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Abstract
Gender is a critical factor in how people respond to, and recover from major dis-
ruptions such as natural disasters or disease outbreaks. Climate-related disasters are 
known to pose-gender specific problems that disproportionately affect more women 
than men. Similarly, the COVID-19 pandemic’s impacts along gender lines are 
enormous, with women being the worst-affected. Existing studies have drawn con-
nections between COVID-19 and climate change, with most arguing that responses 
to the pandemic provide an opportunity to tackle climate change through emission 
reduction strategies as part of recovery efforts. We introduce a new dimension to 
this connection by demonstrating that though different phenomena, COVID-19 
and climate change are not so dissimilar in terms of their gendered socioeconomic 
impacts. Through a systematic review of the available literature, we establish a nexus 
between these impacts, and examine how the gender responses to COVID-19 can be 
leveraged to address gender-related climate impacts. We find that social protection, 
labor market, economic, and violence against women measures adopted in response 
to the pandemic provide a good opportunity to address the gender impacts of cli-
mate change as well. However, current COVID-19 gender responses do not incorpo-
rate the interconnections between the gender impacts of the pandemic and climate 
change. Adopting a nexus approach could help to leverage COVID-19 responses to 
address the gendered socioeconomic impacts of both crises.
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Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic continues to affect various facets of society amidst the 
significant challenges already posed by the climate crisis. While the impacts of 
these two problems are experienced on a societal scale, they have exposed and 
exacerbated existing inequalities in society and, in so doing, tend to affect some 
groups of people more than others (Blundell et  al. 2020; Eastin 2018). Women 
and girls, in particular, have been identified to be the worst affected in terms of 
the gendered impacts of climate change since its socioeconomic impacts pose 
gender-specific risks which disproportionately affect more women than men 
(Abbasi et  al. 2019; Eastin 2018; Goodrich et  al. 2019). It is widely acknowl-
edged that women’s triple burden in the gender division of labor—productive, 
reproductive, and community roles—exacerbates their vulnerabilities in times of 
natural disasters, wars, or disease outbreaks (Bradshaw 2015; Sanaul and Mondal 
2014). This situation is attributed to the additional burden that women carry in 
such disruptions, which add to their pre-disaster vulnerabilities (McLaren et  al. 
2020). The COVID-19 outbreak has reaffirmed this standpoint as its socioeco-
nomic impacts have also been identified to disproportionately affect more women 
than men (Alon et al. 2020; Chauhan 2020).

The pandemic has placed additional responsibility on women, and it is deepen-
ing existing gender inequalities. COVID-19 induced lockdowns and the closure 
of schools and daycare centers, for instance, have increased the caregiving burden 
of women, reduced their gainful employment times, and also exposed them to 
heightened domestic violence (Alon et  al. 2020; Collins et  al. 2020; McLaren 
et al. 2020). This current situation is consistent with past studies which also found 
that disasters or disease outbreaks increase women’s workload and decrease their 
productive hours (Bradshaw 2015; Stemple et al. 2016). Similarly, in many devel-
oping countries, women (especially in rural and peri-urban areas) tend to spend 
longer periods in search of water and fuelwood due to climate change. Conse-
quently, their productive hours are reduced and the extended periods spent on 
doing unpaid care work has further deepened inequalities between women and 
men (Flatø et al. 2017; Nabalamba et al. 2011). Gender concerns in responding to 
disasters or disruptions are critical to ensure that new opportunities are created, 
and vulnerable groups are empowered to recover and engage equally and equita-
bly in socioeconomic and political spheres (Leckie 2016; Momsen 2019).

In line with the above assertion, several studies have been carried out, with 
many focusing on identifying the gendered impacts of climate change (Abbasi 
et  al. 2019; Bhadwal et  al. 2019; Eastin 2018; Goli et  al. 2020; Goodrich et al. 
2019) and COVID-19 (Alon et al. 2020; Blundell et al. 2020; Collins et al. 2020; 
McLaren et al. 2020). Several studies that draw linkages between climate change 
and COVID-19 have also emerged. In their article—a tale of two crises: COVID-
19 and climate—Markard and Rosembloom (2020) argued that resources being 
amassed by governments in response to the COVID-19 pandemic could be lever-
aged to accelerate the decline of carbon-intensive industries and practices and 
to drive low carbon innovation. Other studies pointed out that the pandemic has 



