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Abstract

The present research investigates whether employees felt more alienated from their work during the COVID-19 pan-
demic than before it, and examines the causes and consequences of this increase in work alienation. To do so, two
longitudinal studies using data collected before (T1; October 2019 [Study 1] and November 2019 [Study 2]) and during
the first wave of the COVID-19 pandemic (T2; May 2020 [Studies 1 and 2]) were conducted (i.e., repeated measures).
Data of both studies were analyzed using unobserved effects panel data models. Results of Study 1 (N =197) indicated
that employees reported higher levels of work alienation during the COVID-19 pandemic. Going one step further,
results of Study 2 (N=295) showed that this higher feeling of work alienation may be explained by an increase in
professional isolation and a decrease in meaningfulness of work induced by the COVID-19 pandemic. Results also
demonstrated that this increase in work alienation negatively affected employees’ job satisfaction, affective commit-

ment, and turnover intentions. Findings are discussed and practical implications for managers are identified.
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Less than three months after the first cases were reported to
the World Health Organization (December 2019), COVID-
19 was officially characterized as a pandemic (March 2020;
World Health Organization, 2020). Stating that the COVID-
19 pandemic, and the lockdown that followed', have had
a major impact on individuals’ life appears to be a euphe-
mism. Indeed, facing the spread of a virus which rapidly
infected millions of people around the globe, governments
were forced to implement unpreceded public health and
social measures (World Health Organization, 2020). Most

! For clarity purposes, the generic term “COVID-19 pandemic” will
be used throughout the rest of the article to both refer to the COVID-
19 pandemic and the subsequent lockdown.
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notably, nationwide lockdowns were implemented, which
have entailed far-reaching disruptions. At the macro-level,
stock markets collapsed and global trades fell worldwide
(Fernandes, 2020). At the micro-level, social contacts were
limited or prohibited and work habits drastically changed
(Kniffin et al., 2021; Rudolph et al., 2020). Almost over-
night, working from home became the ‘“new normal” (Wang
et al., 2021), virtual communications replaced face-to-face
interactions, and strict sanitary rules at work emerged (Knif-
fin et al., 2021; Rudolph et al., 2020).

Despite having little to no effect on mortality rates (Herby
et al., 2022), such strategies were essential to limit the spread
of the virus (Bourdin et al., 2021; Lau et al., 2020; Moris
& Schizas, 2020). Yet, their impact on employees was far
from marginal. Indeed, a large body of research documented
that the COVID-19 pandemic resulted in significant work
constraints and disruptions (e.g., work-home interference,
job monitoring, online meetings) which increased symp-
toms of employees’ ill-being, such as emotional exhaustion,
videoconference fatigue, depression, and anxiety (Bennett
et al., 2021; Chong et al., 2020; Wanberg et al., 2020; Wang
et al., 2021). Surprisingly, little attention has been devoted
to understanding how the COVID-19 pandemic influenced
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employees’ work attitudes (Song et al., 2020). Yet, failing
to do so is critical as work attitudes are “one of the most
useful pieces of information an organization can have about
its employees” (Harrison et al., 2006, pp. 320-321). Indeed,
work attitudes affect a variety of organizational and indi-
vidual outcomes (Harrison et al., 2006; Judge & Kammeyer-
Mueller, 2012), so not taking them into account prevents
scholars and practitioners from having a comprehensive and
accurate overview of the consequences of the COVID-19
pandemic (Restubog et al., 2020). This incomplete under-
standing is further exacerbated by the fact that most stud-
ies conducted about the COVID-19 pandemic have adopted
cross-sectional designs that fail to model the effect of time
(Rudolph et al., 2020).

Filling this gap, the present research focuses on a work
attitude that has been largely neglected in the organizational
psychology literature, i.e., work alienation. Work alienation
is a negative attitude toward work that refers to an estrange-
ment or disconnect from work (Nair & Vohra, 2009) and
that arises in response to poor work conditions (Kanungo,
1979; Mottaz, 1981). More specifically, across two longitu-
dinal studies using data collected before (T1; October and
November 2019) and during the first wave of the COVID-19
pandemic (T2; May 2020), the objective of this research is
threefold. First, it aims at investigating the extent to which
employees felt more alienated from their work during the
COVID-19 pandemic than before it (Studies 1 and 2). Sec-
ond, it seeks to better understand the causes of this increase
in work alienation (Study 2). To do so, we focus on two
historically well-known predictors of work alienation that
have been argued to be negatively impacted by the COVID-
19 pandemic, that is professional isolation and meaning-
fulness of work (Kniffin et al., 2021; Kramer & Kramer,
2020; Kulikowski et al., 2021; Wang et al., 2021). The last
objective of this research is to examine how this increase in

work alienation affected employees’ job satisfaction, affec-
tive commitment, and turnover intentions (Study 2). Figure 1
provides an overview of the theoretical model.

The present research contributes to the existing litera-
ture in at least three major ways. First, by implementing an
unobserved effects panel data model, our research answers
the call of Rudolph et al. (2020) who urged for a longitu-
dinal analysis of the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic
in organizational settings. Specifically, our methodology
allows us to study causal links (Wooldridge, 2010) and
therefore provides unique insight into how the COVID-19
pandemic affected employees. Second, by focusing on work
alienation, its predictors and its consequences during the
COVID-19 pandemic, our research extends the nomological
network of work alienation. Indeed, scholars have argued
for a long time that work alienation cannot be dissociated
from the larger societal context in which it occurs (Shantz
et al., 2015; Twining, 1980; Wegner, 1975). Yet, few studies
have examined work alienation with respect to a particular
context, such as large-scale crises that have profound psy-
chological and societal impacts (He & Harris, 2020). One
notable exception is Seeman (1972) who analyzed work
alienation during the spring preceding the events of May
‘68 in France. Thus, we complement the existing literature
by documenting how employees’ feeling of work alienation
may evolve during a worldwide crisis such as the COVID-
19 pandemic. Lastly, by examining professional isolation
and meaningfulness of work as key predictors of work
alienation, our research has important practical implications
for organizations eager to adapt their work practices to the
COVID-19 pandemic and beyond. Indeed, their managers
have the ability to promote both social contacts (Golden
et al., 2008) and meaningfulness of work (Bailey & Mad-
den, 2016; Lysova et al., 2019) and play thus a central role
in reducing work alienation.
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Work Alienation and the COVID-19
Pandemic

