W) Check for updates

Article

International Regional Science Review
2023, Vol. 46(5-6) 552-576

The Evolution of Job © The Author(s) 2023

Article reuse guidelines:

I nsecu rity i n Spati al C o) ntexts sagepub.com/journals-permissions

DOI: 10.1177/01600176231160485

in Europe During COVID_ I 9 ]2rna|s.sagepub.com/home/irx
. > Sage
Pandemic

Bogdan-Constantin Ibanescu' ©, Alexandra Gheorghiu' ©,
Mioara Cristea?, Gabriela Carmen Pascariu’, PsyCorona
Team*, and Pontus Leander®

Abstract

Unemployment caused by the COVID-19 pandemic is of the utmost importance for
governing bodies worldwide. Its constant increase during the last months is subject of
major concern for both citizens and policy makers, as individuals might experience
increased feelings of job insecurity due to the pandemic context and to the latest
developments on the job market. Job insecurity refers to a perceived threat to the
continuity and stability of employment as it is currently experienced and has a negative
impact on the individuals’ quality of life. Many researches have linked job insecurity with
low levels of well-being and high levels of stress, as well as local or national measures
taken in job creation and job retention. Aside from individual factors, there are other
critical influences that should be considered in order to better understand the dy-
namics of job insecurity against the COVID-19 pandemic. Such influences can come
from regional features such as spatial, economic, or demographic characteristics, like
gender, age, or education.
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The aim of the paper is to identify and spatially represent the variations and evolution of
job insecurity during the on-going pandemic. Our analyses are based on the PsyCorona
database (15.311 participants), a study with self-reported data deployed in countries all
around the world, that monitored various psychological variables during the first
pandemic waves. For the purpose of this research, data related to the first wave
(March-July 2020) was selected. In order to get a better understanding of the spatial
distribution of self-reported job insecurity, we chose to focus on eight European
countries (France, Germany, Netherlands, United Kingdom, Greece, Romania, Spain,
and Italy). Respondents from Western Europe countries expressed lower scores on
self-reported job insecurity and less variance over time while those from Southern and
Eastern Europe displayed higher scores for job insecurity and more variance.
Moreover, we found that the higher the overall job insecurity is perceived in a country,
the higher the discrepancies between age, gender, and education categories tend to be.

Keywords
job insecurity, COVID-19 pandemic, Europe, core-periphery

Introduction

Over the past few decades, technological, economic, and political changes concerning
work have pushed organisations to downsize, cut costs, restructure or adapts business
practices, leaving many employees anxious and insecure about their jobs (Ahearn 2012;
Benach et al. 2014; Kalleberg 2011). Greenhalgh and Rosenblatt (1984) defined job
insecurity as a perceived powerlessness to maintain desired continuity in a threatened
job situation with two important facets: the fear of losing the job as a whole (quan-
titative job insecurity) and the fear of losing specific features of the job like career
prospects and salary development (qualitative job insecurity) (Hellgren, Sverke,
Isaksson 1999).

Job insecurity is a subjective experience (De Witte 1999) which translates into the
fact that two individuals in the same objective situation (e.g., temporary contracts) will
experience different levels of job insecurity (Van Vuuren et al. 1991; van Vuuren 1999).
It is a future-focused phenomenon, meaning that it reflects an assumption about a job-
related event (e.g., being laid-off) that has not happened yet - and may never happen -
and determines individuals to experience insecurity (Probst 2003; Sverke, Hellgren,
Naswall 2002). In other words, job insecurity represents the subjective perceptions of
being threatened by job loss (Mohr 2000) and concerns about the continued existence
of the job in the future (van Vuuren 1999).

In order to address the global health crisis due to the COVID-19 pandemic, nu-
merous businesses were forced to rethink their ways of functioning, with many em-
ployees being sent into furlough, experiencing pay cuts, or the loss of their jobs (Bailey
et al. 2020; Jeanne et al. 2022; Lund et al. 2020; Nicola et al. 2020). These unparallel
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fluctuations in employment led to employees feeling greater job insecurity which may
be associated with worse mental health. Wilson and colleagues (2020) conducted an
online survey among 797 US residents from April 6 to 12 2020, a period when the US
unemployment rate had reached the highest level since the Great Depression. Their
findings suggested that individuals employed during the pandemic experienced con-
cerns about their employment status and thus, reported higher levels of anxiety
symptoms. These findings are in line with previous studies showing a link between job
insecurity during large-scale disruptions (e.g., recession, epidemics) and anxiety and
depression (Forbes and Krueger 2019; Margerison-Zilko et al. 2016; Stanislawski
2019). For example, pay cuts experienced during the recovery period following the
SARS outbreak were the highest predictor of a psychological disorder among US
young workers (Mihashi et al. 2009). Recent studies found positive correlations be-
tween the rise of job insecurity and fear of COVID-19 among Serbian workers
(Blanusa, Barzut, and Knezevi¢ 2021), negative impact of job insecurity as a con-
sequence of COVID-19 on anxiety and depression levels of American (Ganson et al.
2021; Obrenovic et al. 2021) and Australian workers (San Too, Leach, Butterworth
2021).