SN Soc Sci (2021) 1:198	 Page 3 of 20  198

yielded some benefits, though short-term, for the fight against climate change 
through reduced environmental pollution (Arora et  al. 2020; Muhammad et  al. 
2020; Saadat et  al. 2020) and reduced carbon emissions (Le Quéré et  al. 2020; 
Paital 2020; Rugani and Caro 2020). Notably, such connections between climate 
change and COVID-19 do not exist in terms of their socioeconomic impacts. The 
relationship between the two is also depicted so that COVID-19 is seen as a tem-
porary phenomenon while climate change is seen as a long-term problem (Mark-
ard and Rosenbloom 2020; Sovacool et al. 2020).

In this article, we argue that while COVID-19 may be temporary, some of its 
socioeconomic impacts will have lasting effects and, thus, need to be addressed from 
a long-term perspective. The gendered socioeconomic impacts of the pandemic, for 
instance, are something that scholars have already identified to be a long-term phe-
nomenon (McLaren et  al. 2020). Hence, we attempt to establish a nexus between 
COVID-19 and climate change regarding their gendered socioeconomic impacts. We 
argue that such a nexus is essential for formulating policies that can address gender-
specific problems caused by both climate change and the COVID-19, especially in 
developing countries where these impacts are severe, and resources to address them 
are limited. Addressing gender-related problems of climate change and COVID-19 
separately could result in fragmentation of already scarce resources, resulting in 
inefficient and ineffective resource use. The main questions we attempt to answer 
are: (1)what is the nexus between the gendered socio-economic impacts of climate 
change and COVID-19? and (2) how can COVID-19 gender responses be leveraged 
to address climate-induced gender impacts?

Methods

The four steps (identification, screening, eligibility, and inclusion) of the Preferred 
Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analysis (PRISMA) (Moher 
et al. 2009) procedure was adopted in conducting this study. PRISMA consists of 
a four phase flow diagram to guide evidence-based systematic reviews and meta-
analysis. The first step (identification) involves searching for relevant materials/doc-
uments to be included in the review. In this step, the emphasis was placed on docu-
ments dealing with gender, climate change, and COVID-19. The SCOPUS database, 
google scholar, and google search engine were used in identifying relevant materi-
als. In SCOPUS, publications dealing with gender and climate change or COVID-19 
were identified using two different search strings. The first search string focused on 
gender and climate change and is specified as: TITLE-ABS-KEY ("climate change" 
AND "gender" OR "gender vulnerability" AND "climate change") AND [LIMIT-
TO (DOCTYPE, "ar") OR LIMIT-TO (DOCTYPE, "ch") OR LIMIT-TO (DOC-
TYPE, "re") OR LIMIT-TO (DOCTYPE, "bk")] AND [LIMIT-TO (LANGUAGE, 
"English")].

The search above was limited to articles, reviews, book chapters, and books 
authored in English only, and it churned out 1549 documents. The second search 
string focused on gender and COVID-19 and is specified as: TITLE-ABS-KEY 
("gender" AND "COVID-19" OR "gender" AND "coronavirus" OR "gender" 
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AND "sars-cov-2") AND [LIMIT-TO (DOCTYPE, "ar") OR LIMIT-TO (DOC-
TYPE, "re")] AND [LIMIT-TO (LANGUAGE, "English")]. The second string 
was limited to articles and reviews (no books and book chapters were found, 
though) authored in English only, and it produced 257 documents. These 
searches were conducted on November 2, 2020. A total of 32 documents were 
also identified through google scholar and the main google search engine using 
the search terms “gender equality + climate change” and “gender equality and 
COVID-19 or coronavirus”. After checking for duplicates from the different 
sources, 17 documents were removed, hence a total of 1821 documents were 
screened for their eligibility. The few duplicates found is as a result of the dif-
ferent search strings used in the SCOPUS database which focused separately on 
COVID-Gender and Climate-Gender. Also, in the google scholar and google 
search engine, documents were screened within the search results and purpo-
sively selected and added to the total records screened.

