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Since the outbreak of COVID-19, the OECD Development Centre and its Governing Board (GB) have 
taken several steps to help its Members address the short-, medium-, and long-term consequences of 
the pandemic and devise a path towards a resilient and sustainable recovery. These efforts include the 
publication of regional and thematic notes, the contribution to the OECD Policy Tracker, a series of 
dedicated blogs, the GB Policy Statement on “COVID-19 and Developing Countries: Policies and 
Partnerships to Respond, Reset and Rebuild Better”, a dedicated GB Seminar on Gender,  and a series 
of GB Thematic Sessions held between June and September 2020 and centred on the overarching theme 
of resilience. 
 
The abovementioned efforts have been concerted in order to build the momentum towards the 6th   High-
Level Meeting (HLM) of the Governing Board and provide the opportunity to discuss on several instances 
the key issues, experiences and policy actions pertaining to the response the crisis and to the recovery. 
This Key Issues Paper has a twofold purpose. On the one side, it aims to capture the main outcomes 
and priorities as emerged from the rich discussions among Members in the GB Thematic Sessions on 
social and economic resilience, on national development development strategies for resilience and policy 
coherence as well as in the GB Seminar on gender in the time of COVID-19 and the preparations for the 
GB Policy Statement (see Annex). On the other side, it aspires to be the bedrock of the discussions and 
inform the political messages of this year’s HLM. 
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Key Messages 
 

 The COVID-19 crisis hit the world with a complex shock, exerting simultaneous economic and social 
pressure and affecting the most vulnerable. Absorbing and responding to this shock has demanded extraordinary 
policy responses and may leave societies and economies different from what they looked like before.  

 While the shock is symmetric, its consequences and the capacity to respond differ widely across developed 
and developing countries. Many developing countries have entered the crisis with large vulnerabilities and a more 
limited fiscal space. Their combined effect could undermine years of human development progress. 

 A range of policy instruments has been employed to enhance social and economic resilience and build 
back better, knowing that there is not a silver bullet for addressing the severe consequences of COVID-19 and that 
the policy mix is context-specific. Yet, some key issues emerge from the policy experiences shared by countries. 

 Expanding social protection coverage to support the immediate- and long-term needs of the most 
vulnerable and finding appropriate modalities to do so in a way that recognises the diversity of informal economy 
workers and provides them with mechanisms that are fair, efficient and sustainable, will be paramount for the recovery. 
The financing of these schemes requires a mix that combines general taxation and social contributions from 
businesses and workers. Progressive and fair income taxation and a fair system to tax profits where they are made 
would help developing countries scale-up financing for health and social protection systems.  

 The COVID-19 pandemic has exacerbated women’s vulnerabilities in developing countries. Making social 
protection mechanism gender-sensitive, putting gender equality at the heart of the recovery plans and introducing a 
comprehensive gender lens in the design of economic policies represents a critical opportunity to harness women’s 
economic contribution to a resilient economic and social recovery. 

 COVID-19 has highlighted that the density, breadth and variety of industrial systems play a key role for 
quick responses to national and global emergencies, and has confirmed that free and open trade alone is not enough 
for inducing productivity convergence across the globe and improving peoples’ living standards. National strategies 
for industrial development and stronger rural-urban linkages, including through quality infrastructure investment, are 
key for economic diversification and better integration of developing countries in regional and global markets. 

 To make a difference, policies and reforms should go beyond reconstruction and rebuilding. Rather, they 
should focus on transforming globalisation to maximise its impact on inclusive and sustainable development by 
defining mechanisms for collective response and accountability while enabling developing countries to develop the 
potential of regional value chains and close the digital gaps between and within countries. 

 The pandemic creates high uncertainty that can delay the recovery. The response to the crisis should 
combine short-term with mid- and long-term measures, which ensure that no permanent damage is done to the 
economy and put it on a sustainable development path. Strategies and their national financing frameworks help 
promote coherence across policies and levels of government and enhance accountability and citizens’ trust in 
institutions 

 A New Deal for Development is needed, laying the foundations for a resilient recovery and beyond. The 
global response in support of developing countries must be scaled-up. OECD and major emerging economies should 
integrate better in their plans the need to promote a strong recovery everywhere. A new approach to international 
solidarity, co-operation and global public investment, based on mutual accountability is needed. One that more 
effectively measures and addresses vulnerabilities, puts gender-equality at the core, connects national development 
strategies to global challenges and promotes global public goods and better handling of systemic risks – such as 
health crisis and the debt legacy of the crisis – with a view of enabling developing countries to reduce their exposure 
to shocks and enhance their fiscal and socio-economic capacities to react. 
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Introduction 
 
