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Abstract
Between 2008 and 2013, the Netherlands was confronted by a severe recession. This reces-
sion may have affected the job satisfaction of workers. Currently, little is known about how 
job satisfaction changes during a recession. To investigate the effect of the 2008–2013 
recession on job satisfaction in the Netherlands, and to assess how job satisfaction changed 
over time. Longitudinal data from six waves of a national panel in the Netherlands are 
used to investigate the effects. These data capture the periods before, during and after the 
recession. A Blinder–Oaxaca decomposition technique is used to decompose the ordinal 
outcome variable job satisfaction. Subsequent waves are compared, which results in five 
comparison groups. Workers who participated in subsequent waves are matched to assess 
their job satisfaction over time. Cross-sectional associations are analyzed using the entire 
unmatched dataset. Workers became more satisfied with their job during the recession. 
After the recession ended, average job satisfaction decreased again. Both unmatched and 
matched analyses indicated only changes in job level affecting job satisfaction. The coef-
ficient of education had a small effect cross-sectionally. The level of education and industry 
had a small effect longitudinally. However, these effects were not robust. Job satisfaction 
decreased before the recession commenced but increased during the recession. After the 
recession, job satisfaction decreased again. An increase in job satisfaction during the reces-
sion may be explained by a change in the composition of workers with respect to job level, 
instead of by the effect of predictors.
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1 Introduction

The 2007 recession that started in the United States quickly engulfed many of the world’s 
largest economies (Axelrad et al. 2017; Clench-Aas and Holte 2017; The Financial Crisis 
Inquiry Commission 2011). In Europe, many countries were confronted by a severe eco-
nomic downturn in 2008, and a second recession in 2010 (Clench-Aas and Holte 2017; 
Karanikolos et al. 2013). Also, the Netherlands was in a recession between 2008 until the 
second quarter of 2013 (Boelhouwer 2017).

A recession is commonly defined as “two consecutive quarters of receding real GDP” 
(Leamer 2008, p. 3). In most countries of the European Union, the Gross Domestic Product 
(GDP) declined by on average 4.3% in 2009 (Arpaia and Curci 2010; Karanikolos et  al. 
2013). However, at the country-level, the decline ranged from 17.7% in Latvia to 1.9% in 
Cyprus (Karanikolos et al. 2013). Poland was the only EU member state that did not experi-
ence a decline in GDP (Karanikolos et al. 2013). Kickert (2012) concluded that, at that time, 
this recession was one of the largest challenges that Western countries were faced with.

In the Netherlands, the recession severely impacted the housing market between 2008 
and 2013, where the annual number of transactions dropped from 225,000 to 100,000 prop-
erties, and where the nominal price of houses declined by 21% (Boelhouwer 2017). Further-
more, unemployment increased from 3.7% in 2008 to 7.3% in 2013, and pension benefits 
were lowered (Centraal Bureau voor de Statistiek 2019a; Clench-Aas and Holte 2017).

Recessions can have a negative effect in many areas of life. For example, there is an abun-
dance of studies with evidence of a negative effect of a recession on health (Karanikolos et al. 
2013). In the event of a recession, psychological well-being deteriorates due to an increased 
level of anxiety and depression (Gudmundsdottir 2013; Wilson and Walker 1993; World 
Health Organization 2009). Furthermore, there is evidence that experienced stress increases 
(World Health Organization 2009), mortality rates increase (Burgard et al. 2013), the inci-
dence of lung cancer increases (Wilson and Walker 1993), and suicide rates among adults 
increase (Barr et al. 2012; Harper et al. 2015; Karanikolos et al. 2013; Laanani and Rey 2015; 
Miller et al. 2009; Reeves et al. 2015; Stuckler et al. 2009; World Health Organization 2009).

A recession also severely impacts organizations (Clench-Aas and Holte 2017). Organi-
zations are confronted with problems related to their viability (Chatzopoulou et al. 2015), 
as many organizations experience significant reductions in their sales and profits, losses in 
market share, the lay-off of workers, and bankruptcy (Piperkova Majovski 2014).

Considering the significance of the negative impact of recessions, the interest in under-
standing the role of a recession on job satisfaction and its contribution to the organizational 
viability is relevant and important (Chatzopoulou et al. 2015). In addition, understanding 
the effect of a recession on job satisfaction is essential to develop effective policies that 
help governments and organizations to anticipate or even prevent negative effects of future 
financial crises on job satisfaction (Cho and Newhouse 2011).