In the second stage, the document titles and abstracts were screened, and rel-
evant publications were selected for final assessment to determine their elibility 
for inclusion. This process resulted in the elimination 1597 documents, hence 
224 documents were assessed for inclusion in the final stage. The documents 
were split among three researchers who conducted independent full-text assess-
ments of the articles after which a cross-validation of each researchers selection 
was done. The final assessment included reading the full-text of the articles to 
determin their suitability for the topic under discussion. Emphasis was placed on 
documents that specifically focused on gender and climate change, gender and 
COVID-19 in terms of vulnerability and socioeconomic impacts, and interven-
tions. This assessment resulted in the selection of 62 documents for inclusion. 
The entire process is summarized in the PRISMA flow chart below (See Fig. 1).

Results and discussion

The results and discussions in this section are based on the full-text analysis 
of the 62 documents selected. The majority of documents selected were jour-
nal articles (30) and reports (19). Figure  2 shows a classification of the docu-
ment types and the years of publication. The reports were mainly from major 
international organizations such as the United Nations Entity for Gender Equal-
ity and the Empowerment of Women (UN Women), Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development (OECD), International Labor Organization 
(ILO), United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), Agricultural Coop-
erative Development International (ACDI/VOCA), and CARE International, 
amongst others. The 30 journal articles selected comprised 25 original research 
articles and 5 review articles. A majority of the selected documents were pub-
lished within the past five years with a cummulative total of 52 documents pub-
lished from 2015 to 2020. Hence, the most recent literature on the subject were 
included in our analysis.
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Fig. 1   Process of document identification and selection (PRISMA flow chart). Source: Adapted from 
Page et al. (2021)

Fig. 2   Types of documents included in the review (a), and b publication years of documents
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Nexus between the gendered socioeconomic impacts of COVID‑19 and climate 
change

The gender-related nexus between climate change and COVID-19 can be identi-
fied at two main levels—the vulnerability context and the socio-economic impacts. 
We conceptualize these nexus in Fig.  3, and emphasize that current responses to 
the gendered impacts of COVID-19 could help to address already exising gender 

Fig. 3   Nexus between the gendered socio-economic impacts of COVID-19 and climate change
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impacts posed by climate change. While most the impacts are common to both, 
some impacts are exclusive to climate change only and COVID-19 only. Impacts 
like increased caregiving and intimate partner violence are more associated with 
COVID-19 than climate change due to COVID-19 infections and lockdowns which 
have confined people to their homes. On the other hand, forced migration and local 
conflicts (which disproportionately affect females), especially over local resources 
such as water and pasture, are more associated with climate change, particularly in 
the developing countries (Messer 2010). Two main nexuses have been deduced and 
discussed below.

Nexus 1: the vulnerability context

The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) defines a system’s vulner-
ability to climate change based on exposure to climate hazards, systems sensitiv-
ity, and ability to adapt to these hazards (IPCC 2007). Hence, it is not the male or 
female gender itself that signifies vulnerability, but rather the specific context within 
which these genders are found (Wisner et al. 2003). For example, the UN Women 
(2020), noted that people’s exposure to COVID-19 is influenced by gender, place of 
residence, and income. Abbasi et al. (2019) contend that vulnerabilities are produced 
by inequalities in the distribution and access to resources and opportunities. Several 
factors spanning economic, social, political, and cultural dimensions are, thus, very 
important determinants of peoples’ vulnerability to climate-induced disasters and 
pandemics such as COVID-19. These factors have been clustered and discussed in 
three themes below—economic, socio-political, and physical.

Economic factors  The economic setting holds significant implications for how both 
men and women are impacted by climate change and COVID-19, especially in the 
world’s developing regions.  Concerning climate change, many people’s livelihoods 
are dependent on agricultural or natural resources (especially women). This depend-
ence makes them directly susceptible to climate change impacts such as crop failures. 
However, women in particular have less access to agricultural credit, limited access 
to agricultural land and very few of them have bank accounts (African Development 
Bank 2018). According to the African Development Bank (2018), less than 1% of 
total credit to agriculture goes to women, while they benefit from only 10% of credit 
to small farmers. Limited financial services affect people’s ability to access knowl-
edge and information on climate risks and adaptation measures, and their ability to 
make investments that can help them to adapt or recover from climate-related disas-
ters (Leichenko and Silva 2014) and pandemics such as COVID-19 (UN Women and 
UNEP 2020).