However, the implications of job insecurity go beyond the subjective perception, as
they reflect insecure employment, increasing income inequalities, worsening of
working conditions, or even deeper societal issues (Garcia 2013; Parker 2013), leading
to “precarization of work as a process” (Alberti et al. 2018) and depreciation of labour
market participation (Moller and Aldashev 2007). Therefore, a method that attempts to
move past the pure psychological approach is sought in order to accurately portray the
regional dimension of job insecurity, hence providing solutions for policy makers. To
date, studies scrutinizing the vulnerability of each age and education group against a
spatial background are sparse and their findings are conflicting. Our work argues for a
more comprehensive approach on job insecurity, including not only self-reported
variables, but also national and regional features relating to economic development and
peripheral status. Therefore, we challenge previous approaches related to job insecurity
against the COVID-19 shock tackling the question of international differences in job
insecurity and the spatial manifestations of the phenomena.

The aim of the paper is to analyse an ongoing crisis and to discuss the evolution of
job insecurity in spatial contexts. The novelty brought by this research is twofold.
Firstly, the data is based on large scale survey covering several territories - eight
different countries - and is not spatially bound to a single country as other studies
published on the topic (Blanusa, Barzut, and Knezevi¢ 2021; Ellonen and Natti 2015;
Wilson et al. 2020). In the context of the EU, this will allow us to observe if some
regions are more fragile than others in terms of job insecurity. Secondly, compared to
other published studies based solely on a cross-sectional approach (Ganson et al. 2021;
Margerison-Zilko et al. 2016; Obrenovic et al. 2021; Stanislawski 2019), this research
has a longitudinal approach, allowing us to map the evolution of perceived job in-
security through several key moments, thus reducing the possibility of drawing partial
conclusions.
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Job Insecurity — At the Crossroads Between Subjective
Experience and National Policies

Job insecurity is a stressful experience associated with distress and negative feelings
(Cheng and Chan 2008; Lim 1996). Studies showed that job insecurity represents one
of the key psychosocial risk factors in the workplace leading to numerous psycho-
logical and physical consequences, e.g., poor mental, physical, and work-related
wellbeing, poor job attitudes, and decrease in performance, creativity, and adapt-
ability (De Witte, Pienaar, De Cuyper 2016; Niessen and Jimmieson 2016; Probst et al.
2007). Quantitative job insecurity has been associated with lower organizational
commitment, job satisfaction, job performance and higher intentions to leave the
organization (alternatively: see Sverke and Hellgren (2002) and Shoss (2017) for
reviews) while qualitative job insecurity is linked to withdrawal attitudes and intentions
(Hu and Zuo 2007).

Moreover, studies have shown the existence of connections between job insecurity
and age (Yeves et al. 2019), gender (Menéndez-Espina et al. 2019), and level of
education (Green 2009). Empirical evidence regarding the relation between age and job
insecurity is currently inconclusive, with some findings suggesting that younger in-
dividuals experience higher levels of job insecurity (Keim et al. 2014; Roskies, Louis-
Guerin, Fournier 1993; Roskies and Louis-Guerin 1990) while other studies report that
older individuals are subjected to higher levels of job insecurity (Claes and Van De Ven
2008; Mohr 2000; Naswall and De Witte 2003) because they are more dependent on
their current jobs (Cheng and Chan 2008). Additionally, older individuals might
perceive themselves as less employable compared to younger ones which could add to
their experience of job insecurity (Peeters, De Cuyper, De Witte 2016; Rothwell and
Arold 2007; Wittekind, Raeder, Grote 2010). Surprisingly, Fullerton and Wallace
(2007) identified a curvilinear relation between job insecurity and age, with middle-
career individuals feeling higher levels of insecurity than other age groups.

Charles and James (2003) looked at gender differences in perceptions of job in-
security, with women feeling less insecure than men. According to their findings, there
is a widespread view that it is easier for women compared to men to find jobs in today’s
labour market which together with men’s greater vulnerability to job insecurity, creates
the perception that, at societal level, job insecurity is a men’s problem.

Gender has also been found to moderate the relation between job insecurity and its
consequences. For example, Rosenblatt, Talmud and Ruvio (1999) reported that job
insecurity had more negative consequences on female employees’ attitudes towards
work compared to male employees. Furthermore, since men have a higher occupational
mobility, they were less distressed by the threat of job loss. In contrast, De Witte (1999)
found that job insecurity had more negative consequences on men’s wellbeing
compared to women. This is explained by the fact that men are more aware of the
possible negative consequences of job loss. More recent studies argued that men and
women have similar levels of fear of job loss (Rigotti, Mohr, Isaksson 2015).
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Finally, the level of education represents an equally valid predictor for job insecurity
since it represents a proxy for chances of employment and/or reemployment (Postel-
Vinay and Turon 2007; Simdes, Andrade, Duarte 2022; Folmer, Dutta, Oud 2010). In a
recent study by Klug (2020) on 1.522 labour market entrants, individuals with vo-
cational qualifications were slightly more vulnerable to subjective job insecurity than
either the low-qualified or university graduates, a similar finding that education reduces
job insecurity being provided by Muiloz de Bustillo and de Pedraza (2010).

