at factories and workstations, for example (Akkerman et al. 2021;
Berntsen et al. 2023). Note that during the first lockdown, work in occupations requiring
person-to-person contact (e.g., hairdressing) was not allowed, with the exception of (para)
medical occupations (RIVM 2023). Use of masks was less common in The Netherlands dur-
ing the first months of the pandemic and only became introduced to some occupations (e.g.,
education) in October of 2020 (RIVM 2023).

Data and Methods

To study subjective working conditions during the COVID-19 pandemic, we fielded the
COVID Gender (In)equality Survey Netherlands (COGIS-NL) (Yerkes et al. 2020a), which
was embedded in the LISS (Longitudinal Internet Studies for the Social sciences) panel
administered by CentErdata (Tilburg University, The Netherlands). The LISS panel is based
on a true probability sample of households drawn from the population register and has been
running since 2007 (Scherpenzeel and Das 2010). Respondents, in total about 7,500 individ-
uals, participate in monthly internet surveys covering a broad range of topics such as work,
education, income, values, and personality. All data and codebooks are available through the
LISS data archive. We used four waves of data, which were collected among a sub-sample
of the LISS panel. Wave 1 was collected in April 2020—1 month after the start of the first
lockdown in The Netherlands—among respondents with at least one employed household
member and at least one co-resident minor child (under the age of 18). Three successive
waves collected in July, September, and November 2020. At wave 2 the sample was broad-
ened to include all LISS panel members with at least one employed household member with-
out co-resident minor children, within two standard deviations of the average age of
respondents with co-resident minor children in wave 1. All respondents participating in at
least one wave were invited to take part in successive waves of the COGIS-NL survey.
Response rates were 70% (wave 1), 76% (wave 2), 79% (wave 3), and 75% (wave 4) (based
on completed surveys, more information available from the Longitudinal Internet Studies for
the Social Sciences (LISS) panel archive (Scherpenzeel and Das 2010) and the study website
(cogisnl.eu). Additionally, we used the LISS core module on Work and Schooling, which is
collected annually among all LISS panel members to measure occupational information and
sector. We used wave 14, collected in April–May 2021.

As we were focused on work pressure and work-life balance, we include only respon-
dents who were working. In all waves, 6–12% of the sample was not employed.1 Note that
very few respondents in the sample were unemployed as a result of the pandemic (Yerkes
et al. 2020b). Our analytical sample ranged between 736 and 1,115 respondents dependent
upon on the wave. Following, we excluded respondents with missing values on the
covariates.2 As a last step, we excluded missing values on the two dependent variables.3 The
final analytical sample size for work pressure is 660 (wave 1), 852 (wave 2), 909 (wave 3),
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and 801 (wave 4) and for work-life balance 689 (wave 1), 827 (wave 2), 860 (wave 3) and
748 (wave 4). Descriptive statistics by wave can be found in Table 1.

We examined differences in perceived work pressure and perceived work-life balance
across three occupational groups: managers and professionals, white-collar workers, and
blue-collar workers (reference category). This occupational variable was based on the Inter-
national Standard Classification of Occupations (ISCO 08; ILO, 2012). Where possible,
missing values on occupation were replaced by values from the 2020 LISS Work and
Schooling module (N = 197). A remaining 135 missing values were excluded.

Perceived work pressure and perceived work-life balance reflected respondents’ sub-
jective employment experiences. Work pressure was measured using the question: “How
much work pressure do you experience now, compared to the situation prior to the COVID-
19 pandemic” Answer categories included the following: (1) I am not experiencing any work
pressure at the moment, but I did prior to the COVID-19 pandemic; (2) I am not experienc-
ing any work pressure at the moment, nor did I prior to the COVID-19 pandemic; categories
3–7 were as follows: I am currently experiencing much less (3); slightly less (4); the same
amount (5); slightly more (6); much more (7) work pressure than prior to the COVID-19
pandemic.” Work-life balance was measured as follows: “How easy or difficult was it for
you to combine your paid work with care responsibilities (including home schooling/home-
work support) since the general closure of schools and childcare centres?” (1) Very easy, (2)
quite easy, (3) neither easy nor difficult, (4) quite difficult, or (5) very difficult.4

