
Has the crisis disrupted 
thirty-somethings’ career trajectories?
How have the working lives of young people in their thirties, the “hard core” of the 
economically active population in employment, been affected by the health crisis of 
2020? The results of the Génération survey: Covid et après? (After Covid what?) serve to 
document the varied situations of these economically active individuals in the face of the 
crisis. Whether they were in stable or precarious employment, whether they were working 
in sectors exposed to or unaffected by the crisis, whether or not they had children, how 
did these young employees or self-employed workers get through the crisis?
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The reduction in economic activity as a result 
of the lockdowns of 2020 took the form, 
firstly, of a decline in activity in many sectors, 

with 700,000 jobs being lost in the first half of 
2020 [1], and, secondly, of a fall in the number of 
hours worked by those who remained in work [2]. 
The singularity of this crisis was that its impact 
on the various sectors and occupations  differed 
[3] depending on their operating and working 
conditions and the extent to which they were 
regarded as “essential”. For employees in stable 
jobs and the self-employed, the various state-
funded support schemes made it possible to share 
out its negative repercussions on employment 
and earnings. Those who lost or left their jobs 
during the health crisis or who were looking for 
work when it started benefited less from the 
public measures intended to cushion its effects. 
The Génération  survey: Covid, et après? can be 
used to take the measure of this divide: what are 
the characteristics of the groups concerned and 
what are the factors leading to the weakening 
or breakdown of their career trajectories? In 
what ways exactly did work organisation change 
for those individuals who kept their jobs during 
the health crisis? The survey was carried out in 
the spring of 2021 among a specific cohort of 
economically active individuals, namely those who 
left the education system in 2010 (see Box 1). Aged 
31 on average and already well integrated into the 
labour market when the crisis erupted and the first 
lockdown was imposed, they form the “hard core” 
of the economically active population in work and 
are still in an upward growth phase of their career 
trajectories compared with their elders [4]. 40  % 

of this cohort have higher education qualifications 
and the employment rate is high, reaching 90% just 
before the crisis, 8 percentage points higher than 
the rate calculated on the basis of employment 
survey data for 25-49 year olds in the 4th quarter 
of 2019. We surveyed them at a stage in their 
lives and careers at which issues arising out of the 
linkage between work and family and private life 
(70% of them live with a partner and almost half 
have children) are more pressing and more complex 
than for other age groups. Following on from this, 
with regard to the repercussions of the health crisis 
on work and employment, did the fact of being a 
parent create or further widen a gap between men 
and women?

No change of situation for those in stable 
employment
While 82% of the economically active individuals 
in employment saw no change in their employment 
situation between March 1 2020 and May 2021, 
the continuance rate was particularly high (from 86 
to 92%) for those who were state employees, on 
open-ended contracts or self-employed, that is to 
say those who were already stabilised in their jobs. 
Most of the self-employed seem to have weathered 
the health crisis successfully; the level of support 
available to them undoubtedly contributed to 
this resilience. Having been established in their 
positions on average for the same length of time 
as their employed counterparts, they actually 
experienced less disruption than the latter group, 
since 92 % were able to continue their activity.
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The data used 1

The results presented here are taken from the analysis of the Génération survey, 
Covid et après? carried out between mid-April and early June 2021 (in what 
follows, we will refer interchangeably to the situation at the time of the survey or 
in May 2021). The survey was carried out among a nationally representative 
sample of the cohort that left the education system in 2010, who had already 
been surveyed on 3 occasions, in 2013, 2015 and 2017. A sequential, mixed 
mode protocol (Internet then telephone) was used to collect a total of 4,887 
analysable questionnaires from the 8,800 respondents from the 3rd wave. The 
value of this new survey lies in the fact that it continues the description of career 
trajectories beyond the first seven years of the working life by providing very 
precise information on individual situations as at  March 1 2020 and documenting 
what happened during the next 14 months.
This research was supported financially by Dares, the research department of 
France’s Ministry of Employment, as part of the call for research projects entitled 
“Quels impacts de la crise sanitaire liée à la covid-19 sur le marché du travail ?/
How has the COVID-19 health crisis impacted the labour market?”, which was 
launched in July 2020. The results presented here are drawn from the final 
report, which can be consulted on line at: https://www.cereq.fr/Debuts-de-
parcours-professionnels-et-crise-sanitaire. They are taken from a section to 
which Camille Stéphanus, a research officer at Céreq, along with all the other co-
authors, made a considerable contribution.
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* This inter-cohort 
comparison remains 
relevant even if the 
economic situation was 
more favorable for 
Generation 1998, with a 
13% longer duration in 
employment over 10 years. 
But, between 7 and 10 years 
after the end of studies, the 
situations converge with 
regard to the cumulative 
durations spent in 
unemployment (about 2 
months) or the employment 
rates in permanent job in 
March 2008 and 2020 
(around 87%).