Mainly popularized through the early economic and politi-
cal writings of Marx (1844/1969; Nair & Vohra, 2009),
work alienation has had a long tradition in social sci-
ences. Indeed, the construct of work alienation has been
adopted by various disciplines such as political sciences,
philosophy, sociology, and psychology. However, despite
this rich legacy, the construct has been characterized by
a conceptual ambiguity (Kanungo, 1979; Nair & Vohra,
2009). For instance, for Hegel (1807/1977), alienation was
a fundamental aspect of the development of spirit. Marx
(1969) viewed alienation as the separation of a worker
from the product of their work, the means of production,
or the other workers involved in the production of work.
In his seminal description, Seeman (1959) conceptual-
ized alienation as a multidimensional construct charac-
terized by five facets: powerlessness, meaninglessness,
normlessness, isolation, and self-estrangement. Later,
however, scholars (Kanungo, 1979; Mottaz, 1981; Nair
& Vohra, 2009) argued that work alienation is a unidi-
mensional construct whose core attribute is the notion of
self-estrangement itself. The other four facets proposed
by Seeman (1959) are nowadays considered as predictors
of work alienation and “should not be equated with it”
(Kanungo, 1979, p. 129).

Accordingly, work alienation is today defined as an
“estrangement or disconnect from work, the context or
self” (Nair & Vohra, 2009, p. 296). In other terms, work
alienation is a negative attitude toward work that is char-
acterized by both a state of separation between a person
and their work (i.e., cognitive component) and a sense
of pain and burden associated with work (i.e., affective
component; Nair & Vohra, 2009, 2012, but see Dalal, 2012
for a recent conceptualization of work attitudes). As such,
work alienation is distinct from other concepts reflecting
the negative side of work, such as work withdrawal which
refers to a set of behaviors (e.g., lateness and absenteeism)
that employees engage in to avoid participating in the work
situation (Hanisch & Hulin, 1990; Nair & Vohra, 2012).
According to several scholars, work alienation arises in
response to poor work conditions that create a discrepancy
between the employee and their needs, values, ideals, or
desires (Kanungo, 1979; Mottaz, 1981).

With the COVID-19 pandemic, many employees saw
their work conditions abruptly altered (Kniffin et al., 2021;
Rudolph et al., 2020). For instance, some employees were
required to isolate and work from home while having to
keep up with their family responsibilities (e.g., childcare).
Other employees had to work in hazardous environments
or with unclear instructions as organizations were facing
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uncertainty and complexity (Kniffin et al., 2021; Rudolph
et al., 2020). Overall, this alteration of employees’ work
conditions may have created a context propitious to the
development of a feeling of separation with their work
(i.e., work alienation; Chiaburu et al., 2014; Fedi et al.,
2016). Consistent with this, Guo et al. (2021) recently sug-
gested that the macro (e.g., low job mobility) and micro
(e.g., lack of control) work-related changes induced by the
COVID-19 pandemic would translate in a greater feeling
of work alienation among employees.

In line with the above, we hypothesized the following:

Hypothesis 1: Employees experienced higher levels of
work alienation during the COVID-19 pandemic than
before it.

Predictors of Work Alienation with Regards
to the COVID-19 Pandemic

Far from solely examining the extent to which employees
were more alienated from their work during the COVID-19
pandemic, the present research also investigates potential
factors explaining this increase. In particular, we focus on
professional isolation and meaningfulness of work for two
main reasons. First, professional isolation and meaning-
fulness of work have been considered as key predictors of
work alienation in prior research (Chiaburu et al., 2014;
Mottaz, 1981; Nair & Vohra, 2010; Shantz et al., 2014).
Indeed, these two constructs have been at the heart of the
work alienation literature since its beginning. For instance,
Marx (1844/1969), nearly two centuries ago, discussed
work alienation as the consequence of both the lack of
social connections with others at work and the inability
to find meaning in one’s work. In addition, by focusing
on both professional isolation and meaningfulness of
work, our research is consistent with Mottaz (1981) who
noted that “if work alienation is to be accurately assessed,
explicit attention must be paid to the ‘total work situa-
tion’” (p. 527), which comprises both interpersonal (i.e.,
professional isolation) and work-related (i.e., meaningful-
ness of work) factors.

Second, isolation and loss of work meaningfulness
have been argued to be two major challenges that employ-
ees particularly faced during the COVID-19 pandemic.
Indeed, several scholars suggested that the COVID-19
pandemic has left employees socially isolated and unable
to find meaning in their work (Andel et al., 2021; Kniffin
et al., 2021; Kramer & Kramer, 2020; Kulikowski et al.,
2021; Wang et al., 2021). These two key factors may thus
have triggered a feeling of work alienation.
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Professional Isolation

Professional isolation depicts a state of mind or a belief
that one lacks social contacts with others in the workplace
and arises when one’s fundamental need for relatedness is
frustrated (Golden et al., 2008). Marx (1844/1969) claimed
that workers become alienated from their work when they
are not socially connected to others. Specifically, he con-
sidered work alienation as a consequence of the neglect of
the social and collective nature of work induced by capi-
talism. More recently, Conway et al. (2020) studied work
alienation through a relational framework and suggested
that the feeling of work alienation arises when employees
“perceive that their work does not fulfill their relational
needs” (p. 2680), as it is the case when they experience
professional isolation. In line with this, empirical evidence
supports that professional isolation and poor work rela-
tionships increase employees’ feeling of work alienation
(Amarat et al., 2019; Korman et al., 1981; Nair & Vohra,
2010; Pearlin, 1962).

