
Disclaimer: This working paper has not been subject to the full Eurofound evaluation, editorial and publication process. 

title of report here  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Industrial relations and social dialogue 
Working life during the COVID-19 

pandemic as observed through 
national research data  

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

Working life in the COVID-19 pandemic 2020 

 

 
WORKING PAPER 

 
 

http://eurofound.link/ef21070


Working life during the COVID-19 pandemic as observed through national research data  

Disclaimer: This working paper has not been subject to the full Eurofound evaluation, editorial and publication process. 

  Author: Renata Kyzlinková (RILSA) 

Research Manager: Christine Aumayr-Pintar 

Eurofound reference number: WPEF21058  

© European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions (Eurofound), 2021 
Reproduction is authorised provided the source is acknowledged. 

For any use or reproduction of photos or other material that is not under the Eurofound copyright, 
permission must be sought directly from the copyright holders.  

Any queries on copyright must be addressed in writing to: copyright@eurofound.europa.eu 

Research carried out prior to the UK’s withdrawal from the European Union on 31 January 2020, and 
published subsequently, may include data relating to the 28 EU Member States. Following this date, 
research only takes into account the 27 EU Member States (EU28 minus the UK), unless specified 
otherwise. 

The European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions (Eurofound) is a 
tripartite European Union Agency established in 1975. Its role is to provide knowledge in the area of 
social, employment and work-related policies according to Regulation (EU) 2019/127.  

European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions  

Telephone: (+353 1) 204 31 00  

Email: information@eurofound.europa.eu  

Web: www.eurofound.europa.eu 

 

mailto:information@eurofound.europa.eu


Working life during the COVID-19 pandemic as observed through national research data  

Disclaimer: This working paper has not been subject to the full Eurofound evaluation, editorial and publication process. 

Abstract  
The COVID-19 pandemic, which fully impacted European countries in early March 2020, required the 
prompt implementation of a wide range of measures that led to dramatic lifestyle changes, including 
the reorganisation of the work activities of most people. Even during the first lockdown period, it 
was clear that this large-scale societal change would need to be empirically monitored and assessed, 
and that the social sciences, including economics, sociology, demography and psychology, had the 
potential to offer important decision-making information for a number of actors (such as 
governments, social partners, non-profit organisations, educational institutions and health facilities).  

As a number of national representative surveys indicated, only a minority of the EU population 
remained in the same working regime as previously (unchanged working hours, in the same job 
positions and with the same remuneration as before the pandemic). In 2020, the loss of 
employment, short-time work (STW) schemes, changing professions, restrictions on business 
activities, teleworking, the structural incompatibility of labour market supply and demand, and the 
loss of institutional support for families with children led to both work uncertainty and overall 
insecurity for a large part of the population. In addition, social inequalities were exacerbated. 
Research has also suggested a rise in stress and mental health problems, particularly among the 
most affected groups in society. Conversely, a relatively large group of people have benefited from 
the changes in the form of enhanced levels of life and job satisfaction and the overall readjustment 
of life priorities. 

The national representative surveys suggest that the negative effects of the pandemic have impacted 
on the EU countries to varying degrees.  
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Introduction 
The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on the working lives of EU citizens is and will continue to be 
significant. Due to the need to react quickly to unpredictable societal changes, the demand for new 
data on the topic of working life has become acute. The provision of information on real-life 
situations under such non-standard conditions is essential for the work of decision-makers. 
Additionally, the changes in working life have been so drastic that most data sources before 2020 
are so far removed from the social situation created by the pandemic that their interpretation is 
practically meaningless.  

In 2020, in addition to international European surveys, for example, ESS Round 10 (ESS 2020/2021) 
and the ‘Living, working and COVID-19’ e-survey (Eurofound, 2020), data on changes in working life 
due to the COVID-19 pandemic was also collected at the national level. This working paper 
summarises findings from national surveys and research conducted in 2020. 