The crisis caused by the COVID-19 pandemic has hit the world with a complex shock, exerting simultaneous economic 
and social pressure. Absorbing and responding to this shock has demanded extraordinary policy responses and will 
leave societies and economies different from what they looked like before. How well countries respond to the crisis 
will depend on their exposure to it, how socially and economically resilient they are to its impact and the quality of their 
policy response. While this exogenous shock is symmetric, its consequences and the capacity to respond differ widely 
across developed and developing countries. In fact, many developing countries entered the crisis with large, pre-
existing vulnerabilities and a more limited fiscal space to respond and enhance resilience. 
 
In the efforts to define resilience, two definitions prevail. One consists in a country’s capacity to go back to its pre-
crisis state. The other in a country’s capacity to absorb the shock to evolve towards a different state. Which definition 
of resilience is the more adapted will depend on each country’s specific context and starting point. Some strategic 
considerations on resilience apply to both models. Evidence from the response to the COVID-19 crisis suggests that 
a crisis’s impact on a country will depend on its exposure and other pre-existing vunerabilities. Subsequently, a 
country’s resilience to the crisis will depend on its ability to react adequately – through policy response and policy tools 
that can serve as automatic stabilisers – and on its capacity to ensure enough fiscal space to finance the response. 
The sequencing, from life-support to kickstarting the economy to building back better, is also crucial, along with policy 
and financial coherence between sequences. Evidence from policy responses to past crises also shows that quick 
public expenditure and quality spending, effectively targetted at fiscal multipliers, increase a country’s resilience and 
its chances to build more sustainable trajectories. Interst rates are at historical low levels. On the other hand, tax 
revenues are likely to be significantly reduced for a number of years. The best way to boost tax revenue will be to 
support solid growth, including through sufficiently strong and sustained stimulus. Efforts to restore public finances 
should not come too early.  

 
Social Resilience  
 
Why this is important & What issues have been exacerbated due to COVID-19? 
 
The current crisis due to the COVID-19 pandemic is disproportionately affecting the most vulnerable, further 
exacerbating inequalities and environmental degradation and putting countries’ social resilience under 
increased stress. Enhancing social resilence calls for a holistic approach in which domestic, regional and 
international policies reinforce each other. Reconciling domestic, regional and international objectives with long-term 
sustainable development needs, supporting appropriate national and international policies, and promoting coherence 
in the design and implementation of such policies strengthen social resilience. 
 
Social protection occupies a central place among the range of policy instruments that can be employed to 
enhance resilience. Universal social protection, although not a panacea, now constitutes an essential component of 
the global agenda for sustainable development and figures amongst key policy priorities in several regional and 
national commitments. In many countries, moreover, the strengthening of social protection has become a major 
element of public response to the COVID-19 crisis with a view to support the most vulnerable as quickly as possible. 
Yet, the road to universal social protection remains difficult in many countries, rich or poor. 
 
Ensuring a strong and long-term commitment from governments and firms to invest in social protection has 
become even more urgent in the context of the protracted COVID-19 pandemic. Still, securing such commitment 
is not easy. Social protection programmes are often perceived to be expensive, and once introduced, they can be 
difficult to roll back. As a result, governments and firms have misgivings about the long-term affordability and 
sustainability of social protection systems. While the contribution of social protection to the development process has 
gained an ever-greater recognition in recent years, making a strong investment case for social protection remains a 
difficult task notably when the fiscal space is limited. Recent findings, including by the Development Centre, suggest, 
however, that besides the moral and legal basis for directing more resources to social protection, backed up by 
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evidence that social protection is effective in reducing poverty, coping with crises, and improving job quality, investing 
in social protection also makes good economic sense, particularly for strengthening human capital and productivity in 
the long term.1 Evidence shows that it is possible for social outcomes to improve without necessarily having 
corrresponding boosts in GDP growth; this was the case for many countries in the period preceding and following the 
First World War.2 A country does not need to wait to be rich to invest in social inclusion policies. 
 
