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The past two years have been a traumatic time  
for economies and societies worldwide, roiled  
by the COVID-19 pandemic. The extensive 
lockdowns introduced in response to the 
pandemic saved many lives but they also had 
adverse knock-on effects, including dramatic 
economic disruptions. These in turn were 
partially alleviated by the introduction of further 
extraordinary economic and social policy 
measures. While most of these countervailing 

measures were not entirely new, they were 
deployed on an unprecedented scale. 

This paper asks whether there are aspects of the 
response to COVID-19 that could inform economic 
and social policy beyond the pandemic. It reviews 
five widely adopted emergency measures, then 
suggests six possible lessons for post-pandemic 
policies that could contribute to building more 
inclusive societies. 

Five key pandemic responses

Among the five headline policies, a wide set of 
employment support programmes saved millions 
of jobs and contained bankruptcies, with only minor 
negative effects on productivity or banking-sector 
solidity. Yet, the cost per job saved was sometimes 
higher than necessary and the support period for 
firms lasted too long. 

Similarly, temporary extensions of social safety 
nets helped mitigate poverty incidence, especially 
among the most vulnerable (e.g. those with  
lower levels of education or with precarious 
contracts). In some circumstances, deploying  
such measures at a time of evident need led 
to public opinion becoming more supportive of 
welfare expenditure. However, this may have 
created an expectation that such extraordinary 
measures could become permanent.

Public capital expenditure has been another 
important component of stimulus packages, 
offsetting a slump in private investment, as well 

as reducing infrastructure deficits and reinforcing 
climate objectives. However, the resurgence in 
public investment was insufficient to meet the 
increasing demand in some segments (e.g. digital 
connectivity) and was poorly aligned with wider 
societal needs, such as households’ access to 
water, energy and housing, or resilience to natural 
disaster risks.

Moreover, a massive increase in remote working 
forced business organizations to change in ways 
that will last beyond the emergency and that 
hold out the promise of reductions in commuting 
time and improvements in work-life balance and 
productivity. However, new sources of inequality 
could potentially emerge between those who can 
and cannot work remotely.

Finally, the extensive use of remote learning had a 
negative effect on the education of young students 
but showed promising applications for students in 
higher education and for adults’ life-long learning.

Lessons for future policy-making

From the retrospective analysis of these five policy 
areas, six forward-looking lessons emerge. First, 
countries should build smarter, customized, well-
publicized social protections: employment support 
could be used outside of crisis events to address 
less universal disruptions, provided that targeting 
is improved through screening mechanisms, 
prosecution of abuses, incentives to minimize the 
length of programmes, and inducements for workers 
to move from subsidized to unsubsidized sectors, or 
return to work after lay-offs.

Second, the report points to the need to expand 
reskilling, upskilling and adult learning for 
all. Stronger linkages between job support and 
reskilling are crucial to turn temporary subsidies into 
lasting employment opportunities. Thus, reskilling 
must become better integrated into the structure of 
countries’ safety nets and job-retention schemes.

Third, policy-makers should promote living wages 
and bolster household finances. Despite recent 
nominal wage increases, the fragility of households’ 
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financial buffers during the pandemic has 
reinforced the need for fairer social contracts  
for workers, with a greater focus on living  
wages, but also the importance of ensuring  
better training opportunities, enhanced  
bargaining powers, and revised tax-structures 
and in-work benefits.

Fourth, care is needed to ensure remote 
working promotes equality. This means 
updating rights and responsibilities in legal 
frameworks for remote workers, and recalibrating 
firms’ talent management practices to equalize 
career opportunities, ensuring equal access  
to the infrastructure and skills required to  
work remotely. 

Fifth, government and business leaders are 
called on to strengthen care systems to 
support gender equality. Women were often 
employed in the sectors most severely hit by 
the pandemic and they are much more likely to 
have to juggle professional and household tasks 
than men. This warrants targeted measures that 
can improve women’s opportunities in the job 
market, including ad-hoc reskilling and upskilling, 
better access to leadership positions and, most 
importantly, enhanced care systems.

Sixth, countries should invest in educational 
content, talent and infrastructure. Education 
and training are cornerstones of social mobility, 
but countries are currently underinvesting in these 
areas. Equipping future generations with better skills 
will involve updating curricula and smarter spending 
on school equipment, digital infrastructure and 
teacher training while disinvesting in less-core (non-
teaching) activities. 

Advancing social inclusion, however, requires 
resources that governments increasingly struggle 
to find at a time when public debt burdens have 
reached historic highs and interest rates are 
surging. Decision-makers should look at alternative 
approaches. In the absence of silver-bullet 
solutions, a two-step approach may involve: (1) 
greater public-private innovation and collaboration 
on financing social services; and (2) government-
enforced conditionalities aligning private-sector 
interests with societal goals.

As new shocks and challenges weigh on the 
recovery process, learning from the societal stress 
tests caused by the pandemic may help to uncover 
the types of policy innovations we need to address 
existing and emerging vulnerabilities, building a 
pathway to more inclusive societies.
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The COVID-19 crisis has been an extraordinary 
challenge for economies and societies across 
the globe, exacerbating pre-existing inequalities. 
Aside from its direct public health impacts, the 
pandemic led to far-reaching restrictions on 
people’s movement and interactions, with profound 
societal and economic consequences. The wave of 
countervailing policy responses designed to mitigate 
the adverse effects of shutdowns on households 

and businesses was unprecedented in scale and 
has introduced some new policy approaches that 
could be used to reduce social disparities in the 
future. The purpose of this paper is to review key 
parts of this wave of emergency policy-making, 
assess the extent to which measures are relevant 
for “normal” times and highlight potential lessons 
for post-pandemic policies aimed at building more 
inclusive societies.