1.1  Job Satisfaction

Job satisfaction is an attitude that was defined by Spector as “how people feel about their 
jobs and different aspects of their jobs. It is the extent to which people like (satisfaction) 
or dislike (dissatisfaction) their jobs” (Spector 1997, p. 2). Job satisfaction is therefore 
described as the “global feeling about the job or a related constellation of attitudes about 
various aspects or facets of the job” (Spector 1997, p. 2). Other studies (cf. Alegre et al. 
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2016; Cheung and Wu 2013; Davies et al. 2017; Roelen et al. 2008) argue that job satisfac-
tion results from the overall subjective evaluation of emotions, experiences, and beliefs that 
are associated to one’s job.

Many different factors influence job satisfaction, which could be classified into four sub-
groups (Huysse-Gaytandjieva et  al. 2013). First, socio-demographic characteristics like 
gender, age, health status, education, and marital status of workers. Second, personality 
attributes, which among others include factors like self-esteem, commitment, locus of con-
trol, and personality traits. Third, employment conditions, such as fulltime and part-time 
work, on-the-job training, and union membership influence job satisfaction. Fourth, work-
related contextual features like the local unemployment rate. The former two sub-groups 
involve personal characteristics of employees, while the latter two sub-groups are work-
related factors (Huysse-Gaytandjieva et al. 2013).

Job satisfaction is relevant because it is associated with a multitude of labor market 
outcomes. For example, studies have reported that job satisfaction is positively associated 
with productivity (Bousinakis and Halkos 2010; Patterson et al. 2004), greater employee 
intentions to stay (Meyer et al. 2002), stronger collective job performance (Whitman et al. 
2010), decreased workplace turnover (Wright and Bonett 2007), and stronger organiza-
tional citizenship behaviors (Foote and Tang 2008).

It is found that organizations have a competitive advantage by employing more satisfied 
workers, and that increasing job satisfaction of employees can yield various benefits (Linz 
and Semykina 2012). For example, satisfied workers more often have a better job perfor-
mance and are more likely to show organizational citizenship behaviors (Clark and Oswald 
1996; Munyon et al. 2010). Therefore, employing satisfied workers is consistently associ-
ated with a viable company (Halkos and Bousinakis 2017). Considering the importance of 
job satisfaction and its positive effects on performance and productivity, maintaining high 
job satisfaction becomes even more important during a recession.

1.2  Effect of a Recession on Job Satisfaction

Evidence on the effect of a recession on job satisfaction is however limited and studies have 
reported inconsistent effects. For example, some authors provide evidence for a negative 
relationship (Cahill et al. 2015; Green et al. 2016; Halkos and Bousinakis 2017; Markovits 
et al. 2014), while there are also studies that find no relationship between a recession and 
job satisfaction (Gudmundsdottir 2013). In contrast, some studies reported a positive asso-
ciation between a recession and job satisfaction or well-being at work (Borra and Gómez-
García 2016; Sánchez-Sánchez and Namkee 2018). Perhaps these inconsistent findings can 
be explained by other characteristics than the state of the economy.

Aside from a direct impact of a recession on job satisfaction, the association between the 
two may be driven by the selection of workers, which may occur during a recession. Less sat-
isfied workers may be more likely to become redundant during a recession. Industries where 
job satisfaction is lower, may be more affected by a recession leading to changes in the aver-
age job satisfaction during a recession. A decomposition of the change in job satisfaction in a 
part caused by changes in endowments or characteristics of workers, and another part caused 
by the change in the impact of these characteristics, may shed more light into this.

Cahill et  al. (2015) concluded that in the advent of a strong economy, workers expe-
rienced a higher level of job satisfaction than if the economy was weaker. Another study 
found that employment conditions were severely and negatively impacted during an eco-
nomic crisis, which resulted in a negative job evaluation by workers (Markovits et  al. 
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2014). Markovits et  al. (2014) found that extrinsic job satisfaction became lower among 
employees after the financial crisis had started in Greece in 2009, and reported that these 
changes in attitude were explained by an increased focus on preventing job loss and a 
lesser focus on job promotion. Halkos and Bousinakis (2017) also reported that a reces-
sion reduces job satisfaction. In addition, a British study reported that, while well-being 
at work was stable prior to the recession, it substantially deteriorated in the 6 years during 
the recession (Green et al. 2016). In addition, the authors also observed that job insecurity 
deteriorated during the recession (Green et al. 2016).

