
The impact of COVID-19 on inequalities:  
Research evidence from the 
Understanding Inequalities project
Covid-19 is the biggest global crisis in living history.  To date, it is estimated to have cost almost a million 
lives worldwide and has significantly impacted on the health of millions more.  In addition, it has introduced, 
emphasised and exacerbated inequalities between both people and places.  It has created a widening gap 
between the rich and the poor, the healthy and the unhealthy, the well educated and the poorly educated, 
and those that live in roomy accommodation with outdoor space and those that live in cramped conditions 
with no outdoor space, to name but a few examples of inequality. In addition to the well known and readily 
acknowledged examples of health and economic disparity created by the pandemic, there are other less 
well understood consequences. 

This response to the UK Parliament call for evidence is submitted by the Understanding Inequalities 
project, which includes a team of researchers who specialise in the study of inequalities, across multiple 
domains and at multiple spatial scales.  In this short briefing paper, we highlight areas of inequality that are 
likely to be impacted substantially by the pandemic based on highly rigorous research evidence: 

1. Inequalities linked to family poverty are likely to widen during/post-COVID-19 

2. Reducing COVID-19 inequalities means ensuring long term employment quality

3. Early school leavers are at highest risk of suffering from COVID-19 inequalities

4. Students and graduates from poorer social backgrounds will require additional help

5. Children and young people from poorer families have experienced the greatest learning loss during 
the pandemic

6. COVID-19 has impacted on the psychological wellbeing of children and young people

7. Support is needed to reduce employment inequality for single mothers and improve child outcomes

8. Children who have adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) may be particularly impacted by 
COVID-19 inequality

9. Inequality in exposure to crime may increase for some people and places

10. The pandemic created justice inequalities for those from poor communities

11. COVID-19 and lockdown impacted on inequality in access to employment and decentralisation of 
poverty

12. COVID-19 will have an unequal impact on employment and housing risks

 
We would be delighted to provide further details or examples, if required. 

https://www.understanding-inequalities.ac.uk/


1. Inequalities linked to family poverty are likely to widen 
during/post-COVID-19
Our research shows that employment status and job quality among young people is associated with parental 
background (social class, income, education). It is highly likely that young adults whose parents are in a lower 
social class, have less income and are more poorly educated are likely to struggle the most to get jobs and, 
when they do, will be most likely to be poorly paid and get insecure or unstable jobs.  

Reducing inequality in the employment gap amongst young people will require targeted action to help 
those from more disadvantaged family backgrounds.  Interventions should be carefully evaluated over 
time so as to scale up initiatives that work.  Interventions should also go beyond short-term goals and sustain 
activity over time. 

2. Reducing COVID-19 inequalities means ensuring long term 
employment quality
Covid-19 is likely to impact on young people’s chances of employment now and well into the future.  If not 
addressed, this will create inequalities that widen over time.  It is, therefore, imperative not only to introduce 
short term measures that improve people’s employment now but to ensure that young people have secure 
employment over time, which pays a decent wage and matches their skills. 

Good quality employment trajectories amongst people from different social backgrounds will reduce 
inequality more than targeting a single employment episode at a certain point in time. Therefore, taking 
a longitudinal perspective to measuring the effectiveness of interventions will be important in terms of 
ensuring successful outcomes. 

3. Early school leavers are at highest risk of suffering from 
COVID-19 inequalities1 
Our research shows that early school leavers are particularly vulnerable to negative outcomes, such 
as a high unemployment rate, and this is likely to be worsened by severe economic turbulence. These 
young people predominantly come from lower social backgrounds, and those whose parents are in long-
term unemployment or live in precarious housing are at high risk of intergenerational transmission of 
worklessness.  Leaving school during a recession is known to have a long-term scarring effect, leading to 
lower pay and more insecure employment throughout adult life.  

Those early school leavers who do gain employment most usually work in routine and semi-routine 
occupations, including in the sectors mostly affected to be affected by Covid-19 (such as hospitality, retail, 
construction, and manufacturing). Amongst this group social background also matters, such that the lower 
the socio-economic status of the parents, the lower the prestige of employment secured.

Early school leavers with higher attainment and who choose certain subjects, such as Business or Maths, do 
tend to have higher employment chances. 

Potential interventions could include: providing school leavers from disadvantaged backgrounds with skills 
that are relevant and necessary for employers; schools working in partnership with employers to identify 
the best curriculum (which will be more challenging in the context of school interruption due to Covid-19); 
improving school attainment regardless of whether young people plan to continue on to HE/FE or not; and 

 
1 Iannelli, C., & Duta, A. (2018). Inequalities in school leavers’ labour market outcomes: do school subject choices 
matter? Oxford Review of Education, 44(1), 56-74. https://doi.org/10.1080/03054985.2018.1409970 
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making sure early school leavers have good transport links to jobs (e.g. encourage mobility by potentially 
funding transportation given that disadvantaged families tend to live further away from the city centre 
where most jobs are concentrated) or provide opportunities in the areas where they live. 

