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Large inequalities in health and life expectancy exists across socioeconomic groups

Different exposure to health risks 

Access to high-quality care

During the pandemic, lower educated people have a higher risk to be infected with 
or to die due to Covid-19

Lifestyle behavior and underlying health conditions 

Governmental measures 

No studies on the socioeconomic inequality in health

BACKGROUND



AIM

1. To investigate how educational inequalities in self-
perceived health and emotional exhaustion evolved during 
the Covid-19 pandemic



Data

• Netherlands Working Conditions Survey COVID-19 

• Cohort among workers in the Netherlands with data before and during the pandemic

• N=15,702 
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Study population

• 12,479 workers (43,081 observations)

• Subgroups:

• Low educated workers (n=951; 8%)

• Intermediate educated workers (n=4237; 34%)

• High educated workers (n=7291; 58%)

METHODS (2/3)



Variables

• Self-rated health 
• Question: “In general, would you say that your health is excellent, very good, good, fair, or poor?”

• Dichotomized into ‘poor health (very poor, poor, or fair)’ and ‘good health (good or very good)’

• Emotional exhaustion 
• Subscale of Burnout (UBOS), five items

• Dichotomized into ‘not emotionally exhausted’ and ‘emotionally exhausted’

• Covariates (Age, sex, household composition, working hours per week)

Statistical analyses

• Generalized logistic mixed models 
• Relative differences between the educational groups: odds ratio (interaction wave * educational level)

• Absolute differences between the educational groups: predicted values

METHODS (3/3)



At baseline 

• Lower educated workers had more often a poor health (OR 2.54) 

• Intermediate educated workers had more often a poor health (OR 2.09) 

Relative inequalities during pandemic

• Wave 2-4: higher educated workers had less often poor health 

• Wave 5: higher educated workers had more often a poor health 

• Educational inequalities narrowed during the pandemic

Absolute inequalities during pandemic

• Narrowed between educational groups over time

RESULTS (GENERAL HEALTH)



At baseline 

• Intermediate educated workers were less often emotional exhausted

• This was not significant for low educated workers

Relative inequalities during pandemic

• Higher educated workers were more often emotional exhausted 

• Educational inequalities widened until Wave 4

Absolute inequalities during pandemic

• Absolute inequalities widened between Wave 1 and Wave 4

• Absolute inequalities narrowed between Wave 4 and Wave 5

RESULTS (EMOTIONAL EXHAUSTION)



Surprising lower poor health during the first period of the pandemic

• Value of their own health

• Less health problems due to mitigation measures (working from home, personal equipment)

High prevalence of emotional exhaustion by high educated workers

• Half of the high educated workers were health care workers and teachers

• Less work activities and stress among low and intermediate educated workers due to measures

DISCUSSION 



Strength

• Cohort study with data before and during the pandemic

Limitations

• Non-response patterns over time 

• Low participation rates among lower educated workers 

• Mental health is only measured by emotional exhaustion

DISCUSSION 



CONCLUSIONS

1. Even though existing educational inequalities in poor health exists, the 
pandemic results in narrowing the inequalities in relative and absolute terms

2. The educational inequalities for emotional exhaustion in relative and 
absolute terms widened in the first 18 months, and bounced back to pre-
COVID-19 values after two years

3. Thus, educational inequalities in poor health and emotional exhaustion have 
not increased during the Covid-19 pandemic



QUESTIONS?

KAREN OUDE HENGEL
KAREN.OUDEHENGEL@TNO.NL
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