However, regarding general happiness, one Icelandic study reported that the effect of the 
economic crisis on happiness was limited (Gudmundsdottir 2013). In contrast, while control-
ling for perceived job stability, a Spanish study reported that unemployment of peers posi-
tively affected individual’s job-related well-being of males and workers in the public sector 
(Borra and Gómez-García 2016). Another Spanish study compared overall job satisfaction 
right before (2006–2007) and during (2009–2010) the recession, and found that overall job 
satisfaction had slightly increased during the recession (Sánchez-Sánchez and Namkee 2018). 
The authors suggested that this slight increase may be explained by factors that compensate 
for a reduction in job satisfaction during the recession (Sánchez-Sánchez and Namkee 2018).

The literature also suggests that the evaluation of job satisfaction of workers may be 
negatively affected by deteriorated employment conditions and job instability, by having 
fewer options for job promotion, and by an increased required performance to maintain 
organizational productivity. Likewise, workers may evaluate job satisfaction more posi-
tively during a recession because, while peers become unemployed and options for job 
mobility decrease, these workers still keep their job that protects them from the unwanted 
consequences of unemployment.

A recession results in higher unemployment rates (Piperkova Majovski 2014). In com-
bination with decreased opportunities for job mobility, the possibilities for voluntary 
employee turnover decrease (Hom and Kinicki 2001). If employment opportunities are 
high, dissatisfied workers could more easily seek another job (Piperkova Majovski 2014). 
Instead, in a recession with high unemployment and low opportunities for job mobility, 
retaining one’s employment becomes more important because employees may have no 
opportunities elsewhere and therefore have to remain employed at their current employer. 
The continued employment could however result in counterproductive behaviors, and if 
dissatisfied workers stay at the firm, this may be harmful for the organization (Huysse-
Gaytandjieva et al. 2013). For example, dissatisfied workers may not only have lower job 
performance themselves, but could also negatively impact the job performance of their col-
leagues (Piperkova Majovski 2014).

1.3  Aim of the Study

Although the outcomes of job dissatisfaction have been studied abundantly, research that 
investigates the effect of a recession on job satisfaction remains scarce (Piperkova Majovski 
2014), and the published findings are contradictory. In addition, we are not aware of any 
study that has specifically addressed how the job satisfaction of employees changed during 
the 2008–2013 recession in the Netherlands.

This longitudinal study therefore aims to fill this knowledge gap by investigating how job 
satisfaction in the Netherlands changed by and during a recession, and which differences of 
the predictors between the groups explain the differences in job satisfaction. These analyses 
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are performed both using cross-sectional data and longitudinal data by using the nature of 
the panel and matching of participants who participated in subsequent data waves.

2  Methods

Data from the Arbeidsaanbodpanel (AAP) from the Netherlands Institute for Social Research 
(Sociaal en Cultureel Planbureau (SCP) 2016) are used. This ongoing prospective open 
cohort panel was established in 1985 with the purpose to study the work situation of both 
employed and unemployed inhabitants, and to gauge the (potential) labor supply in the Neth-
erlands (Van Echtelt et al. 2016). The data are collected with a 2-year interval among approx-
imately 5000 participants. Participation in this panel is stimulated by giving a small financial 
reward (Sociaal en Cultureel Planbureau 2014; Vlasblom et al. 2015). New participants are 
preselected to maintain the desired sample size, and to maintain the external validity for the 
entire population in the Netherlands (Vlasblom et al. 2015). Although the AAP includes a 
separate questionnaire for employed, unemployed, and students (Van Echtelt et al. 2016), in 
the present study, only the data collected with the questionnaire for the employed are used.

Because the recession in the Netherlands occurred from 2008 to 2013, data from six 
waves are used to perform the analyses before (2004: N = 4791, 2006: N = 5563), during 
(2008: N = 5139, 2010: N = 4872, 2012: N = 4837), and after (2014: N = 4948) this reces-
sion. No data are yet available for the year 2016 or later. Each participant has a unique 
identifier that identifies the person across the datasets.