Also, more women than men are involved in the informal economy, which is 
prone to job insecurity. In sub-Saharan Africa, over 74% of women in non-agri-
cultural jobs are in informal employment (UN Women 2015). This situation has 
been a major vulnerability factor for women during the pandemic. Lockdowns, 
stay at home measures, and market closures imposed due to the COVID-19 
meant that most of these women employed in the informal sector were temporar-
ily out of employment as many of them could not engage in their usual income 
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generating activities (Alon et al. 2020; Asante and Mills 2020). In Europe, over 
2.5 million workers are domestic workers who are mostly women in the informal 
economy, characterized by lower wages and poor conditions; hence, putting them 
in an economically vulnerable position (Baird and Hill 2020; European Union 
Agency for Fundamental Rights 2020). Unlike the 2008 recession, which affected 
more men than women in terms of job losses, the COVID-19 pandemic has nega-
tively affected the service sectors such as the health, restaurants, and hospital-
ity industries, which have high women employment (Alon et al. 2020). Low-paid 
jobs and activities such as laundry, cleaning, and food services in health facilities 
are mostly done by women making them very vulnerable to contracting diseases 
when there is an outbreak (Baird and Hill 2020).

Socio‑cultural and  political factors  Gender roles and responsibilities, political 
representation/participation in decision making, social capital, and access to social 
services such as health are major factors that determine people’s vulnerability to 
both climate change and COVID-19 impacts. Climate change has increased the 
household burden of women and girls’, especially in developing countries, a situ-
ation that has been identified to worsen the economic vulnerability of women and 
girls since their gainful employment hours are reduced (Flatø et al. 2017; Nabala-
mba et al. 2011). The majority of care work is also done by women as they are 
normally expected to care for children, take care of the elderly, and the sick. The 
closure of schools and daycare centers as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
for instance, has increased the caregiving burden of women (Alon et  al. 2020; 
McLaren et al. 2020). Also, existing inequalities in the ownership and control of 
household assets undermine women’s ability to achieve economic independence 
and wellbeing (Flatø et  al. 2017). Unfortunately, women’s representation in the 
political sphere where decisions are made regarding these issues is limited (IUCN 
2015; UNDP 2015).

The UNDP (2015), for instance, notes that globally less than 22% of seats 
in single/lower houses of national parliaments are occupied by women (UNDP 
2015), while only 35% of environmental sector ministries have a gender focal 
point (IUCN 2015). Also, globally, 70% of the health and social sector work-
force are women, and only 30% of them are in the management position to make 
decisions, thereby putting them at a greater risk to COVID-19 pandemic (OECD 
2020; Oppenheim 2020). An individual’s social capital is also an important deter-
minant of their vulnerability during disasters or disease outbreaks (Goodrich 
et al. 2019; Gupta 2020). Gupta (2020) contends that social distancing and self-
isolation measures in response to COVID-19 put victims of abusive partners in 
more danger as they will be far from family and friends.

Physical factors  Physical factors such as geographic location and ownership of 
physical assets including land and household assets also play a significant role in 
the gender vulnerability to both climate change and COVID-19. Apropos climate 
change, people located in certain locations such as coastal and mountainous regions 
are more vulnerable to climate change impacts (Field et al. 2012; McDowell et al. 
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2013). The vulnerability context also differs for rural and urban areas, with rural 
areas, in particular, being at a disadvantage. Due to inadequate infrastructure and 
access to facilities and services, rural dwellers may find it more difficult to adapt to 
climate change impacts. With regard to COVID-19, urban dwellers tend to be more 
vulnerable in terms of infections as the virus spreads quickly in the urban environ-
ment due to higher population densities and use of public spaces/services such as 
transport, restaurants/bars, and beaches, amongst others. Rural areas are, however, 
disadvantaged when it comes to access to health services, which is critical for 
testing and treatment of the virus. Socio-economically, urban areas may be hard 
hit by the pandemic since most lockdowns were mainly enforced in cities. These 
lockdowns, with their associated market closures alongside many other businesses 
affected more urban dwellers since the majority of these services are located in 
such areas. The different vulnerability factors discussed above imply that how the 
socio-economic impacts of climate change and COVID-19 are experienced along 
gender lines will also differ depending on the vulnerability context. The nexus 
between these impacts are is discussed below.

Nexus 2: the socio‑economic impacts

The nexus between these impacts are also clustered and discussed in two themes—
economic and pyschosocial. The economic impacts focus on employmenent, income 
and poverty issues while psychosocial issues include anxiety and Post Traumatic 
Stress Disorder (PTSD), gender-based violence, learning gaps and child labor.

