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The American Voices Project (AVP) relies on immersive 
interviews to deliver a comprehensive portrait of life 
across the country. The interview protocol blends 
qualitative, survey, administrative, and experimental 
approaches to collecting data on such topics as family, 
living situations, community, health, emotional well-
being, living costs, and income. The AVP is based 
on a nationally representative sample of hundreds of 
communities in the United States. Within each of these 
sites, a representative sample of addresses is selected. 
In March 2020, recruitment and interviewing began to 
be carried out remotely (instead of face-to-face), and 
questions were added on the pandemic, health and 
health care, race and systemic racism, employment and 
earnings, schooling and childcare, and new types of 
safety net usage (including new stimulus programs). 

The “Monitoring the Crisis” series—which is  
co-sponsored by the Stanford Center on Poverty  
and Inequality, the Federal Reserve Bank of Atlanta, 
and the Federal Reserve Bank of Boston—uses AVP 
interviews conducted during recent months to provide 
timely reports on what’s happening throughout the 
country as the pandemic and recession play out. 
To protect respondents’ anonymity, all quotations 
presented in this series are altered slightly by changing 
inconsequential details. To learn more about the 
American Voices Project and its methodology, please 
visit inequality.stanford.edu/avp/methodology.
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Noxious contract

In most economic downturns, the overriding problem is that workers can’t get 

enough work, and policymakers accordingly worry about how to increase employment and to 

supplement income until employment is restored. The current crisis is distinctive because, unlike 

such standard downturns, it entails more than a simple reduction in employment. Although current 

job losses are of course profound and ongoing, the crisis is also changing how work is organized. 

The key change here: The new post-pandemic class structure is increasingly built around a divide 

between face-to-face and remote work that governs the extent and type of risks that workers bear. 

The purpose of this report is (a) to characterize the health and economic risks that these new class 

categories entail, (b) to describe recent changes in the racial, ethnic, and gender composition of the 

new class categories, and (c) to explore whether this change in the structure of work is leading to new 

types of inter-worker relations and conflict.

We begin our report by reviewing how jour-
nalists, scholars, and other commentators have 
characterized these new class categories and the 
new risks they imply. We consider, in particular, 
whether journalists and other commentators 
expect the stark “risk divide” between remote and 
face-to-face workers to bring about new class-
based conflicts and tensions. In the United States, 
class-based conflict has long been tamped down, 
but the emergence of remote work during the 
crisis has exposed inequalities in risk-bearing 
that, as some commentators see it, may increase 
tensions between those on either side of the 
risk-bearing divide. Although it is very plausible 
that new tensions of this sort are emerging, other 
commentators have suggested that they’re likely to 
remain suppressed during the crisis because we’re 
expected to “come together” in moments of collec-
tive or shared threat.1 

After reviewing recent commentary on the 
new risk divide, we will next provide quantitative 
evidence on this divide. In doing so, we will rely 
on the stylized class scheme shown in Figure 1, a 
scheme that emphasizes not just (a) the new divide 
between those who can work at home in relative 

K E Y  F I N D I N G S

The pandemic has created a new “risk divide” 
between (a) face-to-face workers who bear 
disproportionate health risks (exposure to COVID-19) 
and economic risks (exposure to layoffs), and  
(b) remote workers who are better protected from 
those risks. 

Because Black and Hispanic workers are more likely 
to be employed in face-to-face jobs (due to systemic 
racism and other institutional forces), they are 
exposed to a double burden of heightened health and 
economic risk. This employment-based channel of 
unequal risk-sharing is one way in which the current 
crisis has exacerbated long-standing racial and 
ethnic inequalities.

The emergence of a heightened risk divide between 
remote and face-to-face workers might also be 
expected to intensify inter-worker conflict. Contrary 
to this expectation, we find that very few face-to-
face workers are expressing resentment, with the 
dominant sentiment instead being a stoic fortitude 
(“inward gaze”), an appreciation that others are also 
suffering (“downward gaze”), and a recognition that 
“we’re in this together” (“outward gaze”). 
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safety (i.e., remote workers) and those who cannot 
(i.e., face-to-face workers), but also (b) the well-es-
tablished—but now more salient—divide between 
those who face ongoing risks of unemployment 
or underemployment and those who are more 
protected from such economic risks. The striking 
feature of the new class structure is that face-to-
face workers are disproportionately exposed to both 
types of risk (i.e., health and economic) captured 
by these two divides. Because face-to-face workers 
are, by definition, in close contact with custom-
ers and coworkers, they are disproportionately 
exposed to the health risk of infection and illness 
as well as the economic risk of pandemic-induced 
curtailment of face-to-face economic activity (via 
shelter-in-place orders, industry-specific shut-
downs, maximum occupancy caps, and related 
reductions in customer flows because of concerns 
about infection). We will further show that this 
dual risk burden falls disproportionately on Black 
and Hispanic workers because they are more 
likely to work in face-to-face occupations (a type of 
“occupational segregation” that arises from unequal 
access to human capital, residential segregation, 
and other forms of systemic racism).2 Although 
there are many long-standing institutional sources 

of racial and ethnic inequalities in risk, the current 
crisis has strengthened the employment-based 
channel through which such inequalities are gen-
erated.3 

The third section of our report, which relies on 
immersive interviews from the American Voices 
Project (AVP), addresses how workers from a 
wide range of communities in the United States 
are experiencing the risk divide and the inequal-
ities it has generated.4 These interviews suggest 
that, while one might have expected unequal 
risk-bearing to generate resentment and conflict, 
instead there is much stoicism, fortitude, and 
even acceptance of existing class inequalities and 
the disproportionate risks they entail. For the 
most part, workers do not blame themselves for 
the problems they are facing, but neither are they 
typically blaming other classes. These are evidently 
problems to be borne in the way that, say, the British 
famously bore the trials of World War II. In one 
of our interviews, an older woman chastised those 
who complained too much about the pandemic, 
noting that “people get by, my parents had to go 
through world war and, you know, we’re not going 
through something like that.” The interviews that 
we’ll present will suggest, time and again, fortitude 
of precisely this sort.