As aresult of the COVID-19 pandemic, the quantity and
quality of social contacts for employees have been severely
undermined (Wang et al., 2021). On the one hand, employ-
ees whose job could be done remotely had to isolate them-
selves and work from home. While working from home can
have positive effects (e.g., increased autonomy; Charalamp-
ous et al., 2019), scholars also noted that it leads to several
deleterious consequences, especially when it is imposed
as it was the case during the COVID-19 pandemic (Chong
et al., 2020). In particular, working from home has generally
been found to increase the feeling of professional isolation
because it reduces the possibility of social interactions, such
as office chitchat, interpersonal networking, mentoring, or
informal learning (Andel et al., 2021; Charalampous et al.,
2019). Supporting this view, scholars showed that during the
COVID-19 pandemic, employees working from home felt
more isolated (Andel et al., 2021; Kniffin et al., 2021; Wang
et al., 2021) and less connected with their coworkers and
supervisors (Baert et al., 2020). On the other hand, employ-
ees whose job could not be done remotely were also likely
to experience professional isolation. Indeed, with the vast
majority of employees working from home, the few employ-
ees whose job could not be performed remotely ended up in
a workplace where few employees were present. They also
had to adhere to strict physical distancing rules from others,
which led to a decrease in social interactions and an increase
in the feeling of lack of social contact (Groarke et al., 2020).
Although digital communication was made possible (e.g.,
texting, videoconferences), employees reported that it does
not feel as fulfilling as normal contacts and lacks the close-
ness, intimacy, richness and effectiveness of face-to-face
interactions (Golden et al., 2008; Kniffin et al., 2021; Wang
et al., 2021).

Based on the above, we argued that the higher levels of
professional isolation experienced by employees during the
COVID-19 pandemic increased their feeling of work aliena-
tion. We therefore posited the following:

Hypothesis 2: Employees experienced higher levels of
work alienation during the COVID-19 pandemic due to
an increase in professional isolation.

Meaningfulness of Work

Meaningfulness of work refers to the extent to which one’s
work “is significant, facilitates personal growth, and con-
tributes to a greater good” (Allan et al., 2018, p. 38). It is
considered as one of the most valuable characteristics of
work and constitutes a means of self-expression and self-
realization for employees (Lepisto & Pratt, 2017; Lysova
et al., 2019; Nair & Vohra, 2010). Consistent with Martela
and Steger (2016), meaningfulness of work can be under-
stood through three interconnected facets: coherence (i.e.,
the extent to which one’s work is predictable and with lit-
tle uncertainty), purpose (i.e., the extent to which one has
a clear sense of one’s goals and aims in one’s work), and
significance (i.e., the extent to which one deems one’s work
as valuable and important). When employees fail to find
coherence, purpose and significance in their work, their
perceptions of meaningfulness of work decrease (Martela
& Steger, 2016). In such a situation, employees are not able
to experience a sense of accomplishment in what they do and
their work turns into a purely instrumental activity rather
than an engaging one, thus creating a feeling of work aliena-
tion (Marx, 1844/1969; Mottaz, 1981; Nair & Vohra, 2010).
Consistent with this argument, many studies showed that
the lack of meaningfulness of work is positively related to
work alienation (Chiaburu et al., 2014; Mottaz, 1981; Nair
& Vohra, 2010; Shantz et al., 2014).

With the COVID-19 pandemic, the coherence, purpose,
and significance employees usually find in their work may
have been challenged, resulting in reduced perceptions of
meaningfulness of work. Indeed, as organizations were
forced to proceed to lay-offs or furloughs to stay afloat,
many employees have experienced uncertainty and unpre-
dictability regarding the future of their job and/or career
(Kniffin et al., 2021; Kuntz, 2021; Lin et al., 2021; Rudolph
et al., 2020; Yoon et al., 2021). Moreover, the numerous
constraints imposed by the COVID-19 pandemic (e.g., vir-
tual communications, social-distancing rules, travel disrup-
tions) generated “unpredictable work demands for many
occupations in different industries” (Chong et al., 2020,
p. 1410), which may have decreased employees’ sense of
coherence. Second, the work-related disruptions induced
by the COVID-19 pandemic (e.g., virtual communications,
mandatory homeworking, inadequate technical equipment)
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led to ambiguous communications, which gave less oppor-
tunities to get feedbacks, clarify work roles, or receive guid-
ance on how to perform work tasks. This made it more dif-
ficult for employees to have a clear understanding of their
job responsibilities and the goals they were expected to reach
(Kuntz, 2021; Venkatesh et al., 2021; Wang et al., 2021),
thus impairing their sense of purpose. Lastly, for many
employees, the COVID-19 pandemic acted as a mortality
cue which triggered death reflection (Zhong et al., 2021),
that is a cognitive state of death awareness in which individ-
uals put their lives into perspective (Grant & Wade-Benzoni,
2009). Such a death reflection may have motivated employ-
ees to reorganize their priorities and assign less significance
to their work as compared to other domains such as health
and family, thereby decreasing their sense of significance.
Supporting this, Hennekam et al.’s (2021) qualitative analy-
sis revealed that the COVID-19 pandemic made employees
“reflect upon what they considered most important in life;
for most, relationships with important others tended to be
prioritized compared to their career” (p. 13).

In line with the above reasoning, we hypothesized that the
loss of meaningfulness of work experienced by employees
during the COVID-19 pandemic increased their feeling of
work alienation. We therefore posited the following:

Hypothesis 3: Employees experienced higher levels of
work alienation during the COVID-19 pandemic due to
a decrease in meaningfulness of work.

Consequences of Work Alienation

Prior studies demonstrated that work alienation is an intrin-
sically negative phenomenon that has deleterious conse-
quences for both employees and organizations (Chiaburu
et al., 2014). To explain these detrimental effects, scholars
heavily relied on Marx’s (1844/1969) work who argued that
alienated employees “feel miserable rather than content, can-
not freely develop [their] physical and mental powers, but
instead become physically exhausted and mentally debased”
(p- 194). More recently, it has been suggested that alienated
employees experience frustration and apathy (Shantz et al.,
2014) and do not see their job as intrinsically rewarding
(Conway et al., 2020), which translates in increased health-
related problems and decreased job satisfaction (Chiaburu
et al., 2014; Conway et al., 2020; Guo et al., 2014; Fedi
et al., 2016; Shantz et al., 2014). Empirical work further
demonstrated that work alienation leads to lower levels of
affective commitment toward the organization because it
reduces the connection employees have with their work set-
ting and the beliefs and values they share with their organi-
zation (Chiaburu et al., 2014; Hirschfeld & Feild, 2000).
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Finally, employees who feel alienated from their job have
been shown to report higher levels of turnover intentions
“because alienated employees are less fulfilled in the human
need of belonging and have less reason to stay” (Chiaburu
et al., 2014, p. 27). Consistent with this, we posited the
following:

Hypothesis 4: Work alienation decreases employees’ job
satisfaction (H4a) and affective commitment (H4b), and
increases employees’ turnover intentions (H4c).