Research approaches and data sources 
While the approach to obtaining much-needed new data sources varies from country to country, the 
common link is the need for rapid and often improvised solutions determined under time pressure, 
in some cases at the cost of a reduction in the quality of the survey tools applied and the method 
used for the selection of the most suitable data sets. We have thus encountered a broad range of 
research methods applied by various, often interdisciplinary, research teams. Consequently, with 
respect to the international perspective, the results are often very difficult to compare. In general, 
data can be obtained either by adding the relevant COVID-19 questions to existing periodic sample 
surveys, such as the Work Climate Index (Austria), LFS (such as Czechia, Italy and Norway), the 
National Survey on Working Conditions (the Netherlands) and Crédoc’s Living Conditions and 
Aspirations survey (France), or through ad hoc surveys administered either by reputable research 
agencies (such as Gallup in Germany or PAQ research in Czechia) or academic research teams (such 
as Belgium, Czechia, Estonia, the Netherlands, Slovakia and Spain) and expert research institutions 
(such as CIPD (the UK), Unédic (France), ISTAT (Italy), Statistics Finland (Finland) and LSTC 
(Lithuania)). Often, due to the non-standard situation, such research is conducted with the 
involvement of interinstitutional personnel and shared financing. 

Although with respect to European countries, the data sources are usually quantitative in nature and 
obtained via the application of economic (such as EUROMOD’s tax-benefit microsimulation of the 
EU) and sociological methods (sample surveys). Interesting information is also available from 
qualitative research data (such as Greek research on 20 key professional workers (Brain, 2020)) and 
the results of combined research (such as research on job seekers conducted by UNÉDIC and the CSA 
institute in France (Unédic, 2020)). Data collection in the case of ad hoc designed research has been 
performed almost exclusively online (CAWI and CASI). 

In addition, the need for updated information has, in many cases, led to the shortening of the 
statistical monitoring and reporting intervals. Moreover, new data collection methods have emerged 
such as the use of data from mobile phones to track the movement of people (for example, 
commuting to work). The greater part of working life research is concerned with the employee 
population rather than the research of entrepreneurs and companies/employers, which is relevant 
in this context but only to a limited extent. Specifically, there is a lack of quantitative and qualitative 
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research on small entrepreneurs, freelancers, and self-employed persons, who were most impacted 
by the pandemic. In addition, narrower sectoral focus of the research is missing as well. 

Clear differences are evident between European countries in terms of the infrastructure and 
financial resources available for such research, as well as with respect to the frequency of, and the 
speed of response to the monitoring of changes in working life. Bulgaria, Croatia, Cyprus, Malta and 
Slovakia, for example, have reported a lack of representative data. 

Although it is almost impossible to compare research findings from individual countries, it is 
interesting to focus on the choice of key issues associated with the pandemic. Many of these issues 
are common to most countries, such as the use of teleworking, job loss and job insecurity, declining 
income and living standards, changes in working hours and work intensity, work–life balance and 
health issues (such as stress, mental health and working environment).  

In connection with the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic, changes have also been mapped at the 
macro level from the potential for and frequency of the use of digital technologies (Spain) and 
increasing social inequalities (Austria and Italy), to structural changes in the composition of labour 
market demand and supply (France, Estonia, Lithuania and the Netherlands). Other related research 
issues include subjective-personal problems such as career prospects (Austria and Belgium), work 
motivation and work engagement (Finland) and remote management (Denmark). 
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1 – Teleworking and changes in work organisation 
The incidence of the use of teleworking, as a major social experiment aimed at protecting the health 
and lives of citizens, increased in all European countries in 2020, regardless of the intensity of its use 
prior to the pandemic. One of the aims of COVID-19-related research has been to determine the 
experiences of both employers and employees with this form of employment. It can be argued that 
the research analysis of teleworking during the pandemic, rather than raising any significant new 
topics, serves to merely emphasise its urgency, since adopting this working approach has become 
relevant to a much larger part of the working population, including professions where it was not 
previously used. One of the fundamental changes brought about by the COVID-19 pandemic 
concerns attitudes to this form of work organisation. Prior to the pandemic, teleworking was 
considered a form of employee benefit, but it has now become a necessity that helps to protect the 
health and the lives of employees. 