The variable “year” was generated to record the year of the related measurement (either 
2004, 2006, 2008, 2010, 2012, or 2014). In the resulting tidy and stacked dataset, the struc-
ture and semantics of a dataset are linked, which facilitates improved data analysis (cf. 
Wickham 2014).

The Blinder–Oaxaca decomposition (cf. Blinder 1973; Oaxaca 1973) was used to inves-
tigate the part of the differential in the means of the outcome that can be explained by the 
differences in observed characteristics of the two groups (i.e. endowments) and a part that 
can be explained by the impact of the predictors (i.e. coefficients) on the outcome variable 
(Hlavac 2018; Jann 2008a).

2.1  Independent Variables

For each data wave, the dataset contains nine variables that were used to explain differ-
ences in job satisfaction.

Information about the gender (1: “male”, 2: “female”) and the age of participants on the 
1st of October for each wave were retrieved from the Dutch national population register. 
We controlled for the age of participants in the analyses because younger and older work-
ers may have different expectations and preferences toward jobs, and thus they may differ 
in their job satisfaction due to, for example, differences in ambition, tendency toward tak-
ing risks, and accumulated experience.

Level of education was measured according to the standard education classification SOI 
(cf. Centraal Bureau voor de Statistiek 2018c) using the self-report item “What is the high-
est educational program that you completed with a diploma?”. The item was coded on a 
scale from 2 to 6 (2: “primary”, 3: “lower secondary”, 4: “secondary vocational and upper 
secondary”, 5: “higher vocational”, 6: “university”).
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The contractual working hours were measured using the self-report item “How many 
hours do you work per week contractually?”.

The status of the participant as civil servant (0: “not civil servant”, 1: “civil servant”) was 
identified using the self-report item “How are you currently employed?”. The values “regu-
lar salaried worker”, “director of a corporation”, “independent with personnel”, “independ-
ent without personnel”, and “working in the organization of the partner or spouse” were 
coded as “not civil servant”. The value “civil servant” was retained as “civil servant”.

Contract type (1: “permanent”, 2: “temporary”) was gauged using the self-report item 
“What contract type do you have?”. The value “permanent contract” was retained as “per-
manent”. The values “temporary with outlook on permanent contract”, “temporary con-
tract”, and “other” were coded as “temporary”.

Job level was measured using the standardized job classification scheme SBC (cf. Cen-
traal Bureau voor de Statistiek 2018a). The job level was coded on a scale from 1 to 5 (1: 
“elementary”, 2: “lower”, 3: “middle”, 4: “higher”, 5: “academic”). There was no collin-
earity between the variables of level and education and job level in any data wave.

The industry of the organization where the participant is employed was categorized 
(1: “agriculture”, 2: “manufacturing”, 3: “construction”, 4: “trade, hospitality and cater-
ing, repair”, 5: “transportation”, 6: “business services”, 7: “human health and social work”, 
8: “other services”, 9: “public administration”, 10: “education”) according to the Dutch 
Standard Industrial Classification (SBI) (Centraal Bureau voor de Statistiek 2018b, 2019b).

The datasets contain a variable that registered the year in which a person first partici-
pated in the AAP. This variable was used to create the dummy variable for first-time par-
ticipation in each data wave. The value was set to 1 if the year of first participation equaled 
the year of data wave, and 0 otherwise.

Reported answers such as “not applicable”, “I do not want to say”, and illogical values 
were recoded into missing values.

2.2  Dependent Variable

Job satisfaction was measured using the self-report item “How satisfied are you, everything 
taken together, with your job?”. The ordinal item was rated on a scale from 1 to 4 (1: “very 
satisfied”, 2: “satisfied”, 3: “not satisfied”, 4: “very dissatisfied”).

2.3  Analyses

The analyses are performed using cross-sectional (non-matched) and longitudinal (matched) 
data. For both, five analyses were performed to decompose the difference in job satisfaction 
between two data waves. In each analysis, data from two consecutive measurements were 
used to explain this difference by a change in the composition of groups (i.e. endowments), 
and by the effect of various independent variables on job satisfaction (i.e. coefficients).