The two stories in play

We begin by examining how journalists have rep-
resented the new risk divide and how scholars of 
risk might understand it. The two most prominent 
story lines in play describe a crisis that is either (a) 
supporting new forms of resentment and inter-
class conflict (i.e., the “class conflict” story), or (b) 
calling into question the legitimacy of buying pro-
tection from health risks (i.e., the “buying safety” 
story). We review each of these two hypotheses in 
some detail because they have shaped the country’s 
current understanding of class relations during 
the crisis. After completing this review, we provide 
quantitative and qualitative evidence relevant to 
both hypotheses, the goal being to begin the task of 
examining how they fare against the data.

Employers & 
self-employed

Remote industries

Face-to-face industries*

Underemployed

Unemployed

Laid-off

Discouraged

The precariat

Remote workers

Face-to-face workers*
Workers

Figure 1. The new class structure

Note: The risk of transitioning into the precariat is higher for those in 
asterisked categories. The precariat includes underemployed workers in 
remote and face-to-face positions.
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The “class conflict” story

The “class conflict” story rests on the hypothesis 
that many face-to-face workers see remote workers 
as retreating from the crisis rather than taking 
on their fair share of the risks. This formulation 
emphasizes the potential tensions and resent-
ments between (a) remote workers who can protect 
themselves and their families by minimizing 
contact with the outside world and (b) face-to-face 
workers who have to bear risks by interacting with 
coworkers, customers, and the general public. 
In a recent Vox article, an Instacart shopper and 
freelance writer notes, “I buy groceries so others 
can socially isolate,” a compact characterization of 
the implicit risk-bearing contract that many face-to-
face workers are taking.5 It is entirely possible that 
most face-to-face workers regard such risk-bear-
ing as unproblematic because they are grateful to 
have a job, because they consider themselves fairly 
compensated for risk-bearing, or because they treat 
risk-bearing as a matter of honor, duty, or respon-
sibility (much like going to war for one’s country). 
It is also possible, however, that they harbor 
some resentment toward remote workers or their 
employers for failing to fully share in the new risks 
that the crisis has brought on. 

The latter resentment-stressing formulation 
has received considerable play to this point. The 
journalist Alastair Sharp featured, for example, 
a food-delivery worker who resented delivering 
“junk food, cheesecake, and bubble tea to rich 
people in high-rise condos.”6 In a New York Times 
opinion piece, Steven Greenhouse emphasized 
that this resentment is often directed toward 
remote workers and employers, with face-to-face 
workers seeing themselves as “risking their lives 
while chief executives earn millions and … highly 
paid white-collar employees are working safely at 
home.”7 As Greenhouse further argues, face-to-face 
workers are “furious that their employers are not 
doing enough to protect them against the pan-
demic,” and they are also “angry that … they haven’t 
given them raises or hazard pay” to compensate 
for the extra risk.8 This account comports well with 

the recent wave of strikes, walkouts, sickouts, and 
related protests by food shoppers, warehouse work-
ers, bus drivers, poultry and meatpacking workers, 
and painters and construction workers.9

The preceding line of commentary adopts, if 
only implicitly, the concept of a “noxious contract” 
in which a power asymmetry obliges workers to 
accept working conditions that entail considerable 
risks. The literature on noxious markets suggests 
that contracts of this sort are more likely to gen-
erate resentment when risk-bearing workers (a) 
are at risk of substantial harm, (b) are facing new or 

poorly understood risks, (c) are drawn disproportion-
ately from disadvantaged racial or ethnic groups, (d) 
can directly identify the beneficiary of their decision 

to bear risk (e.g., recipients of home deliveries), 
(e) are assuming risk on behalf of unimportant 

objectives, (f) are partly coerced into the contract (typ-
ically because of a shortage of jobs), (g) enter into 
a contract that’s exclusively about risk-bearing and 
shorn of complicating features that might otherwise 
obscure the risk-bearing portion of the contract, or 
(h) are not working in an organization or society 
that stresses the importance of collectively shared 

duties and responsibilities (e.g., wartime societies).10 
Although there have long been noxious contracts 
that bring together various resentment-generating 
conditions, the current crisis has increased the 
number of jobs in which some of these conditions 
are present (e.g., an increase in the risks associated 
with face-to-face interaction) and may have also 
increased the salience of many of them (e.g., an 
increased capacity to directly identify the beneficia-
ries of risk-bearing). 

It is unclear whether many face-to-face workers 

A “noxious contract” 
 obliges workers to accept 

working conditions that 
 entail considerable risk.
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understand their contracts as truly noxious in this 
sense. Because face-to-face workers face varying 
levels of risk and satisfy other resentment-gener-
ating conditions to varying degrees, it is especially 
difficult to anticipate whether many will feel 
resentful or exploited by those who are not bearing 
comparable risk. We may find, for example, that 
resentment only surfaces when the risk-bearer 
enters into a direct risk-transfer contract with a 
known beneficiary (e.g., delivering food to some-
one’s home). It is also possible, however, that 
face-to-face workers will express their resentment 
in a quite general class-wide form because they 
view all remote workers as “running away from 
risk,” selfishly protecting only themselves and their 
families, and thus violating the crisis trope that 
“we’re all in this together.”

