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Gender inequality and the COVID-19 crisis: A Human Development perspective

Gender inequality and the COVID-19 crisis: A Human Development
perspective’

The COVID-19 crisis is a systemic human development crisis, compounding risks to progress towards gender
equality. The pandemic and its consequences hit a world wealthier than ever but facing deep divides in
human development?. Some of the consequences of COVID-19 have had a greater impact on some countries
and groups within countries, as pre-existing horizontal inequalities can magnify the effects of the crisis.
Across several social, economic, and political dimensions, women and girls are disproportionately affected
by the crisis simply because of their sex. The immediate effects of COVID-19 on gender inequality are already
showing themselves in health and education, on the burden of unpaid care work and gender-based violence.

While the COVID-19 crisis affects everyone, women and girls face specific and often disproportionate
economic, health, and social risks due to deeply entrenched inequalities, social norms, and unequal power
relations. Understanding the gender-differentiated impacts of the COVID-19 crisis through sex-
disaggregated data is fundamental to designing policy responses that reduce vulnerable conditions and
strengthen women's agency, placing gender equality at their centre. This is not just about rectifying long-
standing inequalities but also about building a more just and resilient world?3,

This paper presents a justification for the selection of indicators for the two dashboards, based on a
comprehensive literature review, which give an overview of gender inequalities from the COVID-19 crisis that
puts capabilities at risk as well as women's ability to face the effects of the pandemic and economic crisis.
The first dashboard covers a set of indicators on capabilities at risk. The second dashboard depicts a series
of measures of safe space, balanced care work, and the agency of women and girls.

"The authors thank Pedro Conceicdo,Jonathan Hall, Admir Jahic, Milorad Kovacevic, Anna Ortubia, Heriberto Tapia, Raquel Lagunas,
James Heintz and Guillermina Martin for their comments and inputs.

2 UNDP 2020a.

3 United Nations 2020.

HUMAN DEVELOPMENT WORKING PAPER | 3



Gender inequality and the COVID-19 crisis: A Human Development perspective

Dashboard 1: Crisis and capabilities at risk

The first dashboard (figure 1) presents the gender development index as a compound measure of the gender
gaps in human development at the country level. The first set of indicators of the dashboard points to
women's health and risk factors in the face of the COVID-19 pandemic by examining women's presence in
the health sector, access to sexual and reproductive health, and their risk of underlying cardiovascular
conditions. The second set of indicators explores women's economic capabilities, identifying their presence
in the formal and informal economy. The health and economic dimensions are grouped together as women
are at the frontlines of the crisis response in both of them.

Figure 1. Groupings and indicators in Dashboard 1

DASHBOARD 1
CRISIS AND CAPABILITIES
AT RISK
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Source: Human Development Report Office.

Note: In the dashboard, for each indicator, countries are divided into five groups of roughly equal sizes. The intention is not to suggest
thresholds or target values for the indicators, but to allow a crude visual assessment of a country's performance relative to others'. For
example, a country that is in the top quintile group in an indicator performs better than 80 percent of countries in this indicator. Similarly,
a country in the medium group performs better than 40 percent of countries but also worse than 40 percent of countries. Rankings are
not provided in the dashboard. There is no index of crisis and capabilities at risk that can be used for the unique ordering or ranking of
the countries. Details on the Human Development Index Ranking and the Gender Development Index see Human Development Report
2019 Statistical Annex at http://hdr.undp.org/en/data.

Women are in the frontlines of the COVID-19 response, putting them at a higher risk of exposure to the virus.
They make up 70 percent of the workers in the health and social sector globally* and constitute most health
facility service-staff5. Across the very high, high, and medium human development groups, women make up
more than 85% of nursing personnel, and women make up almost half of doctors for all counties except
those with low human development (figure 2).