When we use cross-sectional data, all participants in the panel are included to maintain 
the external validity for the Dutch working population. Therefore, each wave of the AAP is 
expected to meet the desired external validity and can be compared to other data waves. Five 
groups are created, Group 1: 2004–2006, Group 2: 2006–2008, Group 3: 2008–2010, Group 
4: 2010–2012, and Group 5: 2012–2014. Thus, each group presented a subsequent cross-
sectional pair of data waves. For each group, the Blinder–Oaxaca decomposition analysis 
is performed. A dummy variable is generated to record the two subsequent data waves. The 
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values of the categorical variables level of education, job level, and industry of organiza-
tion are recoded into dummy variables. For the predictors level of education, job level, and 
industry of organization, the values “primary”, “elementary”, and “agriculture” are defined 
as reference categories, respectively. An indicator of being a newly entered participant in the 
survey is included as well. The analyses are performed using the Oaxaca module in Stata 
(Jann 2008a, b). The analyses are performed to decompose the gap of job satisfaction in the 
groups, where one part may be explained by differences in the predictors of two data waves, 
and one part may be explained by differences in the distribution of characteristics that affect 
job satisfaction (Hlavac 2018; Jann 2008a). This process is repeated for each group.

The longitudinal effects are investigated using panel data. Participants in subsequent 
waves are matched and are only included in the analyses if they participated in both data 
waves. Five groups are generated for respondents who participated in each subsequent pair 
of the data waves (Group 1: 2004–2006, Group 2: 2006–2008, Group 3: 2008–2010, Group 
4: 2010–2012, Group 5: 2012–2014). Furthermore, as discussed above, a dummy variable 
is generated to record the two subsequent data waves for each group, which is entered into 
the Blinder–Oaxaca decomposition analysis to group the analysis.

3  Results

3.1  Descriptive Statistics

The sample characteristics of the six data waves are presented in Table 1. There are five 
notable trends to observe over the period 2004–2014.

First, the level of education of workers increased over time. The share of participants 
belonging to the level “lower secondary” strongly declined from 23.1% in 2004 to 15.6% 
in 2014. Simultaneously, the share of participants belonging to the levels “higher voca-
tional” and “university” increased from 26.4 and 11.4% in 2014 to 29.5 and 14.4% in 2014, 
respectively.

Second, the share of participants who were civil servants declined from 19.9% in 2004 
to 14.7% in 2014.

Third, the share of participants who were temporary workers increased strongly from 
10.8% in 2004 to 16.5% in 2014.

Fourth, the average job level increased over time. The share of participants at both 
lower and middle job levels decreased from 20.2 and 39.8% in 2004 to 14.8 and 35.1% in 
2014, respectively. Simultaneously, job level increased over time, where 27.5 and 7.7% of 
the participants worked at a higher or academic level in 2004, these levels were 35.7 and 
10.3% in 2014, respectively.

Fifth, the share of very satisfied workers increased as time progressed. A decrease in the 
share of very satisfied workers was only observed in 2006 and 2014. Relatively few work-
ers were dissatisfied or very dissatisfied with their job during this period.

3.2  Cross‑Sectional Changes in the Effect on Job Satisfaction

Five analyses were performed to decompose job satisfaction over time using cross-sectional 
(unmatched) data of two subsequent data waves. As time progressed, the raw difference in 
the means in job satisfaction changed sign (see Table 2). Workers were less satisfied with 
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1 3

their job prior to the recession in the Netherlands (2004–2006). Once the recession com-
menced in 2008, job satisfaction increased, and continued to increase throughout the entire 
recession (2006–2012). Yet, once the economy recovered, job satisfaction decreased again 
(2012–2014). However, the intergroup difference was only statistically significant in Group 
2 (2006–2008), Group 4 (2010–2012), and Group 5 (2012–2014).

The overall difference in the means of job satisfaction (see Table  2) cannot be fully 
explained by the changes in the composition of both groups (i.e. endowments). Instead, 
this difference is mainly explained by the impact of the independent variables on job 
satisfaction (i.e. coefficients). This impact was only statistically significant in Group 4 
(2010–2012) and Group 5 (2012–2014).

Over time, there were only robust statistically significant changes in the composition of 
groups with respect to job level (see Table 3). In the group prior to the recession (2004–2006), 
there were fewer people who worked at middle or academic job levels, but more workers 
with lower jobs. In the waves during the recession (2006–2008), the share of workers with a 
higher or academic job level increased, while there were fewer people who worked in lower 
jobs. A similar change in composition occurred between 2010 and 2012 in the waves dur-
ing the recession, where fewer workers worked in lower jobs and more in higher jobs. In the 
waves after the recession ended (2012–2014), this change in composition continued and the 
share of participants in higher jobs further increased, while fewer workers worked in lower 
jobs. In addition, while the composition changed slightly with respect to gender, age, contrac-
tual working hours, and contract type, these changes were however not robust over time.