Aside from psychological factors and demographic characteristics (age, education,
gender), a plethora of spatial, economic, and institutional factors, less dependent on
individual structure, but rather on governance related framework, are actively influ-
encing job insecurity (Ellonen and Natti 2015; Hakansson and Bejakovic 2020;
Roskies, Louis-Guerin, Fournier 1993; Shoss 2017; Sverke 2004). For example, the
regional economic conditions, e.g., unemployment (Anderson and Pontusson 2007),
welfare-state institutions (Liibke and Erlinghagen 2014), productivity of labour
(Johnson 2001), industry decline or shrinking demand (Cooper and Antoniou 2013)
tend to be equally important, therefore a spatial-orientated approach towards job in-
security could provide more accurate answers to the issue. It must be acknowledged that
COVID-19 hit unequally sub-national structures (Bonet-Moron et al., 2020; Dentinho
and Reid, 2020), thus the direct and indirect impacts of governance structures tend to
amplify. The governance resilience defined as “the capacity of governance systems to
absorb, adapt, and transform when exposed to a shock such as a pandemic, and still
retain the same control over its structure and functions” (Blanchet et al. 2017; Lebel
et al. 2006) plays an important role in people’s perception of their well-being and job-
related issues (Harrison 2003). As it can be observed, job insecurity goes well beyond
the idea of precarity and low-paid, low-quality jobs, or the notion of job instability
(Hassard and Morris 2018), although they remain interconnected. The national leg-
islation, employment status of workers, access to benefits, health and social assistance,
specific restructuring strategies, social policies that decommodify or recommodify
labour are equally critical for the understanding of the phenomenon (Hassard and
Morris 2018; Rubery et al. 2018; Schierup et al. 2015; Simola 2018). Consequently, at
micro- and macro-spatial level the job insecurity depicts a personal, subjective ex-
perience passed through the filter of national measures and job-related policies (Laszlo
et al. 2010; Liibke and Erlinghagen 2014; Naswall and De Witte 2003).

Regarding the industrial sector and its impact upon job insecurity, it has been
observed that the role played by the sector diminished during the last decades (Chung
and Van Oorschot 2010; Erlinghagen 2008; Ellonen and Natti 2015), mostly due to an
increase in workers’ mobility and their ability to find similar jobs in other region, and
the intensification of job formation programmes provided by employers.

The international differences in job insecurity as well as its impact upon personal
health and familial wellbeing tend to follow a West-East pattern in Europe largely
dependent on economic development (Hakansson and Bejakovic 2020; Laszlo et al.
2010), as well as a North-South pattern (De Cuyper et al. 2018; Naswall and De
Witte 2003; Shoss 2017), mostly explained through more pertinent social measures
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taken in the Northern parts of the continent. A similar divide was found during the
2008-2012 crisis with lower values of job insecurity in countries from Central
Europe with inclusive labour markets and higher values in countries from Southern
and Eastern Europe (Sverke et al. 2010; Symeonaki, Parsanoglou, Stamatopoulou
2019). While this divide mimics the economic and spatial realities with which it
shares intrinsic causes, limiting our understanding of job insecurity in Europe to an
explanation based merely on GDP and accessibility index will drastically narrow
our knowledge and ability to create adequate policies for regional and local
development.

Methods

Participants

The data used in this survey was extracted from the PsyCorona Study that aimed to
analyse the psychological impact and factors of the COVID-19 pandemic (https://
psycorona.org/). The research was approved by the Ethics Committees of the Uni-
versity of Groningen (PSY-1920-S-0390) and New York University Abu Dhabi
(HRPP-2020-42).

The study is to date one of the amplest and most comprehensive regarding COVID-
19°s societal repercussions, being launched in mid-March 2020, during the first virus
wave and still on-going. The initial sample consisted of 63.495 participants from
116 countries. Participants were recruited following a combination of convenience and
representative sampling strategies. They completed the survey in one out of 30 possible
languages. For several countries the self-selected samples were supplemented with
statistically representative (by age and gender) samples (n ~ 1000 per country). This is
the case for Argentina, Australia, Brazil, Canada, China, France, Germany, Italy, Japan,
Netherlands, Philippines, Romania, Russia, Serbia, South Africa, South Korea, Spain,
Turkey, United Kingdom, and the United States. The data collection was ensured by
Qualtrics Panels, except for China, where WJX provided this service. After completing
the baseline survey, participants received regular follow up invitations to continue their
participation. The follow up participation was voluntary.