Studies’ Overview

Hypotheses were tested through two longitudinal studies,
both of which received approval from the Research Ethics
Committee of the first author’s institution. Both studies
included two time periods (i.e., repeated measures). Data
at T1 were collected before the COVID-19 pandemic and
were part of larger surveys which aimed at investigating
how employees perceive their organization. Data at T2
were collected during the first wave of the COVID-19
pandemic, specifically for the present research. Study 1
examines the extent to which employees reported being
more alienated from their work during the COVID-19
pandemic than before it (H1). To gain a more in-depth
understanding of this increase in work alienation and its
consequences, a second study was carried out. Besides
testing for a second time H1, Study 2 investigates whether
the changes in professional isolation (H2) and meaning-
fulness of work (H3) experienced by employees during
the COVID-19 pandemic can explain their higher feel-
ing of work alienation. Moreover, it examines how this
increase in work alienation affected employees’ job satis-
faction (H4a), affective commitment (H4b), and turnover
intentions (H4c).

Analytical Strategy

Before testing our hypotheses, we first performed explora-
tory factor analyses (EFAs) on SPSS 25 by using the prin-
cipal axis factoring extraction method with an oblimin rota-
tion (Costello & Osborne, 2005). The factorial structure was
then replicated through confirmatory factor analyses (CFAs)
conducted on Mplus 8.6. Both analyses were performed at
each time period. Alpha coefficients were also computed
to test for scale reliability and zero-order correlations were
calculated to examine the level of association between the
variables of interest.
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To test our hypotheses, we took advantage of the longi-
tudinal design of our datasets and estimated a linear unob-
served effects panel data model (Wooldridge, 2010) using
Stata 16. Unobserved effects panel data models are widely
used in economics and allow researchers to take into account
the hierarchical structure of the data where time is nested
within individuals and to control for unobserved heteroge-
neity (i.e., all factors affecting the outcome and that do not
change over time; Wooldridge, 2010). The key feature of
our empirical approach is that we observed the same indi-
viduals over two time periods, specifically once before the
outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic (T1) and once during
the COVID-19 pandemic (T2). All the variables were there-
fore measured at T1 and T2. This particular timing allows us
to model the occurrence of the COVID-19 pandemic through
the inclusion of a time dummy variable equal to zero at T1
and equal to one at T2. This time dummy variable captures
how our variables of intertest changed during the COVID-
19 pandemic.

Our unobserved effects model is estimated by first
differencing, meaning that each variable was differenced
over time (for a similar approach, see Costa et al., 2011
and Wood et al., 2016). In practice, the difference of the
scores of Y between T2 and T1 (AY) is regressed on the
difference of the scores of X between T2 and T1 (AX)?.
This therefore means that we are modeling within-person
variations, that is how a given variable changed between
T1 and T2 for a same individual. Hence, we investigate
how changes in predictors between T1 and T2 caused

2 Formally, our unobserved effects panel data model can be
expressed as (Wooldridge, 2010):

Vi = Bo+ 6o, + B, X + ¢ + €

where i denotes the participant and ¢ the time period. y; is the
dependent variable of interest. d, is a dummy variable equal to zero at
T1 (before the COVID-19 pandemic) and equal to one at T2 (during
the first wave of the COVID-19 pandemic). 6, therefore indicates how
v;; changed during the COVID-19 pandemic captures the effect of
time, that is the occurrence of the COVID-19 pandemic on y;,. X, is a
vector of independent variables of interest. Finally, c; refers to unob-
served heterogeneity, that is all factors affecting the outcome and that
do not change over time

3 Consider the unobserved effects panel data model described in
Footnote 2:
Vi = Bo + 0od, + B, X, +¢; + €

With two time periods, the model can be rewritten as:

Ya =B+ bixytete, =1
Yo =Py + 0+ Pixp+cit+en t=2

First differencing means that we subtract the second equation with
the first one. We therefore obtain the following first-differenced equa-
tion:

Ay, = 6y + ) Ax; + Ag;,
which removes the effect of all time-invariant factors.

by the COVID-19 time dummy variable impacted the
dependent variables of the model. Importantly, modeling
within-person variations allows us to remove the effects
of all time-invariant unobserved and observed person-
level factors (e.g., gender, personality) that may bias the
results if not accounted for.

Unobserved effects models therefore provide an attrac-
tive way of obtaining causal estimates in the presence of
time-invariant omitted variables (Antonakis et al., 2010;
Wooldridge, 2010). Note however that time-varying fac-
tors may still bias the results. To mitigate this concern,
we controlled for several relevant time-varying factors
such as work mode (a dummy variable which refers to
whether participants are working on site or from home),
organizational size, type of contract (a dummy variable
for permanent or temporary contract*), and worktime
(full-time or part-time 4/5, 3/4 or 1/2).

Study 1
Method
Participants and Procedure

The data used in this first study were collected at two
time periods. T1 took place in October 2019 (i.e., before
the COVID-19 pandemic) and T2 took place in May 2020
(i.e., during the first wave of the COVID-19 pandemic).
Participants were recruited on Prolific Academic (a U.K.
crowdsourcing platform dedicated to academic purposes)
and were invited to complete an online survey at each
time point (8 min at T1 and 10 min at T2) in exchange
of a monetary compensation (£1.10 at T1 and £2 at T2).
To take part in the studies, respondents had to meet the
following criteria: be native English speakers, have an
approval rate of at least 90% in past studies completed
on the website, not be self-employed, and work full-time
or part-time. Participants were assured of the anonymity
and confidentiality of their responses. Each participant
was assigned a unique, randomized identification code
that was used to match their responses at T1 and T2.