It is clear that some EU countries such as the Netherlands, Sweden, Finland and Luxembourg, where 
more than one-third of the workforce used teleworking at least partially before the pandemic, were 
significantly ahead in terms of the reorganisation of work compared to countries that were 
previously reluctant to implement e-working – up to just 10% of the workforce had at least partial 
experience of teleworking in Bulgaria, Croatia, Cyprus, Czechia, Greece, Italy, Latvia, Lithuania, 
Romania, Slovakia and Spain1 (JRC, 2020). 

The share of the teleworking workforce increased significantly in all European countries in 2020. The 
relocation of employees to distance working was most intensive in the first wave of the pandemic 
(spring 2020) in the vast majority of countries (with the exception of Croatia, which saw increases in 
subsequent waves). The summer months witnessed a significant decrease in the share of 
teleworkers (Belgium, Bulgaria, Cyprus, Czechia, Luxembourg, Poland, Portugal, Slovenia, Sweden, 
Norway and the UK). While the subsequent waves of the pandemic saw further increases, the share 
of teleworking employees did not attain the same levels as during the first wave of the pandemic. 
Hungary, Poland, Estonia, Bulgaria, Latvia, Portugal and Cyprus had the lowest shares of teleworkers 
during the pandemic (between 15% and 30%); Czechia, Croatia, Malta, Germany and Greece 
attained levels up to 40%; and Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Sweden, Finland, Slovenia, Lithuania, 
Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Slovenia and the UK had the highest shares of teleworkers, according 
to national surveys. 

In their responses to the national surveys, most countries highlighted legislative shortcomings in 
relation to health and safety at work and problems in the setting of the compensation of the costs of 
employees working remotely. In Malta, for example, government financial support was provided to 
employers to cover the costs of the equipment required by employees due to remote working. 
Other negative factors concerned principally the determination of the boundaries between work and 
leisure and the deterioration of the work–life balance. In most countries, the increase in teleworking 
was accompanied by political and legislative debates on the topic of the ‘right to disconnect’. The 
need for legislation on the right to disconnection has been articulated in relation to COVID-19 data 

 
1 The figures refer to the workforce as a whole (both employees and self-employed together). The percentages 
that show the intensity of telework for employees only are much lower. 
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on work intensity and work in unsocial hours in Bulgaria, Hungary, Ireland, Latvia, Slovenia and 
Spain.   

 

Box 1: Ireland – A shorter journey to regulate remote working  
The COVID-19 pandemic has undoubtedly accelerated developments in remote working. Tánaiste 
Leo Varadkar noted that the rapid switch to remote working in March 2020 ‘had allowed what 
might have been achieved in five to 10 years to be realised in a much shorter space of time’ 
(McGee and Wall, 2020). On 15 January 2021, the Department of Enterprise published its national 
remote working strategy following a consultation with stakeholders during 2020 (Government of 
Ireland, 2021). The primary measures involved in this strategy are to introduce a legal right for 
employees to request working remotely, and a right to disconnect. The right to disconnect is likely 
to feature in a code of practice, and so will not be a binding legal instrument, but a guiding 
document that can be relied upon if a dispute arises.  

At this time, remote working was motivated by environmental concerns, opportunities from 
technology and a policy to have people working in regional areas (outside of cities). However, 
there were no recommendations or concrete plans at government level in 2019. 

The new Remote Working Strategy involves three phases, which indicates there is still much work 
to be done. However, the legal right to request remote working and the right to disconnect code 
of practice are expected to be in place by the end of 2021. 

 

Problems with time organisation were encountered particularly by the parents of children who were 
forced to stay at home due to the closure of schools. Parents thus had to manage a number of roles 
that are usually provided for by municipal or state institutions. According to the research, this 
burden was borne principally by women (including in Czechia, France, Greece, Ireland, Italy, Latvia, 
Poland, Spain and Slovakia). Meeting all the various responsibilities often led to the necessity to 
work during unsocial hours, increased stress and the impossibility of separating working hours from 
the time set aside for other responsibilities. This factor thus led to the sharp differentiation of those 
home office workers with caring responsibilities and those without. In Austria, for example, 45% of 
parents who worked in a home office stated that it was more stressful to reconcile work and other 
household responsibilities than before the crisis, and one-third stated that they were under 
permanent job pressure without being able to take breaks. In Poland, 43% of teleworkers reported a 
problem with their work–life balance. In Belgium, 79% of teleworkers reported poor work–life 
balance. Social isolation and feelings of loneliness were also reported in connection with remote 
working. 