Finding appropriate modalities to expand social protection coverage in a way that recognises the diversity of 
informal economy workers and provides them with mechanisms that are fair, efficient and sustainable has 
been a particularly challenge during this crisis, especially in countries with a large informal economy. Still, much can 
be learned from the experience of some developing countries in extending coverage of contributory schemes to 
informal economy workers.3 Reasons for success stem from a number of measures governments should consider, 
such as supporting the formalisation of enterprises with access to social protection; extending statutory coverage to 
previously uncovered workers; adapting benefits, contributions and administrative procedures to reflect the needs of 
informal workers; ensuring and extending coverage to international and internal migrants; and subsidising 
contributions for those with very low incomes. In addition, several countries expanded the fiscal space needed to scale 
up social protection programmes financed through government revenue.  
 
Making social protection instruments gender-sensitive and gender-transformative is another challenge that 
came under the spotlight in the time of COVID-19, which has exacerbated women’s vulnerabilities (see dedicated 
section below), and that governments face as they expand or reform social protection. Too often, gender still receives 
only limited attention in social protection coverage. Yet, without gender-sensitive corrective measures, especially in 
social insurance schemes, universal social protection risks unintentionally contributing to gender inequality, at least 
for those without coverage.  
 
Tackling the potential drop in remittances in light of the crisis due to the COVID-19 pandemic has been an 
important concern. Remittances offer a lifeline and are a form of much-needed informal social insurance for many 
households that do not have access to other means. As a private insurance mechanism, remittances tend to be more 
resilient than other foreign exchange flows, such as ODA and FDI, making them crucial in efforts to reduce 
vulnerabilities in exposed households. For some countries, they form a substantial part of GDP; remittances make up 
at least 10% of GDP in 31 developing countries across the world. Remittances to Low and Middle Income Countries 
(LMICs) are projected to fall by 20% over 2020 (to $445bn), due to the COVID-19 pandemic and reduced oil demand. 
It is essential for migrant hosting countries, but also remittance receiving countries to continue efforts in lowering the 
cost of remittances, making remittance transfers more accessible, but also equipping receiving households with the 
tools to use the much needed funds.4 

 
Emerging priorities & effective policy interventions 
 
Expanding and adjusting social assistance programmes to support the immediate and long-term needs of 
households, in particular informal and vulnerable ones 

As part of their efforts to mitigate the socio-economic impact of the COVID-19 crisis on the most vulnerable groups, 
several countries have sought to expand and adjust their social assistance programmes to support informal workers, 

                                                
1 OECD (2019), Can Social Protection Be an Engine for Inclusive Growth?, Development Centre Studies, OECD Publishing, Paris, 
https://doi.org/10.1787/9d95b5d0-en. 

2 OECD (2018), Perspectives on Global Development 2019: Rethinking Development Strategies, OECD Publishing, 

Paris, https://doi.org/10.1787/persp_glob_dev-2019-en. 

3 See for instance OECD/ILO (2019), Tackling Vulnerability in the Informal Economy, Development Centre Studies, OECD 
Publishing, Paris, https://doi.org/10.1787/939b7bcd-en. 
4 OECD (2017), Interrelations between Public Policies, Migration and Development, OECD Publishing, 

Paris, https://doi.org/10.1787/9789264265615-en. 

http://ieg.worldbank.org/Data/reports/ssn_meta_review.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1787/9d95b5d0-en
https://doi.org/10.1787/persp_glob_dev-2019-en
https://doi.org/10.1787/939b7bcd-en
https://doi.org/10.1787/9789264265615-en
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who are more exposed to income shocks and lack access to formal income protection mechanisms. New programmes 
have been introduced that can be rolled out quickly as they do not depend upon the income, assets, or prior financial 
contributions of the recipient. Often, these programmes provide time-limited targeted cash transfers to groups who 
are outside existing welfare programmes and whose incomes were directly affected by compulsory confinement (as 
is the case in e.g. Colombia, Morocco, Philippines). In Brazil,  the government has introduced (i) the expansion of 
Bolsa Familia to include 1.2 million new families from the waiting list and (ii) the temporary Auxilio Emergencial (AE) 
program, providing three monthly transfers to informal, own-account, and unemployed workers without unemployment 
insurance, as well as beneficiaries of Bolsa Familia (BF). Finally, in some cases, cash transfers programmes were 
complemented by temporary public work programmes.5 Yet, not all beneficiaries may manage to access temporary 
programmes, such as the AE in Brazil, particularly those with lower levels of schooling and those without internet 
access. Therefore, it is important to take proactive steps, including local outreach and alternative registration options, 
to help these workers access the programme. 
 