Furthermore, the individual predictors did not have a robust impact on the differential 
of job satisfaction over time. The level of education did only have a significant effect on 
the differential in Group 3 and 5. Although other significant effects were observed, these 
results were limited to some variables (e.g., age, contractual working hours, contract type, 

Table 2  Summary of cross-sectional (unmatched) decomposition of job satisfaction (1: “very satisfied”, 2: 
“satisfied”, 3: “not satisfied”, 4: “very dissatisfied”)

Standard errors in parentheses
*** p < 0.01; ** p < 0.05; * p < 0.1

Group 1 Group 2 Group 3 Group 4 Group 5
2004–2006 2006–2008 2008–2010 2010–2012 2012–2014

First wave 1.769*** 1.789*** 1.759*** 1.747*** 1.694***
(0.012) (0.011) (0.011) (0.012) (0.012)

Second wave 1.789*** 1.759*** 1.747*** 1.694*** 1.750***
(0.011) (0.011) (0.012) (0.012) (0.012)

Raw differential − 0.020 0.030* 0.012 0.053*** − 0.056***
(0.016) (0.016) (0.017) (0.017) (0.017)

 Due to endowments − 0.003 − 0.003 0.000 0.000 0.002
(0.004) (0.006) (0.005) (0.005) (0.004)

 Due to coefficients − 0.013 0.021 0.018 0.045** − 0.056***
(0.017) (0.017) (0.017) (0.018) (0.017)

 Due to interaction − 0.004 0.012 − 0.006 0.007 − 0.001
(0.006) (0.008) (0.006) (0.007) (0.005)

Observations 6291 6539 5884 5531 5721
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and sector of organization). See “Appendix 1” for the regression coefficients of the cross-
sectional (unmatched) decomposition.

3.3  Longitudinal Changes in the Effect on Job Satisfaction

Subsequently, five analyses were performed to decompose the difference in job satisfaction 
over time, using only matched workers who participated in both subsequent data waves.

Over time, there was an overall trend where the difference in the means of job satis-
faction changed sign (see Table  4). Prior to the recession (2004–2006), job satisfaction 
decreased. Yet, once the recession commenced, the mean job satisfaction increased and 
continued to increase between 2006 and 2012. Nonetheless, after the recession ended 
(2012–2014), job satisfaction decreased again. However, the raw differential in job satisfac-
tion was only statistically significant in Group 4 (2010–2012) and Group 5 (2012–2014).

The overall difference in the means of job satisfaction (see Table 4) can be explained by 
statistically significant changes in the composition in Group 2 (2006–2008). The endowment 
effects for the remaining groups were not statistically significant. In addition, this difference 
in job satisfaction could only be explained by a statistically significant effect of the independ-
ent variables in Group 4 and 5. The coefficients were not significant for the other groups.

Over time, there were only robust statistically significant changes in the composition 
of groups with respect to job level (see Table 5). Prior to the recession (2004–2006), the 
share of workers in middle and academic jobs decreased. However, once the recession com-
menced (2006–2008), the share of workers with an academic position increased, while there 
were fewer workers in lower jobs. Near the end of the recession (2010–2012), the share of 
workers in middle level jobs increased. But once the recession ended (2012–2014), the share 
of workers in higher-level jobs increased, while fewer persons worked in lower jobs.

Table 4  Summary of longitudinal (matched) decomposition of job satisfaction (1: “very satisfied”, 2: “sat-
isfied”, 3: “not satisfied”, 4: “very dissatisfied”)

Standard errors in parentheses
*** p < 0.01; ** p < 0.05; * p < 0.1

Group 1 Group 2 Group 3 Group 4 Group 5
2004–2006 2006–2008 2008–2010 2010–2012 2012–2014

First wave 1.766*** 1.784*** 1.753*** 1.739*** 1.687***
(0.014) (0.013) (0.013) (0.014) (0.013)

Second wave 1.785*** 1.766*** 1.749*** 1.687*** 1.753***
(0.014) (0.013) (0.014) (0.014) (0.014)

Raw differential − 0.019 0.018 0.004 0.052*** − 0.066***
(0.020) (0.018) (0.019) (0.020) (0.019)