The COVID-19 response1.1

The extremely rapid spread of COVID-19 starting 
in early 2020 profoundly destabilized public health 
systems around the world, leading to more than 
600 million infections and 6 million deaths in the two 
years that followed.1 To slow the progress of the 
virus and save human lives, various forms of social 
distancing – with large variations in mode, intensity 
and duration – were implemented globally. Between 
2020 and 2022 more than 160 countries introduced 
stay-at-home requirements for at least two weeks 
(Figure 1) and more than 180 countries applied some 
form of workplace closure.2 Although the merits and 
trade-offs of these restrictions have been the subject 
of heated debate, most policy-makers judged them 
necessary to manage the public health emergency. 

However, such restrictions on human movement 
and interactions severely impaired economic activity, 
with far-reaching consequences for households’ 
livelihoods and companies’ operations, which policy-
makers sought to minimize. 

At the outbreak of the pandemic, households’ 
limited financial resilience was already an issue of 
particular concern. Globally, 61.2% of the world’s 
employed population were in informal employment,3 
with limited safety nets available and little in the way 
or private savings. Even in advanced economies, 
many households had limited savings with which 
to weather the crisis. Across OECD (Organisation 
for Economic Co-operation and Development) 

F I G U R E  1 .

Count (number of countries)

Recommended Required

Note: “Recommended” corresponds to countries’ policies coded as “Recommended not to leave the house”. “Required” corresponds to countries’ policies 
coded as “Required not to leave the house with exceptions for daily exercise, grocery shopping and ‘essential trips’” or “Required not to leave the house 
with minimal exceptions”.

Source: Oxford COVID-19 Government Response Tracker, Blavatnik School of Government, University of Oxford 
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countries, about 10% of the population was 
financially insecure before the pandemic (Figure 2),

with peaks above 17% in the USA, Latvia and 
Chile. In the US, this translates into almost a third of 
households not having sufficient emergency funds 
to cover their basic expenses for more than three 
months.4 In addition, social protection was often 
inadequate. Globally, only 31% of the working-age 
population was covered by comprehensive social 
security and more than 4 billion people were not 
covered by any type of social protection.5 

These vulnerabilities shaped policy-makers’ response 
to the pandemic. Policy-makers were also cognizant 
of the social tensions that had arisen in many 
countries during and after the 2009 global financial 

crisis. When the pandemic broke out, countries 
were already grappling with inequalities and growing 
demands for social protection. This meant that 
special attention was paid to social outcomes in 
the design of COVID-19 responses. Policy-makers 
also spent much more extensively than they had in 
response to the financial crisis. The pandemic saw 
public expenditure as a proportion of GDP jump by  
8 percentage points in advanced economies and  
2.5 percentage points in developing economies 
(Figure 3). This compares to increases of 3.8 and  
1.6 percentage points during the financial crisis. 

Another prominent feature of the pandemic 
response was the widespread use of digital 
technologies to maintain activity and interaction 
despite severe physical constraints.  

F I G U R E  2 .

0Individuals (%) 5 10 15 2520

Japan 3.8
Korea 4.7
Finland 4.9
Netherlands 5
Norway 5.2
Demark 6.3
Austria 6.4
Australia 8.3
France 8.4
New Zealand 9.5
Luxembourgh 9.7
Hungry 10.4
UK 10.4

OECD 10.4
Slovak Republic 10.7
Belgium 10.9
Canada 11
Portugal 11.1
Poland 11.2
Germany 11.4
Ireland 11.5
Greece 11.6
Italy 11.8
Spain 12.9
Slovenia 13.8
Estonia 15.9
USA 17
Latvia 20.4
Chile 22.2 

Note: Financially insecure people are those who are in households that are not necessarily income-poor, but have insufficient liquid financial wealth to 
support them at the level of the income poverty line for more than three months. Liquid financial wealth is defined as cash, quoted shares, mutual funds and 
bonds net of liabilities of own unincorporated enterprises. Year: 2015 or most recent available.

Source: OECD Statistics Working Papers, OECD Employment Outlook 2022 

Share of financially insecure people (pre-COVID), OECD countries
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Remote working and teaching were made possible 
by cheap videoconferencing and cloud-based 
collaboration software, as well as through the 
provision of domestic internet bandwidth capable 
of sustaining large data flows and real-time video 

exchanges. These technologies are less than a 
decade old. Had the pandemic occurred 15 years 
earlier, it would have been much more difficult to 
make the organizational adjustments required for 
virtual interaction on a such a vast scale. 

Towards more inclusive post-pandemic policies1.2

This paper examines a range of COVID-response 
policies to see what can be learned from them and 
retained for the future. We approached this task from 
the perspective of economic inclusion, seeking lessons 
for post-pandemic policy-making that might help to 
build more prosperous and cohesive societies. While 
most of the emergency policy-making in response 
to the pandemic was designed with short-term crisis 
management in mind, the scale and character of 
some of the interventions may yield insights about 
potential “business-as-usual” approaches to social and 
economic policy now and in the future. 

The report focuses on five of the most common 
policy interventions with economic and social 
implications: 

1. Programmes aimed at maintaining or sustaining 
employment 

2. Programmes aimed at supporting unemployed 
people and/or those in atypical contracts, 

3. Remote working policies 

4. Remote learning policies 

5. Increased public capital investments 

The next section provides an overview of these 
policies, assessing their scale and novelty, their 
objectives and the results they achieved. The final 
section of the paper builds on this assessment 
by considering what can be learned to inform the 
design of future policy. Six lessons are highlighted in 
particular, four relating directly to pandemic-response 
measures and two to blind spots revealed by the 
pandemic. The conclusion underlines the mounting 
difficulty of funding economic and social policies 
against a backdrop of elevated public indebtedness 
and rising interest rates. 

This analysis shows that more must be done to  
build more inclusive socioeconomic systems.  
Crises can be catalysts for transformation,  
and it is notable that since the pandemic the  
political discourse in many countries has swung 
in favour of greater solidarity, signalling a potential 
desire to break with the past and build a new future.6 
However, this opportunity for reform may not last for 
long and should not be wasted. 