Educational level is an important predictor for social inequalities (Brunello
et al. 2016; Eikemo et al. 2008; Shavit and M€uller 1998). As noted above, workers with pri-
mary or secondary education were more likely to become unemployed than workers with
higher educational levels during the COVID-19 pandemic (Crowley et al. 2021; Euro-
found 2020). To disentangle occupational and educational differences, we included educa-
tional level (low (primary or lower secondary education = reference category), medium
(upper secondary education), and high (tertiary education).

We also account for several other covariates potentially confounding the relationship
between occupation and work pressure or work-life balance: sector (public, private sector,
and other = reference category), work location: (partly) working from home, working out-
side the home (reference category), and other (including those who have always worked
from home and those who did not have any work due to the pandemic), essential occupation
(self-reported based on a list of government-defined occupations; non-essential = reference
category), essential occupation partner (no partner, partner without essential occupation (ref-
erence category), partner with essential occupation), the presence of co-resident minor chil-
dren in the household, gender (male = reference category), and age. Finally, we included
wave dummies to control for differences across the waves.

We present descriptive figures supported by hierarchical multinomial logistic regres-
sion analyses. Multinomial logistic regressions are preferred over an ordered logit link func-
tion because they do not assume proportional odds between pairs of outcome groups and
thus allow for the separate estimation of the effects of independent variables on decreases
and increases in the outcome variable. As we are interested in studying differences between
occupational groups, which is a mostly time-invariant characteristic within the observation
period, we use person random effects. To address concerns about the comparability of logis-
tic coefficients across statistical models, we report average marginal effects (AMEs) in the
presented tables (Mood 2010). We note that with multinomial models, AMEs should be

6 ROOS VAN DER ZWAN ET AL.

 1475682x, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/soin.12574 by R

adboud U
niversity N

ijm
egen, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [12/11/2023]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense



Table 1 Descriptive statistics by wave

W1 W2 W3 W4

Apr-20 Jun-20 Sept-20 Nov-20

N %/mean N %/mean N %/mean N %/mean

Occupation
Manager & Professional 272 39.31 378 39.38 393 39.58 342 38.82
White collar 320 46.24 453 47.19 464 46.73 419 47.56
Blue collar 100 14.45 129 13.44 136 13.70 120 13.62

Education
Lower 69 9.97 97 10.10 110 11.08 97 11.01
Medium 271 39.16 366 38.13 366 36.86 343 38.93
Higher 352 50.87 497 51.77 517 52.06 441 50.06

Sector
Unknown 160 23.12 171 17.81 173 17.42 146 16.57
Public 200 28.90 273 28.44 291 29.31 262 29.74
Private 332 47.98 516 53.75 529 53.27 473 53.69

Work location
(partly) working

from home
333 48.12 372 38.75 333 33.53 326 37.00

Working outside the home 292 42.20 498 51.88 603 60.73 501 56.87
Other 67 9.68 90 9.38 57 5.74 54 6.13

Essential occupation
No 366 52.89 533 55.52 550 55.39 468 53.12
Yes 326 47.11 427 44.48 443 44.61 413 46.88

Essential occupation partner
No partner 64 9.25 237 24.69 243 24.47 212 24.06
Partner without essential

occupation
407 58.85 491 51.15 512 51.56 428 48.58

Partner with essential
occupation

221 31.94 232 24.17 238 23.97 241 27.36

Co-resident minor children
No 0 0.00 417 43.44 424 42.70 375 42.57
Yes 692 100.00 543 56.56 569 57.30 506 57.43