We have focused to this point on resentments 
that arise when health risks are differentially 
shared. The second type of worry in play, again laid 
out by several well-known journalists, features the 
resentments that may also arise when economic 

risks are differentially shared. In a New York Times 
commentary, Bret Stephens points out that remote 
workers are largely protected from economic risks, 
whereas workers in many face-to-face settings (e.g., 
restaurants, brick-and-mortar stores) are more 
likely to be laid off or shifted over to part-time 
work.11 The new economy is, for Bret Stephens, 
increasingly built around the very different eco-
nomic risks that these two classes face: “For the 
Remote, an image on the news of cars forming 
long lines at food banks is disconcerting. For the 
Exposed, that image is—or may very soon be—the 
rear bumper in front of you.” This account stresses 
that face-to-face workers face two new risks, not 
just the health risks that come from working in 
dense face-to-face settings, but also the precari-
ousness of working in a sector that is especially 
vulnerable to mandated closures and pandem-
ic-induced declines in demand. The remote class, 
by contrast, remains safely at home and (largely) 
protected from both types of risk.12 

The “buying safety” story

The foregoing accounts involve conflicts between 
groups that occupy different positions in the class 
structure (as laid out in Figure 1). We have sug-
gested that face-to-face workers (a) may resent 
remote workers for failing to shoulder their fair 
share of health risks, (b) may resent employers for 
failing to protect them from health risks, and (c) 
may resent employers, managers, or government offi-

cials for failing to protect them from the economic 
risks to which they are especially subject (because 
shelter-in-place orders, restaurant closings, and 
other pandemic responses disproportionately affect 
them). Although many journalists have suggested 
that such inter-class conflicts could intensify 
during the crisis, others have instead implied that 
the most important antagonisms aren’t narrowly 
class-based but instead pit those who have the 
money to buy protection from risk against those 
who don’t. This second stream of commentary, to 
which we now turn, focuses on abstract challenges 
to the legitimacy of using one’s income or wealth 
to buy protection.

This simpler “buying safety” story was featured, 
for example, in a host of reports about well-off res-
idents of New York City deciding to retreat to safer 
outlying communities, initially just for short stays 
but more recently as purchasers of new estates.13 
These early stories emphasized the hostilities 
that were engendered when newcomers exposed 
locals to infection, emptied out grocery shelves to 
stock their freezers for a year, and otherwise used 
their money to protect themselves.14 The view that 
it’s unseemly to buy safety surfaced again when 
the billionaire David Geffen posted on Instagram 
that he’s “isolating in the Grenadines” on one of 
the world’s largest private yachts.15 The response 
from the public was again a stinging repudiation 
of those who fail to appreciate that only the one 
percent can afford protection of that caliber.16 

In a society that’s always allowed extra life 
expectancy to be purchased (via higher-quality 
health care, better living conditions, and much 
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more), it might seem strange that “buying safety” 
is suddenly called into question. Although the 
life-for-money exchange is indeed as old as market 
economies themselves,17 a pandemic may allow us 
to see it afresh in a balder form that induces people 
to reconsider its legitimacy. If crises are viewed, 
for example, as moments in which we’re supposed 
to come together, the use of private resources 
for private protection may come off as especially 
unseemly. 

The ongoing discussion of “buying safety” has in 
fact been taken up in two quite distinct ways. As we 
have emphasized, there is a large body of commen-
tary emphasizing the resentment that over-the-top 
purchases of safety might engender, but there’s 
also a secondary line of commentary suggesting 
that, insofar as there is any resentment at all, it is 
likely intermixed with a large dollop of envy. When 
someone is envious, they are typically (a) “looking 
up” toward a class that is higher than their own, and 
(b) wanting to partake in the experiences, lifestyle, 
or consumption opportunities associated with that 
higher class.18 This tendency to “gaze upward,” 
which has been well studied,19 may become more 
pronounced when those at the top are straightfor-
wardly buying life itself. In a recent New York Times 
article, Nancy Wartik indeed suggests that this 
upward gaze is becoming more common, not just 
because selling life itself is especially troubling but 
also because we’ve become more aware of differen-
tials in the capacity to buy it:20

Growing wealth disparity, along with ubiquitous 

social media, appears to have made us all less 

satisfied (and snarkier). The pandemic has fueled 

the fire. Essential workers envy those working at 

home. People who were laid off envy those who 

weren’t. Those home-schooling young children 

envy those who aren’t. We all envy the rich.

This line of reasoning suggests that we should 
examine our data carefully for evidence of envy 
as well as anger or resentment. It is an important 
distinction because envy, unlike resentment, does 
not call into question the legitimacy of inequality 
itself. When one feels envious, it typically entails a 

wish to improve one’s own circumstances, but not 
necessarily a wish to eliminate the inequality that 
provoked the feeling of envy. In this sense, envy is 
not a radicalizing emotion, whereas anger, hostility, 
and related types of resentment might be. 