Economic impacts  Climate change impacts such as droughts and other extreme 
weather events significantly disrupt livelihoods, while longer periods spent by women 
and women in securing fuelwood and water for their households also affects their 
gainful employment times (Kwauk et  al 2019). Similarly, COVID-19 lockdowns, 
market closures, and associated measures have also resulted in unemployment and 
have increased care work for women, which has affected their gainful employment 
times. As of April 2020, the World Bank estimated that COVID-19 has pushed 
between 40 and 60 million people back into poverty, with most of them in developing 
countries (Mahler et al. 2020). With the majority of people already living in poverty 
being women (UN Women 2018), the pandemic is taking a heavier toll on them than 
their male counterparts. Climate change impacts are also known to exacerbate the 
cycle of poverty, especially in the developing world, where many livelihoods are 
natural-resource dependent (WEDO 2016). With crop failures and water scarcity, 
household income is affected, and in turn limits the ability to feed the family and pay 
for social services such as education and healthcare,

An area that was key in stopping the spread of the COVID-19 virus was the mar-
ket places, which were closed in order to decongest populated markets and enforce 
social distancing among traders (Asante and Mills 2020). These measures have 
affected women since they play key roles as processors, traders, and entrepreneurs 
in markets, thus, limiting their working opportunities. Women globally earn much 
lesser income than their men counterparts. Therefore, income losses because of the 
global coronavirus pandemic would increase the inequalities between them (World 
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Trade Organization 2020). Also, many companies’ COVID19-related layoffs have 
focused on female employees (Kurter 2020; Robbins 2020). All these impacts have 
potentially widened the economic inequality gap between men and women.

Psychosocial impacts  COVID-19 and climate change have common social and psy-
chological impacts. Regarding climate change, Padhy et al. (2015) noted that increas-
ing temperatures and prolonged droughts can increase rates of aggression and farmer 
suicides, while frequent climate-related disasters such as hurricanes can lead to Post 
Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD), adjustment disorder, and depression. Similarly, 
the COVID-19 pandemic has led to increased anxiety, stress, and PTSD symptoms 
(Liu et al. 2020; Özdin and Bayrak Özdin 2020). People with track records of gender-
based violence or intimate partner violence experienced mental health challenges due 
to the negative consequences of isolation and stay home measures across countries 
(Raj et al. 2020). The imposition of social distancing and self-isolation put victims of 
abusive partners in more danger as they are far from family and friends (Gupta 2020). 
Consequently, there has been a sharp increase in emergency calls to helplines and 
increased online searches for support by domestic violence victims during the pan-
demic period. Domestic violence-related deaths in the UK alone increased by twofold 
within two weeks of the lockdown period (Chen and Bougie 2020). Women tend to 
be more domestic violence victims than men are during pandemics and epidemics 
(Scotland 2020). Unfortunately, COVID-19 has also disrupted reproductive, mental 
health, and psychosocial support services due to the diversion of resources from these 
services to tackle the pandemic (CARE International 2020; Raj et al. 2020).

Climate change and COVID-19 also widen the education access and equity gap 
between males and females. Kwauk et al. (2019) noted that due to their gender roles 
within the household, girls’ education is impacted more by climate change than 
their male counterparts, with the millions of hours spent collecting water and fuel-
wood significantly affecting girls’ enrollment and retention in school (Kwauk et al. 
2019). According to UN Women (2018), about 15 million girls of primary-school-
age will never get the chance to learn to read or write as compared to 10 million 
boys. The United Nations Development Programme (UNDP 2015) estimates that 
about 80% of people displaced by climate change are women. Hence, in the event of 
such displacements, most school-going girls are more likely to be affected than boys. 
Similarly, Scotland (2020) noted that the COVID-19 pandemic and school closures 
increase the existing learning gaps between boys and girls, and could potentially 
lead to early marriages. School closures also meant that children could not report 
domestic violence and sexual abuses to teachers they mostly confide in (Scotland 
2020; UN Women 2020).

Another shared impact of COVID-19 and claimate change is child labour. 
Adverse climate change impacts on agriculture often force households to seek alter-
native livelihoods, a situation which forces children to work under dangerous con-
ditions (ReliefWeb 2017), while livelihood disruptions caused by COVID-19 and 
school closures also force children to provide temporary support for their families 
often through income-generating activities which subjects them to child labor (ILO 
and UNICEF 2020). The foregoing shows that most of the gendered socioeconomic 
impacts of COVID-19 and climate change are connected. While the pandemic is 
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taking a heavy toll on societies, it has also brought opportunities to address these 
problems. The pandemic has spurred massive resource mobilizations towards 
addressing its impacts, and to build back better. Several measures in response to the 
gendered impacts are being enacted and implemented across the world. With the 
interconnectedness discussed above, these measures can be leveraged to address the 
gender impacts of climate change as well.