While these short-term emergency programmes can be an important element of income security for informal 
households in the short-run, they do not address the longer-term need of informal economy workers. One reason is 
the longstanding vulnerability in the informal economy that limits the ability of informal workers to cope with risks that 
may occur throughout the lifecycle. Another reason is that income risks have escalated during confinement and will 
remain very high in the post confinement period as many important sectors for informal economy workers have been 
devastated.6  
 

Considering the diversity of informal workers and the diversity in their households 

Looking forward, as countries at all income levels confront the challenge of extending social protection to informal 
economy workers, ensuring occupational health and safety and encouraging formalisation, they need to take the 
diversity of informal workers and the context of their household into account, especially when it comes to differences 
in work-related risks, eligibility for social protection programmes, household income level, degree of informality in the 
household, capacity to build up entitlements and disguised employment relationships.  
 
The financing and sustainability of these schemes require a mix that combines general taxation and social security 
contributions from enterprises and workers. Progressive and fair income taxation and a fair global system to tax profits 
where they are made would help developing countries scale-up financing for health and social protection systems. 
Recent analysis from the OECD Key Indicators of Informality based on Individuals and their Households (KIIBIH) 
suggests that a strategy to extend social protection to informal economy workers may be articulated around the 
following three pillars: (i) closing the social protection gap among the poor through non-contributory schemes; (ii) 
extending contributory schemes to non-poor informal workers that have the capacity to contribute; and (iii) creating 
incentives to levy social security contributions from employers of informal wage workers and workers under hidden 
employment conditions, especially in the sub-contracting industry and the gig economy. 

 

Economic Resilience  
 
Why this is important & What issues have been exacerbated due to COVID-19?  
 
COVID-19 led to a major supply shock that translated into demand contraction and reorientation towards 
subsistence consumption as countries imposed strict lock-down measures to limit contagion. As of 18 

                                                
5 Gentilini U., M. Almenfi, P. Dale, J. Blomquist, H. Natarajan, G. Galicia, R. Palacios, and V. Desai (2020), Social Protection and 
Jobs Responses to COVID-19: A Real-Time Review of Country Measures; ILO (2020) Extending social protection to informal 
workers in the COVID-19 crisis: country responses and policy considerations. 

6 Alfers, L., R. Moussié and J. Harvey (2020), The COVID-19 crisis: income support to informal workers is necessary and possible, 
https://oecd-development-matters.org/2020/04/22/the-covid-19-crisis-income-support-to-informal-workers-is-necessary-and-
possible/   

https://oecd-development-matters.org/2020/04/22/the-covid-19-crisis-income-support-to-informal-workers-is-necessary-and-possible/
https://oecd-development-matters.org/2020/04/22/the-covid-19-crisis-income-support-to-informal-workers-is-necessary-and-possible/
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September, 97 countries had in place export restrictions on COVID-19 related to medical supplies7, a measure that, 
while potentially helpful to face a national emergency, has not been much effective during COVID-19, where the 
disruption in supply chains has been harmful for all, especially for the most vulnerable. Government responses on the 
economic side, largely comprised sequences of non-coordinated and non-cooperative national actions, revealed the 
lack of established or adequate global solidarity frameworks and the capacity to act quickly and cohesively in the 
interest of the common good.  
 
COVID-19 has highlighted that the density, breadth and variety of industrial systems matters for quick 
responses to national and global emergencies, and confirmed that free and open trade alone is not enough 
for inducing productivity convergence across the globe and improving peoples’ living standards. In fact, the 
pandemic has hit a world in which the prevailing organisation of production along complex, geographically dispersed 
supply chains based on thin margins and just-in-time production was already questioned on multiple fronts. Advanced 
economies, which host most of the world’s multinational firms and which control global production networks, were 
faced with job losses while industrial hubs faced new challenges, seeing their capital, image and technological 
leadership depleted. At the same time, several developing economies realised that benefiting from growing 
participation in global markets was not a low-hanging fruit. Instead, targeted and proactive policies as well as strong 
negotiation capacities are necessary to ensure learning spillovers to the local economy and to preserve the 
environment and workers’ safety.  
 
Before the outbreak of COVID-19, three important trends were at play, which have been accelerated by the 
pandemic: (1) the growing importance of Asia in the global economy and its centrality in production networks, (2) the 
rise of digitalisation of econony and society and (3) the growing demand for sustainability and inclusiveness.The 
pandemic has acted as an accelerator of these trends, making the redefinition of globalisation and the way that trade 
and production are being conducted issues of primary importance for enabling development and economic resilience 
going forward. 
 

