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Global recessions since 1900
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Global recessions (reflected as per capita GDP growth contraction)

Great 
depression

(1930-1932) 

End of 
WWII 

(1945-1946) 

COVID-19
End of WWI
(1920-1921) 



Pandemics and plagues since 1900

1900 1910 1920 1930 1940 1950 1960 1970 1980 1990 2000 2010 2020

Deaths from pandemics (in millions)

Spanish flu (40-50m)
1918-1920

Hong Kong fluAsian flu

Swine flu, 
ebola, MERS, 

SARS

COVID-19 (5m)



Past coinciding recessions and pandemic?
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Deaths from pandemics (in millions)

Global recessions (reflected as per capita GDP growth contraction)

1920-1921 recession was due to WWI, but also flu-
generated economic declines for GDP and 
consumption of 6 and 8 percent for typical country 
(Barro, Ursua & Weng, 2020). Economic impact 
due to deaths of working age population



Considering trade-offs in 
developing countries
Less rationale for virus suppression for developing 
countries due to six factors: 

• Lower average age; lower mortality risk of 
population

• Greater informality

• Fiscal constraints 
• Role of social security in softening blow of loss of 

income to economy & into individual well-being

• Ability to continue to working and learning from 
home

• Poor compliance with stay at home restrictions 
• Due to low civil obedience
• Higher cost of staying at home when living in 

crowded informal housing

• Depth of poverty and lack of savings
• Loss of income has more dramatic consequences ito

hunger & health

Barnett-Howell & Mobarak (2020)



Navigating tough trade-offs amidst uncertainty

COVID-related losses
• Deaths
• Hospitalisations
• Long COVID
• Severe illness

Vital health services
• Tuberculosis and HIV screening
• Child vaccinations
• Contraception distribution

Human capital  & productivity
• Loss of learning & cognitive 

development
• Job & income loss
• Loss of on-the-job learning
• Hard lockdowns disrupted 

production and trade

Other health and social outcomes
• Hunger
• Violence (women, children)
• Mental health

Consumer activity and expectations
• Demand for tourism, 

entertainment, restaurants 
• Worries about job security 

prompt conservative spending



Navigating tough trade-offs amidst uncertainty

• Should universities and schools be closed to help flatten the curve, but at 
the cost of learning and investment in country’s future human capital?
• What is the risk of contagion amongst children? What is the risk of severe illness 

amongst children? 
• How much learning losses would be incurred if schools or universities are closed? 

Can learning continue online? How long will universities or schools need to be 
closed? 

• Is there a mid-way option? How does this affect parents who need to work?

• Should alcohol be banned during COVID-19 peaks to take the pressure off 
health workers and ICUs and enable them to treat all severe COVID-19 
cases, but at cost of affecting jobs in liquor and restaurant industry?

• Should all but most essential workers be required to stay at home to 
contain spread of COVID & save lives, but at expense of loss of income & 
jobs?
• Which workers are essential? Which workers are high risk for contracting virus? What 

work can be done at home? Which sectors are more vulnerable to job loss?



Saving lives while working and learning

• Vaccinations

• Information campaigns

• Masks

• Social distancing, stay at home if you can, 
avoid crowds

• Hand washing

• Limit socialization, but not work-related 
activities

• Shielding of elderly

• Socialising outside

• Social pods or bubbles

• BUT crucial link here is that enforcement is 
not feasible

• US research shows that only 7% of 
behavior change was via regulations

• Vaccinations cannot be compulsory

• But also mask wearing and social 
distancing 

• Private social interactions with close and 
frequent contact likely to contribute a large 
share of COVID-19 contagion cases

• Beliefs are important
• Credibility & trust is vital

• Effective communication of information

• Perceptions of fairness: stricter measures 
come at a higher costs, loss of credibility 
and earlier onset of compliance fatigue