 Due to endowments 0.001 0.011** 0.042 0.005 0.003
(0.004) (0.004) (0.128) (0.004) (0.004)

 Due to coefficients − 0.032 0.004 0.012 0.050** − 0.066***
(0.022) (0.021) (0.020) (0.020) (0.020)

 Due to interaction 0.012 0.003 − 0.050 − 0.004 − 0.003
(0.010) (0.011) (0.128) (0.007) (0.008)

Observations 3924 4797 4435 4070 4568
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Furthermore, no predictors had a robust statistically significant effect on the differ-
ential in job satisfaction. Two predictors had a statistically significant effect in only two 
groups. The effect of the level of education was negative in Group 3 (2008–2010) but posi-
tive in Group 5 (2012–2014). The effect of sector of organization was positive in Group 
1 (2004–2006) but negative in Group 3 (2008–2010). The statistically significant effect 
of two other predictors was also not robust, where the independent variables being a civil 
servant and contract type both only had a negative effect in Group 3 (2008–2010). See 
“Appendix 2” for the regression coefficients of the longitudinal (matched) decomposition.

4  Discussion

This study investigated the effect of the 2008–2013 recession on job satisfaction in the 
Netherlands, and assessed how job satisfaction changed over time.

Similar to other studies (e.g., Cahill et al. 2015; Green et al. 2016; Halkos and Bousinakis 
2017; Markovits et al. 2014; Sánchez-Sánchez and Namkee 2018), evidence was found that 
the recession had a positive effect on job satisfaction. Workers were consistently more satisfied 
with their job during the recession than before or after. Workers became more satisfied with 
their job once the recession commenced, then consistently had a higher job satisfaction during 
the recession, and finally became less satisfied with their job when the recession ended.

Furthermore, the sample characteristics demonstrate that the average level of education and 
the job level of workers have increased over time. Similarly, participants more often became 
precarious workers that were not a civil servant or that had a temporary contract. Furthermore, 
in all data waves, most workers were either satisfied or very satisfied with their job.

The decomposition analyses demonstrate that there was only a robust statistically sig-
nificant change in the composition of groups with respect to job level, which contributes 
to the difference in job satisfaction. Overall, the job level prior to the recession decreased, 
but increased once the recession started. The increased job level probably also reflects 
the differences between workers in lower and higher-level jobs in becoming unemployed 
during the recession. For example, it suggests that workers in low-level jobs became 
redundant more often, while relatively higher-educated workers were more able to keep 
their job during and after the recession. This reflects the stronger and better position 
that workers at higher job levels have, but also the structural change in the labor market 
towards more highly skilled workers in higher job levels. It therefore indicates that work-
ers in higher positions may enjoy better job security than workers in lower positions. In 
addition, the increase in level of education and job level may be explained by ongoing 
education by younger and unemployed persons. To prepare themselves for career oppor-
tunities once the recession ends, these persons may decide to continue education instead 
of actively seeking employment. Once the economy stabilizes, these persons are well-
prepared to find employment on a higher job level. Consequently, if workers in higher 
job levels also have better job satisfaction, a decrease of workers in lower jobs and an 
increase of workers in higher jobs naturally increases the average job satisfaction.

Furthermore, there were no individual predictors that had a robust statistically significant 
impact on the change in job satisfaction. Instead, in the cross-sectional and longitudinal decom-
position, there were indications that the level of education had an effect on the difference in job 
satisfaction. Similarly, in the longitudinal decomposition, there were indications that the level of 
education and the sector of organization had an effect on the difference in job satisfaction. How-
ever, these effects were not considered robust because these only appeared in only a few of the 
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five groups. Nevertheless, this indicates that the level of education and sector of organization 
may be relevant in understanding changes in job satisfaction during a recession.