Emerging priorities & effective policy interventions 
 
The ongoing injection of significant public resources to face the emergency and to kick-start and sustain the economic 
recovery represents a major opportunity to advance in redefining globalisation. To make a difference, policies and 
reforms should go beyond reconstruction and rebuilding. Rather, they should focus on transforming globalisation to 
maximise its impact on inclusive and sustainable development. In this respect, three issues deserve specific attention 
and collective action:  
 

Defining mechanisms for collective accountability while tapping the potential of regional value chains 

The national rush to enact export restrictions and bans, revealed the asymmetry between globally interconnected 
economies and the lack of mechanisms for collective accountability and global solidarity. In addition, responsible 
business conduct too often stops at the border, making it hard to fulfil and ensure compliance across the whole supply 
chain. Treating scientific, manufacturing, services and technological solutions for any pandemic as global public goods 
would make global, and consequently, regional and national responses to the emergency more effective. Beyond the 
emergency, this would also open new industrial development options, fostering regional and continental value chains 
and enabling a more active participation of developing economies in global research and manufacturing. This is 
particularly crucial as many developing countries continue to be specialised in exporting commodities and unrefined 
raw materials, and import high knowledge content and strategic inputs and products. For example, ECA estimates 
that 94% of the medical needs of the African continent are matched by imports8. National strategies for industrial 
development and stronger rural-urban linkages, including through quality infrastructure investment, are key for 

                                                
7 International Trade Centre (2020), Market Access Map, https://www.macmap.org/covid19   

8 ECA (2020), Trade Policies for Africa to Tackle Covid-19, 

https://www.uneca.org/sites/default/files/PublicationFiles/briefing_paper_on_trade_policies_for_africa_to_tackle_covid-19_290820.pdf  

https://www.macmap.org/covid19
https://www.uneca.org/sites/default/files/PublicationFiles/briefing_paper_on_trade_policies_for_africa_to_tackle_covid-19_290820.pdf
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economic diversification and better integration of developing countries in regional and global markets. 
 

Closing digital gaps 

Most of the shifts towards digitalisation induced by the reaction to the pandemic are likely to persist and intensify. But 
disparities in access, quality and coverage of internet connectivity and in skills to use and benefit from digital 
technologies are very large between and within countries. For example, broadband speed in Africa is the lowest in the 
world. In Rwanda, one of the most digitally advanced economies in the continent, broadband speed is fifteen times 
slower than in the Republic of Korea9. Disparities in education outcomes are also widening due to digital gaps. For 
instance, in Latin America and the Caribbean, only one third of 15-year-old students have access to an effective online 
learning support platform at school compared to almost two thirds in OECD countries10. Closing these digital 
infrastructure gaps – both in terms of access and use – is urgent, and multilateral and development co-operation will 
be paramount to help developing countries reap the benefits of the digital transition. The risks and costs of not taking 
actions to close these gaps are multiple with  long-term effects, and would take the highest toll on the most vulnerable.  
 

Ensuring the policy space for development  

The global economy was highly uncertain before the spread of the pandemic. Now, uncertainty has increased 
exponentially. While some argue that this crisis opens the possibility for rewriting the rules of the game in response to 
multiple dissatisfactions with globalisation, others point to the risks of “going back to business as usual” quickly as 
deeper reforms of global financial, trade, migration and production architectures are not reached. For developing 
economies it is important to preserve fiscal and policy space for development and to enable them take an active stance 
in the definition of new rules, including in emerging domains, such as the digital economy to best balance bargaining 
current and future generations’ needs. The global response in support of developing countries must be scaled-up. 
OECD and major emerging economies should integrate better in their plans the need to promote a strong recovery in 
developing countries. 

 
National Development Strategies and their Financing for Resilience and Policy 
Coherence 
 
Why this is important & What issues have been exacerbated due to COVID-19? 
 
The pandemic creates high uncertainty that can delay the recovery. The response to the crisis should combine 
short-term with mid- and long-term measures that ensure no permanent damage is done to the economy and 
put it on a sustainable development path. Development strategies and national financing frameworks help promote 
coherence across policies and levels of government and enhance accountability and citizens’ trust in institutions. In a 
growing number of developing countries, national development strategies (NDS) play a defining role in setting medium 
to longer term development objectives, as well as in coordinating local, national and international action.11 Effective 
NDS are participatory, multisectoral, placed-based and engaged in the multilateral system.  
 
