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Gender equality and COVD-19 – a case of
one step forward two steps back?
Gender equality has been at the forefront of the social, political and business agenda for a number of years,
with gender pay gap reporting now a legal requirement in many of the world’s leading economies.1 But we have
been living through an unprecedented health and economic crisis for over a year and the concern is that the
COVID-19 pandemic has not only seen the push for gender equality stall, but actually go backwards.
With International Women’s Day on 8 March 2021 – an annual campaign focused on gender equality whose
significance grows each year – there’s no better time to discuss the impact the pandemic has had, and is
having, on gender equality. In this Viewpoint, we’ll look at some areas for concern, suggest where employers
can focus in the push for gender equality in a post-pandemic world, and see where there have some positives
for women due to work / life changes. Let’s start with some of the more adverse effects.

What impact has the pandemic had on women?
According to the UN Global Compact, women
have been disproportionately affected by the
pandemic. Firstly, 60% of women’s employment
is informal leaving them with few protections
and the global gender pay gap is stuck at 16%
leaving them more vulnerable to economic
downturn. Women make up the majority
of healthcare workers which has, no doubt,
put them in greater danger. Add to this, the
burden of care – whether that’s for children,
elderly relatives or simply the family – that still
tends to fall on them.

Looking in more detail at the employment
angle, both men and women tend to be more
represented in certain sectors, but women are
over-represented in three of the four most
negatively impacted ones. Global research by
McKinsey & Co found that women account for
39% of the workforce but in accommodation
and food services they account for 54%,
retail and wholesale trade it is 43% and arts,
recreation and public administration it’s 46%.3

Women in the United States
have been 1.8x more likely to
lose their job because of the
pandemic than men.

The research also found women in the United
States have been 1.8x more likely to lose their
job because of the pandemic than men. Women
made up 46% of workers before the pandemic
but have suffered 54% of job losses to date.
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Tragically, in Japan, there’s been a large rise in suicide rates in
young women in the last year, which some experts believe could
be linked to the economic impacts of COVID-19.4 This, they believe,
is partly due to the growing number of single women who had
precarious employment status pre-pandemic and have since hit
hard times with little prospect of relief.
And it’s not just about a lack of employment opportunities or job
losses, the burden of unpaid care is an important factor, too. Women
are usually on the front line of care, doing an average of 75% of the
world’s total unpaid care work including childcare, household chores
and caring for the elderly.5 With schools shut and families at home
during lockdowns, this burden will have grown significantly.

There’s also mental health to consider. The pandemic has had a
negative impact on women’s mental load – the stress and fatigue
related to organising the home and caring for their families – with
51% rating it as “high”, which is up 10 points from pre-pandemic
levels.8 Women’s mental load increased most in the countries with
the highest number of COVID-19 infections, particularly Mexico
and Spain, while in Nigeria, where infections are low, there was no
reported increase to women’s mental load.

In certain South Asian, Middle Eastern and North African countries,
a woman’s share of unpaid care and domestic work is as high as 8090%, while in India, women are spending around 30% more time on
family responsibilities than they were pre-pandemic.6
Both these economic and care factors are problematic and need
addressing. The UK Women and Equalities Committee Report
into the gendered economic impact of the pandemic found some
schemes, such as the Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme (CJRS), while
supporting millions, had overlooked the labour market and caring
inequalities faced by women.7

Has COVID-19 forced workplace gender equality to take a step back?
Women’s equality organisation LeanIn and McKinsey & Co’s 2020
Women in the Workplace report found slow but measurable
progress in gender equality had been made pre-2020 but noted that
many of these gains could be wiped out by the pandemic.9
There are three groups particularly adversely affected:
	working mothers, who were already working overtime and no
longer have a divide between their two roles
	senior level women who are often held to higher standards and
blamed more than their male counterparts
	women of colour who are more likely than other employees to
feel excluded at work.