Considering the aim of the paper, only countries from the European Union with
sufficient respondents (at least 1000 participants) were selected for analysis. Given
that at the moment of the data collection for this paper (March-July 2020) UK was still
an active member in the European Union Customs Union and European Single
Market and in a transition period, it was decided to include it in the list of countries.
The final sample had 15.311 participants from Germany (9%), Spain (17.5%), France
(9.1%), United Kingdom (10.1%), Greece (15.8%), Italy (9.7%), the Netherlands
(16%), and Romania (12.7%). These eight countries cover the Western, Central,
Southern and Eastern parts of the European Union, ensuring a geographical validity
for our study, and encompassing different scales of economic development.


https://psycorona.org/
https://psycorona.org/

558 International Regional Science Review 46(5-6)

Measure

Job insecurity was assessed on a 5-points Likert scale. Participants were invited to
indicate the degree of perceived risk of losing their job in the immediate future
(“Chances are, I will soon lose my job”) on a scale ranging from —2 “Strongly
disagree” to 2 “Strongly agree” similarly to Vander Elst, De Witte, De Cuyper (2014).
Scores closer to —2 indicate that the participants perceive very low chances of losing
their job, thus having low job insecurity. Scores closer to 2 indicate that participants
perceive their job at risk, thus having high job insecurity. Eight measurements taken
from 19th March until 13th July were included in the analysis. Besides job insecurity,
questions about whether they have lost their job, whether they lost their job during the
previous week due to restrictions, and how many hours/weeks they are working were
also asked. This set of questions will allow us to better understand how perceived job
insecurity links with job losses during the period that was surveyed. Furthermore, the
survey collected socio-demographic data regarding respondents’ gender, 61% of them
being women, age (divided into eight cohorts, 18-24 (16.3%) 25-34 (22.4%), 35-44
(20.3%) 45-54 (18.2%), 55-64 (13.5%), 65-74 (7.6%), 75-84 (1%), and +85 (0.2%)),
and education levels (primary education (1.1%), general secondary education (10.8%),
vocational education (12.5%), higher education (24.3%), bachelor degree (22.6%),
master degree (20.6%), and PhD degree (7.6%)). The respondents were asked to
provide their postal code; however, this question was optional and only 9.676 of them
(63.19% of participants) choose to provide their location. In order to respect the
anonymity of respondents, it was decided to aggregate the postal codes in larger
national subdivisions.'

Results and Discussions

National and Regional Evolution of Job Insecurity

For our first analysis, we aggregated the responses from all participants according to
their country of residence. The national evolution of job insecurity (Figure 1) shows
three different paths during the March-July period. It should be noted that all eight
countries presented in our study started from values approximately equal, varying
from —0.49 in Italy to —0.92 in Germany (as previously mentioned, the lower the
value, the lower the perceived job insecurity, indicating feelings of security). Compared
to all subsequent measurements, these values are rather high, denoting that the im-
mediate perceptions and feelings of people in face of first pandemic lockdowns might
be affected by anxiety and uncertainty. After the initial assessment and a period of
accommodation to the new realities, job insecurity declined in all countries, suggesting
that participants perceived the risk of losing their job as low. However, not all countries
followed the same path.

Germany, France, and Netherlands (Western Europe) recorded constant decline in
job insecurity, a sign of an overall confidence in the personal and institutional resources
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Figure I. National evolution of job insecurity from 19 Mar until |3 Jul (values closer to 0 denote
higher job insecurity values).

to adapt and overcome this crisis. Average scores are closer to the lower values of the
scale (—2 “Strongly disagree”) (—1.44 in Germany in July 2020), indicating a rather
optimistic attitude towards job preservation. Spain, Romania, Italy, and United
Kingdom manage to stabilise at relatively low levels of job insecurity,
between —0.72 and —0.92, although it is worth mentioning that United Kingdom
started the pandemic period with values closer to the first category (Germany, France,
and the Netherlands), and slowly migrated, especially during June and July 2020
towards this intermediate category. Finally, Greece represents a special case, being the
only country from our study whose evolution was barely visible. In fact, Greece had
only a slight improvement during the 4 months and eight waves of the survey, its July
2020 value (—0.57) being very close to the initial values of March 2020 (—0.49),
therefore the perceived job insecurity stayed constant during the first months of the
pandemic. The evolution follows a similar trend with the results of the latest European
Commission reports on the impact of COVID-19 on personal income which depict
Southern and Eastern peripheral countries as considerably more affected than Central
ones (Eurofound 2020).

In the second month of the survey (April 2020) the number of participants indicating
that they worked the same number of hours as usual was generally around 50%. The
rest of participants indicated either that they worked more (in most cases) or less hours
than usual. This fluctuation in the number of hours was used as a proxy for whether the
participants felt their job might be at risk (especially those who reported less hours
worked). In May 2020, the percentage of respondents reporting that they worked less
than usual slightly increased across almost all countries, but reverted to lower values for
June 2020.

These changes were also reflected in the differences in perceived job insecurity. As
such, significant differences between the starting point (mid-March 2020) and mid-
April 2020 were noticed (7, = 7.53, p < 0.000) that point out that after the initial shock,
perceived job insecurity significantly declined. This can also be corroborated with the
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Table |. Percentage of Respondents Indicating They Worked the Same Amount/more/less
Number of Hours.

Country

FRA DEU GRC ITA NLD ROU ESP UK

April Thesame 5545 5063 55.11 5147 4629 3077 5449 57.05
More 2636  29.11 1705 3088 2686 1923 2592 1946
Less 18.18 2025 2784 1765 2686 5000 1959 2349
May The same 5625 56.67 50.00 57.14 55.14 4510 61.07 56.86
More 1771 2167 3333 2088 1676 3529 1721 2255
Less 2604 2167 1667 2198 2811 19.61 21.72  20.59
June The same 3860 3293 3125 3111 3776 3500 4157 4638
More 4737 4756 6125 46.67 4825 5000 3554 36.23
Less 14.04 1951 750 2222 1399 1500 2289 1739

number of hours worked (see Table 1). During the April — May 2020 period perceived
job insecurity did not change significantly (t;) = —0.22, p = 0.83). Finally, during the
May-July 2020 period, job insecurity significantly decreased (7, = 3.19, p = 0.01)
indicating that participants felt that their jobs are rather secure (low chances of losing
their jobs).