Perhaps the finding that job satisfaction increased during a recession can be better under-
stood by considering the context of recessions. A recession has a negative effect on the sales, 
profits, and lost market share of organizations (Piperkova Majovski 2014). Consequently, dur-
ing a recession, organizations are increasingly confronted with problems related to maintaining 
their viability (Chatzopoulou et al. 2015). One common strategy is cost-cutting by reducing the 
production capacity and by laying-off redundant workers, which results in increased unemploy-
ment rates (Axelrad et al. 2018; Clench-Aas and Holte 2017; Piperkova Majovski 2014). There-
fore, the least satisfied workers may be laid off first while the most satisfied workers remain 
employed. Similarly, since alternative job opportunities during recessions decline and to avoid 
the hazardous state of unemployment, workers may also have no alternative than to remain 
employed by their current employer (Addison et al. 2014; Hom and Kinicki 2001; Johnson and 
Corcoran 2003). This selection may affect the composition of workers and increase the average 
job satisfaction of the remaining workers during the recession, if the least satisfied workers are 
dismissed first. However, once the recession ends and job mobility opportunities increase, these 
workers may find employment opportunities again (Piperkova Majovski 2014). Consequently, 
such post-recession selection may decrease the average level of job satisfaction.

In addition, the decomposition analyses also accounted for panel attrition that may result 
in potential differences between workers who participated for the first-time in the panel, and 
workers who participated already in an earlier wave. However, the findings confirm that there 
was no statistically significant effect of being a first-time participant on job satisfaction.

However, this does not exclude the possibility that there are other variables that can 
explain the difference between the groups which are not included in this model. For exam-
ple, Huysse-Gaytandjieva and colleagues (Huysse-Gaytandjieva et al. 2013) have proposed 
the inclusion of personal characteristics and work-related factors when studying job satis-
faction. Similarly, perhaps other characteristics of the economy and society may predict the 
relationship between a recession and job satisfaction. However, because of a lack of data 
on personality attributes, geographical information, and context features, the influence of 
these determinants could not be analyzed. Considering that the Netherlands is a relatively 
small country that has open borders with other countries, and that cross-border employ-
ment is common, it would be a challenge to investigate the effect of geographical informa-
tion, especially because cross-border workers are subject to different legislations.

4.1  Strengths and Limitations

A strength of this study is that it investigated the effect of a recession on job satisfaction 
using cross-sectional and longitudinal data. These data were collected before (2004 and 
2006), during (2008, 2010, and 2012), and after (2014) the 2008–2013 recession in the 
Netherlands, and facilitated the analysis of changes in job satisfaction over time. In addi-
tion to cross-sectional analysis using unmatched data, these changes in job satisfaction 
were also studied longitudinally using matched data, which facilitated a better understand-
ing of how individual workers were impacted by this recession.

Furthermore, a problem with a panel is participant attrition. To account for potential 
attrition bias, we also investigated the potential existence of differences between first-time 
participants and those who had participated in the panel before, in explaining the difference 
in job satisfaction. However, we found no evidence of attrition bias.

This study has some noteworthy limitations. As discussed, many determinants of job 
satisfaction exist. Because of a lack of data, the influence of some of these determinants 
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could not be analyzed. Specifically, the two most important determinants that could explain 
the results, but that were not included because of a lack of data, are personality character-
istics and contextual factors. An important contextual factor that could be investigated is 
regional unemployment, but this information was not available in the dataset. Therefore, 
we recognize that other characteristics may have played a role in the relationship between 
recessions and job satisfaction, such as characteristics of the economy and society.

Another limitation involves the measurement of the level of education. We only 
observed job satisfaction for those who are in paid employment. Consequently, those who 
are in fulltime education but had a part-time job alongside, were not included in the analy-
ses. Furthermore, if a participant is in school and does not work, we are unable to observe 
job satisfaction, since job satisfaction is only observed for persons who actually work. 
While we acknowledge that there exists a grey area for participants who are enrolled in a 
degree instead of being graduated, the datasets did not include this information.

Third, this study did not consider the geographical location of employment. Even within 
countries, the labor market may differ between cities or regions. However, our dataset 
does not include the necessary geographical information, nor was it possible to impute 
this information. Our dataset did also not account for cross-border workers, which is fairly 
common in the Netherlands.

5  Conclusion

To conclude, the recession had a positive effect on job satisfaction in the Netherlands, and job 
satisfaction increased during this recession. However, when the recession ended, job satis-
faction decreased again. It may be possible that, in times of organizational survival, the least 
motivated workers became redundant first, such that mostly motivated and satisfied workers 
remained employed. In line with this assumption, evidence was found that the composition of 
workers changed with respect to job level, where job level increased during the recession, which 
may explain the change in job satisfaction. No individual predictors had a robust effect on the 
difference in job satisfaction, yet the level of education and sector of organization may need fur-
ther investigation to better understand their effect on job satisfaction during a recession.
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