Gender
Male 326 47.11 471 49.06 486 48.94 442 50.17
Female 366 52.89 489 50.94 507 51.06 439 49.83

Age 692 42.92 960 43.29 993 43.61 881 43.70
Dependent variables

Work pressure

EVIDENCE ON OCCUPATIONAL DIFFERENCES IN PERCEIVED WORK PRESSURE AND PERCEIVED WORK-LIFE BALANCE DURING THE PANDEMIC IN THE NETHERLANDS 7
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interpreted as the estimated percentage point increase in the absolute probabilities of an out-
come, contrary to logistical coefficients that estimate the change in probability of one out-
come state compared to another.

Results

Work Pressure

Descriptive analyses (see Figure 2a) show occupational differences for the working pop-
ulation experiencing work pressure compared to prior to the pandemic. Approximately half
of workers experience the same amount of work pressure as before, the share being highest
among blue-collar workers. A substantial share of workers experiences more work pressure
during the pandemic; managers and professionals and white-collar workers more so than
blue-collar workers. Hardly any occupational differences are evident among those workers
experiencing less work pressure at the start of the pandemic (about one fifth of the sample).

The share of workers who experiences more work pressure varies throughout the pan-
demic across all occupations. Among managers and professionals, work pressure decreases
between April and September. For white collar workers, the share that perceives more work
pressure increases between April and June, but decreases again to about a third in September
and remains stable in November. A similar pattern is found for blue collar workers, although
the share perceiving more work pressure than before the pandemic is lower than among
other occupations. The decrease between June and September and increase in November
may be explained by pandemic measures: most measures were rescinded in September, but
reintroduced throughout October and November, with The Netherlands entering a second
semi-lockdown late October (see Figure 1).

Table 1
(continued)

W1 W2 W3 W4

Apr-20 Jun-20 Sept-20 Nov-20

N %/mean N %/mean N %/mean N %/mean

Less 147 22.27 104 12.21 81 8.91 56 6.99
As much 276 41.82 436 51.17 539 59.30 446 55.68
More 237 35.91 312 36.62 289 31.79 299 37.33

Work-life balance
Easy 265 38.46 388 46.92 460 53.49 417 55.75
Neither 223 32.37 277 33.49 285 33.14 253 33.82
Difficult 201 29.17 162 19.59 115 13.37 78 10.43

8 ROOS VAN DER ZWAN ET AL.
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These descriptive results are confirmed in multivariate analyses (Table 2). Occupa-
tional differences related to experiencing less work pressure are not found. Model 1a shows
negative and significant occupational effects on perceiving equal work pressure compared to
before the pandemic, meaning that managers and professionals (15 percentage points (p.p.)
lower) and white-collar workers (16 p.p. lower) are less likely than blue-collar workers to
perceive equal work pressure compared to before the pandemic. Managers and professionals
(17 p.p. higher) and white-collar workers (17 p.p. higher) are also more likely than blue-
collar workers to report more work pressure. These effects for managers and professionals
and for white-collar workers are weaker but remain significant for reporting an equal amount
and more work pressure after adding the control variables in Model 1b. Model 1b shows that
managers and professionals (10 p.p.) and white-collar workers (11 p.p.) are less likely to per-
ceive equal work pressure than blue collar workers. Model 1b also shows that managers and
professionals (13 p.p.) and white-collar workers (12 p.p.) are more likely to report more
work pressure than blue collar workers. Looking at respondent and work characteristics in
Model 1b, we find that in addition to these occupational differences, having a higher

Figure 2 Subjective working conditions by occupation; April–November 2020 (a) Perceived
work pressure (b) Work-life balance. Note: Circle = Manager and professional; Triangle =

White collar; Plus = Blue collar.

