
 

 

Ensuring an equal and sustainable 
future 
As the world tries to live with COVID-19, emerge from the 
current crisis and ‘build back better’, UN Women will launch 
‘Plan for Equal’. The Plan will provide a visionary, but practical 
roadmap for putting gender equality, social justice and 
sustainability at the center of reconstruction and recovery. It 
will feed into UN Women’s Generation Equality Forums and 
Action Coalitions, aimed at accelerating commitments and 
action on and financing for gender equality. 

Starting out as a public health crisis, COVID-19 has rapidly 
morphed into a full-fledged economic and social crisis, the 
effects of which are likely to reverberate for years to come. 
Markets have been in free fall, supply chains have been 
disrupted, businesses have been forced to close or scale back 
operations, and millions have lost their jobs and livelihoods as 
a result. As governments have tried to contain the damage, 
rampant inequalities between countries have once again 
come to the fore, leaving developing countries scrambling for 
resources in the face of unsustainable debt burdens, capital 
outflows and limited fiscal space. Within countries, the 
spread of the virus and its impact has been exacerbated by 
inequalities along the lines of class, race/ethnicity, age and 
gender. Glaring gaps in social protection and health systems 
have become apparent, particularly in contexts where these 
were already underfunded, often as a result of austerity 
measures. 

Decades of feminist research has made clear that the impact 
of crises is not gender neutral. This is no different for COVID-
19. While mortality rates by sex so far indicate that men are 
more affected by the most severe direct health impacts, 
women are especially hard hit by the economic and social 

fallout: as the majority of frontline health workers, putting 
their lives on the line; as victims of domestic violence forced 
to ‘shelter in place’ with their abusers; as unpaid caregivers in 
families and communities, picking up the slack where 
schools, childcare and other services are scaled back; as 
workers in precarious jobs whose already fragile labour 
market attachment is being dealt a long-term blow in the 
context of lock-down and economic recession. Observers also 
fear that school closures, along with rising demands for 
unpaid care and domestic work, will hit girls in low-income 
countries particularly hard. It is estimated that 11 million girls 
may not return to school due to COVID-19,1 and that efforts 
to end child marriage will be disrupted, resulting in an 
additional 13 million child marriages by 2030 that could 
otherwise have been averted.2  

Many countries have already taken unprecedented measures 
to address the immediate impact of the crisis, but the extent 
to which this response has been gender-sensitive varies 
widely, as the UNDP-UN Women COVID-19 Global Gender 
Response Tracker shows. While a comparatively large 
number of countries (135) have put in place measures to 
address the surge in violence against women, for example, 
the social protection and jobs response has remained largely 
blind to women’s rights and needs.  

The current pandemic also unfolds against the backdrop of 
other, relatively slower-moving crises – including 
environmental degredation and climate change – that pose 
similarly existential threats and cannot be addressed by a 
return to ‘business as usual’. Instead of letting another 
serious crisis go to waste,3 there is an urgent need to rethink 
economic paradigms and reorient public policies towards 
sustainability and social justice. 
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COVID-19: Exposing and exacerbating 
ongoing structural crises  

COVID-19 is exposing as well as exacerbating ongoing 
structural crises and inequalities, providing important lessons 
about and an opportunity to rethink the future of our 
economies and societies. There are three interlocking crises, 
each of which has specific gender implications – the care 
crisis, the economic crisis, and the climate crisis – and these 
are unfolding against a political context which is making 
progressive, feminist change even more challenging.  

An already fragile care economy in crisis mode: Like 
few crises before it, COVID-19 has surfaced the importance, 
as well as the fragility of the care economy. While business 
activities have ground to a halt, paid and unpaid care have 
increased both in intensity and significance. Suddenly, the 
very work that is routinely devalued by markets and 
inadequately supported by governments is considered 
essential.4 The extent to which the care economy relies on 
women’s unpaid and underpaid labour has also been 
exposed as never before. 

While COVID-19 may have pushed care arrangements to a 
breaking point, they were already patchy, fragile and plagued 
by inequalities before the pandemic.5 The care crisis is a 
structural one and needs to be addressed as such. As 
countries gear up to live with the virus at least in the short 
and medium term and hope to emerge from the crisis, there 
is an opportunity to shift economic and social policies 
towards supporting more equal and sustainable care 
arrangements, with benefits for all.  