At T1, 399 participants completed the survey, but 59
of them were removed from the analyses because they
did not answer at least one attentional check question
correctly (e.g., “For this statement, please tick strongly
agree”). Thus, the final sample at T1 was composed
of 340 participants. Of these 340 participants, 257

* Temporary contract refers to fixed-term contract, seasonal job, or
replacement contract.
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participated in the T2 survey (response rate =75.59%°).
Thirty-one of them were nonetheless excluded from the
analyses because they changed organization between T1
and T2 (N =14) or did not provide a correct answer to
at least one attentional check question (N=17). Because
this research specifically focuses on employees’ work
experience during the COVID-19 pandemic, participants
who were no longer working at T2 were also excluded.
Thirty participants were thus excluded because their job
was suspended due to the COVID-19 pandemic (e.g.,
temporary unemployment, furloughed, or unpaid leave).
Thus, the final sample of Study 1 consisted of 196 work-
ing participants.

Of these participants, 147 (75%) fully worked on site
while 49 (25%) worked from home at least one day a week
at T1. At T2, 49 (25.3%) of them worked on site while 145
(74.7%) worked from home (two participants did not pro-
vide an answer for T2). Participants came primarily from the
U.K. (N=132; 67.3%) although respondents from the U.S.
(N=46; 23.5%), Canada (N=10; 5.1%), Australia (N=4;
2%) and Ireland (N=4; 2%) also participated in the study.
Importantly, at T2, all these countries were facing the first
wave of the COVID-19 pandemic and implemented nation-
wide lockdowns. Most participants were women (N=118;
60.2%), the mean age was 37.73 years (SD=10.04), and
the average tenure in the organization was 7.41 years
(SD=6.22). In addition, the majority of the participants held
a bachelor’s degree (N=_84; 42.9%), worked in organizations
with 50 to 249 employees (N=45; 23%), and worked full-
time (N=150; 76.5%). Finally, most participants worked in
the private sector (N=125; 63.8%) and primarily in health
and social care (N=28; 14.3%), teaching and education
(N=25; 12.8%), retail and sales (N=24; 12.2%), IT and
information services (N=18; 9.2%), and accountancy, bank-
ing, and finance (N=17; 8.7%).

Measures

Work alienation was measured with the 8-item scale of Nair
and Vohra (2009; e.g., “I do not feel connected to the events
in my workplace”). To consider the context of the COVID-
19 pandemic, the items at T2 were introduced by the instruc-
tion “Since the start of the COVID-19 lockdown period...”.
Participants indicated their responses on a 7-point Likert
agreement scale.

> To determine whether attrition led to non-random sampling in
Studies 1 and 2, we followed Goodman and Blum’s (1996) recom-
mendations. We found no evidence of non-random sampling, mean-
ing that the probability of having also completed the survey at T2
did not depend on the values of one or more variables (Goodman &
Blum, 1996).
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Control variables The set of control variables included work
mode, organizational size, type of contract, and worktime.
As the interpretation of the findings remained the same
with and without controls, we provided below parsimoni-
ous results, that is estimates that do not include any control
variables (Becker, 2005). The estimates with controls are
reported in online supplements (Fig. S1).

Results
Factor Analyses

The EFAs conducted at both time periods indicated a one-
factor solution (explaining 73.70% of the total variance at T1
and 75.71% at of the total variance at T2). The CFAs further
supported this one-factor structure (T1: X2 (20)=21.649;
RMSEA =0.021; SRMR =0.018; CFI=0.998; TLI=0.997
and T2: X2 (20)=22.990; RMSEA =0.028; SRMR =0.017;
CFI=0.997; TLI=0.995). Loadings at T1 were all greater
than 0.74 (EFA) and 0.73 (CFA) while loadings at T2 were
all greater than 0.72 (EFA) and 0.70 (CFA)®.

Relationships Among Variables

Table 1 displays the means, standard deviations, reliability
coefficients, and correlations among first-differenced vari-
ables. Table S2 (online supplements) provides the means of
each variable at each time period.

Unobserved Effects Panel Data Model

As depicted in Fig. 2, the results indicated that employees
were more alienated from their work during the COVID-19
pandemic than before it (b=0.28, p=0.002), which hence
supports Hypothesis 1.

Study 2
Method
Participants and Procedure

As for Study 1, the data of this second study were collected
at two time periods. T1 took place in November 2019 (i.e.,
before the COVID-19 pandemic) and T2 in May 2020 (i.e.,
during the first wave of the COVID-19 pandemic). Partici-
pants were recruited on Prolific Academic and were invited
to complete an online questionnaire at each time point

6 The within-person and between-person variances are provided in
Table S1 (online supplements).
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Table 1 Descriptive Statistics and Intercorrelations among Variables for Study 1 (above diagonal) and Study 2 (below diagonal)
M, SD, « 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 M, SD, a

1. Work mode - - - - -05 .00 -04 - - -.03 - - - - - -

2. Organizational size - - - -01 - .07 -05 - - -.03 - - - - - -

3. Type of contract - - - -08" .02 - -13 - - -.02 - - - - - -

4. Worktime - - - -.01 -01 .03 - - - .09 - - - - - -

5. Professional isolation - - - 217 -04 -10" 077 - - - - - - .19 138 .94/91
6. Meaningfulness of work - - - .00 .04 .00 -107 -01 - - - - - 115 1.74 .90/.93
7. Work alienation 28 124 95/95 05° -08° .04 .04 317 -34"" - - - - =20 1.27 .90/.93
8. Job satisfaction - - - 04 .02 -147 00 -04" 247 -46™ - - - =45 85 .94/94
9. Affective commitment - - - 02 -04 207 -10° .02 25" -307 407 - - 13 123 93/91
10. Turnover intentions - - - 01 .03 .05 -03 .02 -147 337 _48" -28™ - -30 70 .94/.96