4 Boniol and others 2019
5 United Nations 2020.
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Women's health is also adversely impacted by the reallocation of resources and priorities away from crucial
areas such as sexual and reproductive health services®. This could lead to an increase in maternal mortality
and morbidity, adolescent pregnancies, and HIV and sexually transmitted diseases. Previous health crises
like the Ebola virus and the Zika virus outbreaks provided evidence to this effect’. Maternal mortality ratios
reach 198 deaths per 100,000 live births in medium development countries and 557 deaths per 100,000 live
births in low human development countries. Adolescent pregnancies are higher than 30 births per 1,000
women ages 15-19 for high and medium human development countries, and higher than 100 births per 1,000
women ages 15-19 for low human development countries. In reference to contraception, in medium and low
human development countries, the percentage of married or in-union women of reproductive age that use
contraception remains lower than 55 percent. If COVID19 lockdowns shut related services for 6 months, in
low and middle-income countries, 47 million women are expected to lose regular access to modern
contraceptives. In this same scenario, an additional 7 million unintended pregnancies are expected to occur?,

Regarding COVID 19 and risk groups link to diseases as well as possible biological differences in COVID-19
impact over men and women, there is still limited information. Men have been more affected by the virus —
both in contagion and mortality - but it is unclear whether this is due to biological, behavioral, or other
reasons®. There is, however, the certainty that specific groups are more at risk. These include the elderly
and people with underlying conditions such as heart disease, lung, and respiratory health, and diabetes,
amongst others™.

Figure 2. Women are in the frontlines of COVID-19 response and face significant health risks
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Source: Human Development Report Office.

Note: Aggregation rule has been relaxed; some estimates not published in the dashboard. The Gender Development Index measures
disparities on the HDI by gender formulated as the ratio of female to male HDI values. The closer the ratio is to 1, the smaller the gap
between women and men. Details on the Human Development Groups and the Gender Development Index see Human Development
Report 2019 Statistical Annex at http://hdr.undp.org/en/data.

Moreover, the pandemic's economic impacts that have left no country or population unscathed, and women
are, again, disproportionately affected”. Compared to men, women have less capacity to absorb economic

5 UNFPA 2020a.

7 Wenhan and others 2020.

8 UNFPA 2020b.

9 Reeves and Ford 2020; Koerth 2020.
'© Maragakis 2020.

"UNDP 2020a.
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shocks because they have lower earnings, savings, and job security, and they are overrepresented in the
informal sector: 740 million women worldwide, and over 70 percent of women in informal employment in
developing economies (figure 3)™ . Due to the nature of this work, women are less likely to have protection
against dismissals, paid sick leave, and other worker rights if their employment is affected by the crisis. Other
effects in the economic arena, such as unpaid care work will be presented in Dashboard 2.

In many countries, women are overrepresented in the accommodation and food services, real estate,
administrative activities, manufacturing (notably the garment sector), and the wholesale/retail trade sectors.
These have been identified as among the sectors to be most heavily impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic™.
Moreover, many women in high-risk sectors own micro or small enterprises or are self-employed™. They are
now facing increased risks of bankruptcy due to gaps in financing, which translate to women having less
access to capital and loans: 80 percent of women-owned enterprises with credit needs are either unserved
or underserved'®,

Figure 3. Share of female employment in non-agriculture, by human development group
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Source: Human Development Report Office.

Note: Aggregation rule has been relaxed; some estimates not published in the dashboard. Details on the Human Development Groups
see Human Development Report 2019 Statistical Annex at http://hdr.undp.org/en/data.

"2 United Nations 2020.

31LO 2020.

"“1LO 2020.

5 |LO 2020.

6 World Economic Forum 2019.
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Dashboard 2: Safe space, balanced care work and agency

The second dashboard (figure 4) presents the gender inequality index (Gll) as a compound measure of gaps
in empowerment faced by women and girls. It offers a first set of indicators regarding safe space at the
household level, such as the prevalence of severe food insecurity, time spent on unpaid domestic and care
work, child marriage, and intimate partner violence. The second set of indicators portrays women's agency
in responding to the crisis through access to technology (internet and mobile phone), education, the share
of women in senior and middle management, political participation, and access to social protection by old-
age pension recipients.

Figure 4. Groupings and indicators in Dashboard 2

DASHBOARD 2
SAFE SPACE, BALANCED
CARE WORK AND AGENCY
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Source: Human Development Report Office.

Note: In the dashboard, for each indicator, countries are divided into five groups of roughly equal sizes. The intention is not to suggest
thresholds or target values for the indicators, but to allow a crude visual assessment of a country's performance relative to others'. For
example, a country that is in the top quintile group in an indicator performs better than 80 percent of countries in this indicator. Similarly,
a country in the medium group performs better than 40 percent of countries but also worse than 40 percent of countries. Old-age
pension recipients (female) is an exception — countries are divided into three groups. Rankings are not provided in the dashboard. There
is no index of safe space, balanced care work, and agency that can be used for unique ordering or ranking of the countries. Details on
the Human Development Index Ranking and the Gender Inequality Index see Human Development Report 2019 Statistical Annex at
http://hdr.undp.org/en/data.