Economic recession with devastating impacts on 
livelihoods:  COVID-19 has pushed an already strained 
global economy over the edge and into the worst economic 
crisis since the Second World War. In 2020, global growth 
plummeted by 4.4 per cent and by the end of 2021, the crisis 
is expected to have wiped out US$12.5 trillion in global GDP.6 
The crisis has caused an unprecedented reduction in 
economic activity and working time. According to the 
International Labour Organization, an unprecedented 114 
million jobs were lost in 2020 and in relative terms, 
employment losses were higher for women than for men.7 As 
a result of the gendered economic impacts of the pandemic, 
47 million more women will be pushed into extreme poverty 
in 2021, and gender poverty gaps are projected to widen in 
the coming decade.8  

Rather than returning to the status-quo ante, bold steps are 
needed to address economic insecurity and inequalities. A 
new ‘post-pandemic social contract’9 is needed to gear 
economies towards protecting people and planet, creating 
decent work and mobilizing resources for gender equality 
and social justice. Immediate measures, such as debt write-
offs and special drawing rights for cash-strapped developing 
countries, must be accompanied by an overdue reform of the 
global financial architecture.   

Refocusing on the climate and environmental 
crises: In spite of abundant scientific evidence of the 
escalating environmental crisis, the global response has been 
fragmented and woefully inadequate to address the scale of 
the challenge at hand. As countries respond to the crisis 
triggered by COVID-19, there is an opportunity to ‘build back 
better’ by steering financial resources towards sectors and 
services that support environmental and social sustainability.  

The concept of ‘just transitions’ to sustainable patterns of 
production and consumption is gaining traction but has so far 
paid little attention to the need to ensure that these 
transitions are gender just. 

A challenging political context:  Discussions are taking 
place among policymakers, civil society and the UN on the 
opportunity to ‘build back better’ in the aftermath of COVID-
19. Yet the political context at global and national levels is 
not necessarily conducive to deliberating and implementing 
visionary alternatives. Recent backlash on gender equality is 
making feminist policymaking even more challenging. The 
current crisis has brought to the fore underlying threats to 
democratic governance at national level, which will need to 
be addressed in any attempt to build more sustainable and 
socially just futures. 

COVID-19 has exacerbated the inequalities that have built up 
over the past decades and shown just how unsustainable and 
fragile our economies and democracies really are. It also 
provides a warning about what’s rapidly coming down the 
track on the environment. At the same time, the pandemic 
has created an opening for change, by dismantling myths 
about fiscal constraints, weak states and the ability of 
unfettered markets to work for the common good. It is a 
chance to rethink what the economy is for, and what it is that 
we really value. If the purpose of the economy is to support 
‘the survival and flourishing of life’,10 then to achieve that, we 
need a policy paradigm that integrates care for people and 
planet.  

 



 

 
 
 
 

How can we ‘Plan for Equal’ in the 
wake of COVID-19? 

The ‘Plan for Equal’ project aims to map out the ambitious 
and transformative policies that are needed to build a more 
equal and sustainable future. To get there will require 
context-specific policy pathways, tailored political strategies 
and alliances, and financing. The Plan will identify key 
enablers that can create a conducive environment for 
change, and identify which actors at global, national and local 
levels need to take what actions to move us towards our 
vision. 

The Plan will be based on creating dialogue between leading 
thinkers in feminist economics and feminist ecology, on the 
one hand, and feminist social policy and politics, on the 
other; as well as exploring linkages and alliances with other 
progressive thinkers and movements in the area of 
environmental sustainability, economic and social justice. 

Six virtual expert group meetings will provide the building 
blocks for the Plan. They focus on: 

• Putting care for people at the centre of a just and 
sustainable economy;  

• Enabling gender just transitions to sustainable 
production and consumption;  

• Sustaining livelihoods and an adequate standard of 
living for all;  

• Harmonizing macroeconomic policies and governance 
with social policies and objectives;  

• Building the conditions to implement feminist policies 
in a time of crisis; and  

• Metrics for measuring people and planet-centered 
progress. 

These meetings are also intended to foster engagement and 
exchange between different stakeholders – from 
policymakers, Member States, UN agencies, civil society and 
academia. 

The project is guided by an expert advisory group made up of 
feminist thinkers from a range of disciplines and diverse 
regions: 

• Diane Elson, Emeritus Professor, University of Essex, 
UK 

• James Heintz, Andrew Glyn Professor of Economics, 
University of Massachusetts, Amhurst 

• Kuntala Lahiri-Dutt, Professor, Resource, Environment 
and Development (RE&D) Program, Crawford School of 
Public Policy, Australian National University 

• Juliana Martinez-Franzoni, Associate Professor, 
Researcher, University of Costa Rica 

• Abena Oduro, Director of the Merian Institute for 
Advanced Studies in Africa (MIASA) and Associate 
Professor in the Department of Economics at the 
University of Ghana, Legon 

• Gita Sen, Director and Distinguished Professor, 
Ramalingaswami Centre on Equity and Social 
Determinants of Health (RCESDH), Public Health 
Foundation of India, Bangalore. 

Plan for Equal will be published in May 2021. 
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