The new class structure

Before presenting any evidence on resentment, 
envy, and other sentiments, it is useful to first exam-
ine the new health and economic “risk divides” that 
stand behind any possible changes in sentiment. 
We pay particular attention to trends in the size and 
composition of the three main classes in Figure 1 
(i.e., face-to-face workers, remote workers, and the 
precariat).21 

We thus begin by estimating the percentage of 
workers who worked remotely in February, May, and 
August of 2020 (see Figure 2). These three months 
were chosen to represent (a) the pre-crisis base-
line (February), (b) the turn to shelter-in-place and 
related forms of social distancing (May), and (c) the 
first “reopening” of the economy (August). Because 
a consistent measure of remote work is not available 
for this full period, we have combined informa-
tion on pre-crisis remote work from the American 
Community Survey (ACS), demographic and work 
information for our period of interest from the 
Current Population Survey (CPS), and information 
on remote work during the crisis from the Bureau 
of Labor Statistics (BLS).22 The latter information 
refers to employed persons who “teleworked or 
worked at home for pay at any time in the last four 
weeks because of the coronavirus pandemic.” This 
measure of crisis-induced remote work, when com-
bined with an imputation based on ACS and CPS 
data of remote work arranged for reasons unrelated 
to the crisis, allows us to estimate trends in the total 
percentage of workers who are working remotely by 
gender, racial, and ethnic group.23

The results from this analysis, as presented 
in Figure 2, make it clear that remote workers 
remained a very large sector of the labor force even 
after the summer reopening. Between May and 
August, the overall number of remote workers 
declined by only 11.3 percentage points (from 41.4% 
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We simplify the exposition here by presenting, for 
each of these labor force categories, the percentage 
points of growth between February and August of 
2020. This timespan suppresses the very extreme 
disparities at the beginning of the recession and 
focuses on the more modest (but still large) dispar-
ities after the reopening. 

The first column of Figure 3 shows that, as a 
percentage of all working-age youth and adults 
(aged 16 to 64 years old), the precariat grew by 5.1 
percentage points between February and August, 
a growth driven in large part by the takeoff in the 
number of laid-off workers. The precariat grew 
most among women and in Black, Asian, and 
Hispanic populations. It follows that the very same 
groups that are disproportionately exposed to 
health risks (by virtue of crowding and other forms 
of segregation into face-to-face work) are, for the 
most part, also disproportionately exposed to work-
based precarity.28 Although the Black and Hispanic 
populations face the “double burden” of economic 
and health risk, the Asian population combines 
large increases in remote work (and thus reduced 
health risks) with large increases in precarity (and 
thus increased economic risks). The underlying 
sources of precarity also differ widely by group, 
with Native American and Hispanic populations 

to 30.1% of the workforce), a result that is con-
sistent with widespread reports that many firms 
have been satisfied with remote-work productivity 
and are discouraging workers from returning to 
brick-and-mortar offices.24 The second key con-
clusion from Figure 2 is that remote work—and 
the protection from health risks it affords—is very 
unequally distributed. By May of 2020, the per-
centage of workers who worked remotely differed 
starkly by gender, race, and ethnicity, with most 
of the gaps remaining large even as the economy 
grew in August. The share of women, white, Asian, 
and non-Hispanic remote workers is consistently 
higher than that of men, Black, other non-white, 
and Hispanic workers. The available evidence 
suggests that such disparities in the availability 
of remote work are a key source of disparities in 
health risks.25

The other main risk in play during the recession 
is of course the risk of losing one’s job or being 
underemployed.26 These economic risks are also 
very unequally distributed. In Figure 3, we use the 
same CPS data to estimate inter-group differences 
in the size and composition of the precariat, a task 
that is comparatively easy because we can now rely 
on well-measured labor force categories (i.e., laid-
off, unemployed, underemployed, discouraged).27 

Figure 2. The ability to work remotely varies starkly by gender, race, and ethnicity.
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to characterize sentiments that arise organically 
in conversations about the pandemic and reces-
sion, work relations, recent changes in income or 
employment, strategies for making ends meet, 
political views and policy recommendations, and 
much more. During the interviews, a multitude of 
opportunities to express “class sentiments” thus 
emerged, a feature of the AVP that of course differs 
sharply from forced-response surveys.33 In our 
analyses of these data, we developed a codebook 
on employment relations and then trained coders 
to characterize class sentiments as negative (e.g., 
angry, exploited, jealous, resentful, guilty), positive 
(e.g., fortunate, lucky, relieved), or neutral (e.g., 
indifferent).34 The discussion that follows is based 
on our initial qualitative work and won’t draw 
heavily on these formal codes. We have, however, 
carried out supplementary quantitative analyses of 
the coded data that accord with the interpretations 
presented below. In a follow-up to this paper, we 
will carry out a more formal sentiment analysis 
that addresses quantitative differences in senti-
ments by race, ethnicity, and gender.

The balance of our report describes how our 
AVP respondents understood workplace risks, 
unequal risk sharing, and related workplace 
attitudes. The analyses suggest that, contrary to 
the “class-conflict” or “buying safety” accounts, 

facing a larger rise in underemployment and Black, 
Asian, and “other” populations facing more lay-
offs.29 These differences, some of which are quite 
stark, will of course affect how the crisis is experi-
enced and understood.30 

The three gazes 

Given this quantitative backdrop, we can now turn 
to our AVP interviews, with the goal of using them 
to better understand how face-to-face, remote, 
and other workers are reacting to the new “risk 
divides.” In Table 1, we provide socioeconomic and 
demographic information on the 134 respondents 
used here, all of whom were interviewed in April 
through August of 2020. These respondents have 
been drawn from a stratified address-based sample 
of 54 AVP communities.31 Although these AVP 
communities represent a wide range of regions 
and community types, the pooled sample is not 
representative of the United States as a whole 
because (a) the AVP communities interviewed 
during this time period are not a random draw of 
all U.S. communities, and (b) low-income house-
holds within each community were oversampled. 
The marginals in Table 1 are, for the most part, 
consistent with this design.32 

The AVP sample, while relatively small in 
size, is an attractive resource because it allows us 

Figure 2. The ability to work remotely varies starkly by gender, race, and ethnicity.
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Figure 3. The precariat grew most among women and in Black, Asian, and Hispanic populations.
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towards the larger community in recognition that 
times of crisis require banding together with good 
grace and good will, and that yet others “look 
inward” as they cope with reductions in work hours 
and other employment challenges by drawing on 
self-protective strategies. 