The highest number of lost jobs (both during the previous month and the previous
week as a result of restrictions) were noticed in Spain, followed by Italy, and Greece. On
the other hand, participants from Germany, the Netherlands, and France reported much
lower values for job losses (see Table 2). These results are in line with country-level
values of perceived job insecurity. Significant differences emerged between the eight
countries (F(7s6) = 37.15, p < 0.000). Some non-significant differences suggest the
existence of countries with similar perceived job insecurity profiles that align with self-
reported job losses. As such, no significant differences were noticed between the levels
of job insecurity reported in Italy, Spain, Greece, and Romania while Germany pre-
sented a similar profile score to France and the Netherlands (see Annex 1).

A point could be made regarding the possibility of a direct or indirect influence of the
pandemic outbreak on the perception of job insecurity, such that the impact in terms of
cases or deaths would be visible in the levels of job insecurity. However, according to
the data provided by the Interim Report “Geography of COVID-19 - Territorial impacts
of COVID-19 and policy answers in European regions and cities” (ESPON 2022), the
high and very high excess of deaths during the first pandemic wave does not reflect
higher job insecurity (Figure 2). On the contrary, two of the countries displaying the
highest levels of job insecurity (Romania and Greece) were hit less severely than any
other country in the study.

In order to obtain a more precise image of job insecurity evolution at a subnational level,
we operated an aggregation of 9.676 respondents that provided their location in NUTS
2 units (except Germany, where the initial aggregation was made at a NUTS 1 level). Given


https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/suppl/10.1177/01600176231160485

Ibanescu et al. 561

Table 2. Percentage of Respondents Indicating They Either Lost Their Job in the Past Month or
That the Job has Become Unavailable due to Restrictions.

Country

FRA DEU GRC ITA NLD ROU ESP UK

Il April Month 0.00 0.00 0.30 1.75 0.78 233 3.42 0.50
Week 1.82 1.52 5.67 2.63 0.78 233 7.85 1.51
18 April Month 0.6l 1.71 0.32 0.84 0.00 1.90 3.65 0.48
Week 1.23 2.56 4.78 6.72 0.82 2.86 7.15 0.95
25 April Month 0.00 0.66 0.00 0.22 0.00 1.96 2.62 0.81
Week 1.38 1.32 3.35 4.90 2.32 1.18 6.15 3.76
03 May Month 0.00 0.92 0.60 0.00 0.00 1.50 2.44 0.52
Week 0.68 0.6l 2.98 4.46 1.50 1.87 5.14 1.55
I3 June Month 0.00 0.00 0.00 1.34 0.00 0.72 1.19 0.00
Week 0.56 0.00 1.39 2.68 0.91 0.72 3.16 0.32
13 July Month 0.68 0.48 0.41 0.00 0.25 0.00 1.43 0.33

Week 0.00 0.96 0.83 2.15 0.49 0.00 1.90 0.33

Month: Lost my employment in the past month.
Week: Lost my employment in the last week as my job has become temporarily not available.

- N A .
y WV we vy ¥ W - y v = v
- a
| N — o= A A
- - A = .
— e - L A
| ey N __ A g . o
— r— .. : e, & g

e Mar __Apr May Jun  Jul _Aug Sep Oct. Nov Dec Jan Feb Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug Sep Oct

Figure 2. Evolution of excess mortality across the eight European countries selected for the

study.
Source: ESPON Interim Report “Geography of COVID-19 - Territorial impacts of COVID-19 and policy
answers in European regions and cities” (2022) (with the permission of the authors).

the voluntary nature of the data, not all regions managed to attain a sufficient number of
participants, therefore the regions with a limited number of participants were excluded from
the cartographic representation. The choice of sub-national divisions is motivated by our
intention to observe the regional variations in job insecurity. While the restrictions and - for
the most cases - the support schemes were national, these measures provided only a partial
explanation for the perceived job insecurity. In order to better comprehend job insecurity
variations, a deeper look taking into consideration the sub-national administrative network
was required. This process allowed us a more granular interpretation of the variations, as
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March - April Evolution

Figure 3. Evolution of job insecurity at regional level.

well as an additional understanding from the perspective of the resilience approach. The
exhaustive approaches based on territorial resilience identify a resistance stage when the
territories and communities make a first contact with the shock, followed by adaptations
and transformations in order to keep the functionality of the system, and finally a recovery
(Béné et al. 2014; Capano and Woo 2017; Lebel et al. 2006; Martin and Sunley 2014;
Reggiani, De Graaff, Nijkamp 2002).

