
Policy Brief:
The World of Work  

and COVID-19

J U NE 20 20



This brief was produced with the  
support of a number United Nations entities,  
led by the International Labor Organization.

Copyright is retained by the United Nations.



THE WORLD OF WORK AND COVID-19    1    

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY........................................................................................2

1. GLOBAL CONTEXT: THE WORLD OF WORK BEFORE COVID-19 ..................5

2. THE IMPACT OF COVID-19 ON THE WORLD OF WORK ...............................7

3. POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS ...................................................................15

CONCLUSION .....................................................................................................24

Table of Contents



2    THE WORLD OF WORK AND COVID-19

The COVID-19 pandemic has turned the world 
of work upside down. It is having a dramatic 
effect on the jobs, livelihoods and well-being 
of workers and their families and on enter-
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including low wages, increased care burdens 
and opportunity costs of working, especially 
given the gender pay gap, as well as existing 
obstacles to the formal economy. Persons with 
disabilities, already facing exclusion in employ-
ment, are also more likely to experience greater 
HMƾGYPXMIW�VIXYVRMRK�XS�[SVO�HYVMRK�VIGSZIV]��

The long-term impacts are also of concern. 
These challenges will have a severe impact 
on efforts to reduce poverty and inequality, 
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The world of work before COVID-19 was rid-
dled with inequalities and problems.
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were a common challenge all over the world. 
Involuntary temporary and part-time work, as 
well as new forms of work, were on the rise, lead-
ing to a feeling of increased insecurity amongst 
workers and enterprises, especially micro, small 
and medium sized enterprises (MSMEs). 

Some groups of the population were par-
ticularly disadvantaged and the next chap-
ter elborates on how those groups have 
been further affected by COVID-19. 

For example,
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Policymakers responded decisively to COVID-19 

https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---dcomm/documents/briefingnote/wcms_745963.pdf
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jobs. Where social protection systems were 
weak or absent, millions of people have been 
left without an income. Unemployment is 
already skyrocketing in many countries and 
hours worked in all countries and regions are 
estimated by the ILO to have fallen dramat-
ically by 10.7 percent in the second quarter 
of 2020 relative to the last quarter of 2019, 
which is equivalent to 305 million full-time 
jobs (assuming a 48-hour working week).14  

The pandemic has exposed inequalities and 
WSGMEP�ƼWWYVIW�MR�WSGMIXMIW�XLEX�EVI�LMXXMRK�LEVH�
the most vulnerable and marginalized groups.15  
As a result, multidimensional poverty and 

MRIUYEPMX]�EVI�PMOIP]�XS�MRGVIEWI�WMKRMƼGERXP]�16   
Revised estimates from the World Bank sug-
gest that the number of people living in poverty 
could increase by 70-100 million, which would 

https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---dcomm/documents/briefingnote/wcms_745963.pdf
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https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---dcomm/documents/briefingnote/wcms_743146.pdf


10    THE WORLD OF WORK AND COVID-19

labour intensive and employ millions of often 
low-paid, low-skilled workers. Workers in the four 
sectors that have experienced the most “drastic” 
labour market effects of the disease and fall-
ing production are: food and accommodation 
(144 million workers), retail and wholesale (482 
million); business services and administration 
(157 million); and manufacturing (463 million). 

Tourism-related activities make a large con-
tribution to GDP and employment in many 
regions. Directly or indirectly, tourism activities 
provide about 10 percent of all employment19. 
Since the onset of the COVID-19 crisis, inter

https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---dcomm/documents/briefingnote/wcms_743146.pdf
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affected.20  Across the world, women make up 
most workers in the tourism industry, espe-
cially in the low-wage part of this sector.