We review each of these three gazes—down-
ward, outward, and inward—in turn. In the 
presentation that follows, we will distill a compli-
cated set of responses into these three archetypes, 
recognizing that all classifications of this sort 
are necessarily simplifications. We offer up this 
particular characterization of class sentiments as a 
hypothesis that may need to be qualified as further 
analyses are carried out and as class sentiments 
change and evolve over time.

The compassionate downward gaze

The “downward gaze,” which entails drawing atten-
tion to one’s privilege, is a useful starting place 
because it was so frequently in evidence among 
our AVP respondents. The way in which our 
respondents defined privilege was quite variable, 
but many felt it was incumbent on them to iden-
tify some type of privilege and recognize it. The 
common theme was that—during a crisis—it is 
one’s duty to recognize the pain of those less fortu-
nate. When people found themselves complaining 
about their own personal struggles, they tended 
to quickly catch themselves, issuing the requisite 
corrective to reassure that they’re not tone-deaf and 
that they well appreciate that others have it worse. 

This sentiment emerged frequently among 
those who were able to convert to working remotely 
during the crisis and thus maintain their income. 
In one of our interviews, a white pharmaceutical 
professional found himself rehearsing the many 
advantages of working from home, such as being 
able to put in 18-hour days because of the time 
saved by not having to commute. After conclud-
ing it’s “actually a better way of working,” he then 
caught himself and emphasized that, although it’s 
working out well for him, he appreciates that he’s 
lucky and that others are struggling: 

relatively few AVP respondents were resentful 
or envious of other classes, that they only rarely 
“looked upward” at those more fortunate, and that 
they were more likely to fix their gaze elsewhere in 
ways that didn’t bring on invidious comparison. We 
will show that some people “compare downward” 
by drawing attention to their privilege relative to 
those less fortunate, that others “look outward” 

Table 1. Distribution of sociodemographic characteristics 

Note: Missing includes cases where the interviewer didn’t ask or the respondent 
didn’t know. The precariat is defined as in Figure 3. The “not in labor force” 
category does not, therefore, include discouraged workers (as they have been 
classified as members of the precariat).

Counts Percentage

Gender
Female 51 38.1
Male 80 59.7
Missing 3 2.2

Race or ethnicity

Non-Hispanic white 82 61.2
Non-Hispanic Black 22 16.4
Hispanic, Latino, or  
Spanish of any race 11 8.2

Non-Hispanic other race 10 7.5
Missing 9 6.7

Household income

Low (<$30,000) 82 61.2
Middle ($30,000–$85,000) 31 23.1
High (>$85,000) 20 14.9
Missing 1 .7

Social class

Face-to-face 46 34.3
Remote  24 17.9
Precariat 15 11.2
Not in labor force 48 35.8
Missing 1 0.7

Age

20–39 41 30.6
40–64 59 44.0
65 and older 28 20.9
Missing 6 4.5

TOTAL SAMPLE SIZE 134 100
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though it’s not a “super-exciting job,” it’s at least 
“a stable job and he can work from home, which 
we’re thankful for” (white woman, age 37, remote 
worker, professor). 

Although a professor is perhaps especially 
adept at what might be called “privilege talk,” the 
concept of racial and economic privilege was in 
fact frequently raised in our interviews, with one 
person referring to her access to amenities that are 
“dripping with white privilege,” another suggesting 
that his ability to self-protect from “all this COVID 
stuff” is a “function of my privilege,” and many 
others making similar references to the protective 
effects of their privilege. As these comments make 
clear, some of the references to “privilege” called 
out white privilege in particular, thus suggesting 
that this new “privilege talk” may stem as much 
from ongoing discussions of systemic racism as 
the class-based inequalities that the current crisis 
has also revealed (see our forthcoming report on 
policing and protests for more details). In other 
cases, “privilege” was used more ambiguously, and 
it was unclear whether it referred to class-based 
privilege, racial or ethnic privilege, or the intersec-
tion between the two. Because there are profound 
racial and ethnic disparities in class membership 
(as Figures 2 and 3 reveal), this distinction is hardly 
an easy one to make in everyday conversation, 
hence it’s perhaps unsurprising that it was often 
skirted. 

The foregoing conversations feature remote 
workers who, because they’re faring reasonably 
well, perhaps found it natural to emphasize their 
privilege. What about remote workers who faced 
more difficulties? We found that they too worked 
hard to turn the discussion to those who were less 
fortunate than them. To be sure, they did discuss 
their own problems, but typically they didn’t allow 
themselves to complain for too long before like-
wise catching themselves and recognizing that 
remote workers were less vulnerable to layoffs or 
reductions in hours. When a white programmer 
confessed that she was “stressing over money” 
and, in particular, worrying that her children had 
precarious employment situations and may need 

I think I’m just exceptionally fortunate that  

I’m doing the type of job that I’m doing, that I 

can take it home. I feel for the people that can’t 

do that. 

—White man, age 60, remote worker, 

pharmaceutical professional

The same “catching oneself” dynamic played 
out for a multiracial remote worker who found 
herself waxing poetic about her fancy new home 
office, with “a pretty good-sized desk” and “dual 
monitors,” but then quickly recognized that it’s 
her obligation, given all that’s going on, to feel 
grateful for “things that are going well.” When our 
interviewer later asked her “what life has been like 
for you over the past year,” she initially effused but 
quickly acknowledged the complicated context:

In general, I’ve been feeling pretty great. I feel 

like—barring the whole pandemic and the world 

just turning into a dumpster fire—things have 

been going pretty well. 