However, apart from the non-standard situation caused by the closure of schools, most teleworkers 
expressed relative satisfaction with their working lives. In Denmark, as in Austria and Malta,  
two-thirds of employees expressed satisfaction with this type of work arrangement; in Finland, this 
figure was as high as 85% of employees. In Czechia, 96% of workers particularly valued the 
autonomy provided by teleworking. A further positive factor concerned time savings due to not 
having to commute to work. Conversely, more negative experiences were reported in Spain (high 
work demands, the low level of autonomy associated with telework) and Greece (home office 
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working was positively accepted by only 31% of teleworkers; 65% stated that teleworking had 
resulted in an increase in working hours). 

The research findings differ, however, concerning the productivity of teleworking (Table 1). In 
Bulgaria, for example, 65% of teleworkers stated that their productivity had increased. In Germany, 
56% of employees declared an increase in productivity. The same trend is borne out by research in 
Austria and Romania, mainly due to teleworkers having worked during non-standard working hours 
(such as evenings, weekends and periods of illness). In some countries the research indicates a less 
positive opinion on this issue on the part of employers. In Germany, around one-quarter  of 
businesses declared lower productivity of teleworkers and 30% of them reported that the 
productivity of employees working remotely was the same (Stiftung Familienunternehmen, 2020). 

 

Table 1: Teleworking and productivity in national surveys  

Country Evidence Source 

Austria In October 2020, 56% of home office employees said they tended 
to work at home when sick instead of taking sick leave. Instead of 
taking caregiver leave (in case of sick children), 60% said they 
worked in their home office while taking care of the sick child. 
More than half (54%) worked at times when they would not 
otherwise work (late evenings, weekends) and 44% were available 
for their employer at times when they would otherwise not work.  

IFES, 2020 

 

Belgium Mental well-being was also measured, whereby 25% of 
respondents stated that they were less productive and 16% 
experienced increased stress levels. The reasons for these 
increased stress levels were: 57% lack of social contact, 48% the 
feeling that they had to prove themselves to their managers, 46% 
worked longer and 43% had to combine working with taking care of 
children. 

Stepstone, 2020; 
Stepstone and KU 
Leuven cooperation 
on a COVID-19 survey 

Germany Over half (56%) of employees estimated that they were more 
productive working from home (IGES, 2020). Conversely, over half 
(57%) of businesses estimated that employees working from home 
have the same productivity (30%) or a lower productivity (27%) 
compared to on-site work (Stiftung Familienunternehmen, 2020). It 
remains to be seen whether teleworking can be a success after the 
pandemic or not. 

IGES, 2020; Stiftung 
Familienunternehmen, 
2020 

Greece The pandemic had a serious impact on working hours and 
productivity. During the lockdown period, 42% of the respondents 
worked fewer hours per day than before the pandemic, while 19% 
worked more. Women worked more hours than men (54% for 
women and 46% for men). Over one-third (36%) of respondents 
stated that their productivity was lower than before the pandemic 
and only 14% stated that they were more productive. 

Vatavali et al, 2020 

Ireland In phase I, nearly 37% of respondents indicated that their 
productivity working remotely was about the same as normal; 30% 
reported that their productivity working remotely during COVID-19 

McCarthy et al, 2020a 
and 2020b (Ireland’s 
national survey – NUI, 
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was higher than normal, while nearly 25% said their productivity 
while working remotely was lower than normal. In phase II, nearly 
two-thirds of workers agreed or strongly agreed that remote 
working increased their productivity, with 14% saying the opposite. 

Galway Whitaker 
Institute and Western 
Development 
Commission) 

Romania About one-third of the sampled population said that the flexibility 
of telework meant that they worked more efficiently and were 
more creative. 

Wisemetry Research, 
2020 

Sweden The study found that younger employees experienced the most 
difficulties working remotely. Half of the people under the age of 
25 stated that they worked less efficiently outside their regular 
workplace, which is in stark contrast to, for example, the age group 
45–54, where 8 out of 10 felt that they were as efficient when 
working remotely as in the office. 