EVIDENCE ON OCCUPATIONAL DIFFERENCES IN PERCEIVED WORK PRESSURE AND PERCEIVED WORK-LIFE BALANCE DURING THE PANDEMIC IN THE NETHERLANDS 9
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educational level and an essential occupation were also predictors of reporting more work
pressure compared to before the pandemic. Over time, we find that between June and
November, workers were less likely to report a decline in work pressure and more likely to
perceive the same amount of work pressure compared to the start of the pandemic (April).
No significant effects were found for reporting an increase in perceived work pressure. These
findings appear in line with the results displayed in Figure 2a. In particular, reports of per-
ceiving more work pressure than before the pandemic appear to be rather stable during the
first year of the pandemic.

Work-Life Balance

Occupational differences in perceived work-life balance are less evident. A substantial
(about 40%) and increasing group perceives the combination of work and care as easy dur-
ing the first months of the pandemic, with only small occupational differences. As shown in
Figure 2b, the group that perceives this combination as neither easy nor difficult varies
somewhat across occupations at the beginning of the pandemic, but differences decrease by
November 2020. At the start of the pandemic, a considerable group indicates having difficul-
ties combining work and care, particularly managers and professionals (37%). The share of
workers who report having difficulty in combining work and care decreases throughout the
pandemic. Although managers and professionals remain the occupation most likely to report
having difficulties in combining work and care, by November 2020, occupational differences
almost disappeared.

The multivariate analyses in Table 3 show that the probability of reporting that com-
bining work and care was neither easy nor difficult is 10 p.p. lower for managers and profes-
sionals compared to blue-collar workers (Model 2a). Furthermore, we find that the likelihood
of perceiving the combination of work and care to be difficult is 9 percentage points higher
for managers and professionals and 5 percentage points higher for white-collar workers com-
pared to blue-collar workers (Model 2a). However, after controlling for respondent and work
characteristics (Model 2b), the effect sizes are strongly reduced and are no longer significant.
Rather than occupation, it may have been other factors that affected perceived work-life bal-
ance. For example, in our analyses, we find that those workers who are higher educated
were 8 p.p. more likely to report difficulties in combining work and care than those workers
with lower education. Workers with co-resident minor children were more likely to report
that combining work and care was easy (7 p.p.) and less likely that it was neither easy nor
difficult (4 p.p.) compared to workers without co-resident children.

We find significant changes by wave for the easy and difficult work-life balance cate-
gories. Model 2b shows that compared to April, respondents were more likely to report that
it was easy to combine and care in June (10 p.p.), September (18 p.p.) and November (19
p.p.), and less likely to report that it was difficult to combine work and care in June (10
p.p.), September (17 p.p.) and November (19 p.p.). These findings are in line with
Figure 1b.

Additional analyses with white-collar workers as the reference category showed the
probability that combining work and care was perceived as difficult is 4 percentage points
higher for managers and professionals, but these significant differences were only found
without controlling for respondent and job characteristics (not shown, results available upon
request). No substantial differences were found between blue-collar and white-collar workers,
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or between the three occupational groups relating to the probability of perceiving the combi-
nation of work and care as easy or neither easy nor difficult.

Conclusions and Discussion

This study examined the development of occupational inequalities in subjective working
conditions throughout the COVID-19 pandemic. Using representative longitudinal data for
The Netherlands, collected at four points during the first year of the pandemic, we were able
to study occupational differences in perceived work pressure and work-life balance. Recent
studies already showed that lower educated, low-skilled workers were more likely to con-
tinue their work on location, whereas many higher educated, high-skilled workers were able
to work from home (Eurofound 2020). Less attention was paid to occupational effects of the
pandemic on subjective working conditions, especially from a longitudinal perspective.

Our study showed that the pandemic affected subjective working conditions, how
subjective working conditions were affected differed across occupations, and that these
effects changed across time. Work pressure increased among a substantial share of workers,
but we found differences between managers and professionals and white-collar workers on
the one hand and blue-collar workers on the other hand. The experience of greater work
pressure for managers and professionals and white-collar workers in the early days of the
pandemic is an interesting finding considering earlier—pre-pandemic—research showing
higher levels of work pressure among lower skilled (often blue-collar) workers (Lopes
et al. 2014b; Rig�o et al. 2021; Wahrendorf et al. 2013).