—Multiracial woman, age 37, remote worker, 

software trainer

Likewise, when another remote worker found 
herself fretting that the pandemic might delay her 
wedding, she quickly caught herself and expressed 
guilt for “stressing about this when people actually 
have real problems.” 

For other people, the feeling of privilege didn’t 
take the form of a guilty afterthought, but was 
much closer to a front-and-center sensibility. When 
a white adjunct professor was asked, for example, 
to discuss her experiences as a remote worker 
during the crisis, she immediately responded with 
the disclaimer, “I’m definitely speaking from a 
position of privilege here.” After establishing that 
point, only then did she allow herself to complain, 
noting that “I hate, hate, hate teaching online, but 
I managed.” When the conversation next turned to 
the criminal justice system, she allowed that “no 
one in my immediate circles has been arrested,” 
stressing that this is again a “function of my own 
racial privilege.” In discussing her husband’s situa-
tion, she likewise stressed from the start that, even 
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risks on behalf of uncaring employers and remote 
workers, they are more likely to feel resentful than 
compassionate. We again find little support for this 
hypothesis. To the contrary, we find that face-to-
face workers are responding similarly to remote 
workers, again adopting a downward gaze toward 
those less fortunate and with real appreciation for 
their advantages. This sensibility is revealed, for 
example, in a white machinist’s effusive gratitude 
toward a boss who could have laid him off:

I was fortunate to be able to continue working 

at my present job because we made some parts 

that were essential, so thank goodness, I did not 

have to go on unemployment, I didn’t have to 

worry about all that.... I’m thankful I don’t have 

any problems, no money issues, no worries, I’m 

not going to lose anything. So, in that regard, I 

was very blessed. I’m very, very thankful, it could 

have been much worse. My boss could have laid 

me off, thankfully, he didn’t. 

—White man, age 51, face-to-face worker, 

machinist

Likewise, when a Hispanic stay-at-home mom 
was asked how she’s faring, she noted that “thank 
God my husband’s job is essential,” and then 
immediately turned her attention to others in her 
neighborhood who are homeless: 

Now there are many people in the streets, 

compared to the amount that used to live in 

the streets before. You can even see partners 

her help, she then calmed herself by rehearsing the 
“one day at a time” refrain and turning her gaze 
downward: 

I mean, we’re fortunate me and my husband 

both still have jobs and as far as I know we’ll 

have them into the foreseeable future. Not 

everybody has got that. 

—White woman, 53 years old, remote worker, 

computer programmer

This “downward gaze” was also in evidence for 
remote workers who faced yet more fundamental 
worries. For example, a Black salesperson expe-
riencing a dramatic falloff in sales and income 
allowed himself a lead-off sentence of despair, a 
sentence that was clipped short and followed up 
immediately with a longer acknowledgement of all 
those suffering even more than himself: 

It’s been a slow, slow hell quite honestly. I mean, 

I’m not going to take away from people who have 

health issues and it’s probably worse for people 

who’ve actually caught the virus.... You know, 

I’m still blessed to have a roof over my head and 

be able to put food on the table for me and my 

pets, but I would just say it definitely hit pretty 

hard financially. 

—Black man, age 26, remote worker, salesperson

This is all to suggest that, no matter how over-
whelming their problems, remote workers tended 
to compare downward to those who were suffering 
yet more. Although the media has taken many 
celebrities to task for their insensitivity to those 
who are less fortunate, our interviews suggest that 
the country’s rank-and-file remote workers are, 
for the most part, quite cognizant of the suffering 
around them. 

We have so far shown that remote workers, 
even those facing serious problems, were at pains 
to compare themselves to those suffering more 
than them. It might be thought that, by contrast, 
face-to-face workers will be less likely to gaze 
downward: The “noxious contract” hypothesis has 
it that, because face-to-face workers are assuming 

Face-to-face workers are 
responding similarly to remote 
workers, adopting a downward 

gaze toward those less fortunate 
and with real appreciation for 

their advantages.
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Nations populations to be cynical about collective 
pronouncements to the effect that “we’re in this 
together” given that they are disproportionately 
bearing the risks of face-to-face work (see Figure 
2). We observed, however, a striking proclivity for 
outward-looking compassion despite such inequal-
ity in risk-bearing, a proclivity that is consistent 
with other evidence suggesting that less privileged 
groups display a more collective orientation.35

The outward gaze often takes the same “catch-
ing oneself” form that emerges with the downward 
gaze. In the midst of discussing their problems, 
our interviewees seemed to recognize that they 
might be coming off as self-centered, with their 
corrective now taking the form of clarifying that 
they appreciate that everyone has problems during 
a crisis and that their own problems are unlikely 
to be unique. This led them to stress, for example, 
that “everybody’s in the same boat really,” that “it’s 
hard for everyone,” or that “an emergency’s hap-
pening and we just gotta get through [it].” In some 
cases, the term “everybody” really meant “every-
body I know,” a sleight that concealed the extent to 
which one’s networks are hardly a random draw 
and may therefore create the impression of more 
widely shared risks than is indeed the case. This 
tendency to generalize on the basis of personal 
networks may explain why our interviewees were 
so quick to assume that others were experiencing 
as many challenges and difficulties as they were.

with their little kids out there, which is really 

worrisome, because even though we don’t find 

ourselves in that same situation, I still tell my 

husband how sad it is seeing so many people in 

the street.