Nevertheless, the self-employed do not constitute 
a homogeneous group. The solo self-employed 
suffered much more from the economic situation, 
with many more interruptions to their activity. Of 
the 18% of the economically active population who 
were employed at the outset and who changed jobs 
during the period, one quarter stated that they had 
left their jobs because of the health crisis, whether 
they had found another job immediately afterwards 
or had been unemployed for a time. Of these job 
losses caused by the health crisis, 42% were 
accounted for by redundancies or terminations of 
contract and 32% by fixed-term contracts coming 
to an end. Moreover, for the cohort as a whole, 
certain experiences such as the postponement 
or withdrawal of a job offer (15% affected) or the 
abandonment of a planned business start-up (10 %) 
cast a cloud over future employment prospects. 
Only 64% of those who had experienced one or 
other of these events were actually in employment 
at the survey date (compared with 86% of those 
who had experienced neither).

More “crisis-enforced moves’ for employees 
on temporary contracts and low seniority 
Job tenure and employment status influenced the 
crisis-related job losses. Employees on temporary 
contracts were four time more likely than those 
on open-ended contracts to be affected, and 
recent arrivals were also more likely to lose their 
jobs. Nevertheless, longer job tenure did not 
compensate for the negative influence of precarious 
employment status (see figure in Box  2). Those 
individuals obliged to look for work during the 
pandemic were successful to a greater or lesser 
extent. Of the economically active without a job on 
March 2020 and those who had left their job after 
this date, almost 60% had maintained a certain 
level of employment up until the survey, having 

spent at least 7 months in work, with more than 
30% of them having spent more than 12 months 
in work. Conversely, 17% of them experienced 
severe underemployment, having spent less than 
3 months in work during the period. While some - 
whether they were unemployed (19%) or lost their 
jobs during the period (17%) - had been able to turn 
their initial situation to good advantage in order to 
undergo training, this training (lasting at least two 
weeks) does not seem to have played a decisive 
role in their return to employment as observed 
at the survey date, when 58% of those who had 
received training were in employment, compared 
with 69% of those who had not undertaken training

More difficult situation on exit from crisis for 
those out of work in March 2020
More than half of the individuals who were looking 
for work at the beginning of the health crisis (54%), 
and a higher share of women (57%) than of men 
(52%), stated that they had not worked at all up 
until May 2021, while only 18% of them succeeded 
in working for more than six months during the 
observation period. In fact, the individuals who 
had been unemployed in March 2020 were the 
ones most likely to be unemployed in the spring of 
2021. While 34% of the women who were looking 
for work at the beginning of the period had found a 
job 14 months later, this share does not seem to be 
any different from what might have been observed 
without Covid. And indeed, the data for the 1998 
cohort of leavers between March 2007 and May 
2008 for a comparable age distribution shows that 
one third of those who had been unemployed at the 
beginning of the period were in work 14 months 
later *.