General government expenditure (% of GDP)
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In this section, five widely adopted policy  
responses to COVID-19 are described.  
This analysis takes the major health-related 
interventions (notably, lockdowns of various 
intensity) as a given and focuses on the steps taken 
to secure socioeconomic outcomes,  
such as protecting employment and incomes, 

preventing a rise in inequality or maintaining 
continuity of education. In some cases, this  
involved the introduction of new policies. In  
others, it included the deployment and/or  
extension of policies that were already in place  
but that acquired new significance with the 
outbreak of the pandemic.

Employment support2.1

As noted above, the vast majority of countries 
introduced stay-at-home policies and workplace 
closures in response to the outbreak of the pandemic. 
The scale of the resulting economic disruption was 
vast, with global GDP slumping by around 5% relative 
to early 2019, leading to huge interventions designed 
to prop up economic activity and employment.7 A 
range of different interventions are grouped together 
here, from furlough schemes and wage subsidies 
to credit guarantees and equity injections. Although 
different in their technical characteristics, these policies 
share the common goals of saving current and future 
jobs by keeping companies afloat and maintaining 
workers’ contractual links with their employers.8

The rationale for these measures is clear. Left 
unchecked, the pandemic would have triggered 
massive unemployment and income losses, with 
destabilizing consequences for households, firms 
and society more generally. Moreover, research 
shows that a surge in unemployment could have 
had grave permanent effects. Recent studies have 
shown that five years after experiencing a job loss, a 
worker’s average earnings tend to have declined by 
between 10% and 20%, even in economies such as 
Sweden, Denmark or the US, and by more than 30% 
in countries with dual labour markets, such as Spain, 
Portugal or Italy.9 

To avoid this kind of scarring, most countries 
relied on schemes to protect jobs and prevent 

bankruptcies. In many cases, these measures 
were not newly introduced in response to 
the pandemic, but they were deployed on an 
unprecedented scale and in some cases had 
rarely been used before. The resources dedicated 
to these measures varied considerably across 
advanced and developing countries. This is easier 
to gauge for support to businesses than for direct 
employment support because of the prevalence 
of informal employment in low-income countries: 
liquidity support measures for businesses 
amounted to just 0.1% of GDP in low-income 
countries, compared to 11% of GDP in high-
income economies (Figure 4).10

For example, in sub-Saharan Africa, countries 
jointly activated credit guarantee facilities totalling 
about $8 billion.11 By contrast, among advanced 
economies the figure was much higher: the 
Paycheck Protection Program (PPP) in the US 
alone, for example, distributed loans totalling 
almost $800 billion,12 while in Germany, Italy 
and France the equivalent programmes had 
budgets of around €760 billion, €400 billion and 
€330 billion, respectively. In some instances, 
conditionalities were attached to government 
support for businesses, such as requiring firms 
to suspend dividends, limit the remuneration of 
managers or retain employees. For instance, PPP 
loans in the US were conditional on the retention 
of workers.13 

F I G U R E  4 . 

0% of GDP 2 4 6 8 10 12

Advanced economies 10.9

G20 6.4

Emerging economies 2.0

Low-income 
developing countries 0.1

Note: These figures correspond to below-the-line expenditure, including equity injections, loans, asset purchases or debt assumptions and contingent 
liabilities (guarantees and quasi-fiscal operations).

Source: IMF Fiscal Monitor, Database of Country Fiscal Measures in Response to the COVID-19 Pandemic, June 2020 

COVID-19 financial support to businesses
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In several advanced economies, existing 
mechanisms to reduce working hours in response 
to downturns were broadened in response to 
the pandemic by widening the eligibility criteria or 
prolonging the duration of benefits. In France, the 
duration of chômage partiel benefits was extended 
from six months to 12. In Germany and Italy, 

eligibility for Kurzarbeit and cassa integrazione was 
eased to grant funds to more firms. In countries 
where structural automatic stabilizers like these did 
not exist, new programmes were introduced, albeit 
on a temporary basis, such as the UK’s Coronavirus 
Job Retention Scheme (CJRS) or South Africa’s 
TERS programme.14 

Did these interventions work?

To a large extent, these programmes achieved 
their main objectives. An estimated 50 million jobs 
across OECD countries were saved directly or 
indirectly.15 Bankruptcy rates were also contained. 
For instance, about 200,000 American companies 
filed for bankruptcy in 2020, a much lower number 
than the 600,000 recorded in 2009.16 In other 
words, government support prevented the crisis 
from pushing healthy firms out of the market, thus 
keeping productive capacity and good jobs in place 
for the recovery.

One of the anticipated risks of such widespread 
support was so-called “zombification” – the 
support of fundamentally unhealthy companies 
destined to go out of business anyway. However, 
the evidence suggests that this was less of a 
problem than expected. Only a small share  
(4–8%) of the supported firms could be classified 
as zombies, and across multiple countries most 
funds went, as intended, to robust firms facing 
liquidity problems.17 

Similarly, the risk that extensive credit support 
would lead to problems in the banking sector  
did not materialize. In fact, the share of non-
performing loans is lower today than it was before 
the outbreak of COVID-19, and bank leverage 
has increased only marginally.18 This reflects the 
commitment of central banks to provide credit 
support, and banks’ solid capitalization (a legacy in 
part of the global financial crisis). 

Despite these positive outcomes, it is worth noting 
areas in which the design and targeting of such 
programmes could be improved. In some cases, 
the cost of saving jobs was high. For example, 
the cost per job saved under the US PPP was 
estimated at $170,000–$260,000 per year, which 
is considerably higher than the average $58,000 
paid in wages to small-business employees.19 
In addition, unclear exit strategies sometimes 
prolonged firms’ support more than was necessary 
and impeded companies’ incentives to restructure 
after reopening. 

Social safety nets2.2

As a second set of steps, many governments 
undertook various ad hoc interventions to strengthen 
social safety nets. This was done because, when put 
to the test by the pandemic, existing social security 
and health insurance mechanisms often proved 
insufficient, revealing coverage gaps that would have 
led to substantial increases in poverty in the absence 
of remedial action. 