With resilience as a guidepost, adaptability and adequate resourcing must become cornerstones of future 
development strategies. Adaptability requires constant experimentation and integration of new information. Strategic 
foresight and real-time feedback from multiple experiments can help. To be relevant and effective, NDS must not only 
reflect the current reality of the COVID-19 shock in their design, but also provide the pathway towards building a better 

                                                
9 Primi, A (2018), Looking forward: transforming economies to reap the benefits of new frontiers, available on ONE as DEV/GB/RD(2018)1 

10 Basto, Cerutti, Nieto (2020), Is COVID-19 widening educational gaps in Latin America? Three lessons for urgent policy action, https://oecd-

development-matters.org/2020/06/04/is-covid-19-widening-educational-gaps-in-latin-america-three-lessons-for-urgent-policy-action/  

11 Between 2006 and 2018, the number of countries that used NDS to set their development priorities and plan policies to achieve their objectives 

has more than doubled to reach 134. 

https://one.oecd.org/document/DEV/GB/RD(2018)1/en/pdf
https://oecd-development-matters.org/2020/06/04/is-covid-19-widening-educational-gaps-in-latin-america-three-lessons-for-urgent-policy-action/
https://oecd-development-matters.org/2020/06/04/is-covid-19-widening-educational-gaps-in-latin-america-three-lessons-for-urgent-policy-action/
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future, acknowledging megatrends and challenges that could be faced in the future. A recent study suggests that 
countries typically do not account sufficiently to the international context affecting their country, nor do they set strategy 
around resilience to future projected negative or challenging scenarios.12 COVID-19 may be a catalyser reversing this 
habit. Resourcing will require extraordinary national and international efforts. Many countries will have to do more with 
less, while facing pressures to mobilise more resources. 
 
Coherence across local and sectoral strategies with NDS is key as it can help countries nimbly and adequately 
adapt to future megatrends that may alter their development paths. For instance, since the 1990s, the spread of 
countries dealing with international migration flows has grown along with other challenges that are global in nature. 
For example, NDS can help coordinate efforts to leverage migration for development purposes, including with donors, 
and integrate the complexity of migration, which may also include managing mixed migration flows, integrating 
migrants (including forcibly displaced persons), remittances, return and the diaspora.  
 
NDS can serve as a useful tool to help developing countries and the international community supporting them 
coalesce around priorities and a system of responses to the crisis. Local, national and international processes 
should be mutually reinforcing. For example, in Colombia, international cooperation priorities are aligned to the 
Colombian foreign policy, and are defined jointly with the Colombian Presidencial Cooperation Agencia (APC), the 
Foreign Ministry and the National Planning Department. The country uses the CONPES – a national tool for 
establishing policy priorities and action plans – that are coordinated with both the NDS and the National Strategy for 
International Cooperation. CONPES tool has allowed the country to assess and adapt its NDS to the new situation 
created by the COVID-19 crisis, both by readapting some of the plan’s strategic lines and establishing mechanisms 
for international and regional co-operation to respond to the crisis. These instruments help ensuring coordination at 
the national level and incorporating global issues, such as migration, environmental protection and sustainability into 
NDS.  
 
The conversation on how NDS could help countries establish more resilent development models raises three 
fundamental and interlinked questions regarding (1) their financing, (2) the socioeconomic bottlenecks they 
target and (3) their connection to the international sphere. As mentioned above, developing countries entered the 
crisis with pre-existing weaknesses that are now exacerbated: more vulnerable populations and more exposed 
economies, as well as shrinking fiscal space, which may hamper governmental efforts to mitigate the crisis and push 
them on a path towards unsustainable public debt. In this dim financial context, countries will also have to face 
exacerbated human development and social challenges, such as inequalities and subsequent discontent. The COVID-
19 crisis also highlights the need to better link local and national priorities with international challenges and the 
importance of complementarity between international co-operation initiatives and NDS.  