The particular importance of qualifications 
for the return to work
The role of initial educational level in access to 
employment and the prevention of unemployment 
is a well-known fact in the early years of individuals’ 
working lives. During the health crisis, educational 
level played a particularly important role in enabling 
individuals to leave unemployment: 64% of higher 
education graduates returned to employment, 
compared with just 28% of individuals qualified 
to baccalauréat level at best. These proportions 
are reversed for jobseekers who had not worked 
at all between March 2020 and May 2021: the 
share of higher education graduates in this group 
was 24%, compared with 60% of those qualified to 
baccalauréat level at best. The same calculations 
applied to the 1998 cohort between March 2007 
and May 2008 produced much smaller differences, 
since 35% of the jobseekers with higher education 
qualifications returned to work, compared with 
31% of those qualified to baccalauréat level at 
best. At the same time, almost equal shares of 
the two categories did not work at all during the 
period. The figures observed for the 1998 cohort 

https://www.cereq.fr/la-crise-t-elle-bouscule-les-parcours-professionnels-des-trentenaires#encadre2
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“Crisis-enforced moves” by contractual status and job tenure2

Example: 18% of employees on open-ended contracts and with 6 months’ or less job tenure in March 2020 stated they had 
left their jobs, 6% only in connection with the crisis
Temporary contracts: fixed-term contracts, agency and seasonal employment
Scope: All young people who left initial education or training in 2010 and in employment in March 2020. N = 4,011.
Source: 2021 “Génération survey – Covid et après?”

Share of employees in March 2020 who stated they had left their jobs between March 2020 and May 2021 
by length of job tenure and contractual status (in %)

 Share of quits (overall)

Temporary contract with 6 
months’ job tenure

Temporary contract with > 
6 month’s job tenure

Open-ended contract with ≤ 6 
months’ job tenure

Open-ended contract 
with > 6 months’ job tenure

52 %

15 %

41 %

12 %
18 %

6 %

14 %

3 % 1 %

10 %

 Share of quits, health crisis declared as cause

Since March 2020, the employee 
has experienced:

Managerial 
and professional

Intermediate 
occupations White-collar Blue-collar Total

Short-time working 25 34 32 39 32
Enforced leave or reduction in working time 32 30 20 25 27
Sick leave 17 29 30 27 26
Interruption of activity 11 22 25 27 21
Worked more than before 36 25 24 14 25

Example: 25% of managerial and professional staff and 39% of blue-collar workers who stayed in the same company between 
March 2020 and spring 2021 stated they had been put on short-time working
Scope: All the young people who left initial education and training in 2010, who were employed in 2020 and stayed in the same 
company between March 2020 and spring 2021, N= 3,420
Source: 2021 “Génération survey – Covid et après?”

show that, while the experience accumulated in 
the labour market leads to the gradual elimination 
of the role of initial education in labour mobility, a 
period of acute crisis such as the Covid pandemic 
causes tensions to return to the labour market 
and hence reactivates the inequalities linked to 
educational level in access to employment. 

Adverse effects on work varied by sector 
and occupational category
Those who remained in their jobs between March 
2020 and spring 2021 were affected in a different 
way, since the crisis disrupted the continuity and 
organisation of their work in particular. Almost a 
third went on short-time working at some point – 
a rate more or less equivalent to that observed in 
the whole of the economically active population 
in employment (33 % [5]) — and 21 % temporarily 
stopped work. The factors explaining these events 
include the contextual characteristics of the sector 
in question (those of the hospitality industry, for 
example, other service activities, the distributive 
trades and automobile repairs, where 50 to 75% 
of the workforce was put on short time) and 
company size and location, all of which exerted 

greater influence than the characteristics linked 
to employees’ socio-demographic profiles and 
previous trajectories. These findings suggest 
that, given the constraints on their activities, 
companies in these sectors put arrangements 
in place for the whole of their workforce. The 
commonality of these employees’ experience, 
made possible to a large extent by the large-scale 
support measures for businesses put in place by 
the French state, constitute a very real difference 
from the situations of those groups who were 
without jobs or between jobs during the crisis. 
Despite everything, the consequences for 
individuals’ work varied depending on the positions 
employees occupied within their companies. 
As in the general population, managerial and 
professional staff were less affected by short-time 
working, sick leave and interruptions of activity 
than the other categories of employee (see table 
in Box 3). Conversely, managerial and professional 
staff more often had to agree to imposed leave or 
reductions in working time (32 %), a compromise 
that enabled some companies to extend the short-
time working arrangement to other employees. 
While these mechanisms attest to a reduction 

Major changes in employees’ work by occupational category3

≤
State 

employees
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in the volume of work, a quarter of employees, 
conversely, said they had worked more than 
previously; this applied more to women (30%) than 
to men (21%) given the sectors in which women are 
more likely to be employed. This was particularly 
the case in health and social services (38% of the 
workforce), a sector under great pressure during 
the health crisis, and in education (46 %), a finding 
undoubtedly linked to the need to create new 
teaching media suited to distance learning. 