12    THE WORLD OF WORK AND COVID-19

widespread collapse of MSMEs that are the 
economic backbones and main job providers 
in many countries will have a strong impact on 
national economies and global growth pros-
pects, on perceptions and expectations, and 
IZIR�SR�XLI�ƼRERGMEP�WIGXSV��[LMGL�QE]�EPVIEH]�
be under strain as a result of non-performing 
portfolios. In some countries, a deterioration of 
XLI�ƼRERGMEP�WMXYEXMSR�SJ�171)W�GSYPH�LEZI�W]W-
temic effects on the banking sector as a whole.26 

Approximately 47 million employers, some 54 
percent of all employers worldwide, operate 
businesses in the hardest-hit sectors of manu-
facturing, accommodation and food services, 
wholesale and retail trade and real estate and 
business activities27 which account for more 
than 30 percent of GDP on average.28 An addi-
tional 389 million own-account workers are 
engaged in these four sectors. Taking together 
employers and own-account workers, some 
436 million enterprises worldwide are operat-
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Refugees and migrant workers have been 
particularly affected by the economic conse-
quences of the virus. They tend to be concen-
trated in sectors with high levels of temporary, 
informal or unprotected work characterised by 
low wages and lack of social protection, includ-
ing in care work.36 For many migrants, losing 
their jobs not only has direct implications for 
their own income situation but will also lead 
to declines in remittances. Getting their jobs 
back will be further hindered through the loss 
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FIGURE 5: ECONOMIC CHANNELLING MECHANISMS -  
THE NEGATIVE EMPLOYMENT SPIRAL
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To soften the impact of the deepest global 
recession since the Second World War, govern-
ments and other key stakeholders, including 
the private sector, need to take coordinated, 
timely and sustained large-scale action. 

Interventions will differ depending on the stage 
of the recovery process, but through all phases, 
the key question for decision-makers will be 
how to use their scarce resources to enhance 
income security; create and retain decent jobs; 
strengthen the social and ecological fabric of our 
economies and transition towards a “better nor-
mal” –  one that is human-centred, inclusive and 
accessible, gender-responsive, and sustainable.  

Many countries have already taken strong actions 
that serve as a good basis (see Box 1). Building 
on these actions, governments and other 

stakeholders need to centre their responses 
around three key p(e)-15.8 (r )]TJ
wa49 
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Italy extended income support (80 percent of 
the gross salary) to workers in enterprises with 
financial difficulties, to all economic sectors and 
to enterprises with less than 15 employees, which 
are normally not eligible for such support. Lump-
sum income compensation is also provided to the 
self-employed and external contractors.

Spain is providing income support for the self-em-
ployed, members of cooperatives and workers 
whose employment has been temporarily sus-
pended, even if they would not have normally 
received unemployment benefits.

Ethiopia has prohibited laying off workers and  
terminating employment.

Madagascar deferred payment of contributions to 
the social security fund for all companies without 
incurring any penalties for late payment.

Rwanda amended the scheme of the Community 
Based Health Insurance (“Mutuelle”) to ease 
access to health services and remove the waiting 
period between inscription and accessing medical 
services.

Brazil used a mobile app to identify informal work-
ers who are not in any government register but are 
entitled to assistance due to the COVID-19 crisis.

Burkina Faso introduced cash transfers to infor-
mal sector workers to help informal fruit and vege-
table retailers affected by the situation, particularly 
women.

Cabo Verde
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HIFX��)ZIR�MJ�PEVKI�HIƼGMXW�FVMRK�VMWOW�JSV�XLI�
JYXYVI��ƼWGEP�GSWXW�[MPP�FIGSQI�QSVI�QEREKI-
able once immediate rescue measures lead 
to a reversal of the spiral described above. 

A. PRIORITIZING IMMEDIATE 
SUPPORT FOR AT-RISK 
WORKERS, ENTERPRISES, 
JOBS AND INCOMES

As outlined above, many countries have reacted 
promptly and with unprecedented scope and 
scale to COVID-19, with investments in the 
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young people, migrant workers and other 
KVSYTW�XLEX�ƼRH�MX�TEVXMGYPEVP]�LEVH�XS�VI�IR-
ter labour markets once they are forced to 
exit.

https://www.social-protection.org/gimi/ShowWiki.action?id=3417
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B. ENSURING A 
COMPREHENSIVE APPROACH 
TO RETURNING TO WORK

The false dichotomy between returning to work 
and protecting health needs to be dispelled. As 
lockdown and other restrictive measures are 
relaxed, strong measures at national and sub-na-
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work. While the recovery process is taking 
shape, they should have the opportunity to be 
(re-)trained, build digital skills and capabilities 
that help them to cope with the transition.

• Flexibility in continuing alternative work 
modalities for populations-at-risk. The 
elderly and those with existing health con-
ditions, persons with disabilities, as well 
as employees who have continued car-
egiving responsibilities brought about by 
the pandemic or were already pre-existing 
should be given the possibility to partic-
ipate in labour markets despite their ina-
bility to physically go to their workplace.