Even with job retention schemes in place, the 
pandemic saw unemployment rates increase, 
leaving millions of people on low or no incomes. 
Among workers, a recent study demonstrates 
that across the UK, US and Germany numerous 
groups risked falling through the cracks. Workers in 
alternative contract arrangements, those with lower 
levels of education, people who could not work 
from home and women were all much more likely 
to lose their livelihood or to experience declining 
earnings than other workers.20 Moreover, these 
groups were often inadequately insured and/or 
ineligible for employment-support programmes. 

To remedy these gaps, a wave of social protection 
measures was announced in the months following 

the outbreak of the pandemic. The level of social 
expenditure was extraordinary in many countries. 
Between February and December 2020 more than 
1,600 social protection policies were announced 
globally, including measures covering income 
protection, unemployment, health and housing.21 
According to figures from the United Nations, 
between December 2020 and May 2021 total 
spending on social protection rose by almost 270%, 
to $2.9 trillion globally.22 

The nature of the social support measures varied. 
In some cases, targeted grants were provided to 
workers that were not covered by any existing 
social protection scheme. Some governments 
focused on extending coverage to unprotected 
groups, while others sought to increase benefit 
levels, introduce new benefits, adapt administrative 
and delivery mechanisms, and mobilize additional 
financial resources.23 For example, the US allocated 
more than $760 billion to direct payments, including 
$600 billion to unemployment insurance. Notably, 
unemployment benefits were extended to self-
employed people, freelancers and gig economy 
workers. There were similar moves in other OECD 
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countries, with eligibility for social protection 
being extended to temporary, agency and some 
categories of self-employed workers.24 Spain 
introduced a new permanent guaranteed minimum 
income programme, covering 2.3 million vulnerable 
people, while Canada’s Canada Emergency 
Response Benefit (CERB) programme paid $2,000 
every four weeks to anyone unable to work.

Developing countries, too, made strides towards 
closing social protection gaps. For instance, in 
Ghana, where the high share of informal workers 
makes furlough schemes unviable, cash and in-
kind transfers were scaled up rapidly using mobile 
money transfers that targeted resources to specific 

individuals.25 Similarly, Liberia’s Social Safety Nets 
Project instituted the first ever digital cash transfer 
programme in the country.26 

One common feature of many such programmes 
was a greater level of unconditional payments,  
in order to ensure the maximum reach of 
pandemic support: overall, there was an 11% 
increase in unconditional transfers compared to 
figures pre-COVID 19.27 In some cases, new  
social protection payments proxied universal  
basic income (UBI) experiments. For instance,  
in the US cash payments to individuals were 
granted independently of tax-filing or minimum 
income levels.

Did these interventions work?

The evidence suggests that exceptional levels 
of social expenditure had significant effects, 
including marked reductions in poverty. For 
instance, the American Rescue Plan reduced  
the number of people falling beneath the  
poverty threshold in 2020 by more than 12 million 
people and reduced childhood poverty by 56%.28 
Other examples include: South Africa, where 
poverty was reduced by more than 23%; Brazil, 
where 5.6 million would have fallen below the 
poverty line in the absence of cash transfers;  
and Ethiopia, where cash transfers mitigated  
food insecurity.29 

In addition to providing short-run support to those 
in need, there is also evidence that the pandemic 
led to changes in public attitudes towards welfare 
expenditure. For instance, the 2020 Understanding 
America Study found that during the pandemic 
individuals became more supportive of the long-
term expansion of social protection programmes 
or more in favour of “bigger government”. 30 
Similarly, in Spain people’s support for government 
healthcare expenditure increased.31 These changes 
in mindset may possibly have created unfunded 
expectations that temporary social expenditure 
could become permanent.
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Public capital expenditure2.3

Governments’ capital expenditure picked up with 
the outbreak of the pandemic. Often, this was to 
counterbalance private investment, as numerous 
private-led projects were suspended, postponed 
or cancelled.32 Another driver of rising public 
investment was the fact that many economies 
entered the crisis with significant infrastructure 
deficits. In advanced economies, the ratio of 
public investment to GDP had steadily declined 
from an average of 2.4% in the 1990s to a 
historic low of less than 2% in the 2010s  
(Figure 5).33 In the US, for example, it is estimated 
that $2.6 trillion is needed by 2029 to fix the 
country’s roads, bridges, schools and airports.34 
In developing countries, the public investment 
ratio has increased over the same period, 
reaching 7% before the pandemic, but large 
infrastructure gaps have persisted. These are 
estimated at more than $3.5 trillion and have 
prevented, for example, access to electricity for 
760 million people and access to broadband 
internet for 450 million.35

The pandemic thus offered an opportunity to 
reverse these infrastructure trends while also 
providing much-needed economic stimulus. And 
public infrastructure projects are ideal candidates 
for supporting aggregate demand during downturns 
because the multipliers are on average about 
twice as high as for tax cuts and transfers. 
Infrastructure development in recessions has both 
a short-term (anticipation-driven) impact on GDP 

(albeit somewhat smaller than direct government 
consumption) and a larger impact six to eight 
years later, with positive spillovers in terms of 
employment opportunities as well as access to 
transport, healthcare, housing, the internet and 
green energy.36 

Investments in infrastructure – particularly digital, 
transport and health – were on average the second-
largest budget item in governments’ COVID-19 
stimulus packages, boosting construction and 
maintenance projects. Although not a new policy 
tool, per se, in many countries these investments 
represented a major departure from previous 
allocations of funds. In 2021, the US approved 
$550 billion in spending on upgrading physical 
infrastructure.37 More generally, G7 countries have 
pledged to invest $600 billion of public and private 
resources to finance infrastructure projects by 
2027.38 Among emerging and developing countries, 
India has increased its health infrastructure 
expenditure, reaching a total of $28 billion allocated 
to health-related measures in 2021.39

F I G U R E  5 . General government investment (%GDP)
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Did these interventions work?