Great Place to Work, 
2020 

Source: Working life in the pandemic 2020, country reports 
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2 – Job security severely deteriorated during the 
crisis 
The COVID-19 pandemic, occurring in the wake of several years of economic growth, caused 
widespread pessimism in the labour market. Almost half of working Belgians were concerned that 
the virus would negatively affect their working lives. In Belgium (Stepstone, 2020), Luxembourg 
(STATEC, 2020) and Slovenia (Hafner-Fink, 2020), around a quarter of workers feared losing their 
jobs. A similar share (23%) was recorded in the UK in May 2020, an increase of 10 percentage points 
on January 2020. The Lithuanian LSCR reported that as many as 38% of workers faced an increased 
risk of losing their jobs. Greece (Bulman, 2020), Spain (Anghel et al, 2020; Alvargonzalez et al, 2020) 
and Hungary (LFS, 2020) also reported increases in job and income insecurity. 

Across most European countries, standard jobs have been protected by the introduction of 
government support programmes. The numbers of respondents who stated that they had lost their 
jobs in the past year are in the order of single percentage units. On the other hand, during the 
COVID-19 pandemic many people have been forced to reduce their working hours, to take forced 
leave, or have not been assigned work due to obstacles placed by their employers (for example, 34% 
of workers in Cyprus reported that they were fully or partly suspended; in the Netherlands 
approximately 12% of workers (TNO, 2020) stated that they did not have access to work, and in 
Czechia 27% of workers reported limitations to their working activities). Many companies, especially 
smaller entrepreneurs, were forced to close through the pandemic, so they lost their source of 
livelihood. Moreover, the termination of employment was often among those working on precarious 
and fixed-term employment contracts. Certain groups of people, particularly migrants, young 
persons, low-skilled workers and persons living alone, found themselves in a difficult life situation 
due to the loss of income.  

The national surveys show that COVID-19 has exacerbated the problems associated with precarious 
employment contracts, especially in southern European countries. For example, in Portugal as many 
as one-fifth of jobs were based on temporary contracts before the pandemic. The vulnerability of 
these workers, together with the self-employed and workers in new ‘hybrid’ forms of employment, 
became particularly apparent during the pandemic (Almeida et al, 2020). In Italy, on the other hand, 
although people working on temporary employment contracts lost their jobs, the number of fixed-
term contracts, paradoxically, increased, since a number of business branches were faced with 
situations where it was necessary to increase the number of employees very rapidly and flexibly, 
while employees unable to carry out their normal activities were also looking for temporary jobs. 
One of the examples concerns courier work. Despite the lack of empirical data, there is general 
consensus across the EU (including Austria, Czechia, Estonia, Italy and Lithuania) that the use of 
platform work is increasing due to the pandemic, especially in the delivery services sector. 
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Box 2: Austria – Delivery platform business 
The Austrian food delivery platform Lieferando, a subsidiary of the largest European food delivery 
service, and its competitors have seen strong growth through the crisis, particularly during the 
country’s repeated lockdowns. In April and May 2020, orders for Lieferando increased by 40%, 
and a surge was seen in the number of restaurants cooperating with the delivery service. Delivery 
personnel doubled in 2020 compared to the previous year, according to the company’s CEO, and 
at the time of the reporting about 100 couriers per month were still being newly employed.2  
With expected increased home office work even beyond the crisis, this business branch is likely to 
benefit in the long run. 

Source: Working life in the pandemic 2020, the Austrian country report 

 

The general uncertainty led to people valuing their work more (provided they had work) and in some 
countries there was a marked increase in the level of job satisfaction, for example, as reported in 
Czechia (LMC, 2020). In Denmark, for example, increased teleworking led to changes in the 
organisation of work, which provided employees with more personal freedom, fewer interruptions, 
a better work–life balance and the possibility of deeper immersion in certain tasks For teleworkers, 
job satisfaction increased by 25% (Danish Financial Service Union and Bøjesen, 2020). 