If we consider the COVID-19 arrival and first lockdown measures in March 2020 as
the initial shock, we can identify a starting point (mid-March, start of lockdown
measures?, first spreads of the virus), a resistance period (March — April 2020), a period
of adaptation and transformation (April — May 2020), and, subsequently, a period of
recovery after the first lockdown (May-July 2020).

As seen in Figure 3, three major observations can be drawn:

Firstly, the initial impact of the pandemic measures was mainly generalized at
country level. The peripheral countries® (Romania, Greece, Italy, Spain) recorded
higher levels of job insecurity in almost all regions, regardless of their economic
prowess. This behaviour reveals a huge reliance on national governments’ measures
and limited confidence in regional attributions regarding job related policies. As
observed during previous shocks, the regions tend to exhibit similar behaviour as other
regions from the same country (Giannakis and Bruggeman 2020).
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Figure 4. Evolution of differences between women and men job insecurity (values above
0 denote higher job insecurity for women, values below zero denote higher job insecurity for
men).

Secondly, during the resistance period most of NUTS 2 regions displayed minor or,
in some cases, major improvements. The deteriorations in job insecurity are sporadic
and, for most part, overlap with territories having difficulties in recovering following
the previous economic crisis. The memory of a recent difficult regional recovery could
weigh heavily on the self-perceived job insecurity of individuals from several Spanish,
Greek, or Italian territories. Nevertheless, the European Union as a whole managed to
keep relatively low levels of job insecurity following the first lockdown (Bourdin et al.
2021a).

Finally, the period of recovery shows the greatest variations between countries as
well as between regions belonging to the same country. The deterioration of job in-
security (manifested through overall increases in several European countries) is a direct
result of the lack of improvement regarding the pandemic situation, which progres-
sively affected people’s perception of job stability and confidence in national or re-
gional structures (EP 2021).

Variations in Job Insecurity According to Gender and Economic Performance
of Territories

Gender differences in job insecurity were identified as major issues in time of crisis
even before the COVID-19 pandemic (Menéndez-Espina et al. 2019). Given its long-
term societal effects, we decided to pay particular attention to this aspect. The national
gender gaps, calculated as the amplitude in job insecurity between genders (Figure 4)
revealed that peripheral countries with high values of job insecurity tend to display
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major discrepancies between female and male job insecurity. For example, in Romania,
women reported values with 0.600 higher than men during May and July 2020 waves, a
difference that can be considered important for a 5-points scale. In contrast, the
Netherlands and Germany showed similar values between men and women’s level of
job insecurity (minimal amplitudes) during the entire period, even if for the most part of
our study, job insecurity for women was higher compared to men. Greece recorded
similar values for both men and women, displaying a different behaviour from other
peripheral countries where job insecurity affected female workers to a greater extent.

These results can be explained by societal gender role expectations. Women'’s lives
are conditioned by their dual presence in two types of jobs, i.e., paid jobs as well as the
work required to care for and maintain their households (Burchell et al. 2020). During
the pandemic, women have had to keep up with caregiving tasks at home, e.g., taking
care of older parents or young children, while their demands at work continued. Recent
data indicates that due to school closures or difficulties in getting childcare during
COVID-19, parents with young children have had to arrange reductions in their work
hours (Collins et al. 2021). The numbers are five to six times higher in the case of
mothers compared to fathers. Juggling both professional and family demands may have
impacted on women’s perceptions of their work performance which in turn may have
led to increased levels of job insecurity.

As gender gaps in job insecurity tend to follow a core-periphery pattern, we decided
to investigate this relation at a subnational level. Given that 63.19% of participants
provided data regarding their location, we were able to calculate if those respondents
were based in a leading or a lagging territory. We considered spatial units with GDP per
capita superior to the national mean of the countries they belong to as leading, and
spatial units with GDP per capita inferior to that value as lagging. The full results per
country, gender, type of territory, and wave are described in Annex 2 (Differences
according to gender between lagging and leading regions). The data seems to support
the hypothesis that the higher the degree of economic peripherality, the higher the
discrepancies between women’s and men’s job insecurity tend to be. A secondary
observation indicates that in Western economies (France, Germany, and the Nether-
lands), where job insecurity values tend to be lower, the leading and more competitive
territories display higher values of job insecurity than the lagging territories. Peripheral
countries (Spain, Italy, Greece, and Romania) show overall higher values of job in-
security for women in leading regions and for men in lagging regions, probably due to
the fact that lagging regions present a higher prevalence of manual labour.

These findings are in line with previous studies suggesting that women employees
experience more job uncertainty than men (Mauno and Kinnunen 2002) and this tends
to have more prolonged negative effects on their wellbeing (Mauno and Kinnunen
1999). Furthermore, these results seem to be inconsistent with gender role theory which
implies that the threat of job loss should result in a stronger subjective experience of job
insecurity for men compared to women. Since the onset of the Covid-19 pandemic
women have faced tremendous challenges and commonly took on expanded duties at
home while continuing to juggle their careers; thus, experiencing higher levels of
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emotional exhaustion and burnout (EP 2021; Eurofound 2020). It is thus possible that
under these circumstances, women in our sample may have perceived more severely the
threat of job loss.