We found few clear occupational differences relating to work-life balance, particu-
larly toward the end of the first year of the pandemic (November 2020). While managers
and professionals were more likely than blue-collar workers to have difficulty combining
work and care at the start of the pandemic, these differences were much smaller by Novem-
ber 2020. Nevertheless, managers and professionals, also the group most likely to work from
home during the pandemic, were most likely of all occupations to report having difficulty
combining work and care. We note that occupational differences in work-life balance disap-
pear when controlling for individual characteristics, such as gender, education and age, and
job characteristics, such as work location. Although previous studies have focused more on
the work-life balance of managers and professionals than low-skilled workers (especially
blue-collar workers), our findings seem in line with previous studies that find that work-life
balance can be challenging for all occupations (Chang et al. 2010; Henly and Lambert 2014;
Kossek and Lautsch 2018).

Our study had some limitations. For example, we did not include controls for work
hours, therefore controlling for whether work hours increased or decreased throughout the
pandemic. Unfortunately, changes in work hours were only included in the first wave of the
COGIS-NL study. We also note that our measure of work pressure, although providing a
clear comparison of workers’ subjective experience, does not distinguish between different
sources of pressure (e.g., the need to meet targets or deadlines) or pandemic-based sources
of work pressure (e.g., potential concerns about contracting COVID-19 at work). Another
study shows that work pressure was more affected by work stressors than by home stressors
at the start of the pandemic in April 2020 and in particular that working more hours and
having an essential occupation increased perceived work pressure (Andr�e and van der
Zwan 2023). More detailed information on workers’ experiences of work pressure would
nevertheless be a valuable addition to the literature.
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The results of our study provide much-needed insights into the ways in which the
COVID-19 pandemic impacted subjective working conditions. In particular, we clearly found
different patterns and predictors for work pressure and work-life balance. There were differ-
ent perceptions of work pressure among occupations and for a considerable group of
workers, work pressure increased and remained high throughout the pandemic. For work-life
balance, education appears to be a more important predictor of work-life balance difficulties
than occupation, in particular those respondents with a higher educational level experienced
difficulties in combining work and care. Furthermore, it appears that the start of the pan-
demic had the most substantial effect on work-life balance, while this was less evident for
work pressure. While our analyses offer evidence of pandemic-related occupational differ-
ences in subjective working conditions, it is difficult to say whether these differences have
led to an increase in social inequality and whether these differences hold in other working
populations outside The Netherlands, in different COVID-19 pandemic contexts. Considering
pre-pandemic findings that higher work pressure existed among lower occupations, our study
may indicate that the gap in work pressure between higher and lower skilled workers may
have become smaller since the pandemic. This finding offers promising inroads for post-
COVID research on the working population. More research is also needed to examine how
individual and job characteristics affect work-life balance differently for workers in lower
and higher skilled occupations.
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1Based on the question “Are you currently in paid employment?,” 104, 85, 88, and 87 respondents in waves
1–4 respectively were not employed.

2135 for occupation—only measured at 1 time point, respectively from wave 1 to 4: 4, 3, 3 and 2 missing
values for education, and 0, 35, 35, and 22 for work location.

3For work pressure excluded missing values were 32, 108, 84, and 80 for waves 1–4 and for work-life balance
this was respectively 3, 133, 133, and 133.

4For work pressure an additional category was added in waves 2–4: (8) not applicable. For work-life balance
the question was slightly adapted from wave 2 onwards: How easy or difficult was it for you to combine your paid
work with [care and support for the people around you/your care responsibilities] at this moment? And the category
(6) “not applicable” was added. For both dependent variables, “not applicable” was coded as missing, which may
explain the slightly higher number of missing values in waves 2–4.
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