In the UK, the impact of school closures has been felt much more
by mothers than fathers. A survey by organisations including the
Women’s Budget Group and the Fawcett Society found 15% of
mothers had to take unpaid time off compared with 8% of fathers.
And it’s not just the present but the future – 43% of working women
are concerned about their job or promotion prospects due to the
pandemic and 35% of women have lost work or hours due to a lack
of childcare. 10,11

43% of working women in the UK are concerned
about their job or promotion prospects due to
the pandemic…

Lockdown work imbalance between parents
The institute for Fiscal Studies and University College London
conducted a study in May 2020 among 3,500 families of two opposite
gendered parents and found that mothers were doing more childcare
and housework than fathers.12
Key findings:
	The mothers looked after children for an average of 10.3 hours a day –
2.3 hours more per day than fathers
Mothers also did housework for 1.7 hours a day
	Mothers were 23% more likely than fathers to have temporarily
or permanently lost their job or quit and 14% more likely to have
been furloughed.
	Prior to the crisis, working mothers did
paid work in 6.3 hours of a weekday on
average. This has fallen by over one-fifth
to 4.9 hours since COVID-19
	Working fathers’ hours have also fallen,
but by proportionally less, from 8.6 hours
before the crisis to 7.2 hours now.

COVID-19 has left millions of
women worse off
AXA surveyed 8,000 women from different
social backgrounds in eight countries: France,
Germany, Italy, Mexico, Nigeria, Spain, Thailand
and the UK to understand how COVID-19 is
affecting women and how they feel about
the future.13
Results suggest that COVID-19 has left millions
of women worse off. Nearly half (47%) have
had to dip into savings to make ends meet or
turn to others for support. Among the hardest
hit are younger women, women with children
and those in developing countries with little
or no access to benefits or financial support.
Women feel more vulnerable due to COVID-19,
with half (50%) feeling more exposed to
financial risk.
In a survey carried out only in the UK by
Finder, however, results suggested that during
lockdown, a higher percentage of men had to
dip into their savings — 37% compared to 34%
of women — and they used more than twice as
much of their savings than the average woman,
at about £1,940 compared with £898.14

As an employer, how can you help?
There are steps employers can and many are already taking to support all employees and to ensure
they are part of the solution, not the problem, when it comes to challenging gender inequalities.
The Harvard Business Review interviewed working mothers in the United States about whether
their managers had supported them and found three ways in which employers can ensure mothers
remain in the workplace:15
 rovide certainty and clarity, wherever possible – be clear about job expectations
P
and performance standards and communicate policy changes in a timely manner,
informing them on what decisions are being made and why.
Right size job expectations – implement parent friendly scheduling policies and
ensure that everyone knows it’s ok to use them. To accommodate heavily impacted
employees, managers can update job descriptions, or allow employees to craft their own
jobs which in turn can create developmental opportunities for those with more time.
Continue empathy – ask employees what they need, how they feel and if they are
comfortable with how they work. A simple approach would be to start meetings by
checking in on how people are doing, asking about the family and showing interest –
don’t ignore the situation and pretend it isn’t happening.
Looking forward, employers who want to ensure the pandemic doesn’t have a lasting negative
impact on gender equality need to think more broadly about their current and future policies
and procedures.
Law firm Clyde & Co, for example, suggests that employers should review their diversity and
inclusion initiatives to ensure they are relevant post-pandemic and will be effective in dealing with
any issues created by COVID-19.
They recommend employers create or maintain flexible working policies if they aim to attract and
retain staff during and after the pandemic, particularly female employees. As women take on the
bulk of childcare responsibilities, employers will need to be mindful of personal circumstances
and ensure that the “new normal” is used to further support and enhance inclusivity.
The UK Women and Equalities Committee Report focuses on policy and legislation and one
key recommendation for employers is to remove the 26-week service threshold for employees
to request flexible working arrangements as, the report suggests, the pandemic has clearly
demonstrated that it’s both unhelpful and unnecessary.7

“There is a danger that women are the ones who are likely to opt to work
from home, and offices may just end up being the places where men go
to… we worked so hard to say a woman’s place is not in the kitchen. We
don’t want corona to say a woman’s place is in the home, that she’s sitting
in the kitchen with her laptop and the men’s place is in the office.”