Variations in Job Insecurity According to Age and Education

The differences in job insecurity according to age class and country are presented in
Annex 3. For the purpose of the study, only five age classes were maintained (18-24,
25-34, 35-44, 45-54, and 55-64), respondents aged 65 or over being excluded due to
their lower connection to the job market. As pointed out by Naswall and De Witte
(2003) and Fullerton and Wallace (2007), age does not have a linear relation with job
insecurity, but rather a reverse U-shape. Younger and older workers tend to display
lower values of job insecurity, not necessarily due to higher access to labour market, but
to lower economic and social pressure. The age classes between 35 and 54 years have
stronger connections and feelings related to their job. Their dependency on a steady
income is higher (De Witte 1999; Sverke, Hellgren, Naswall 2002), their social and
family status require stability, which makes the unemployment role less acceptable and
higher sensitivity towards unforeseen risks (Laszlo et al. 2010).

However, our survey revealed that the pressure for the 35-54 age classes is not
uniformly distributed among European countries. In Romania, UK, Germany during
the May - July 2020 period, and France during April — May 2020 period, these classes
have, indeed, the highest self-perceived job insecurity. Nonetheless, in Spain, Italy, and
Greece the younger classes display the highest job insecurity, an immediate effect of job
losses affecting particularly younger employees in those countries (EP 2021;
Eurofound 2020). The only constant is the regular positioning of the 55-64 class in the
safer zones of job insecurity spectrum.

The differences in job insecurity according to education class (Annex 4) are
comprised of two major tendencies. Firstly, education reduces job insecurity among
respondents with a primary, secondary, or vocational education showing overall higher
values than those with a master or PhD degree. The results are in line with similar
studies (Green 2009; Klug 2020; Muifioz de Bustillo and de Pedraza 2010; Postel-Vinay
and Turon 2007); although it is worth mentioning that the most vulnerable classes are
also those displaying higher variations across the study period. Secondly, the differ-
ences between education classes vary substantially between countries. In Netherlands,
Spain, UK the difference between the most and the least insecure class stays mainly
within the range of 0.700 during the entire period, while in Italy, Greece, or Romania,
the same difference frequently goes beyond 1.000. In Greece, for example, at the
beginning of the pandemic the primary/secondary education class reported a value of
job insecurity of 0.043, while the PhD class reported —1.182.

Previous findings show that individuals with lower levels of education experience
higher levels of job insecurity during an unforeseen shock, similarly to findings of
Naswall and De Witte (2003), Laszl6 et al. (2010) or Sverke, Hellgren, Naswall (2002).
Usually, the explanation resides in poorer social and financial resources and the access
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to a limited segment of the labour market (Gallie et al. 2016) referring to class dif-
ferences in terms of relative proximity to services or labour contracts (Goldthorpe
2000). However, the relation is not universally valid, manifesting at different scales
between countries according to their social policies, level of economic development,
and effects of previous crises.

Conclusions and Implications

In this study, we attempted to provide a more comprehensive approach on job insecurity
during the first months of COVID-19 pandemic, including not only self-reported job
insecurity and socio-demographic variables, but also territorial specific features. While
extensive quantitative research examining the role of socio-demographics on job in-
security was available, studies delving into the role of spatial and economic charac-
teristics of territories were to date scarce. Moreover, limited information was known
regarding the impact of the recent pandemic upon job insecurity at regional level, even
less with respect to gender, age, and education distribution of this indicator.

Our findings suggest that job insecurity follows a core-periphery pattern in Europe,
with Southern and Eastern countries displaying a more vulnerable status. Moreover, the
higher the overall job insecurity is perceived in a country, the higher the discrepancies
between age, gender, and education classes tend to be. While the distribution of job
insecurity according to age and education classes follows similar patterns as identified
during previous crisis, the implications of gender on job insecurity offer new food for
thought for academics.

From a theoretical point of view, our findings question the association of job in-
security exclusively with forms and dynamics of employment’ or socio-demographics
and suggest that a fuller understanding of job insecurity and the way is experienced
requires a close-up on territorial features (e.g., peripherality, economic performance,
regional governance). In fact, the highest levels of job insecurity during the first
outbreak of the pandemics were not recorded in the territories which displayed sudden
increases in unemployment, but rather in the countries which already had relatively
high levels of unemployment (Greece, Spain, Italy). Despite a decrease of unem-
ployment in Q1 of 2020, these countries kept higher values of job insecurity, a
supplementary proof that short-term economic changes have little to no effect on
people’s perception, as they - and their economic decisions- are more susceptible to be
influenced by long-term trends. Therefore, the territory, its economic trends, level of
development, and quality of institutions tends to be more important than previously
thought in planning answers to unforeseen crisis. As mentioned in the ESPON report
treating the first policy answers in European regions (Bourdin et al. 2021b), the type of
answer provided by a region to a crisis is highly dependent on their human and social
capital, while, at the same time, the regional features are influencing the type of answers
and the perceptions at personal and community level.

Furthermore, our study challenges previous research asserting that women were less
insecure than men. In fact, women expressed overall higher values of job insecurity
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during an unforeseen shock. Their dual presence (paid jobs and household) in con-
junction with the lack of any institutional support (temporary closure of schools and
kindergartens) resulted in increased perceived job insecurity. This could be addressed
by local and regional policy makers through dedicated actions and protective measures
during crisis periods, e.g., partial support for employers in order to allow women to
have reduced working hours to care for a child and full payment). Additionally, our
study concluded that gender differences vary considerably according to the economic
prowess of a region.