According to official estimates, the increased public 
investment included in pandemic recovery funds will 
generate millions of jobs over the next few years. 
According to the International Monetary Fund (IMF), 
an increase of 1% of GDP in public investment can 
boost GDP by 2.7%, private investment by 10% 
and employment by 1.2%.40 

However, the success of public capital expenditure 
as a countercyclical measure has not yet translated 
into reduced infrastructure gaps. In domains 
where demand increased as a result of the 
pandemic (such as digital infrastructure), additional 
investments will still not suffice to meet the 
increased needs for quality connectivity. Another 
factor is the lag between the announced allocation 
of funds to infrastructure spending and the actual 
beginning of construction. While GDP responds 
immediately to government announcements 

because agents anticipate the arrival of grants and 
funds, there are many further steps before new 
infrastructure enters service, particularly for more 
complex projects.41

One notable feature of many of the pandemic 
investment responses was their alignment with 
wider societal goals. This is particularly true of 
climate objectives, which were prioritized in many 
infrastructure plans. Indeed, in one survey of 
infrastructure experts, almost half said that they 
believe low-carbon and net-zero targets have 
a higher priority today than they had before the 
pandemic.42 However, less positively, a significant 
number of projects announced have been criticized 
for not being sufficiently aligned with wider societal 
needs, such as households’ access to water, 
energy and the internet, or the requirements of 
areas at particular risk of natural disasters.43 

Remote working2.4

Incentivizing remote work, and in some cases 
making it compulsory, was an important 
component of countries’ strategies in fighting 
the pandemic. Enabled by recent technological 
developments, the possibility of home working 
at scale allowed many economic activities to 
continue, even while prohibiting or reducing 
physical contact between people. As pandemic 
restrictions kicked in, global home-based working 

doubled rapidly, going from 8% in January 2020 
to 20% in May 2020.44 In the US, the increase 
was much more dramatic: between February and 
March 2020, the ratio of working-from-home days 
jumped from less than 5% pre-COVID-19 to more 
than 60%. Moreover, this effect has persisted 
throughout the different phases of the pandemic 
and the loosening of restrictions, and today stands 
at about 30% (Figure 6). 
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In developing countries, despite the estimated 
share of jobs that can be done remotely being low 
at about 15%,45 during the pandemic more than a 
third of workers in companies in sub-Saharan Africa 
surveyed by the International Labour Organization 
(ILO) were working from home.46 The feasibility 
of remote working in these countries is restricted 
by a range of factors, including lower shares of 
employment in the service sector, power-supply 
challenges and weak digital infrastructure. On 

the other hand, large shares of the workforce are 
employed in agriculture or in activities conducted 
from home such as the manual production of 
garments or accessories. There is thus a difference 
between telework, which refers primarily to service 
activities conducted digitally, and home-based 
activities outside the service sector. According to 
the ILO, 260 million people globally are employed 
in home-based work, 86% of whom are located in 
developing countries.47 

Did these interventions work?

It is difficult to gauge the impact of the massive 
extension of remote working, because a 
counterfactual is hard to find. However, given the 
extent of the activity that moved from workplace 
to home, it is reasonable to conclude that material 
levels of economic activity were preserved. It is  
also notable that high levels of remote working  
have persisted, not only because of health 
considerations but because of a wider change of 
mindset and work culture that has led to changes 
in business organization that were inconceivable 
before the pandemic. 

An October 2021 Gallup poll found that only 9% 
of people who were in nine-to-five office jobs 
pre-pandemic wanted to return to that schedule, 
and more than 54% of them would prefer a hybrid 
organization going forward.48 Similarly, companies 
in developing countries’ service sectors are also 
adapting to hybrid work. For instance, about 30% 
of African companies are changing their hiring 
criteria in tasks that can be performed remotely, 
offering more fully remote positions.49

These changes have brought both costs and 
benefits for employees and employers. The positive 
impacts on work-life balance have to be weighed 
up against considerations such as efficiency and 
productivity when staff are working without full 

office facilities, with reduced access to internal 
information, with more difficult employment-
relationship management, and with reduced 
creativity and social interaction due to fewer 
interactions with colleagues. 

The significant decrease in commuting that has 
resulted from greater remote working patterns 
has also led to efficiency gains, including reduced 
energy consumption and emissions, as well as a 
significant reallocation of employees’ time from 
transport to work, estimated at between two and 
six 40-hour weeks of additional work per year. 

However, reduced levels of commuting feed 
through to reduced footfall and demand for many 
businesses that rely on commuters as their core 
customer group. More generally, while there seems 
to be a broad welcoming of the shift to remote 
working, the change potentially leads to a new 
source of division and inequality within labour 
markets, between those who work in sectors 
where remote working is possible and those who 
work in sectors where it is not possible. This 
was starkly evident in the early months of the 
pandemic, when many of the lowest-paid workers 
had to continue going out to work while more 
fortunate professionals were able to switch relatively 
seamlessly to home working. 
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Remote learning2.5

In a process analogous to the shift to remote 
working, during the early phase of the pandemic 
there were widespread school closures and a 
resulting increase in remote learning. There are 
strong reasons to avoid educational disruption. In 
economic terms, the adverse impact on literacy 
could have cost the global economy more than 
$1.19 trillion. Education is crucial to providing 
children and young adults with access to human 
capital development and to better economic 
opportunities in the longer run.50 

In 2020 and 2021, almost every country’s 
emergency policies included some suspension of 
in-person educational services. According to the 
United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural 
Organization (UNESCO), 1.8 billion learners at all 
education levels (80% of the global total) were kept 
out of educational institutions by national closures 
(Figure 7).51 As an alternative, about 90% of 

countries provided remote education through online 
channels, 85% through TV and paper-based take-
home materials and 70% using mobile phones. 
Most governments implemented multimodal remote 
learning: 80% in the Middle East and North Africa, 
90% in Eastern Europe and Central Asia, and 97% 
in Latin America.52

However, beyond school closures, education 
did not feature prominently in governments’ 
pandemic responses. On the contrary, only 
2% of COVID-19 relief spending was allocated 
to education. Moreover, 65% of lower-middle-
income countries and 33% of upper-middle-
income countries actually cut their education 
budgets.53 So instead of bolstering the education 
system during a time of exceptional strain, in 
many countries investment diminished, which 
exacerbated learning losses and reduced the 
resources available for returning to classes. 