Widespread lockdowns around the world mean many women are being asked to stay home and isolate in a
space that is supposed to be safe, but many households are not prepared to provide this safety to women
and girls. These measures have important implications over food security, the division of unpaid care work,
and increased risks for gender-based violence. At the household level, gender inequalities can persist

HUMAN DEVELOPMENT WORKING PAPER | 7
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through a vicious cycle of powerlessness, often rooted in gender social norms that force women to face
heavily restricted or even "tragic choices."”

The pandemic is expected to double the number of people facing food crises™. It constitutes a risk, especially
for women and girls, as in times of crisis, women tend to eat less to provide for children and other family
members™. Regarding the division of unpaid care work, globally, women spend, on average, 3.2 more hours
on unpaid care and domestic work than men?2°. With quarantine measures, the workload in caring for children,
the sick, and the elderly, as well as household tasks, will likely increase. Furthermore, the gradual reopening
will pose additional challenges for women as it could push them out of the labor force or into part-time jobs
while increasing their responsibilities at home, and this pressure intensifies for single mothers?'.

Finally, 243 million women and girls worldwide have been subjected to sexual and/or physical violence by
an intimate partner?2. For countries in medium and low human development groups, the percentage of
women who ever-experienced intimate partner violence is, on average greater than 30 percent (figure 5).
Still, 30 percent of people believe it is justifiable for a man to beat his partner?. Pre-existing toxic social
norms, combined with increased economic and social stress caused by isolation measures and financial
difficulties in the household, have driven an increase in gender-based violence as many women are in
lockdown with their abusers?*, while services to support, survivors are being disrupted or inaccessible
because of the pandemic. Child marriage is another manifestation of gender-based violence. Many of the
factors that drive child marriage are exacerbated in crisis and emergency settings. Effects of the pandemic
such as loss of household income, higher risk of violence in the household, and lack of access to schooling
can increase child marriage?®. Harmful practices such as child marriage remain higher than 25 percent across
high, medium, and low human development groups. All these issues accumulate across the life course and
affect well-being and social security in old age.

An ability to deal with the effects of the pandemic is not only reflected at the household level but also through
women's agency. Agency gives women the ability and freedom to make decisions over their own lives and
bodies. During a crisis, agency constitutes a powerful tool for resilience and overcoming new barriers.

Education is a tool for women to expand their ability to make decisions and act on them, but the pandemic
is affecting education globally. Given school closures and lockdowns, 10 million girls in secondary school?®
could be out of school due to the crisis. The mean years of schooling for females in medium human
development countries is 5, while for low human development countries barely reaches 4. The opportunity
to continue the education remotely, from home, is essential. For many girls in low-income countries, access
to education was already a challenge? before the outbreak. Across high, medium, and low human
development countries, less than 60 percent of women use the internet. The average percentage of female
internet users is less than 30 percent for countries with medium or low human development (figure 6). The
closure of schools can widen the gender digital divide due to unequal access to the internet and
technologies.

7 UNDP 2020a.

'8 World Food Programme 2020.
' UN Women 2019.

291LO 2018.

2! Cohen and Hsu. 2020.

22 UN Women 2020a.

23 UNDP 2020b.

24 UNDP 2020c.

25 The Global Partnership to End Child Marriage 2020.
26 Malala Fund 2020.

27 Jenkins and Winthrop 2020.
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Figure 5. Violence against women ever experienced, intimate partner, by human development group
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Source: Human Development Report Office.

Note: Aggregation rule has been relaxed; some estimates not published in the dashboard. Details on the Human Development Groups
see Human Development Report 2019 Statistical Annex at http://hdr.undp.org/en/data.