—Hispanic woman, age 54, stay-at-home mom

Although gratefulness and compassion were the 
dominant reaction, some face-to-face workers did 
of course express worries about the health risks 
they were bearing, yet notably these worries did not 
translate into resentment toward remote workers. 
When discussing her pharmacy job, a 64-year-old 
white clerk complained that shoppers rarely wore 
masks and were coming just to buy “beer and 
stuff,” hardly the essential trips that they should 
have been making. It’s clear that she felt resentful, 
but her antipathy was directed downward toward 
the “low socioeconomic status” shoppers who fre-
quented the pharmacy, certainly not upward toward 
remote workers laboring in relative safety.

The outward gaze

With the “downward gaze,” workers are coping by 
(a) finding a reference group that is faring worse 
than they are, and (b) reminding themselves 
that, relative to this group, they have no reason 
to complain. In some cases, we observed that a 
somewhat different coping strategy was in play, 
one in which the gaze turned outward rather than 
downward. When a worker gazes outward, they are 
not focusing on the problems of those who have 
been hardest hit, but instead on the problems that 
everyone is facing during the crisis (such as worries 
about the rising death toll or worries about when a 
vaccine will become widely available). The outward 
gaze is encouraged by the many advertisements, 
billboards, and public pronouncements to the 
effect that “we’re all in this together.” 

Although the outward gaze was less frequently 
adopted (among the three “gazes” we identified), 
it nonetheless surfaced with surprising frequency, 
especially among low-income groups and racial 
or ethnic minorities. It would be easy for face-
to-face workers and Black, Hispanic, and Native 
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Man, it’s killing me; man, it’s killing me. Bills 

are piling up, and we only working four days a 

week, they put us at a limit, so we can’t collect 

more work.... It’s killing us, yes the food stamps 

are helping us, but that don’t pay the bills. I got 

a car loan that’s almost 500, my rent is almost 

700, like how am I supposed to do all that, how 

do you ... limit me to a certain amount of hours? 

—Hispanic man, age 39, face-to-face worker, 

furniture factory worker

At a later point in the conversation, the inter-
viewer asked him how he has been handling the 
stress, and again the overwhelming anxiety came 
tumbling out:

The bills ain’t going to get paid by themselves. 

And that’s not my wife’s fault, I’m the man of 

the house, I got to do it.... It’s tough, I got to put 

on—how do you say this—a facade, like I got 

to be strong, I can’t show them what I feel, even 

though the baby don’t know, but wife knows, 

how do I go to sleep, I got to fake it, I got to fake 

everything.

In this case, the first-order problems of finding 
work and dealing with bills led to so much anxiety 
that it became its own problem, interfering with 
sleep and reducing bandwidth. These first-order 
problems didn’t lead to outward conflicts with 
his family members, coworkers, or employer but 
instead were internalized (i.e., the “inward gaze”) at 
real cost to his physical and emotional well-being. 

Across the country, our interviews reveal people 
being pushed to their limits in this way, not typi-
cally reaching a breaking point but perhaps getting 
close. Even when they are ultimately able to return 
to their jobs or to find new ones, they are often 
consumed with worry about the debts incurred in 
the interim. As a Hispanic nursing assistant put it, 
she’s simply “suffocating” in debt because her min-
imum-wage hours were cut, ultimately motivating 
her to find a new job that could offer more hours. 
When asked to describe her life at her new job, her 
simple assessment—that it’s been “hell”—turned 
on her ongoing worries about bills: 

I’m three weeks in at my new job, and it’s like 

Although the outward gaze typically took the 
relatively limited form of conversational self-scold-
ing, it also expressed itself in acts of sacrifice and 
giving. In some cases, the acts were comparatively 
small, like a teacher who focused on helping her 
students by “walk[ing] them through an emergency 
while trying not to panic about my own life.” But 
some of our interviewees made more substantial 
sacrifices. When a young Black essential worker 
learned that his employer was struggling and 
had to make cuts, he immediately volunteered to 
reduce his own hours because “you have [other] 
people who are feeding their families with this 
money.” These acts of sacrifice sometimes came 
from workers who were facing substantial risks 
of their own and were not especially well off (see 
our forthcoming report on material hardship for a 
related discussion). 

The inward gaze

Given the depth of the recession, many people 
found it difficult to adopt this compassionate 
“outward gaze,” as their own problems were simply 
too overwhelming. When jobs are lost and bills 
are mounting, it is natural to turn inward and 
focus on one’s own problems, with all available 
bandwidth being drawn upon. This inward turn, 
which was common among those who were laid 
off or dealing with reduced hours, leaves less 
energy for compassion or for feeling resentful of 
those responsible for one’s problems. Although 
the inward and outward gazes entail very different 
responses to the crisis, neither works on behalf 
of the high-conflict outcome that some media 
commentators had anticipated.

These inward-looking accounts are distressing 
to hear because the sense of anxiety and worry is 
often palpable. For many people, all thought and 
energy is initially devoted to finding work, but 
as savings are exhausted attention then turns to 
deciding which bills to pay and to dealing with 
rising debts. When a Hispanic factory worker was 
asked how he’s been faring since the virus hit, his 
response revealed this overwhelming worry about 
hours being cut and bills going unpaid:
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able to meet its contracts. And it has not been 

easy. These months have not been easy. Because 

I have looked for work, but I couldn’t find it.... 

You have to spend the 24 hours of the day with 

the mortification that every weekend there are 

debts to pay, that you are not being useful .... The 

routine is bad. I’m at an impasse. 

—Hispanic man, age 48, unemployed

As the interview unfolded, he referred repeat-
edly to being “stalled,” to his “isolation,” to the lack 
of a “routine,” and to his “anguish.” In this case, 
our interviewer ultimately brought him back to 
less distressing topics (and referred him to local 
resources for help), but it is clear that he was being 
taxed beyond his limits. 