 

  

 
2 In contrast to other players in the field, Lieferando generally employs its workers, instead of providing freelance 
contracts. A collective agreement for the sector was first signed in 2019. 
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3 – Deepening inequalities in the labour market 
The analysis of the deepening of social inequalities as a result of the impacts of the pandemic is 
included in most national COVID-19 research. The widening of the social gap has been observed at 
both the national and regional economy levels. Furthermore, it is clear that the intensity of the 
impact of the pandemic varies considerably according to sector of the national economy, as well as 
at the individual level for various groups of the population. The impacts on the economies of, and 
the employment level in European countries depend not only on the restrictive and supportive 
measures adopted, but also on the state of the economy and the degree of digitalisation attained 
prior to the pandemic. For example, compared to most other countries, the Netherlands has not 
been seriously economically affected by the pandemic due to its focusing on the provision of 
services and its high level of digitalisation (such as internet penetration, digitalisation of public 
services, e-commerce) combined with milder lockdown conditions. Thus, higher decreases in GDP 
were recorded in 2020 in the countries of southern Europe (mostly Spain and Greece, then Italy and 
Portugal), whose GDPs are highly dependent on tourism and which have still not fully recovered 
from the economic crisis of 2008–2012. More significant decreases in GDP have also been observed 
in Romania, Hungary, Croatia and Malta, with France and the UK making up specific cases in this 
respect. In addition, the research of southern European countries (Greece, Italy and Romania, for 
example) has revealed the ‘discouragement effect’, decreases in both employment and 
unemployment, which results in the transfer of a significant number of people to economic 
inactivity. Eurostat’s real GDP growth rate – volume data set [nama_10_gdp, nama_10_pc] shows 
that in terms of Scandinavia, especially Sweden, Finland, Norway and regionally similar Estonia, the 
pandemic has resulted in relatively minor economic damage compared to the other EU countries 
(Eurofound, 2021). 

The highest economic losses and the most significant impacts of the pandemic on employment were 
experienced by those sectors that require a physical presence for the conducting of business or the 
provision of services. EU countries reported that the Horeca (hotel, restaurant and catering), the arts 
and entertainment, the aviation and the manufacturing sectors were hardest hit. In Czechia, for 
example, the number of hours worked in the Horeca sector declined by 48% in 2020. In Germany, 
the automobile industry was particularly hard hit and the number of orders dropped by more than 
two-thirds in March and April 2020. Some countries also mentioned the transport and storage sector 
had been significantly impacted. From the point of view of the composition of employment in these 
sectors, it is clear that small businesses and the self-employed have been particularly impacted. 
Conversely, a number of sectors continued to struggle with labour shortages (for example, in its 
national reporting Estonia mentions the ICT, agriculture, social, health care and education sectors), 
which, in turn, led to increased work and stress levels for those employed in these sectors. Industries 
were generally doing better during the pandemic in 2020 included food production, pharmacies, 
home renovation-related supplies and services, communication and financial services and e-
commerce sectors.  

The loss of employment, forced leave and significant reductions in income particularly impacted 
those labour market groups that were perceived as endangered even before the outbreak of the 
pandemic. The most frequently mentioned negative impacts relate to young people (Austria, Croatia, 
Finland, France, Hungary, the Netherlands, Slovenia, Spain, Sweden and the UK), low-qualified and 
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low-educated persons (Austria and Hungary), blue-collar workers (Belgium), migrants (Austria, 
France, Luxembourg, Malta and Portugal), temporary agency workers (Austria) and women with 
children (Austria, Czechia, France, Hungary, Slovakia and Spain). Older men have also been 
mentioned in Czech unemployment data. 

 

Box 3: Austria – Young people  
In the University of Vienna’s Austria Corona Panel Project, the household income situation was 
examined which showed that the youngest age group had the highest losses. Between February 
and September 2020, one-third (33.5%) of the under 30-year age group encountered income 
losses, compared to 25.5% of the population of 30-65 year olds and 16.7% of the population older 
than 65. 

 

 

Box 4: Malta – Immigrant workers  
The lack of digital skills amongst Malta’s immigrant workers, especially immigrant workers who 
are third-country nationals, made them more vulnerable to losing their jobs. These foreigners 
were the first category of workers who had to bear the brunt of the COVID-19 crisis in Malta. 
Many of these immigrant workers had to be repatriated to their homeland. At one time, these 
immigrant workers made up 25% of the Maltese labour force. The large-scale decrease of these 
foreign workers caused by this repatriation is likely to affect the multicultural composition of the 
Maltese labour market that had become a visible feature of Maltese society. 