4. Students and graduates from poorer social backgrounds will 
require additional help2 
Our research on graduates’ destinations shows that a university degree is not a ‘true equalizer’ despite 
university degrees playing an important role in improving people’s employment chances. Graduates from 
lower social class backgrounds still have a lower chance to get a top-level job and they are more likely 
to have a more turbulent trajectory on the long run, having to go through a series of changes before 
potentially reaching a graduate job; they also tend to graduate at a later age which affects their career 
progress. 

We know from our research that graduates who move to areas with more job opportunities increase their 
chances of getting a top-level job. Even if graduate jobs will be less affected by the pandemic, Covid-19 is 
likely to exacerbate inequalities between students from lower and higher socio-economic backgrounds, 
especially for students who have to work to finance their studies, those who will be entering the labour 
market in the next few years and those who are trying to climb to a better position.   

Potential interventions for students and graduates could include: scholarships to compensate for the loss of 
employment which might have been crucial to supporting young people’s studies (either their job of that of 
a parent); increasing access to meaningful job experiences (e.g. internships which are usually unpaid) which 
can enhance their career; providing career support e.g. writing job applications, preparing for interviews 
(soft skills) etc.; enhancing geographic mobility to areas with more job opportunities (e.g. more stable/
rewarding fields such as Medicine, Law, Finance etc. which are dominated by those from higher social 
classes).

5. Children and young people from poorer families have 
experienced the greatest learning loss during the pandemic3 
The closure of schools and other educational institutions resulted in a significant loss of learning among 
children and young people. Our research shows that, even prior to Covid-19, the nature of the home learning 
environment varied significantly by family background, with professional and highly educated parents having 
the cultural and financial resources to support their children’s learning to a greater extent. Recent research 
shows that this home learning gap was even more evident during lockdown, with children and young 
people from disadvantaged backgrounds spending less time on home-schooling and being more likely to 
disengage completely from learning. In addition, those attending private schools were more likely to have 
access to online lessons, ensuring greater continuity in their educational progress. 

The existing gap in educational attainment by family background is likely to have grown markedly over 
the period of lockdown. As schools resume, additional resources are crucial in allowing for the kinds of 
individual and small group tuition that will boost learning. The National Tutoring Programme will be vital in 
 
2  Duta, A., & Iannelli, C. (2018). Social Class Inequalities in Graduates’ Labour Market Outcomes: The Role of 
Spatial Job Opportunities. Social Sciences, 7(10), 201. https://doi.org/10.3390/socsci7100201;  
Duta A., Wielgoszewska, B. and Iannelli C. Different degrees of career success: social origin and graduates’ education 
and labour market trajectories. (under review / forthcoming in Advances in Life Course Research) 

3 Smyth E. and Duta, A. Inequalities in children’s skills on primary school entry in Ireland and Scotland: a multidi-
mensional approach (under review);  
An, B. and Fiori, F. Social class differences in parenting practices and their influence on children’s educational outcomes 
in Scotland and the United States (under review).
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this regard but the quality of the tuition providers will be crucial and there are likely challenges in ensuring a 
whole-school approach between existing teachers and the new tutors. Additional funding to schools serving 
disadvantaged communities could also be channelled through an enhanced pupil premium. Measures to 
re-engage young people who disengaged during lockdown will be critical in avoiding higher rates of early 
school leaving. 

Those making the transition to university will likely face a year (or perhaps more) of blended learning, 
combining online lectures with some campus-based activities. This is likely to result in a challenging 
transition for first years, especially those who are the first in their family to go to higher education. It is 
crucial that universities put in place innovative and flexible supports for students in order to facilitate 
retention and broader wellbeing. 

6. COVID-19 has impacted on the psychological wellbeing of 
children and young people4 
Research shows that the pandemic and its associated restrictions have led to lower levels of life 
satisfaction and increased feelings of depression and anxiety among the population as a whole, but among 
young people in particular. This is likely to be greater for children and young people living in more socio-
economically disadvantaged families because of the stressors associated with overcrowded and poor quality 
accommodation as well as greater job and income loss. In reopening schools, very little attention has been 
paid to addressing the psychological wellbeing of children and young people. 

It is crucial that supports are put in place to help young people cope with the effects of the pandemic and 
their understandable anxiety about their futures. Our research shows a strong relationship between low 
income or financial strain and children’s emotional and behavioural difficulties. A prolonged recession will 
therefore have a very significant impact on children’s wellbeing, at least in part, because of the effects on 
parental stress. Broader measures to boost employment, particularly better quality jobs, will therefore make 
a vital contribution to children’s development. 