Figure 6. Internet users and the female population who owns a mobile telephone,
by human development group
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Note: Aggregation rule has been relaxed; some estimates not published in the dashboard. Details on the Human Development Groups
see Human Development Report 2019 Statistical Annex at http://hdr.undp.org/en/data.
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Furthermore, evidence from past crises has shown that school closures can lead to higher risks of sexual
abuse and teenage pregnancies®. Also, the consequences of the pandemic can constrain women's
decision-making power in the economic and political spheres, leading to widening gender gaps in accessing
basic services, controlling assets, and managing resources. The lack of women's participation in decision-
making processes limits the reach and impact of recovery efforts and the possibilities to revitalize economies
and societies. In high, medium, and low human development groups, the percentage of seats in the
parliament held by women is less than 25 percent. Women were already advancing at a slow pace in getting
representation in positions of power, at the economics and political spheres, the lockdown puts at risk the
gains at the household level, hinders women participating in decision making and increases the risk of job
losses.

Policy relevance of disaggregated data

Policies to reduce conditions of vulnerabilityand strengthen capacities to tackle crises are crucial to enable
girls and women to better weather and recover from these shocks. Strong policy responses will be built from
sex-disaggregated data that allows a better understanding of the gender implications of the COVID-19
crisis?®. There is an urgent need for more and better collection as well as reporting of data disaggregated by
sex. Also, by age, residence (urban/rural), race, ethnicity, and other intersectional characteristics to inform
policymakers, governments, decision-makers, and researchers, thus helping them better understand and
respond to the pandemic.

28 Plan International 2014.
2% Despite the immense efforts to monitor and account for cases, deaths, hospitalization and ICU admissions, important gaps persist.
Global Health 50-50 2020; Un Women 2020b; Data 2X 2020.
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NOTES
. Data refer to the most recent year available during the period specified.
b. Data are average annual estimates for 2015-2020.

T. From original data source.

DEFINITIONS
Gender Development Index (GDI): Ratio of female to male HDI values. See Technical note 3 at http:/ihdr.undp orgsites/defaultfles/hdr2019_technical_notes pdf for details on how the Gender Development Index is calculated.

Medical doctors, female: Female doctors as percentage of all medical doctors at national level

Nursing personnel, female: Female nursing personnel as percentage of all nursing personnel at national level

Mortality rate attributed to cardiovascular disease, cancer, diabetes or chronic respiratory disease, female:  Probabilty of dying between exact ages 30 and 70 from any of cardiovascular disease, cancer, diabetes or chronic respiratory.

Maternal mortality rati

Number of deaths due to pregnancy-related causes per 100,000 ive births
Adolescent birth rate: Number of births to women ages 15-19 per 1,000 women ages 15-19.

Contraceptive prevalence, any method: Percentage of married or in-union women of reproductive age (15-49 years) currently using any contraceptive method.
‘Share of employment in nonagriculture, female: ~ Share of women in employment in the nonagricultural sector, which comprises industry and services activiies.

‘Share of informal employment in nonagriculture, female:  Share of women in informal employment in the nonagricultural sector, which comprises industry and services activities.

MAIN DATA SOURCES
Column 1: HDRO calculations based on data from UNDESA (2019b), UNESCO Institute for Statistics (2019), Barro and Lee (2018), World Bank (2019a), ILO (2019) and IMF (2019).
Columns 2 and 3: WHO (World Health Organization) (2020). Global Health Observatory. wiw.who intighol. Accessed 27 May 2020.

Column 4: United Nations Statistics Division (2020). Global SDG Indicators Database. https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/indicators/database/. Accessed 27 May, 2020.

Column 5: UN Materal Mortality Estimation Group 2017. Maternal mortality data. http:/data.unice. Accessed 15 July 2019.

Column 6: UNDESA (2019b). World Population Prospects: The 2019 Revision. New York. https/population.un.orghwppl. Accessed 19 June 2019.
Column 7: UNDESA (2019a). World Contraceptive Use 2019, New York. http un asp. Accessed 3 May 2019.