Tough policy decisions under uncertainty

• Extra-welfarist optimization tend to dominate in health 
• Optimize spending within health services 
• Despite evidence that health services deliver relatively low value compared to contribution of 

investment in other sectors such as education, sanitation, water and social development

• Frameworks for making policy decisions
• E.g. cost-benefit framework, utilitarianism &  capability theory
• Essence of difference is whether looks at averages or distribution of benefits/costs
• Health models tend to not take distribution of benefits into account

• Models are tools to help think through problem under specific assumptions
• Ethically it is vital to emphasize assumptions and weakness of models because it can give 

false sense of certainty – especially at times of uncertainty
• Decisions should be assessed cf. what was known and believed at the time
• Cannot be assessed vs. current knowledge or events that have emerged since

• Advisory panel: Criticism that SA was reliant on panel of health scientists whereas 
other countries had broader representation that included social scientists and 
communication specialists
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After a decline in jobs between October and January, as
well as a reduction in lockdown level, jobs seem to have
increased again for both men and women between
January and March.

Although the standard errors do overlap, there is some
suggestion that men’s employment is back to pre-Covid
levels, while women’s employment is still down 8.4%
compared to February 2020.

Casale & Shepherd (2021)



Labour Market: empl-to-pop (incl. furloughed)

• Everywhere suffered badly in 1st

half of 2020 

• Suburbs least volatile

• All areas recovered with 
exception of shack-dwellers
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Money for food: 21% of households report 

running out of money to buy food in the past 12 

months

Any hunger: 14% of households report that 

either an adult or child went hungry in the past 

12 months (5% of households reported skipping meals 

for 5 days in the past 30 days)

Child hunger: Van der Berg et al (2020) convert 

GHS   s   s                       “  s     

     s”    “         s       s” - 8% of households 

report a child went hungry in past 7 days.   

Money for food: 47% report that their 

household ran out of money to buy food in 

April 

Any hunger: +/ 22% report that someone 

(adult or child) in the household went 

hungry in the last 7 days

Child hunger: 15% report that a child 

went hungry in the last 7 days. 

NIDS-CRAM 2020 GHS 2018

Evidence that food poverty has got worse during 
lockdown

Shielding: Adults ‘shielding’ children 
from hunger but this ‘shielding’ ability 
declines with the extent of household 
hunger. The mechanisms available for 

staving off hunger are borrowing or drawing 
on savings – mechanisms that can only 
function for a short period.

Shielding: Adult and child hunger do not 
differ at all in the GHS 2018 data

Wills, Patel, Van der Berg & Mpeta (2020)



Hunger: In and out of hunger

• More than two out of five (40-
45%) adults in households 
within townships and shack 
areas went hungry sometime 
over the last year compared with 
one in five (20%) in the suburbs.
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NIDS-CRAM wave 3 data; Van der Berg, Patel & Bridgman (2021)

Targeting of grants & support: share of grants/support going to 
households that have run out of money for food in November & 
December, analysed by provider



Women continue to bear the brunt of childcare

Schools 
open

Schools 
open

Schools 
closed

Similar proportions (46%) of men and
women live with young children who
were attending an ECD center/pre-
school pre-Covid.

Yet, 66% of women are solely
responsible for looking after young
children not yet returned, compared

to 24% of men.

When schools are shut, the gender
gap in hours spent on childcare
increases.

Casale & Shepherd (2021)



For more information, visit NIDS-CRAM website
cram.org.za

This is a public good so 
data available for download



Hunger: gone hungry in past week

• A suburban vs poorer urban 
areas divide remains very wide

• Very high levels of hunger in 
May/June 2020

• But has improved since Jul/Aug
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Labour market: churn/dynamics

• Almost half of adults in 
townships / shack dwellers 
experienced a temporary loss in 
employment

• Could it be jobs in low-skills, 
high-contact service industries 
such as retail, restaurants, 
entertainment and domestic 
work?26,7 25,6 24,1
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