• Look beyond the short-term impact. 
From the very beginning, all of the meas-
ures taken should be implemented in a 
manner to pave the way to decent job 
creation, climate-resilient recovery and 
more inclusive and gender-responsive 
labour markets to ensure sustainable 
development and resilient societies. The 
ILO provides guidance in this regard.46 

C. CREATING DECENT AND 
PRODUCTIVE JOBS FOR A 
GREEN, INCLUSIVE, AND 
RESILIENT RECOVERY

The world of work will not and should not look 
the same after this crisis. Some changes are 
already visible: We see a much-strengthened 
focus on making workplaces safer, beyond 
COVID-related health issues. We see a height-
ened recognition of the work of health and 
care workers and other frontline professions. 
We see much greater recognition of the need 
for adequate social protection, including 
WSGMEP�LIEPXL�TVSXIGXMSR��WMGORIWW�FIRIƼXW�ERH�
unemployment protection. We see technology 

opening up working modalities that seemed 
MQTSWWMFPI�FIJSVI��EPPS[MRK�JSV�KVIEXIV�ƽI\MFMPMX]�
and perhaps also sustainability. We also see a 
strong debate in countries on how to best use 
the crisis to introduce the needed steps for 
sustainable structural transformation policies, 
including to rapidly reduce greenhouse gas 
emissions; reduce inequalities and address 
invisible and unpaid care work. Together with 
the increased public environmental awareness 
that was so strong when the crisis hit, this is 
a good start, but more needs to be done.

The decisions taken now around the recovery 
will have dramatic implications for current 
and future generations. What is needed is rec-
ognition that creating decent and productive 
jobs for all in a green, inclusive and resilient 
economy is the smartest path to recovery and 
to delivering on the goals of the 2030 Agenda 
and the Paris Agreement on Climate Change. 
We cannot afford to miss this opportunity. 

In this regard, policy actions would 
address the following:

• Social Protection: Expenditure on social 
protection need to be seen as an invest-
ment in people, not a burden or charity, 
and should therefore be anchored in 
domestic resources. Stop-gap measures 
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• Job creation through greening economies 
and investments in nature. With the right 
policies in place to promote greener econ-
omies, millions of new jobs can be created 
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support for MSMEs should focus on social 
and environmental sustainability. Strong 
supply chain connections allow SMEs and 
their supply chain partners to support each 
other. Building alliances among large and 
small businesses will also be key. The cur-
rent crisis can also be an opportunity to 
build innovative business models – such 

as social enterprise, inclusive business and 
impact investing.54 Making MSMEs energy 
ERH�VIWSYVGI�IƾGMIRX�[MPP�MRGVIEWI�XLIMV�
GSQTIXMXMZIRIWW�ERH�TVSƼXEFMPMX]��&VMRKMRK�
MR�XLI�GVIEXMZI�ERH�ƼRERGMEP�VIWSYVGIW�SJ�XLI�
private sector at early stages will contribute 
to easing the recovery process. For example, 
public-private partnerships could start right 

BOX 2: PRIVATE SECTOR INITIATIVES  

Companies globally are taking measures to limit 
adverse effects of the COVID-19 crisis trying to 
ensure that financial impacts will not be made at 
the expense of workers’ rights and welfare in their 
operations and in their global supply chains.

1. A Special Appeal from the United Nations Global 
Compact to encourage business leaders every-
where to use the Ten Principles as their guide in 
responding to the crisis.

2. Call to Action in the Garment Industry: 
Collaboration between stakeholders in the global 
garment industry to support manufacturers to 
survive the economic disruption caused by the 
COVID-19 pandemic and to protect garment work-
ers’ income, health and employment (see list of 
endorsing organizations).

3. A joint statement of the International 
Organization of Employers and the International 
Trade Union Confederation on COVID-19.

4. Employers and workers in specific social and 
economic sectors have developed joint statements 
and calls for action to protect workers and support 
enterprises. 

5. The International Chamber of Commerce (ICC) 
has launched a Call to Action to Save Our SMEs 
“SOS” campaign to shine a spotlight on the dev-
astating impact of COVID-19 on SMEs and their 
employees, ensure effective policy and fiscal 
responses at both the international and national 
levels and provide resources and tools to SMEs to 
help them navigate this economic shock. 