Gender‑based responses to the COVID‑19 pandemic

According to the UNDP and UN Women (UNDP and UN Women 2020e), 164 
countries and territories out of 206 countries and territories that they analyzed have 
adopted some gender-sensitive measures in response to the COVID-19 pandemic. 
These measures are broadly categorized into those that address violence against 
women, women’s economic security, and unpaid care and are presented in Fig. 4. 
Overall, the majority of these measures target violence against women; economic 
security measures constitute the least among the three categories. In-depth discus-
sion of these interventions are given below.

Social protection measures

Social protection measures could be classified as gender-sensitive if they address 
women’s unpaid care (UNDP-UN Women 2020). Unpaid care, as defined by 
Ryan and Ayadi (2020) refers to all non-market, unpaid activities carried out in 

Fig. 4   Gendered responses to COVID-19 in various regions of the world. Total (n = 992), sub-Sahara 
Africa (n = 113), Northern Africa and Western Asia (n = 102), Latin America and the Caribbean 
(n = 261), Europe, Northern America, Australia and New Zealand (n = 340), East Asia, South East Asia 
and Oceania (n = 100), Central and Southern Asia (n = 76). Source: Authors’ construct based on data 
from UNDP and UN Women (2020e)
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households—and includes both direct care of persons, such as children or the 
elderly and indirect care such as cleaning, cooking, or fetching water. Globally, 
only 8% of gender responses to COVID-19 focus on unpaid care (UNDP and 
UN Women 2020e). These measures were in the form of social insurance, care 
services, and social assistance. The most common measures were provisions for 
family leave, which enabled parents to spend some of their paid work time in 
caring for children and sick relatives, while social assistance measures included 
compensations to parents for the closure of schools and daycare centers (UNDP 
and UN Women 2020e). Despite numerous social protection measures in the 
developing world, only a few of them address gender concerns. For instance, in 
sub-Sahara Africa (SSA), measures that focus on unpaid care and women’s eco-
nomic security make up only a fraction of the total social protection response, 
on the one hand, and fiscal and economic interventions, on the other. About 45 
territories and countries in SSA have endorsed 189 social protection and labor 
market measures as COVID-19 responses. However, only 30 (15.9%) of these 
measures are gender-sensitive in that they strengthen women’s economic security 
or deal with unpaid care (UNDP and UN Women 2020d). Similarly, out of 70 
social protection measures adopted in the Central and Southern Asia region, only 
13 (18.6%) of them are gender-sensitive, while only 75 (22%) out of 339 social 
protection measures in the Latin America and Caribbean region were gender-sen-
sitive (UNDP and UN Women 2020a, b).

Labour market measures

By definition, labor market measures are gender-sensitive if they target women’s 
economic security (UNDP-UN Women 2020). Alon et  al. (2020) reported that 
the United States government, as a labor market measure, permitted flexible work 
arrangements for public organizations, allowing working mothers to work remotely 
while attending to their children’s increased care needs. Following the report of the 
UNDP and UN Women (2020e), out of the 1813 fiscal, economic, social protection, 
and labor market measures to tackle COVID-19 impacts on women in more than 200 
countries and territories, only 177 measures across 85 countries and territories deal 
with women’s economic security or lack of it—resulting to a meagre 10 percent of 
the total fiscal, economic, social protection and jobs responses. Labor market meas-
ures account for 19 percent of measures that deal with women’s economic security 
(33 measures across 20 countries), covering training programs that target women, 
wage subsidies, and support for women entrepreneurs and women employed in the 
informal sector (UNDP and UN Women 2020e).