N;=196 and N,=295. Reliability alpha values are given for each time period (T1/T2). Each variable is constructed by first differencing its
respective score at T2 and T1. Work mode refers to whether participants are working from home or on site. A participant is said to homework if
they work from home at least one day a week. The variable can take two values: 0 if not working from home and 1 if working from home. Organi-
zational size can take 8 values: 1 for /-9 employees, 2 for 1049 employees, 3 for 50-249 employees, 4 for 250-499 employees, 5 for 500-999
employees, 6 for 1000—4999 employees, 7 for 5000-9999 employees, and 8 for more than 10,000 employees. Type of contract can take two val-
ues: 0 if the participant holds a temporary contract (fixed-term contract, seasonal job, or replacement contract) and 1 if they hold a permanent
contract. Worktime can take four values: 1 if the participant works full-time, 2 if part-time 4/5, 3 if part-time 3/4, and 4 if part-time 1/2

“p<.05. "p<.01. " p<.001

Time

(COVID-19 pandemic) 0.28

Work alienation

Fig.2 Unstandardized Coefficients for the Model of Study 1. Note.
N=196. Each variable is constructed by first differencing its respec-
tive score at T2 and T1. “p<0.01

(8 min at T1 and 10 min at T2) in exchange of a monetary
compensation (£1.09 at T1 and £2 at T2). To be eligible, par-
ticipants had to meet the same criteria as in Study 1, and we
also took care to exclude the participants who had already
completed the surveys of Study 1. Participants were once
again guaranteed that their responses would be anonymous
and kept confidential.

In total, 500 participants fully completed the question-
naire at T1 but 21 of them were excluded from the analyses
as they did not answer at least one attentional check question
correctly. Thus, the final sample at T1 was composed of 479
participants. Of these 479 participants, 387 completed the
questionnaire at T2 (response rate=77.87%). Participants
who changed organization between T1 and T2 (N=9) or
who did not answer at least one attentional check question
correctly (N=21) were excluded from the analyses. As for
Study 1, we also excluded the participants who did not work
at T2 (N=62). Specifically, 59 respondents had their job
suspended due to the COVID-19 pandemic (e.g., temporary
unemployment, furloughed, or unpaid leave), one respond-
ent quit their job for a reason unrelated to the COVID-19
pandemic, and two respondents had been dismissed (one

for a reason related to the COVID-19 pandemic and one
for a reason unrelated to the COVID-19 pandemic). Thus,
the final sample of Study 2 was composed of 295 working
employees.

Of these participants, 216 (73.5%) fully worked on site
while 78 (26.5%) worked from home at least one day a
week at T1 (one participant did not provide an answer for
T1). At T2, 57 (19.8%) worked on site while 231 (80.2%)
worked from home at T2 (seven participants did not pro-
vide an answer for T1). As for Study 1, respondents were
primarily British (N =202; 68.5%) although participants
coming from the U.S. (N=75; 25.4%), Canada (N=11;
3.7%), Ireland (N=6; 2%) and Germany (N=1; 0.34%)
also participated in the study. Here again, all these coun-
tries were facing the first wave of the COVID-19 pan-
demic and implemented nationwide lockdowns when the
data at T2 were collected. About half of the respondents
were women (N =158; 53.6%). Participants were on aver-
age 39.55 years old (SD =10.75) and had been working in
their organization for 8.57 years (SD = 6.84). In addition,
the majority of the participants held a bachelor’s degree
(N=139; 47.1%), worked in organizations with 1000 to
4999 employees (N=68; 23.1%), and worked full-time
(N=247; 83.7%). Lastly, most participants worked in
the private sector (N=174; 59%) and primarily in health
and social care (N=37; 12.5%), teaching and education
(N=36; 12.2%), public administration (N=34; 11.5%),
accountancy, banking, and finance (N=34; 11.5%), and
IT and information services (N=31; 10.5%).
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Measures

As for Study 1, the items at T2 were preceded by the instruc-
tion “Since the start of the COVID-19 lockdown period...”.
Unless otherwise noted, all items were assessed using a
7-point Likert agreement scale.

Work alienation was assessed with the same scale as the
one used in Study 1.

Professional isolation was measured using the Golden
et al.’s (2008) 7-item scale (e.g., “I miss face-to-face contact
with coworkers”). Participants indicated their responses on a
Likert scale ranging from 1 (never) to 7 (always).

Meaningfulness of work was assessed with the four-item
scale of Kristensen et al., (2005; e.g., “My work is mean-
ingful”). Participants indicated their responses on a Likert
scale ranging from 1 (fo a very small extent) to 5 (to a very
large extent).

Job satisfaction was assessed with the four items from
Eisenberger et al. (1997; e.g., “All in all, I'm very satisfied
with my current job”).

Affective commitment was measured with the six items
from Meyer et al., (1993; e.g., “This organization has a great
deal of personal meaning for me”).

Turnover intentions were measured with Jaros’ (1997)
three-item scale (1997; e.g., “I often think about quitting
this organization”).

Control variables As for Study 1, the set of control variables
included work mode, organizational size, type of contract,
and worktime. Because the interpretation of the findings
remained similar, we report below parsimonious results
(Becker, 2005) and provide the estimates with control vari-
ables in online supplements (Fig. S2 and Table S3).

Results
Factor Analyses

The EFA at T1 extracted five factors. As the first item of
affective commitment (i.e., “I would be very happy to spend
the rest of my career with this organization”), the four items
of job satisfaction, and the three items of turnover inten-
tions loaded on a single factor, a second EFA imposing a
six-factor solution was performed. The results indicated
that the first item of affective commitment loaded poorly
on its factor (0.28) and cross-loaded on the turnover inten-
tions factor (0.48). This may be explained by the fact that
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this item does not capture an “affective or emotional attach-
ment to the organization” (Allen & Meyer, 1990, p. 2) but
rather a cognitive intent to quit or stay in the organization.
This item was therefore removed from the analyses and a
third EFA without this item was performed. This six-factor
imposed solution accounted for 79.13% of the total vari-
ance and all loadings were greater than 0.49. The EFA at
T2 showed a similar pattern of results: after removing the
first affective commitment item (i.e., “I would be very
happy to spend the rest of my career with this organiza-
tion”) that also loaded poorly on its respective factor (0.24)
and cross-loaded on the turnover intentions factor (0.56),
we imposed a six-factor structure that accounted for 77.48%
of the total variance and where all loadings were greater
than 0.46. CFAs without the first item of affective com-
mitment were then performed to replicate this six-factor
structure. Results showed an acceptable fit with the data
(T1: X2 (419)=882.315; RMSEA =0.061; SRMR =0.049;
CFI1=0.935; TLI=0.928 and T2: X2 (419) =1044.799;
RMSEA =0.071; SRMR =0.092; CFI=0.913; TLI=0.903)
and all loadings were greater than 0.73 at T1 and 0.55 at
T2. In line with these results, all subsequent analyses were
performed without the first item of affective commitment’.