7. Support is needed to reduce employment inequality for 
single mothers and improve child outcomes5 

The interruption of childcare provisions due to Covid-19 has presented a particular challenge to the 
employment prospects of single mothers. Our research shows that In Scotland, children living with a lone 
mother are less at risk of severe socio-emotional problems if their mothers are in work. This could be due to 
higher levels of household income, greater maternal psychological wellbeing and attendance at early learning 
and child care centres. However not all types of employment have the same beneficial effect. Only children 
whose lone mothers work full-time or in higher status occupations show levels of severe socio-emotional 
problems as low as children from two parent families.

Potential interventions in the post-Covid-19 period could include: funded childcare provision which allow 

 
4  Darmody, M., Smyth, E., & Russell, H. (2020). The implications of the COVID-19 pandemic for policy in relation 
to children and young people. https://www.esri.ie/publications/the-implications-of-the-covid-19-pandemic-for-policy-
in-relation-to-children-and-young;   
Smyth E. and Duta, A. Inequalities in children’s skills on primary school entry in Ireland and Scotland: a multidimensional 
approach (under review);  
Fiori, F. Maternal employment and the wellbeing of children living with a lone-mother in Scotland (under review).

5 Fiori, F. (2020). Living with a lone mother in Scotland. Do children fare better if their mothers are in work? 
https://www.understanding-inequalities.ac.uk/sites/default/files/Fiori%20Lone%20Mother%20briefing%20Final%20
8.1.20.pdf
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mothers to work full-time and secure high-quality jobs for single mothers. Providing flexible working hours 
and well-paid jobs could improve the longer term employment prospects for single mothers and reduce 
emotional and behavioural problems amongst children, which will in turn improve educational outcomes.

8. Children who experience ACEs may be particularly impacted 
by COVID-19 inequality6 
Our research has shown that the number of adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) in the early years is a 
strong predictor of offending in childhood.  We typically find that certain types of childhood adversity are 
of greater importance than others, with parental maltreatment being a particularly important risk factor.  
Increases in domestic stress, especially in disadvantaged households, could create the conditions that 
increase child maltreatment at the hands of parents.  We also found that offending was increased amongst 
children living in neighbourhoods with a high and persistent level of deprivation.  

Crime has fallen substantially in the UK over the last three decades, and research evidence suggests 
that this is in large part due to a reduction in youth offending.  However, the severe economic hardship 
predicted to arise as a result of the Covid-19 pandemic could lead to an increase in crime, especially 
amongst children and young people. 

Potential interventions in response to the Covid-19 pandemic include: ensuring greater monitoring of 
children and families at risk of exposure to heightened stress; working with schools to ensure that people 
are aware of supports and resources that can help to prevent child maltreatment; increasing ACE-awareness 
amongst those working with children and young people, including schools, youth workers and police 
officers. 

9. Inequality in exposure to crime may increase for some 
people and places7 
We have conducted extensive research on the prevalence, frequency and distribution of crime, both from 
the perspective of people and places.  The evidence suggests that there has been a substantial increase in 
crime inequalities over recent years, with the most disadvantaged people and communities experiencing 
disproportionately more victimisation.  

If there is an increase in crime as a result of Covid-19, as is widely predicted, this – in combination with the 
widespread economic impacts – is likely to heighten existing inequalities in exposure to crime.  In particular, 
this is likely to impact on communities that suffer from higher levels of deprivation, families that experience 
greater poverty as a result of low income or worklessness, and children and young people (especially men) 
who are at disproportionately higher risk of crime in general.   

Potential interventions to reduce the widening of inequality in exposure to crime could include:  more 
targeted action by law enforcement agencies to reduce crime in deprived communities; greater preventative 

 
6 Murray, K., Jahanshahi, B., McVie, S. and Norris, P. ACEs, places and inequality: Understanding the effects of 
adverse childhood experiences and poverty on offending in childhood.  (Under review / forthcoming in British Journal of 
Criminology) 

7 Bannister, J., Bates, E. and Kearns, A. (forthcoming) Local Variance in the Crime Drop: A Longitudinal Study of 
Neighbourhoods in Greater Glasgow, Scotland.  British Journal of Criminology, 58(1): 177-199.  
https://doi.org/10.1093/bjc/azx022;    
McVie, S., Norris, P. and Pillinger, R. (2019) ‘Increasing inequality in experience of vic-timisation during the crime drop: 
Analysing patterns of victimisation in Scotland from 1993 to 2014/15’. British Journal of Criminology.   
https://doi.org/10.1093/bjc/azy044
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action in the case of people and places that are subject to repeat victimisation; more targeted economic 
support for the most disadvantaged people and places in society. 