As an example, in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic, three African countries 
launched programs aimed at supporting women entrepreneurs, informal traders, and 
cooperatives with cash transfers, credits subsidy, grants and/or digital platforms to 
market local products. The global labor market measures to address the gendered 
COVID-19 impacts could be generally inadequate as only 20 countries of the world 
have labor market measures that prioritize, or at least, target the women sector 
(UNDP and UN Women 2020e).
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Fiscal and economic measures

In the context of this study, fiscal and economic measures are said to be gender-sen-
sitive if they support the female-dominated sectors of the economy, on the premise 
that this will protect women’s employment, thus enhancing their economic security. 
According to the UNDP-UN Women (2020), 31 countries and territories in Sub-
Saharan Africa have employed 98 fiscal and economic measures to assist the busi-
nesses. However, only 19 of these measures have sought to strengthen women’s 
economic security by channeling resources to feminized sectors. It is pertinent to 
highlight at this point that given the lower number of measures to address unpaid 
care, no country in sub-Saharan Africa registers a holistic response with measures 
that span the three dimensions (unpaid care, violence, and economic security). Wor-
risomely, 16 out of 45 countries and territories analyzed in the region have no gen-
der-sensitive measures in all of their COVID-19 responses.

Globally, the key social protection programs that governments have adopted to 
also fortify women’s economic security with regard to COVID-19 are: cash trans-
fers (51 of these measures are found in 41 countries) and food assistance or other 
forms of in-kind support (21 of these measures are found in 20 countries) that pri-
oritize women as the major recipients (UNDP and UN Women 2020e). For exam-
ple, as a fiscal and economic measure for combatting COVID-19 effects on women, 
the government of Rwanda, from April to September 2020, targeted female-headed 
Rwandan households and capitalized on its decentralized governance structure to 
distribute food and other important items to about 20,000 families. Target groups 
included casual laborers who lost their livelihoods due to the COVID-19 lockdown 
measures. In general, only 35 countries of the world included fiscal measures that 
channel resources to female-dominated sectors in their overall COVID-19 responses 
(UNDP and UN Women 2020e).

Violence against women measures

Several countries have implemented policies of paid sick leave for caregivers 
(mostly women), childcare support and child feeding programmes. Some countries 
have created child helplines to receive reports of violence, while others have inte-
grated child protection into COVID-19 responses helplines (Bhatia et  al. 2020). 
Alteration of stay-at-home orders for women experiencing violence, secretly report-
ing violence through smartphone apps and helplines, enabling reporting of violence 
through supermarkets or pharmacies, and providing emergency shelter for women 
and their children in case of violence are some of the measures taken in response to 
violence against women. About 57 percent of all gender-sensitive measures in Sub-
Saharan Africa (i.e., 64 measures across 17 countries) deal with preventing and/or 
responding to violence against women and girls (VAWG).

The UNDP and UN Women (2020c) reports that Eastern and Southern African 
countries account for an approximated two-thirds of VAWG measures (46 measures 
across 11 countries). In comparison, Central and Western African countries have 
around one-third of measures (18 measures across six countries) to address violence 
against women. The goal of more than 50 percent of all VAWG measures in the 
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Sub-Saharan African region (35 in 13 countries) is to strengthen services for women 
who survived violence through continual provision of psychosocial support (seven 
measures in six countries), provision of helplines and other reporting mechanisms 
(11 measures in 10 countries), and prompt police and judicial responses (seven 
measures in six countries).

Leveraging covid‑19 responses to address gender impacts of climate change

From the discussions above it is apparent that there is a nexus between the gendered 
impacts of COVID-19 and climate change. These commonalities imply, as we elabo-
rate here, that COVID-19 responses can be leveraged to simultaneously address the 
gendered impacts of climate change. Some of the labour market measures adopted 
by many African governments include training programmes that target woment 
in the informal sector  who lost their jobs due to COVID-19, wage subsidies, and 
support for women entrepreneurs. These measures have a positive climate change 
dimension. For instance, in addition to supporting these women to set up entrepre-
neurship ventures on their own, the training programmes for them could focus on 
income-generating green skills that can enhance employment in the aftermath of 
COVID-19 while engendering a shift towards decarbonization, and ultimately cli-
mate change mitigation. The measures can be tailored to encourage women in agri-
culture to pursue sustainable agriculture or other rural entrepreneurial activities that 
could enhance ecosystem regeneration and clean energy installations (Agrawalai 
et al. 2020) Also, van Barneveld et al. (2020) opined that government support for 
renewable energy startups owned and operated by women would not just enhance 
their economic security but may also smoothen the transition to clean energy, which 
in turn, could reduce emissions and thus, combat climate change. This assertion is 
also supported by Borland and Charlton (2020)