Relationships Among Variables

Means, standard deviations, reliability coefficients, and
correlations between the variables are displayed in Table 1.
Table S4 (online supplements) provides the means of each
variable at each time period.

Unobserved Effects Panel Data Model

The results first supported Hypothesis 1 by showing that
employees felt more alienated from their work during the
COVID-19 pandemic than before it (b=0.19, p=0.021).
The results then showed that employees reported higher lev-
els of professional isolation (b=1.15, p <0.001) and lower
levels of meaningfulness of work (b=-0.15, p=0.001) dur-
ing the COVID-19 pandemic. In turn, professional isolation
increased work alienation (b=0.23, p <0.001) while mean-
ingfulness of work decreased work alienation (b=-0.58,
p <0.001), controlling for the direct effects of the COVID-
19 time dummy variable. Bootstrap analyses indicated that
both specific indirect effects were significant and positive,
meaning that employees felt more alienated from their
work during the COVID-19 pandemic due to an increase
in professional isolation (specific indirect effect=0.28; P
95% CI=[0.18; 0.39]) and a decrease in meaningfulness

7 The within-person and between-person variances are provided in
Table S1 (online supplements).
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Fig.3 Unstandardized Coefficients for the Model of Study 2. Note. N=295. Each variable is constructed by first differencing its respective score

ok

at T2 and T1. "p<0.05. “p<0.01. "p<0.001

of work (specific indirect effect=0.09; P 95% CI=[0.04,
0.15]). These results supported Hypotheses 2 and 3.

Regarding the consequences of work alienation, the find-
ings showed that work alienation decreased job satisfaction
(b=-0.34, p<0.001) and affective commitment (b=-0.18,
p<0.001) and increased turnover intentions (b =0.33,
p <0.001), controlling for the direct effects of the COVID-19
time dummy variable, professional isolation, and meaning-
fulness of work. These results provided support for Hypoth-
eses 4a, 4b, and 4c. Figure 3 illustrates the results. Bootstrap
analyses furthermore indicated that all total indirect effects
(i.e., the effects of the COVID-19 time dummy variable on
the outcomes through professional isolation and meaningful-
ness of work serially linked to work alienation) were signifi-
cant (Table S5 in online supplements).

General Discussion

Across two longitudinal studies, the objective of the present
research was to investigate (1) whether employees reported
higher feeling of work alienation during the COVID-19
pandemic than before it, (2) whether this increase in work
alienation may be explained by a greater professional isola-
tion and a loss of meaningfulness of work during COVID-
19 pandemic, and (3) how this increase in work alienation
affected employees’ job satisfaction, affective commitment,
and turnover intentions during COVID-19.

First, the results of both studies indicated that employees
were more alienated from they work during the COVID-19
than before it, certainly because it altered work conditions
(Kniffin et al., 2021; Rudolph et al., 2020). These findings
empirically support Guo et al.’s (2021) proposition that
the work-related changes during the COVID-19 pandemic

would increase employees’ feeling of work alienation. More
generally, our research demonstrated that employees dis-
played more negative attitudes toward their work during the
COVID-19 pandemic, thereby extending previous work that
primarily focused on consequences related to occupational
health and well-being (Bennett et al., 2021; Chong et al.,
2020; Wanberg et al., 2020; Wang et al., 2021).

Second, and perhaps more importantly, Study 2 shed
light on interpersonal and work-related factors explain-
ing this increase in work alienation. More precisely, we
focused on two historically well-known predictors of work
alienation that have been suggested to have worsened dur-
ing the COVID-19 pandemic, namely professional isolation
and meaningfulness of work. On the one hand, the results
showed that employees reported being more professionally
isolated during the COVID-19 pandemic, which is con-
sistent with previous work highlighting that isolation was
a major challenge for employees during the COVID-19
pandemic (Kniffin et al., 2021; Rudolph et al., 2020; Wang
et al., 2021). Indeed, as rules of physical distancing pre-
vailed and digital platforms became the main channel of
communication, employees experienced less possibilities for
social interactions, hence increasing their feeling of being
professionally isolated. In turn, this feeling of isolation was
found to lead to a higher feeling of work alienation, which
also supports previous studies suggesting that work aliena-
tion arises in response to social isolation and poor relation-
ships (Conway et al., 2020; Korman et al., 1981; Nair &
Vohra, 2010). On the other hand, the findings indicated
that employees’ perceptions of meaningfulness of work
decreased during the COVID-19 pandemic. Indeed, as it
introduced unpredictability and uncertainty (Chong et al.,
2020; Kniffin et al., 2021; Rudolph et al., 2020; Yoon et al.,
2021), made work responsibilities and goals unclear (Kuntz,
2021; Venkatesh et al., 2021; Wang et al., 2021), and acted
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as a mortality cue triggering death reflection (Zhong et al.,
2021), employees’ sense of coherence, purpose significance
has been challenged, thus resulting in lessened perceptions
of work meaningfulness (Martela & Steger, 2016). In turn,
meaningfulness of work was found to decrease work aliena-
tion, consistent with previous empirical work (Chiaburu
et al., 2014; Mottaz, 1981; Nair & Vohra, 2010; Shantz
et al., 2014). Overall, the results indicated that employees
were more alienated from their work during the COVID-19
pandemic than before it because of an increase in profes-
sional isolation and a decrease in meaningfulness of work.
This finding is consistent with Kanungo (1979) and Mottaz’s
(1981) initial observation that work alienation depends on
one’s work conditions. Finally, our research confirmed the
negative nature of work alienation (Chiaburu et al., 2014;
Conway et al., 2020; Guo et al., 2021; Shantz et al., 2014)
as it was shown to decrease employees’ job satisfaction and
affective commitment, and to increase employees’ turnover
intentions.

