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 Social issues encompass all that is not covered by GDP 

 Various inequalities have been exacerbated by the pandemic 

 Investors are asking more social questions of companies 

As part of HSBC Markets and Securities Services MENAT month, we interviewed 

Pinelopi Koujianou Goldberg, Elihu Professor of Economics at Yale University to 

better understand the pandemic and its unequal impact across the society. We 

summarise the insights from the discussion in this note. 

Spotlight on social issues: The COVID-19 pandemic has had profound impacts on 

lives and livelihoods across the world. Many social issues such as gender-, income- 

and education- inequality have been exacerbated by the pandemic. As vaccines 

provide some light at the end of the tunnel, it is becoming increasingly clear that not 

all segments of society will emerge from the pandemic on a similar trajectory as 

before 2020. Governments have been responding to the short term but should also 

consider how to progress on a wide range of social issues over the longer term. We 

believe social issues will garner more attention from the market as increased 

disclosures are sought.  

Compounded impact on women: The pandemic has widened the gender gap as the 

economic and societal effects have affected women more than men, driven by factors 

such as the layoffs in the services and retail sectors, which heavily employ women, or the 

part-time and contractual work that has been reduced and may lack benefits, as well as 

the additional burden from caregiving responsibilities. The lack of support in some 

economies has disincentivised women from staying employed or returning to work in the 

face of other demands requiring their attention. Social issues are rising up the agenda. 

 

Is mandating gender-based non-discrimination in hiring enshrined in law? 

 

Source: World Bank (Women, Business and the Law). Note: Based on 187 countries; “Does the law mandate non-discrimination based on gender in hiring?” 
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Down the employment curve: During the pandemic, many people lost their jobs but a 

disproportionate number of women completely withdrew from the workforce i.e. stopped actively 

looking for jobs. The shift down the employment curve – from full-time to part-time to less hours 

– also affected women more. For instance, in many countries, women constitute a large portion 

of part-time workers or the informal economy (whether registered or not) where there is no 

protection. Where there are social protection systems, these are sometimes employer-based 

and hence the benefits do not reach the part-time or informal worker. 

Widening education inequality: While education across the globe has been directly impacted 

due to school closures, the education inequalities have been magnified. Access to technologies, 

overcrowded housing conditions, and varied level of guidance from parents based on their own 

education level, have further widened the disparity. While difficult to predict the long-term 

impacts of this current pandemic, learnings drawn from previous crises suggest that the impacts 

are likely to be more detrimental on girls’ education. For example, the loss of household income 

and school closures may result in girls being tasked with more household work or being given in 

marriage which makes it much more difficult for these girls to return to school. 

Automation means flexibility for women: The pandemic has accelerated trends such as 

automation. Although there are associated concerns, if gradually adopted, automation can 

increase productivity and flexibility. This transition to flexible working arrangements can present 

opportunities for women who often find balancing family and work roles a barrier to workforce 

participation. Supplemented by better child support polices, automation could help reduce the 

gender gap in the workforce. Middle-income countries are likely to benefit from embracing the 

positives of this trend as they have experience of operating with flexible work arrangements. 

Healthcare provision from businesses: The effect of the pandemic on businesses has seen 

wide variance across and within countries. Smaller businesses, such as restaurants which 

employ many workers other than chefs, have been worse affected. Many of the workers are 

undocumented which compounds the problem. Smaller businesses were most affected due to 

the lack of financial resources associated with layoffs. Going forward, it will be increasingly 

important for companies to provide support for employees by setting the right standards for 

health, health insurance, and wellbeing. 

Lack of data for managing mental health crisis: The pandemic has amplified mental health-

related issues due to increased levels of stress and anxiety. In developing economies, lack of 

data and recognition of mental health as a real issue is a major barrier. However, it is 

speculated that the impact in developing economies could be smaller as people have to focus 

on earning and livelihoods – with less time to think about mental health. In developed 

economies, financial support from governments may have eased some of the economic burden, 

but the mental health impact could be severe. Support networks have been challenging for 

those under physical restrictions yet without access to social support online. Data collection 

needs to be improved to enable better understanding of the issue, better research and related 

policies. Companies should also prepare for a rise in mental health issues among workers. 

Policies should promote women in workforce: Drawing on the World Bank’s Women, 

Business and the Law database, there are still large differences in how both genders are 

treated under the law, despite decades of progress. Women suffer from pronounced disparities 

under the law which is a persistent barrier to participate in the workforce. Legal frameworks are 

an important starting point to reduce gender-based discrimination. 

Action required: Leaders could provide actionable solutions such as providing immediate relief 

to prevent societies from falling apart, and quality child care provided by the state. 
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The global ESG calendar: upcoming events 

Date Location Event 

20 -24 April 2021 Virtual 5th Sustainable Fashion Forum 2021 
8 - 9 September 2021 Rome, Italy ICSD 2021 : 9th International Conference on Sustainable 

Development 
14 - 16 September 2021 Tokyo, Japan PRI in Person 2021 
1 - 12 November 2021 Glasgow, Scotland, UK 26th Conference of Parties (COP 26) 
6 - 7 November 2021 Glasgow, Scotland, UK 2021 Global Conference on Health and Climate Change 
First quarter of 2021 (TBC) Canada Twenty-fourth meeting of the Subsidiary Body on Scientific, 

Technical and Technological Advice (SBSTTA-24) 
Second quarter of 2021 (TBC) TBC Third meeting of the Open-ended Working Group on the Post-

2020 Global Biodiversity Framework 
TBC (2021) Beijing, China Second United Nations Global Sustainable Transport Conference 
TBC (2021) Seoul, Republic of Korea P4G Summit 
TBC (2021) TBC The 2021 Food Systems Summit 

Source: HSBC 
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