The simple conclusion here: There is little 
time for the luxury of looking outward when 
bills are unpaid, work cannot be found, and the 
world is pressing in. The above quotes also reveal 
that this “inward gaze,” as we have labelled it, is 
disproportionately the burden of Hispanic and 
Black people. Because the recession has hit them 
harder, and because their financial reserves are 
lower, it is hardly surprising that they have faced 
the most duress and stress (see the Material 

Deprivation report for details).36

Looking to the future

We led with the hypothesis that a new class struc-
ture has emerged around a noxious contract that 
obliges those with less power (e.g., face-to-face 
workers) to accept extra risks. The rapid spread 
of noxious contracts might well increase conflict 
between (a) employers and the face-to-face workers 
who are being asked to accept high-risk contracts, 
and (b) remote workers and the face-to-face work-
ers who are bearing risk on their behalf. Although 
there is a long history of noxious contracts, the 
“crisis variant” of the noxious contract may be 
especially conflict-generating because it pertains to 
risks that are new and poorly understood, because 
it is inconsistent with the sentiment that “we’re 
all in this together,” and because the new risks 
are disproportionately imposed on disadvantaged 

I’m trying to get back on my feet, and I have 

so much things that ... I have to catch up on, 

that I feel like: ‘When am I going to get a piece 

of air?’ Because it’s like I’m suffocating in bills 

and debt.... So, yeah, since Corona, I can say it 

literally has been hell. 

—Hispanic woman, age 25, face-to-face worker, 

nursing assistant

Although her words are thick with anxiety 
here, at a later point in the interview she recovers 
and expresses some optimism, emphasizing that 
she realizes that “things take time” and “nothing 
happens overnight.” The key point here is that she 
sought to console herself with such tropes (i.e., 
the “inward gaze”) rather than expressing any 
outward-looking resentment, blaming others, or 
pointing to systemic inequalities in risks. 

The most worrying cases are of course those in 
which hope has been utterly lost. For some of our 
respondents, the inner resources for coping seem 
to have been fully tapped, and the tension and anx-
iety become all-consuming and convert to a wider 
paralysis. After being laid off from his warehouse 
job, a Hispanic man discussed how he is at a loss 
and unable to get anything done:

It’s been pretty hard. I can’t get a job, really. Can’t 

really do anything.... It’s just, for me personally, 

it’s a nightmare. Really, a nightmare. I can’t 

really get anything accomplished. So, yeah. Just, 

everything in a nutshell is a nightmare.

—Hispanic man, age 29, unemployed

In other cases, our interviewees were so dis-
tressed that they could not gather themselves to 
respond to our lead prompt to “tell the story of their 
life,” a prompt that is supposed to trigger a conver-
sation about the larger arc of one’s life. When an 
unemployed Hispanic worker faced this prompt, 
he found it impossible to start at the beginning, 
instead he had to turn immediately to his current 
difficulties finding a job and his full-on distress as 
his life was becoming ever more chaotic: 

In February I was dropped, the company closed 

down because of financial problems, it was not 
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nonetheless resonated with some commentators.38 
Although our interviews reveal a country that’s 
anything but soft, it bears noting that such 
fortitude and stoicism also undermine the class-
based interpretations of the current crisis that 
some commentators anticipated.

This is not to suggest, of course, that this collec-
tivist sensibility will necessarily persist as the crisis 
stretches on. The resilience and resolve that we’re 
seeing to date is striking, but large swaths of the 
population are facing such extraordinary chal-
lenges that it may become impossible to continue 
to project strength over the very long haul. Because 
the pain is being borne so unequally, there may 
well come a time when protestations to the effect 
that “we’re in this together” ring hollow, and less 
individualistic and more structural interpretations 
of the crisis prove more attractive.
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racial and ethnic groups (possibly to an even 
greater extent than has been the case with other 
long-standing risks). 

Using the AVP data and other sources, we have 
presented analyses that do not comport with these 
accounts, as plausible as they might seem. Because 
the AVP sample is small, and because the crisis is 
rapidly evolving, we should stress that our inter-
pretations are far from definitive. It is nonetheless 
notable that the AVP data aren’t revealing any 
decisive ramp-up in workplace conflict. 

We have shown, to the contrary, that most 
workers are focusing on other types of compar-
isons. We observed that many people “compare 
downward” by emphasizing their privilege relative 
to those less fortunate, that others “look outward” 
in recognition that times of crisis require banding 
together, and that yet others “look inward” as they 
cope with unusually stressful challenges. Although 
many ways of coping are therefore in play, none of 
them entail invidious comparisons that then lead 
to resentment or conflict. 

We are certainly not suggesting that inter-group 
tensions and conflict were nowhere to be found in 
the AVP data. Throughout our interviews, there 
was in fact much discussion of racism, protest, 
and racial conflict (see the Race and Protest report 
for details), but that discussion was not typically 
framed in terms of noxious contracts or otherwise 
refracted through a class-conflict lens. There was 
also much evidence of political partisanship in the 
form of resentment, hostility, or anger directed to 
those with different political views. These results 
are consistent with the long history in the United 
States of successfully suppressing inter-class con-
flict while elevating other forms of conflict.

What types of class sentiment did emerge? 
Instead of resentment or envy, the dominant 
sentiments were those of fortitude and stoicism, 
a sensibility that might stem from the view that 
the real enemy is from without (i.e., a virus) rather 
than from within (i.e., another social class). In a 
now-famous interview, President Obama referred 
to the U.S. as a great country that had “gotten a 
little soft,”37 a controversial characterization that 

There is little time for the luxury 
of looking outward when bills are 

unpaid, work cannot be found, 
and the world is pressing in.
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