Importantly, all the above-mentioned results were
obtained using longitudinal data. Specifically, we observed
the same individuals once before the outbreak of the
COVID-19 pandemic and once during the first wave of the
COVID-19 pandemic (i.e., repeated measures). This specific
timing of the data collection made it possible to capture the
COVID-19 pandemic and to examine how work alienation,
its predictors, and its consequences evolved during the pan-
demic. In addition, by implementing an unobserved effects
panel data model, we controlled for the effects of any time-
invariant person-level factors (observable or not) that may
have had biased the results if not accounted for (Antonakis
et al., 2010; Wooldridge, 2010). For instance, such factors
may include personality variables (e.g., locus of control), as
they have been shown to be associated with work alienation,
its predictors, and outcomes (Chiaburu et al., 2014; Judge
& Bono, 2001; Mulki & Lassk, 2019). We also provided
analyses that controlled for multiple relevant time-varying
factors and the estimates remained similar. This bolsters our
confidence in the robustness of the results. In addition, our
results were observed among employees who came from
different organizations and sectors and who differed in their
work mode (i.e., working on site or from home).

Finally, by longitudinally investigating the predictors and
consequences of work alienation, this research responds to
the call of several scholars (Conway et al., 2020; Shantz
et al., 2014, 2015) who emphasized the need to go beyond
cross-sectional designs when examining work alienation.
Indeed, to date, there exist only a very small number of lon-
gitudinal studies on work alienation and none focused on the
predictors or the consequences examined in this research.
Overall, in developing an integrative model of work aliena-
tion during the COVID-19 pandemic, we follow Shantz

@ Springer

et al.’s (2014, 2015) effort to revive the concept of work
alienation.

Limitations and Future Research

Despite its strengths, this research presents several limita-
tions that must be acknowledged. First, we relied solely on
self-reported measures, so the results may have been affected
by common method variance and social desirability. Several
precautions were nonetheless taken to reduce these biases,
such as guaranteeing participants the anonymity and confi-
dentiality of their responses, pointing out that there were no
right or wrong answers, and using validated scales (Podsa-
koff et al., 2003). It would however be worthwhile to rep-
licate our results by using more objective measures (e.g.,
actual turnover rather than turnover intentions).

Second, future studies could benefit from a research
design with three or more waves. On the one hand, such a
design would yield more precise information on the relations
among the studied variables (MacKinnon, 2012). On the
other hand, having more than two waves would allow the
lags of the variables to be used as an instrumental variable
to address the endogeneity that can arise due to time-varying
regressors (Cameron & Trivedi, 2010).

Third, the occurrence of the COVID-19 pandemic was
modelled by the inclusion of a time dummy variable equal
to zero before the pandemic and to one during the first wave
of the pandemic. However, this does not allow us to dis-
entangle which aspects of the COVID-19 pandemic were
actually captured by our time dummy variable, especially
since countries may have handled the first wave differently.
Future research could thus measure specific aspects of the
pandemic, such as lockdowns, social distancing or anxiety,
in order to better understand what drove this increase in
work alienation and its deleterious consequences.

Fourth, because the data were collected before and dur-
ing the first wave the COVID-19 pandemic, our results only
pertain to the short-term effects of the pandemic. Further
investigation is thus needed to understand the long-term
implications for employees’ feeling of work alienation.

Lastly, future research could expand our results by
adopting a more holistic approach. Indeed, given that the
COVID-19 pandemic blurred the work-home boundaries
(Kaniffin et al., 2021; Rudolph et al., 2020), an interesting
avenue would be to investigate the cross-domain predictors
of work alienation. For instance, many employees reported
greater difficulties balancing work and family responsibili-
ties (Rudolph et al., 2020), which can eventually create a
feeling work alienation (Fedi et al., 2016). Future studies
could also examine the “side effects” of work alienation,
such as employee drinking behaviors (Chiaburu et al.,
2014). This would be particularly relevant given that alcohol
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consumption increased significantly during the COVID-19
pandemic (Pollard et al., 2020).

Practical Implications

Even though our research was conducted during a rather
singular event, that is the first wave of the COVID-19 pan-
demic, it nonetheless carries important practical implica-
tions for managers. Indeed, in addition to new COVID-19
waves triggered by variants (World Health Organization,
2021), other pandemics are expected to occur more often in
the future (World Economic Forum, 2019). As our research
shows, such large-scale crises can lead to isolation and
reduced perceptions of meaningfulness of work, and thus
alienate employees from their work. To avoid these adverse
consequences, managers should first seek to promote
social contacts. From a practical standpoint, this could be
achieved by setting up frequent formal (e.g., morning brief-
ings) and informal (e.g., coffee breaks) videoconference
meetings that will give employees opportunities to social-
ize and maintain social ties and team spirit (Rudolph et al.,
2020). Similarly, frequent, clear, and transparent commu-
nications, especially on how the pandemic has impacted
the organization’s plans and priorities, should be provided.
Research indeed shows that it may alleviate employees’
feeling of isolation as it fulfils their belongingness need
(Andel et al., 2021).

Second, managers should strive to help employees find
meaning in their work. Kapoor and Kaufman (2020) pro-
posed that creativity may facilitate meaning-making dur-
ing the COVID-19 pandemic as it allows to find coherence,
purpose, and significance in one’s work (see also Kaufman,
2018). Managers may thus implement creativity training
courses (Birdi, 2007) or introduce programs that promote
creativity (e.g., cross-disciplines education opportunities or
incorporating employees’ artwork into office decorations;
Eschleman et al., 2014). In their intervention study, Can-
tarero et al. (2021) showed that inviting employees to write
down how their work benefits to others is another efficient
way to foster perceptions of work meaningfulness. There-
fore, managers may consider promoting such writing tasks
which can be easily implemented remotely.

Conclusion

The results of the present research indicated that employ-
ees experienced higher levels of work alienation during the
COVID-19 pandemic than before it due to an increase in
professional isolation and a decrease in meaningfulness of
work. In turn, this increase in work alienation was found
to negatively affect employees’ job satisfaction, affective
commitment, and turnover intentions.
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