 

10. The pandemic created justice inequalities for those from 
poor communities8  

Research carried out into the use of enforcement as a result of people breaching the lockdown rules in 
Scotland has shown that those who were issued with a Fixed Penalty Notice (FPN) were overwhelmingly 
from the most disadvantaged communities. In addition, the majority of those who were issued with a FPN 
already had a criminal record with the police prior to lockdown.  

This research suggests that, in addition to health and economic inequalities, the pandemic may have 
contributed to an increase in justice inequalities.  That does not necessarily mean that policing was 
disproportionate or unfair in dealing with those that were found to have blatantly breached the Regulations; 
however, it does suggest that certain individuals (especially those living in the most deprived communities 
and those who are already exposed to situations that make it more likely that they will offend) were less 
likely than others to be willing or able to adhere to the unprecedented restrictions placed on them as a 
result of Covid-19.  Such justice inequalities are likely to have placed an additional layer of economic stress 
on individuals who were least able to pay the FPN in the first place.  

Potential ways to address this type of justice inequality would be to: ensure that the circumstances of all 
those who were issued with a FPN during lockdown are considered to ensure that a financial penalty did 
not place the individual at significant economic harm; harmonise policing responses to ensure there are 
not spatial differences across the UK in the way that individuals who do not adhere to the Coronavirus 
Regulations are not treated differently; and ensure that politicians take greater care in developing policies to 
reduce the risk of the disease spreading that do not inadvertently increase inequalities in other areas of life.  

11. COVID-19 and lockdown impacted on inequality in access to 
employment and decentralisation of poverty9 

For most UK towns and cities, employment is concentrated near urban centres. The decentralisation of 
poverty in large cities has led to an increase in inequality between poor and non-poor households in access 
to employment. Given that lockdown has had a devastating impact on restaurants, cafes and music venues 
which tend to be concentrated near city centres, it is likely that this inequality in geographical access to 
employment has widened further, particularly in large cities. 

One of the longer term effects of the pandemic is a move towards home-working and suburban living, 
particularly for skilled and professional workers. This could lead to a reversal (or at least mitigation) of 
historical trends in large cities towards inner city gentrification, leading to the hollowing out of professional 
classes living in city centres.

12. Covid-19 will have an unequal impact on employment and 
 
8  McVie, S. (2020) Police use of Fixed Penalty Notices under the Covid-19 regulations in Scotland.   
https://www.understanding-inequalities.ac.uk/publications-and-outputs/police-use-of-fixed-penalty-notices-under-the-
covid-19-regulations-in

9 Zhang, M. L., & Pryce, G. (2020). The dynamics of poverty, employment and access to amenities in polycentric 
cities: Measuring the decentralisation of poverty and its impacts in England and Wales. Urban Studies, 57(10), 2015–
2030. https://doi.org/10.1177/0042098019860776  

https://www.understanding-inequalities.ac.uk/publications-and-outputs/police-use-of-fixed-penalty-notices-under-the-covid-19-regulations-in
https://www.understanding-inequalities.ac.uk/publications-and-outputs/police-use-of-fixed-penalty-notices-under-the-covid-19-regulations-in
https://doi.org/10.1177/0042098019860776


housing risks10 

As the impact of the Covid-19 lockdown unfolds, some sections of the population are more at risk of 
employment insecurity and housing insecurity. We have estimated the likely impact of the lockdown on 
housing and employment insecurity across local authorities in England, employment sectors, and housing 
tenure types, and found that:

• Higher increases in employment insecurity are frequently forecast in areas with a higher proportion of 
the population living in social housing.

• Across all English local authorities, the proportion of the population experiencing employment insecurity 
is forecast to increase by between 22% and 49%.

• Across all English local authorities, the proportion of the population experiencing housing insecurity is 
forecast to increase by between 0.4% and 8%.

• Local authorities with many people employed in retail and hospitality are likely to experience the largest 
increases in economic insecurity.

 
10 This is from ongoing work by a CDT PhD candidate Rhiannon Williams based at the University of Sheffield.  

This response to the call for evidence was prepared by members of the Understanding Inequalities 
project team: 

Professor Susan McVie – University of Edinburgh, School of Law

Professor Cristina Iannelli – University of Edinburgh, Moray House School of Education

Professor Gwilym Pryce – University of Sheffield, Sheffield Methods Institute

Professor Emer Smyth – Economic and Social Research Institute, Dublin

Professor Jon Bannister – Manchester Metropolitan University, Department of Sociology

Understanding Inequalities (UI) is a three-year project, funded by the Economic and Social Research 
Council (ESRC Grant Reference ES/P009301/1), which aims to explore the causes and consequences 
of inequalities in Scottish society and beyond.

For further information on the Understanding Inequalities project,  
see www.understanding-inequalities.ac.uk or email understanding.inequalities@ed.ac.uk

http://www.understanding-inequalities.ac.uk
mailto:understanding.inequalities@ed.ac.uk