F I G U R E  7 .

Count (number of countries)

Note: “Recommended” corresponds to countries’ policies coded as “Recommended closing, or all schools open with alterations resulting in significant 
differences compared to non-COVID-19 operations”. “Required” corresponds to countries’ policies coded as “Required closing (only some levels of 
categories, e.g. just high school or just public schools)” or “Required closing at all levels”. 

Source: Oxford COVID-19 Government Response Tracker, Blavatnik School of Government, University of Oxford 
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Did these interventions work?

Although school closures may have contributed 
to reducing the spread of COVID-19, large-scale 
remote schooling only partially made up for the  
loss of in-person education services. In general, 
remote- or hybrid-learning models had a negative 
effect on students in primary education, but more 
mixed effects on students in higher education. 
Conversely, remote learning and training had a 
positive impact on skills development and lifelong 
learning for adults.

In primary education, remote learning was 
problematic in both developing and advanced 
countries. Half a year of schooling lost translates, 
on average, to 3.9% losses in lifetime income. 
This means that globally the losses in lifetime 
income as a result of education disruptions during 
the pandemic could amount to $10 trillion.54 
In developing countries, school closures often 
translated to no education, with a substantial loss in 
learning, especially for young children. For instance, 
in Tunisia, “learning-adjusted” years of education 
dropped from an average of 10 years to 6.7 years 
after COVID-19.55 In Uganda, where schools were 
closed for two full years, the illiteracy rate among 
young students almost doubled.56 

In advanced economies, primary education was 
often available through online classes. However, 
evidence shows that, even in these contexts, 
school attendance diminished, and young students’ 
tests scores worsened in most countries across 

multiple dimensions. Remote learning had a 
particularly strong impact on young children from 
socioeconomically disadvantaged households, due 
to a lack of family support and/or access to digital 
tools and equipment at home. 

Turning to higher education, both secondary 
school and university students have expressed 
low satisfaction with distance learning during the 
pandemic. For instance, in South Korea, where 
internet access is not a barrier, students often 
lamented the lack of interaction and opportunities 
to engage with other students. At the same time, 
however, remote learning also made distance-
collaboration among students easier, and  
improved access to universities for those living  
in remote areas. 

Adult education was one area in which the shift 
to remote learning seems to have been clearly 
positive, with demand for lifelong learning spiking 
during the pandemic. This potentially reflects a 
range of factors, including the shift to remote 
working as well as a trend that saw an increase in 
the proportion of people resigning from their jobs, 
particularly in the US. One group of e-learning 
platforms saw their registrations jump from 76 
million in 2019 to 189 million in 2021.57 Although 
online courses are not a substitute for formal higher 
education, they contribute to developing job-
specific skills that are viewed favourably by hiring 
managers and can improve career opportunities.58 



Lessons for  
inclusive economic 
policy-making
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This section builds on the retrospective analysis 
above to consider how the pandemic should inform 
future social and economic policy-making. The 
focus here is not on how best to prepare for the 
next crisis, though that is important. The objective 

is rather to understand what the implications for 
“business-as-usual” policy should be. What have 
we learned about how our societies and economies 
work, and about the policies that might make them 
work better? We point to six key lessons. 

Build smarter, customized, well-publicized  
social protections 

3.1

3.2

The exceptional increase in social protection 
spending discussed in the previous section 
represents a massive natural experiment that 
should help to inform policy design in the future. 
This is relevant not only for ensuring better 
preparedness for future crises but also for efforts 
to build in greater resilience to economic systems 
in “normal” times. The employment-support and 
worker-protection tools used during the pandemic 
can also be used to mitigate the impact of less 
universal disruptions, such as recession in an 
individual country or a shock experienced by one 
industry. For example, the StaRUG restructuring 
framework launched by Germany in 2021 has 
ongoing relevance.59 It is designed to limit 
redundancies by helping companies with all aspects 
of industrial restructuring so that they avoid going 
into insolvency.

Based on the evidence from the pandemic 
responses, one broad pathway for improving 
employment protection and social safety nets is 
better targeting of support. Improved targeting 
means reaching those who most need the support 
being provided. Research proves that it is more 
effective to focus benefits on those in most need 

than to broaden the range of the programme, 
even though the latter approach can reduce the 
likelihood of unforeseen coverage gaps arising.60 
Applied to employment-support programmes, the 
principle of improved targeting implies introducing 
screening mechanisms and incentives to ensure 
that firms in receipt of subsidies minimize the 
time they spend under support. It can also entail 
incentivizing workers’ movement from subsidized to 
unsubsidized sectors, encouraging the unemployed 
to return to work, and tracking and prosecuting 
abuses of support programmes.61 

It is important to note that better targeting does not 
necessarily mean narrowing the scope of support. It 
involves ensuring that support also reaches eligible 
firms or individuals who fail to avail themselves of 
a benefit through negligence or lack of awareness. 
This is a persistent issue for active labour policies, 
which according to the ILO tend to have low 
take-up rates because individuals, especially in 
vulnerable groups, are unaware of their existence 
or intimidated by their registration requirements. 
Launching information campaigns or offering 
administrative assistance can help deal with this 
kind of problem. 

Expand reskilling, upskilling and adult learning  
for all

A second pathway for improving safety nets 
involves building in greater linkages between 
support and reskilling, and investing more widely 
in reskilling, upskilling and adult education across 
economies. The rationale for improving the linkage 
between job support and reskilling is to ensure 
that more meaningful and lasting changes are 
made. On their own, subsidies to companies or 
individuals serve as a temporary sticking plaster, 
but they will not resolve any deeper issues affecting 
the companies’ or individuals’ long-term economic 
prospects. For this to happen, more far-sighted 
policies should plan to move workers from 
subsidized companies or sectors towards non-
subsidized sectors and improve the employability of 
the unemployed workforce. 