A note of caution for the
future
While the widespread adoption of flexible
working should create more gender
equality, there is a risk that men will
choose to return to life as normal and
leaving women to continue working from
home. If parents are given a choice of
returning to workplaces or staying home,
the imbalance in unpaid domestic labour
may convince a disproportionate number
of women to choose remote working.
A sudden reduction in the number of
women in workplaces could undo some
of the equity progress made, so employers
need to make a conscious effort to keep
workplaces diverse and inclusive and
ensure they do not unconsciously create a
male-dominated office environment.
Phumzile Mlambo-Ngcuka, Executive
Director of UN Women, said: “There is
a danger that women are the ones who
are likely to opt to work from home, and
offices may just end up being the places
where men go to… we worked so hard to
say a woman’s place is not in the kitchen.
We don’t want corona to say a woman’s
place is in the home, that she’s sitting in
the kitchen with her laptop and the men’s
place is in the office.”17

Have there been positives for women?
Although women seem to have been
disproportionately negatively impacted by
the pandemic, there are some instances where
this isn’t the case. Despite the warnings from
the UN, some believe that increasingly flexible
working patterns are crucial for retaining
women in work. 76% of women in a 2017
survey said that remote work was necessary
for companies to retain staff long-term.18 And
now in 2020 and 2021, with home-working an
essential part of companies’ culture, businesses
are likely to be more willing to continue with
these policies. Plus, employers are now more
used to judging employees by outputs rather
than who is most visible in the office.19
Similarly, the remote work trend means
informal opportunities to get exposure – like
after work drinks or staying late in the office
– are not taking place, the playing field has

been levelled for those who haven’t been able
to take advantage of those opportunities –
although this might return once the world
returns to some form of normality.
Another positive has been in the area of
childcare. The Institute for Fiscal Studies
estimates that fathers are covering nearly double
the hours of childcare than before the crisis,
suggesting that attitudes about the role of
fathers in providing childcare and domestic work
may have changed – it may not be perfectly
even but it could be improving. And, as the
findings from the Fawcett Society11 indicate,
equal childcare would create more workplace
equality and reduce the gender pay gap,
enabling women to fulfil their potential at work.
Is there room for optimism for gender equality?
AXA’s study found, despite the challenging

circumstances, most women are “mildly”
optimistic about the next six months and
expect their prospects either to improve or
stay the same. Nearly half (46%) believe their
job situation may improve, while similar figures
believe their stress and tiredness levels will
come down. Women in emerging countries
feel the most positive while in Europe, women
are less optimistic, particularly about future
job security.

…fathers are covering nearly double
the hours of childcare than before
the crisis, suggesting that attitudes
about their role in providing
childcare and domestic work may
have changed.

And this is not just important culturally, it can have a significant economic impact
as well. McKinsey & Co predicts that pandemic recovery efforts that invest in the
female workforce could significantly boost employment opportunities and drive
inclusive economic growth. While countries like Iceland, Norway and Finland top
the World Economic Forum’s Global Gender Gap Index20 ranking, gender parity is
not forecast to be achieved for 100 years unless action is taken to redress gender
imbalance.
If no action is taken to counter the effects of the pandemic – well, estimates
suggest global GDP could be US$1 trillion lower by 2030, whereas taking action to
advance gender equality could add US$13 trillion to global GDP.5
So, it’s vital that employers across the world recognise the unique impact of the
pandemic on different employees within their organisation and do what they can
to support them, ensuring they choose to challenge any existing inequalities and
gender bias. Working together will help ensure that any gender inequality brought
about by the pandemic is not exacerbated when the world, and the global
workforce, starts getting back to normal.
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