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Overview
- In response to the COVID-19 pandemic, lockdown measures were implemented around the world, 

impacting economic activity, disrupting both demand for and supply of labour

- Working hours declined across the world in 2020 (working-hour losses were 4x greater than in the 

GFC) with the biggest falls in middle-income countries, especially in the Americas – resulting in a 

sharp fall in employment in hard-hit labour markets, which led to a greater increase in inactivity than 

unemployment

- Containment measures eased in 2020Q3, resulting in some improvements in labour market 

outcomes, but recovery in last quarter has been uneven and fragile, even reversing in some 

countries

- Heterogeneous effects across sectors and population groups have been very pronounced and 

have implications for the recovery – women, youth, low-skilled and those in the informal economy 

have been disproportionately affected
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Lockdown measures led to a severe economic and labour market crisis in  
2020
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Working hour-
losses - 8.8% or 
255 million FTE

Employment loss -
114 million

Shift to 
unemployment - 33 

million

Shift to inactivity -
81 million

Reduced working 
hours within 

employment -
approx. 50% 

Labour income losses (before income support) – US$3.7 trillion or 4.4% of 

2019 GDP

Source: 7th ILO Monitor



…affecting all regions but particularly middle-income countries in 
Americas and South Asia
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Adjustment determined by lockdown measures + nature of labour market 
along with impact of other policies and institutions (e.g. fiscal stimulus, JRS)

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Total Lower-

middle-

income

Upper-middle-

income

High-income

Oxford Stringency 

Index

-0.128*** -0.0754* -0.208*** -0.0799***

(-9.21) (-2.53) (-5.91) (-7.08)

Constant 3.534*** 2.189 5.241* 2.112***

(4.88) (1.28) (2.58) (3.82)

Observations 172 16 43 113

R2 0.329 0.264 0.447 0.305
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t statistics in parentheses
* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001

Regression of employment growth on stringency of lockdown measures Looking at latest data on employment shows 

considerable variation – stronger recovery (e.g. 

US), stability (e.g. France), persistent deficits, 

esp. for youth (e.g. South Africa)



Diverging trends in working hours and employment at the sectoral level

Accommodation/ food services and other 

services were the hardest hit while some, 

including IT and finance, continued to grow 

in 2020
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Employment losses resulted in a much bigger increase in inactivity, with 
youth and women being hit harder
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8Inequality increasing regarding skills levels

Figure 4. Changes in employment by skill level (2nd quarter of 2020, year-on-year change)



Global labour income (pre-support) has fallen significantly and unevenly
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… with wide variation seen in post-support labour income across 
different categories of workers
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5 pillars of a human-centred recovery
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Human-centred 

recovery

Maintaining an 

accommodative 

macroeconomic policy

for income support and 

investment

Assisting low- and 

middle-income 

countries with 

vaccination and policy 

measures

Ensuring that hard-hit 

groups (young people, 

women, the low-paid and 

low-skilled workers) are 

supported in finding decent 

work opportunities

Implementing recovery 

strategies, based on social 

dialogue, that promote a 

transition to a more inclusive, 

resilient and sustainable world 

of work

Balancing the needs of the 

diverging sectors, with 

effective policy measures to 

support transitions as well as 

enterprises (esp. smaller 

firms)