Our study has several practical implications for national and regional policy makers.
Besides the immediate effects at personal level, perceived job insecurity determines
economic outcomes, such as consumption and savings (Benito 2006; Manski 2004),
therefore the current perception of individuals of their job security (which, as seen
above, is not a direct effect of economic fluctuations) has direct consequences on the
economic health of a region. The current state and feelings of individuals represent a
barometer for the short- and medium-term evolution of any given society. The literature
characterized job insecurity as a threat to the population health (Burgard, Brand and
House 2009), and a potential mechanism behind health inequalities and social unrest
(Benach et al. 2014). Moreover, recent insights in job insecurity showed that it is
leading to diminished trust in politicians and political institutions (Wroe 2014). Giving
that the employment (and unemployment) play an important role in any national and
regional development plan, it would be extremely useful for policy makers to regularly
investigate the level and dynamics of job insecurity, as they can prove to be a better
indicator of imminent social unrest than the level of unemployment. Furthermore, the
Eurobarometer could include questions related to job insecurity, especially in the
context of the aggravation of the pandemic’s effect, such as declining satisfaction with
pandemic measures, disruption to essential services, fall in mental well-being, poorer
work-life balance, and lower trust in institutions (Eurofound 2020).

Given the adaptability provided by the multi-layered systems of governance, a design
aimed to use bottom-up feedback can contribute to a decision-making structure acting in a
more connected manner with the local context and generating resilience at a community
level. Furthermore, the necessity arises in less resilient regions for interventions spe-
cifically aimed at creating and maintaining employment opportunities for vulnerable
classes. Our study highlights the undeniable need for a holistic approach to support all the
groups hit harder by the health crisis to prevent them from falling further behind and fuel
social unrest. Failing to prevent the further rise of socio-economic inequalities among
European regions risks to trigger discontent and the surge of populist movements. The
variations between leading and lagging regions across Europe call for adapted and
tailored measures, the “one size fits all” model being obsolete.

While our study managed to provide an exhaustive image of job insecurity during
the first months of COVID-19 pandemic, a limitation linked to the nature of the data
needs to be considered. Due to the voluntary nature of the study, not all regions were
engaged with a sufficient number of respondents, therefore 25 NUTS 2 regions were
left out from the analysis. We believe that nationally supported research involving
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researchers as well as decisional actors and institutions could tackle the issue and
provide a better understanding of how national and regional measures could define the
personal job insecurity. Furthermore, data collection was based on self-reported
measures, which are prone to the social desirability bias (Rossi, Wright and
Anderson 2013). The number of respondents and the fact that seven out of the
eight countries included in the survey were based on representative samples, reduces
the risk for such a bias, but does not fully mitigate it. Another limitation that should be
considered is that the type of sector was not considered when data was collected. This
opens a path for future investigations, as it would be useful to test whether employees in
vulnerable sectors (as tourism, for example, see Gossling, Scott, Hall 2020) experi-
enced more job insecurity compared to other sectors that were less affected, or even
thrived (such as technology and information, see Peters 2021). Finally, another po-
tential limitation could be that only eight of the 27 countries were selected for the
survey. It would be interesting to expand research to all the European Union in order to
get a better, clearer image of perceived job insecurity.
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Notes

1. For Romania, Italy, United Kingdom, and France the postal codes were aggregated in NUTS
3 units, for the Netherlands, Greece, and Spain into NUTS 2 units, while for Germany the
postal codes were aggregated into NUTS 1 units. The variations in level of the territorial unit
used for aggregation are due to the limitations imposed by the software managing the overall
database.

2. While each country started the national lockdown at a different date, those dates are chro-
nologically very close (between 09 March 2020 for Italy and 25 March 2020 for Romania). In
order to avoid inadvertences between countries regarding their lockdown state, the analyses
for the resistance period covered a longer interval (mid-March - mid-April 2020).

3. While a second lockdown followed in most countries during autumn, and even a third
lockdown in certain countries, our data covers only the period during and after the first
lockdown measures.

4. For the purpose of this paper, the peripherality refers to the split induced by the core-periphery
model applied to the European Union, a model based on the spatial position as well as
economic performance. For more details, please see Pascariu and Tiganasu (2017).

5. In fact, Eurostat data on unemployment denotes a relative stability during the first and second
quarters of 2020 (when our study was applied) with minimal fluctuations in Q1 (DEU +0.6;
ESP +0.6; GRC -0.6; ITA -0.5; NLD 0.0; ROU +0.4; FRA -0.3) and Q2 (DEU +0.1; ESP +0.9;
GRC +0.5; ITA -1.7; NLD +0.5; ROU +1.1 FRA -1.3) (EU Labour Force Indicators: https://
ec.europa.eu/eurostat/cache/metadata/en/Ifsi_esms.htm). Therefore, based solely on the sta-
tistical data regarding the unemployment, it could be wrongfully presumed that the first wave
of the pandemic had no major effect upon European employees.
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