6. Amfori published guidelines for their mem-
bers on responsible purchasing practices during 
COVID-19. 

7. ICTI Ethical Toy Program published a respon-
sible purchasing practice guidance to support 
buyers during COVID-19. The guidance offers 
best-practice recommendations for purchasing 
practices to help buyers manage risks, protect 
business continuity and safeguard workers.

8. The Responsible Business Alliance created a 
resource hub to provide timely information for its 
members on coronavirus-related supply chain 
issues, including related to responsible business 
conduct in company supply chains during the 
outbreak to protect the rights and well-being of 
workers.

9. The International Organization of Employers 
(IOE) is mobilising its network to provide infor-
mation on business and employer organisations’ 
efforts to support members with safety and health 
measures, preventive actions to minimise disrup-
tion to productivity, strategies for mitigation of 
financial losses, and overview of government initi-
atives to reduce economic stress on business, and 
IOE Guidance for business on surviving Covid-19 
and coming out strong.

10. The World Economic Forum (WEF) launched 
the workforce principles as a guiding tool for Chief 
Human Resources Officers (CHROs) and other 
business leaders.

https://www.unglobalcompact.org/news/4531-03-16-2020
https://www.unglobalcompact.org/news/4531-03-16-2020
https://www.ilo.org/global/topics/coronavirus/sectoral/WCMS_742343/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_dialogue/---act_emp/documents/statement/wcms_739409.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_dialogue/---act_emp/documents/statement/wcms_739409.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_dialogue/---act_emp/documents/statement/wcms_739409.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/sector/Resources/WCMS_741939/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/sector/Resources/WCMS_741939/lang--en/index.htm
https://iccwbo.org/media-wall/news-speeches/icc-calls-for-urgent-action-to-save-our-smes/
https://www.amfori.org/resource/responsible-purchasing-practices-times-covid-19
https://www.ethicaltoyprogram.org/en/resources/covid19/
http://www.responsiblebusiness.org/focus-areas/covid19/
https://www.ioe-emp.org/en/policy-priorities/covid-19/
https://www.ioe-emp.org/en/policy-priorities/covid-19/
https://www.ioe-emp.org/en/policy-priorities/covid-19/
https://www.ioe-emp.org/en/policy-priorities/covid-19/key-documents/
https://www.ioe-emp.org/en/policy-priorities/covid-19/key-documents/
http://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_NES_COVID_19_Pandemic_Workforce_Principles_2020.pdf


THE WORLD OF WORK AND COVID-19    23    

away to provide (i) affordable internet access 
XS�EPP���MM�EJJSVHEFPI��IJJIGXMZI�ERH�IƾGMIRX�
“digital wallets” and payment options for all.

• 
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Building the future we want through the creation 
of decent employment opportunities will only 
happen with the right policies in place. These 
policies should build on existing normative 
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https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---dcomm/documents/briefingnote/wcms_745963.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---dcomm/documents/briefingnote/wcms_745963.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---gender/documents/publication/wcms_744374.pdf
https://ilostat.ilo.org/
https://ilostat.ilo.org/
https://ilostat.ilo.org/
https://www.ituc-csi.org/IMG/pdf/2019-06-ituc-global-rights-index-2019-report-en-2.pdf
/en/coronavirus/un-secretary-general
https://www.ilo.org/global/research/global-reports/weso/2019/WCMS_670542/lang--en/index.htm
https://ilostat.ilo.org/
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---dcomm/documents/briefingnote/wcms_745963.pdf
/development/desa/disabilities/publication-disability-sdgs.html
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/@ed_norm/@relconf/documents/meetingdocument/wcms_711674.pdf
/sites/un2.un.org/files/sg_report_socio-economic_impact_of_covid19.pdf
/sites/un2.un.org/files/sg_report_socio-economic_impact_of_covid19.pdf
/sites/un2.un.org/files/policy_brief_on_covid_impact_on_women_9_april_2020.pdf
/development/desa/disabilities/wp-content/uploads/sites/15/2020/05/sg_policy_brief_on_persons_with_disabilities_final.pdf
/development/desa/ageing/wp-content/uploads/sites/24/2020/05/COVID-Older-persons.pdf
http://hdr.undp.org/sites/default/files/covid-19_and_human_development_0.pdf
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