 

In 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic made it very difficult to find new employment. New job positions 
were rarely advertised and related only to certain fields. In addition, the transition to new ways of 
recruiting (online) and counselling acted to significantly slow down labour market processes. Young 
people, especially graduates, were most affected in this respect. The saying ‘the commencement of 
a working career from the bedroom’ is particularly apt in this case and is, in many cases, was 
extremely demotivating for those affected. According to an Austrian survey, 54% of unemployed 
persons believed that it would be difficult to find a job during the pandemic and 43% were not 
satisfied with the fulfilment of their lives (AK Oberösterreich, 2020). In 2020, social inequalities were 
also being exacerbated by access to teleworking and, thus, to IT equipment, which is demonstrably 
lower among people with lower education levels and living standards. 

In many European countries, educational institutions were closed for most of the duration of the 
pandemic. A disadvantage has thus emerged for women as a result of the expectation of their higher 
level of involvement in the care and education of children who are forced to stay at home. The 
results of French research institute (INSEE) clearly illustrate the disadvantages faced by women and, 
especially, single parents (mostly women). 
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Box 5: France and Italy – Distribution of care and work 
France: Single parents and women with children  
Single parents and women with children (with at least one child under the age of three) reduced 
their working hours by an average of 60% compared with the same period in 2019, and those in 
couples by 38% (INSEE, 2020a). Of women who continued working, 45% were working a ‘double 
day’, accumulating more than four hours a day of work and more than four hours a day working 
with children, compared with only 29% of men. Moreover, the trade-offs between work and 
childcare were to the disadvantage of women: among those in employment, mothers were twice 
as likely as fathers to have been affected by a work stoppage or a special leave of absence to look 
after their children under 14 years of age (21% compared with 12%) (INSEE, 2020b). 

Italy: Caring and housework responsibilities – Gender division 
Even during the lockdown phase, data show that the unequal distribution of the care burden 
between women and men continued, with almost 50% of women reporting that they primarily 
look after children. They shared the responsibility with the partner in 35% of cases and the 
partner took the largest share of caring activities in less than 10% – with the rest relying on 
external help. Women also consistently reported a higher impact of family needs (such as 
children, elderly people and home chores) on remote work than men. After the lockdown, this 
pattern was reinforced, with further reductions in men taking on care responsibilities, whereas 
women have started to rely more on external help (Cardinali, 2021). 

 

Inequality was also noted in country reports in terms of both mental health and stress and health 
and safety protection in the workplace. Here again, the research revealed higher levels of anxiety 
and depression among young people and women with children, who were forced to take on multiple 
roles (Table 2).  

 

Table 2: Mental health problems in national surveys – Sociodemographic differences 

Country Evidence Source 

Hungary The Tarki COVID-2020 survey focused on the impact of the pandemic 
on psychological problems like feelings of isolation, depression and 
anxiety, found that 16% of the people questioned suffered from these 
problems, with a considerable difference by gender: 11% of men and 
20% of women. 

Tarki COVID-2020 
survey; Tóth–
Hudácskó, 2020 

Netherlands Amongst the 12% of individuals who were unable to work, 36% 
demonstrated symptoms of depression. This was especially the case 
amongst individuals who were not able or not allowed to carry out 
their work.  

TNO, 2020  

Spain Salas-Nicás et al (2020) found that the percentage of the workers in 
the COTS online survey exposed to high work demands and low 
autonomy in the realisation of tasks assigned was 44%, which is 
double the estimate in the third Survey of Psychosocial Risks that was 
conducted in 2016 (22%). The 2020 results show a much higher 

Salas-Nicás et al, 
2020; the COTS 
online survey 
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exposure in manual occupations (51%) and among women (48%). 
Moreover, one in three of respondents (37%) considered that their 
health status had worsened compared to what it was prior to the 
pandemic with the deterioration more frequent among women than 
among men (42% versus 32%).  