Women more likely than men to have been 
on sick leave
More than a quarter of the employees had 
been placed on sick leave (see table in Box  3), 
a higher share than before the crisis (5.1% in 
2019), particularly since in the age groups under 
consideration absences due to sickness are lower 
than in the economically active population as a 
whole  [6]. While women were less affected than 
men by short-time working (- 5 percentage points) 
or temporary cessations of activity (- 2 percentage 
points), they were more likely to be placed on sick 
leave: at almost 32%, the share was 11 percentage 
points greater than that for men. This gap cannot 
be explained by the presence of children in the 
home, since the sick leave rates were in fact 
the same for the mothers and fathers of young 
children, whereas the gap between the sexes 
was greatest among employees without children 
(more than 14 percentage points). This disparity is 
due to differences in the intersectoral distribution 
of the sexes in employment, since women hold 
81% of the jobs in the health and social services 
sector, a sector where activity was not reduced but 
where the highest frequency of sick leave among 
the workforce was recorded (36%). For their part, 
men account for 85% of jobs in construction and 
for 70% of the jobs in the manufacturing, extractive 
and other industries, in which short-time working 
was more frequent than average (45 and 38% of 
employees respectively).

Imposed tele-working conducive to work 
intensification
From the point of view of work organisation, 38% of 
the cohort had experienced imposed tele-working. 
For seven out of ten tele-workers, this represented 
a new way of working since only a minority had 
had experience of it prior to the onset of the crisis. 
Overall, the experience was better for those who 
had tele-worked before. Unsurprisingly, far more 
managerial and professional employees were 
involved in tele-working (four in every five) than 
the lower occupational categories, whether white-
collar (almost one in every five) or blue-collar (one 

in 20). Women were more heavily involved than 
men (41 vs. 34%) because of the kinds of jobs they 
tend to have. Fathers were more likely to tele-work 
than men without children: 44% of the fathers of 
children born before the end of 2017 tele-worked, 
compared with 32% of those without children. This 
difference is not observed among women. Thus the 
family constraints resulting from school closures 
influenced only male tele-working behaviour. 
Imposed tele-working was accompanied by an 
intensification of work for 44% of these employees, 
equally distributed between the two sexes and 11% 
percentage points more than for those who had not 
previously tele-worked. This work intensification 
could have resulted from a dual trend: on the one 
hand, an increase in employers’ demands in terms 
of work intensity and targets, particularly from 
those employers who mistrusted this mode of 
working, and, on the other, a splintering of the time 
actually given over to paid work, particularly during 
the first lockdown when children were at home all 
day [7].

 One of the aspects that makes this crisis stand 
out from previous ones is that not all economic ac-
tivities were affected in the same way by the restric-
tions imposed during the lockdowns. In this sense, 
it was the measures imposed on the occupation in 
question that determined individuals’ risk of being 
put on short-time or having to stop work altogeth-
er rather than personal characteristics such as the 
level of initial education or previous career trajec-
tory. On the other hand, these latter characteristics 
continued to influence employee mobility and the 
ability of the unemployed to find work. The mea-
sures taken by the public authorities to encourage 
tele-working and the various support schemes for 
businesses and employees did bear fruit and saved 
jobs. Nevertheless, working patterns were disrupt-
ed, with some working more hours, others fewer. 
Those most seriously affected during the observa-
tion period were the ones left on the sidelines by 
the job preservation schemes, first and foremost 
job seekers, employees on temporary contracts, 
the less well qualified and women. However, it 
seems that children being permanently at home, 
especially during the first lockdown, had a greater 
impact on men’s than on women’s tele-working and 
absences for sickness (in which self-isolation after 
contact and caring for Covid-positive children have 
to be included). It is as if the fact of being a parent 
had changed men’s working patterns, but not wom-
en’s. This observation may be explained largely by 
the need for a more evenly balanced distribution of 
parental and domestic tasks within couples, partic-
ularly when both partners were working in “front-
line” occupations.  
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