To this end, resilience at multiple levels – individual, 
company and the economy – can be boosted by 
better integrating reskilling into the structure of 
countries’ safety nets. For example, the “NL Keeps 
Learning” initiative was launched in the Netherlands 
during the pandemic to provide training to a variety 
of groups of workers (including the self-employed 
and non-standard employees), complemented 
by individualized career counselling.62 However 
such programmes have not yet become common 
practice, and more can be done in many countries 
to integrate reskilling into unemployment insurance 
programmes, as well.
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Promote living wages and bolster household 
finances 

3.3

3.4

The pandemic highlighted the precarious nature  
of many households’ finances, and their  
vulnerability to even relatively short disruptions. 
The exceptional support that many governments 
introduced during the pandemic provided 
temporary relief, but it was not designed to resolve 
the underlying structural issues that predate the 
pandemic and which will persist after it in the 
absence of concerted intervention. 

By showing how fragile households’ financial 
buffers were, the pandemic has given new impetus 
to debates about decreasing labour shares of 
national income and has led to calls for a fairer 
social contract for workers, including higher 
wages. Decades of stagnating compensation, 
as well as the diffusion of temporary, precarious 
and low-paid work, have been instrumental in 
shrinking the middle classes and hollowing out 
households’ financial resilience. Even where tight 
labour market conditions have led to nominal wage 
increases more recently, these have been offset 
by a resurgence of inflation and by particularly 
pronounced spikes in energy prices.

Building up financial resilience will require a greater 
focus on living wages, calibrated to assure workers 
a decent standard of living.63 A growing number 
of companies and policy-makers have identified 
living wages as one element within a “Good Work 
Framework”, and some companies have already 
committed to living wages for their employees and 
throughout their value chains.64 Other potential 
contributors include measures (such as training) to 
help workers move into higher-skilled and higher-
paid jobs, strengthening workers’ bargaining power, 
and revision of tax structures and in-work benefits.

If households’ financial resilience can be increased, 
this in turn will buttress wider social security and 
social protection. Simply put, the more people who 
are financially secure, the easier it will be to find the 
resources needed to protect the remaining most 
vulnerable households. Better remuneration of low-
skilled but essential jobs would also more accurately 
reflect the risk and rewards in workers’ duties and 
responsibilities. Many people in these low-skilled but 
essential jobs were among the most exposed to the 
risks of infection when the pandemic hit.

Ensure remote working promotes equality

As discussed in the previous section, what 
began as a massive experiment with hybrid 
and remote working can now be seen as 
perhaps the most dramatic structural change 
triggered by the pandemic. It will shape the 
future of work. Many workers now strongly 
prefer hybrid arrangements and by April 2022 
office-attendance rates in the US had returned 
to only 40% of their pre-pandemic levels.65 For 
some workers (especially carers), the possibility 
of remote work is seen as a stronger incentive 
to enter the labour market than, for example, 
higher salaries or the availability of affordable 
childcare.66 The fact that remote work is here 
to stay is also signalled by recent changes to 
labour market regulations around the world. For 
instance, Australia, Canada and the UK have 
extended flexible work regulations to include 
telework, and Norway has made working-hours 
rules equally applicable to employees working 
from the company’s premises or from home.67

Vigilance will be required, however. A permanent 
switch to remote working has the potential 
to create or exacerbate societal cleavages 
and inequalities. Most “teleworkable” jobs 
tend to be clustered in high-skilled sectors, 
and so the benefits of remote working flow 
disproportionately to workers with higher skills, 

who already enjoy higher incomes. The risk 
is that remote working could deepen the gap 
separating those at the top from those at the 
bottom in terms of income distribution. This 
is not just about the flexibility that comes with 
remote working. It can also have financial 
implications if, for instance, employees with  
the capacity to work remotely can negotiate 
a salary premium in return for going back to 
in-person working, a so-called “back-to-office 
premium” that is unavailable to those who 
cannot work remotely. 

To guard against the emergence of new 
disparities, actions need to be taken on 
multiple fronts. To reduce inequalities among 
remote workers, legal norms need to better 
define workers’ and employers’ rights and 
responsibilities under these arrangements. For 
example, how many remote-working days are 
allowed, how will absence be disciplined, will 
overseas remote work be permitted, what are 
the provisions for injury-at-work insurance, is 
there a right to disconnect? Similarly, firms’ 
talent management practices may need to be 
recalibrated; for example, to equalize career 
opportunities between workers who spend  
more time in the office and those who work  
more from home.
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Finally, as the prevalence of remote working 
increases, so, too, does the importance of 
ensuring equal access to the infrastructure and 
skills required to work remotely. Investing in 

infrastructure that enhances adequate connectivity 
across geographies and even human capital 
development will be essential to prevent disparities 
in access to telework opportunities by location.

Strengthen care systems to support gender equality 3.5

One dimension of inequality that was highlighted 
and exacerbated by the pandemic is the role of 
women in the economy. Put simply, women were 
more likely than men to suffer socioeconomic 
disadvantage as a result of the pandemic, but less 
likely to enjoy the benefits of the policy responses 
introduced. The extent to which gender was a 
blind spot for policy-makers during the pandemic 
underlines the continuing need for interventions to 
enable women to participate on equal terms. 

Women are disproportionally employed in the 
sectors and occupations that were most severely 
hit by the pandemic. They also lost jobs in greater 
numbers. Data for 2020 from the Global Gender 
Gap Report points to both declining labour-force 
participation and an uptick in unemployment that 
was more persistent for women than for men.68 
The impact of the pandemic on women was also 
heavily shaped by the fact that they undertake 
a disproportionate share of household duties 
and childcare. This pattern intensified during the 
pandemic and meant, for example, that men and 
women tended to experience remote working  
quite differently. 

This learning from the experience of the pandemic 
should inform the design of new policies as remote 
working becomes increasingly prevalent. The 
normalization of teleworking risks entrenching 
disadvantages for women if there is an implicit 
assumption that they will juggle professional and 
household tasks when working from home, thereby 
reducing the need for external childcare services 
and kindergartens.69 This pattern of women doing 
more juggling of work and childcare was evident 

during the pandemic when schools closed and 
many children were required to stay at home. The 
widespread extension of flexible work arrangements 
that is under way cannot be seen as a substitute for 
proper childcare services. On the contrary, it makes 
those services more urgently needed than ever. 