 

With concern to occupational health and safety, the research revealed the failure to implement 
working environment upgrade and a lack of protective equipment in small companies that lack 
financial resources, as well as in workplaces where high levels of protection are essential, such as the 
healthcare and education sectors. 

Research in all European countries reported a drop in the income of a significant part of the 
population and increases in the proportions of those who have difficulty making ends meet. A 
quarter of working Belgians reported that their incomes had fallen during 2020. In Czechia, Cyprus, 
Greece and Estonia as much as half of the adult population reported reductions in income. Italian 
research (Carta and De Philippis, 2021), based on LFS data, estimated a decrease in the income of 
the working population of 17% in 2020; a similar share (16%) was reported for Luxembourg (STATEC, 
2020). Lithuanian research (LSTC, 2020) on the working population revealed that 30% of 
respondents earned less than before the pandemic. A similar proportion was reported by the 
Netherlands (TNO, 2020) and only a slightly lower share by Romania (Vasilache, 2020). 

Despite the trends mentioned above, it is clear that the remuneration of certain essential jobs 
continued to rise during 2020 In addition, year-on-year comparisons have revealed increases in 
average net nominal earnings in a number of countries in 2020. However, these increases are largely 
due to the fact that many low-income workers are no longer economically active, i.e. have lost their 
jobs. 
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4 – Conclusions and positive aspects of the crisis 
In general, the first national research evidence shows that the pandemic exacerbated the 
disadvantages of those groups that were considered marginalised before the outbreak of the 
pandemic, such as workers on fixed-term and precarious contracts, including agency workers, young 
people, people with low skill levels and low levels of education, migrants and women with children. 
A further aspect concerns how the owners of small businesses from the most affected sectors who, 
in many cases, have been forced to close their businesses, will continue in the labour market. Access 
to digital technologies and, thus, information and the possibility of working remotely has become a 
new factor in terms of explaining inequalities in the labour market (Allard et al, 2020). Disadvantages 
in this respect often accumulate and, in the case of access to work and the performance of work 
during the pandemic, the threat of the ‘digital divide’ has played a key role. According to research, 
the digital divide has manifested itself at the national level and the regional level (urban/rural), the 
sectoral level, between various educational and age groups and even within households, concerning 
which some countries have reported a gender aspect that acts to the detriment of women. 

Teleworking has become a regular part of the working lives of a large part of the European 
population. In countries where both employers and employees, as well as the digital infrastructure 
required for the transition to remote work, were better prepared or had already largely adapted to 
the teleworking approach (such as in Austria, Denmark, Finland, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, 
Swede and Norway), research has indicated higher job and work–life balance satisfaction shares. 
Conversely, in those countries that lagged behind in terms of the acceptance of distance working, 
reservations remain and there has been widespread dissatisfaction on the part of employees and 
employers. The most negative impacts in terms of the work efficiency and job satisfaction level of 
teleworking have been reported in all European countries by parents of children of pre-school age 
and children of compulsory school age. 

Still, research in a number of countries has revealed that employees are interested in continuing to 
work at a distance for at least part of the working week. An improved work–life balance (easier to 
maintain without the stress of commuting) and the positive impacts for the environment are just 
two of the serious arguments that have led employers across various sectors to consider an 
increased level of working from home in the future. In addition, companies see increased working 
from home as an opportunity to reduce operating costs, since they can reduce their office space 
requirements through the introduction of shared working places, for example. The fact that the crisis 
has led to companies realising that it is necessary to invest in digitalisation and ICT technologies (for 
example, in Czechia, 60% of companies surveyed admit that the experience of the crisis will make 
them invest more in Industry 4.0) and to reorganise work aimed at enhancing the degree of 
flexibility for the benefit of employees can also be perceived as a positive development. It is clear 
that structural changes will follow in the professional structure of the labour market.  

The analysis of the research in a number of European countries (for example, Cyprus, Czechia, 
Estonia and the Netherlands) also focused on identifying changes brought about by the COVID-19 
pandemic in terms of the skills required in the labour market. The increased need for risk-
management, ICT, product development, communication and managerial skills has been frequently 
identified especially with regard to the management of dispersed (teleworkers) working teams. 
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