The climate dimension of the fiscal and economic measures adopted to address 
COVID-19 gendered impacts is also significant. Many African governments 
(Rwanda as a point of reference), distributed food and other essential items to fami-
lies, especially those headed by women. By providing the basic food necessities to 
these female-headed households, the women are discouraged from certain environ-
tally unfriendly practices such as cutting of trees to sell as fuelwood, animal poach-
ing and consumption of wild fruits which could affect the environment negatively 
and further expose the country to climate change risks (Hepburn et al. 2020). Also, 
the aim of more than 50 percent of all VAWG measures in the Sub-Saharan African 
region is to strengthen services for women who survived violence through different 
forms of assistance including economic support. While the VAWG measures may 
not have a direct role in the climate change context, some of the measures aimed at 
strengthening women who survived COVID-19-induced violence may also bolster 
their adaptation to climate change impacts. Programmes that seek to re-establish the 
economic strength of the violated women are particularly important in this regard. 
They could come in the form of green entrepreneurship support or clean energy 
skills acquisition programmes.
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Conclusion and recommendations

The COVID-19 virus, also known as sars-cov-2, continues to impact severely in 
all facets of society. The pandemic has brought in its wake severe disruptions, 
which have placed an enormous task on governments to both respond by contain-
ing the spread of the virus, treat infected people, and find ways to recover and get 
economies back to normal. The pandemic essentially added to the climate change 
problem which the world has been battling. Both problems have caused unprece-
dented impacts, sending shocks across various regions of the world and impacting 
different groups of people in different ways. Previous studies have shown that in 
such unprecedented circumstances due to disease outbreaks or disasters, gender 
is critical since gender roles and responsibilities influence how men and women 
are affected by these disruptions. In this paper, we establish a nexus between the 
gendered socioeconomic impacts of COVID-19 and climate change and argue 
that resources being mobilized to address the impacts of the COVID-19 could be 
leveraged to address the impacts of climate change with regard to gender. Both 
climate change and COVID-19 were found to reduce gainful employment times, 
cause unemployment, cause mental health problems, including PTSD, increase 
learning gaps between boys and girls, and cause child labor. In all these impacts, 
the female gender in particular tends to be disadvantaged and bear the brunt of 
these impacts due to their gender roles and responsibilities.

Countries around the world have taken cognizance of the gendered impacts 
of the pandemic and have initiated measures to address these impacts. These 
measures were broadly categorized into measures that deal with violence against 
women, women’s economic security, and unpaid care. However, available data 
shows that very few countries have measures that address all three issues. Even 
though a total of 992 gender-sensitive measures were found in 164 countries, 
only 25 countries have measures that target all the three issues identified (UNDP 
and UN Women 2020e). Nonetheless, social protection, labor market, economic, 
and violence against women measures adopted by countries in response to the 
pandemic provide a good opportunity to address the gender impacts of climate 
change as well. However, the fact that the current measures adopted in response 
to COVID-19 do not highlight these linkages implies that the commonalities 
between the gendered impacts of the pandemic and climate change have not 
been recognized. This study, thus, draws attention to a very important issue. We 
argue that COVID-19 and climate change are not so different in terms of their 
gendered-socio-economic impacts. Hence, efforts to address these impacts should 
be streamlined to ensure resource-efficiency and also ensure that the measures 
taken in response to the pandemic do not end when the pandemic is over since the 
same measures are crucial for addressing the gendered impacts of climate change, 
which is a long-term phenomenon.

Observably, most of the gender-sensitive measures taken by countries in 
response to the pandemic have a women-focus. This is understandable since 
the female gender in particular has been identified to bear most of the negative 
impacts. However, even though the female gender is generally found to be more 



	 SN Soc Sci (2021) 1:198198  Page 16 of 20

vulnerable, contextual factors tend to make some more vulnerable to climate-
related disasters and disease outbreaks than others. It is currently unclear how 
these contextual factors or differences have been factored into the COVID-19 
gender-sensitive responses. Also, while the male gender is usually considered less 
vulnerable, the same contextual factors such as location, educational levels, dis-
ability status, economic and social capital amongst may make the male gender in 
some contexts more vulnerable to climate-related disasters and disease outbreaks 
such as the COVID-19. Thus, future research could examine these dynamics to 
better understand and formulate context-specific policy responses for a more 
inclusive and equitable post-pandemic recovery.
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