Column 8: ILO (2019). ILOSTAT database. www.lo orgfilostat. Accessed 17 June 2019.
Column 9: ILO (2020). ILOSTAT database. https:/filostat.lo.oral. Accessed 27 May 2020
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Dashboard 2. Safe space, balanced care work and agency
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Details on the Human Development Index Ranking and the Gender Inequality Index see Human Development Report 2019 Statistical Annex at hitp://hdr.undp.orglen/data
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NOTES
2. Data refer to the most recent year available during the period specifid.
b. D age ranges, sampl . ever-married or all women) and definitions of the forms of violence and of perpetrators vary by survey. Thus data are not necessarily comparable across countries.

c. Data refer to 2018 or the most recent year available.
d. Because statutory pension ages iffer by country, cross-country comparisons should be made with caution.
e Based on data from OECD (2018)

1. Refers to the population ages 10 and older.

9. Refers to the population ages 2074

h. Refers to the population ages 12 and older.

i. Updated by HDRO based on data from UNESCO Institute for Statistics (2019).

j. Based on Barro and Lee (2018).

k. Refers to a year between 2014 and 2016,

1. Updated by HDRO based on data from United Nations Children's Fund Multiple Indicator Cluster Surveys for 2006-2018.
m. Updated by HDRO using Barro and Lee (2018) estimates.

n. Refers to 2003.

0. Refers to the population ages 6 and older.

p. Based on cross-country regression.

q. Updated by HDRO based on data from ICF Macro Demographic and Health Surveys for 2006-2018.

. Excludes the 36 special rotating delegates appointed on an ad hoc basi

5. Refers 10 2017.

t Refers to 2013,

u. Based on data from the national statistical office.

v. Refers 10 2015,

w. Updated by HDRO based on Syrian Center for Policy Research (2017).

x. Refers to the population ages 5 and older.

DEFINITIONS
quality Index (G reflecting inequality in achievement between women and men in three dimensions: reproductive health, empowerment and the labour market. See Technical note 4 at http:/indr.undp.org/sites/defaultfles/hdr2019_technical_notes.pd for details on how the Gender Inequality Index is calculated.
Prevalence of severe food insecurity in ion, femal :ge of people in the popy P food insecurty during period. y of food insecurity, defined as a latent trait,is measured on the Food Insecurity Experience Scale (FIES) global reference scale.
e unpaid number of hours spent on unpaid care work, edasa a 24-hour day. Unpaid domestic and care work refers to activities related to the provision of services for own final se by household members or by family members living in other households.

Child marriage, women married by age 18: Percentage of women ages 20-24 who were first married or in union before age 18,

intimate partner: :ge of the female population ages 15 and older that has ever from an

Internet users, female: Percentage of women with access to the worldwide network.
Proportion of female population who own a mobile telephone: Percentage of women who own a mobile telephone.

Mean years of schooling: Average number of years of education received by people ages 25 and older, converted from educational attainment levels using official durations of each level.

in Proportion of women in total employment in senior and middle management.
Share of seats in parliament: Proportion of seats held by women in the national parliament, expressed as a percentage of total seats. For countries with a bicameral legislative system, the share of seats is calculated based on both houses.

Old-age pension recipients, female: Percentage of women above the statutory pensionable age receiving an old-age pension (contributory, noncontributory or both).

MAIN DATA SOURCES
Column 1:HDRO calculations based on data from UN Materal Mortality Estimation Group (2017), DESA (2019b), IPU (2019), UNESCO Institute for Statistics (2019), Barro and Lee (2018) and ILO (2019).
Columns 2 and 7: United Nations Statistics Division (2020). Global SDG Indicators Database. https:/funstats.un.org/sdgs/indicators/database!. Accessed 27 May, 2020.

Columns 3, 4 and 11: United Nations Statistics Division (2019a). Global SDG Indicators Database. https:/iunstats.un.org/sdgsfindicators/databasel. Accessed 15 July, 2019.
Column 5: UN Women (United Nations Entity for Gender Equality and the Empowerment of Women). 2019. UN Women Global Database on Violence against Women. New York. http:/fevaw-global-database. unwomen.org. Accessed 10 June 2019.
Column 6: ITU (International Telecommunication Union) (2019). ICT Facts and Figures 2019, www.tu.int/en/ITU-D/Statistics/Pages/stayl. Accessed 8 August 2019.

Column 8: UNESCO Institute for Statistics (2019), Barro and Lee (2018), ICF Macro Demographic and Health Surveys, UNICEF Multiple Indicator Cluster Surveys and OECD (2018).

Column 8: ILO (2019). ILOSTAT database. www.lo.orgflostat. Accessed 17 June 2019.

Column 10: IPU (2019). Women in national pariiaments. www.ipu orglwmn-e/classif-arc.htm. Accessed 11 April 2019
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