Beyond remote working, there is a need to pay 
closer attention to the relative well-being of 
women. Improvements in social protection as 
discussed above would provide a safety net for a 
greater number of women working in precarious 
employment. But more proactive steps are 
needed. For example, improved women-targeted 
reskilling and upskilling has an important role to 
play in reducing the number of women who find 
themselves in precarious work. An increase in the 
number of women being promoted to leadership 
positions might encourage workplace policies that 
take greater account of women’s circumstances 
and needs.70 Above all, care systems should be 
strengthened to ease the informal burden placed 
on women. Greater investment in the care sector 
combined with more progressive tax deductions 
would make it easier for women to participate in  
the labour force, while changes in policy areas  
such as paid leave for fathers might help to 
rebalance the distribution of care responsibilities  
at home. 
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Invest in educational content, talent  
and infrastructure

3.6

After the pandemic, the scars from lost learning 
must be healed and the role of education and 
training as engines of social mobility must be 
reaffirmed. School closures have shown how 
children’s future prospects diminish in the absence 
of formal education structures, with children from 
disadvantaged backgrounds at particular risk 
of being left behind. Investments in education 
have a high return: for each $1 invested, $5 in 
returns can be expected over a child’s lifetime. A 
single year of education yields on average a 9% 
increase in wages, up to an increase of 15%.71 
And, aside from the economic returns, education 
also fosters greater civic engagement, institutional 
trust, more tolerant political opinions and stronger 
participation in communities. It is a cornerstone of 
social inclusion and mobility that warrants greater 
policy attention focused on widening participation 
and equipping all students for the future. 

As noted earlier, the shift to remote learning during 
the pandemic was patchy and problematic. But 
while a complete reliance on remote learning 
has proven suboptimal, experience during the 
pandemic also points to the fact that there is 
latitude to complement physical classes with 
digital assignments and activities, especially for 
older children and university students. This could 
go beyond the priority during the pandemic of 

making up for a shortfall of in-person learning. 
With sufficient political will and resourcing, digital 
education could be more transformative – for 
example, if digital education could use extended 
reality to give children access to experiences 
unavailable in the classroom. Similarly, secondary 
schools and universities could expand into open 
co-learning spaces, increasing the chances for 
students to socialize and work together. 

Building updated education infrastructure 
and human capital require investment, but 
this is an area where countries are currently 
underinvestment. The size of the global education 
sector is estimated at about $5 trillion, yet it 
received only $300 billion in investment in 2020.72 

Improving education, however, requires not only 
spending more but also spending smarter, with 
higher returns on investment to be achieved by 
focusing resources on digital infrastructure, teaching 
personnel or hiring practices, while disinvesting in all 
other activities and non-teaching personnel. 

Aside from investment, a range of other policies will 
be needed to strengthen education systems with 
a view to supporting social mobility. These include 
updating curricula, as well as expanding, upskilling 
and empowering the teaching profession.73 
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The peak of the pandemic appears to have passed, 
and most targeted support programmes have 
been discontinued. It remains to be seen whether 
the kind of longer-term reforms argued for in this 
paper will be adopted. However, one area where 
the pandemic’s effects are certain to be felt for 
years to come is public spending. The extraordinary 
policies that the crisis necessitated involved huge 
public outlays, adding to debt burdens that were 
already at historic highs. This will underpin debates 
about public spending for many years to come. 
Already the macroeconomic backdrop is becoming 
increasingly challenging, with higher interest rates 
pushing up debt-servicing costs.74 

This pressure on public finances is likely to act as 
a significant constraint on governments’ capacity 
to implement long-term improvements to social 
and economic policy. To avoid lapsing into inaction 
on critical societal needs, it is worth considering 
alternative approaches. This is a complex and 
contentious area, and a detailed discussion goes 
beyond the scope of this paper. However, a 
two-step approach that warrants attention would 
involve: (1) greater public-private innovation and 
collaboration on meeting societal needs; coupled 
with (2) government-enforced conditionalities to 
ensure the long-term balance of public and  
private interests.

There are already several examples highlighting the 
use of public-private collaboration and innovation 
to help finance social services. Social impact 
bonds have been used in a range of countries. 
Development partner financing plays an important 
role in funding social protection spending in 
developing countries. And in some advanced 
economies there is already some private-sector 
involvement in the provision of social safety nets 
– for example, through employer contributions to 
pension, unemployment, health or long-term care 
insurance costs.75 

The use of conditionality to ensure that private-
sector interests align with societal goals can be as 
simple as “payment-by-result” schemes to ensure 
private service providers receive public money 
only when societal goals have been achieved.76 
But it can also involve more far-reaching reflection 
on what a policy’s key objectives and criteria 
are. The pandemic provides a useful case study 

here, and in particular the financing of vaccine 
development. On the one hand, the social returns 
on public investment in vaccine development are 
self-evident.77 On the other hand, it can be argued 
that, given the extent of public investment and 
the level of private profit to which it contributed, 
governments ought to have insisted on a wider 
range of conditions to maximize the societal 
benefits, such as on pricing and technology sharing, 
for example.78 

We will be trying to understand the pandemic’s 
impacts and implications for years to come, during 
which time we are very likely to be confronted with 
further global shocks, not least because of the 
developing climate crisis. The pandemic served 
as the most dramatic of societal stress tests, 
confirming some strengths and weaknesses we 
already knew about, but revealing others that were 
underestimated. As the acute phase recedes and 
other, neglected policy priorities return to the fore, 
it would be an easy mistake to try to move on too 
swiftly from COVID-19. But we should pay lasting 
attention to the societal needs and vulnerabilities it 
revealed and to the kind of policy innovations that 
might remedy them for the future.

Conclusion: Financing 
policy innovations for 
the future
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