 
Emerging policy priorities and effective policy interventions 
 

Financing resilient NDS and leveraging international co-operation for investment, public debt management 
and designing resilient fiscal frameworks 

The current context requires international action to co-ordinate an investment push, effective approaches to public 
debt management and the establishment of sustainable and resilient fiscal frameworks. As governments need to 
increase public investment to avoid permanent damage to the economy and society, public debt will inevitably 
increase. Estimates show that if African countries were to implement the same fiscal policy measures as the largest 
EU economies in response to the crisis, all other conditions remaining equal, Africa’s government debt-to-GDP ratio 
would increase from 57.6% (2019) to about 85%13. The crisis can trigger liquidity problems as well as affect solvency 
                                                
12 OECD (2018), Perspectives on Global Development 2019: Rethinking Development Strategies, OECD Publishing, 

Paris, https://doi.org/10.1787/persp_glob_dev-2019-en. 

13 OECD (2020), COVID-19 and Africa: Socio-economic implications and policy responses, OECD Policy Responses to Coronavirus (COVID-

19), http://www.oecd.org/coronavirus/policy-responses/covid-19-and-africa-socio-economic-implications-and-policy-responses-

96e1b282/#section-d1e507  

https://doi.org/10.1787/persp_glob_dev-2019-en
http://www.oecd.org/coronavirus/policy-responses/covid-19-and-africa-socio-economic-implications-and-policy-responses-96e1b282/#section-d1e507
http://www.oecd.org/coronavirus/policy-responses/covid-19-and-africa-socio-economic-implications-and-policy-responses-96e1b282/#section-d1e507
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and debt sustainability. The G20/Paris Club Debt Service Suspension Initiative (DSSI) aims to benefit  73 least 
developed and IDA eligible countries. Further coordination of a wide array of actors- both public and private- will 
however be necessary as the structure of public debt in developing countries varies greatly in terms of volume, type 
of creditors, and of the possibility to tap into capital markets. A multilateral approach is needed to ensure developing 
countries can finance their recovery. In the medium- to long-term, it will be essential for the international community 
to support ongoing efforts to achieve a more conducive international tax system that tackles tax evasion and Base 
Erosion and Profit Shifting (BEPS). Efforts in this sense are already taking place. Such efforts could be channelled 
towards international plans to fund the recovery. The international community should also accelerate the design of a 
rules-based, transparent, fair and equitable sovereign debt workout mechanism to ensure orderly restructuring of 
sovereign debt if necessary. In the longer term, it will be crucial for developing countries to engage in structural reforms 
towards more sustainable fiscal frameworks. International platforms for policy dialogue and technical co-operation 
between countries, as well as tools such as the European Union’s Integrated National Financing Frameworks (INFFs), 
could help devise NDS that rely on more fiscal space, efficient domestic resource mobilisation and higher quality 
spending to provide more resilient development trajectories. 

 
Rethinking NDS for addressing structural bottlenecks and building more resilient societies and economies 

The COVID-19 crisis has highlighted the need for developing countries to reduce their exposure to such external 
shocks and build capacities to mount a response that minimises their effects on their socities and economies. As 
countries will face exacerbated human development and social issues, such as inequalities and subsequent 
discontent, it will be crucial for NDS to address the structural socio-economic bottlenecks that were there even before 
the crisis. Developing countries now have to take life-support measures to tend to the most vulnerable and save their 
economies. In the longer-term, based on more resilient financial frameworks, countries should devise NDS that aim 
at building automatic stabilisers for their societies to better absorb crises, such as universal social protection as 
mentioned above. This could in turn build social capital and reinforce weakened social contracts, thus propelling a 
virtuous circle. In the mid-term, with fewer resources and many practical unknowns, NDS should leave space for 
experimentation at small scale, which could be scaled up if proved successful, and considering the local conditions. 
This could allow developing countries to explore which solutions are more adapted to their specific contexts, fine-tune 
their strategies and establish a more inclusive approach that could in turn build up more buy-in from all sections of 
society. It will also be essential for NDS to take the production transformation-social cohesion nexus into account. 
Implementing strategies that target sectors such as the digital economy, the importance of which has been highlighted 
by the crisis, could address pre-existing issues such as low productivity, create trade opportunities and improve tax 
revenues, provide higher quality jobs, as well as practical solutions to deliver social services in remote regions. 

 
Connecting NDS to the global scene and reshaping international co-operation 

In order to sustain the aforementioned efforts, a new form of international co-operation for development that effectively 
connects NDS to global challenges is needed. The COVID-19 crisis has shown that NDS cannot be devised in national 
vacuums. If developing countries are to reduce their exposure to external shocks, enhance their fiscal or socio-
economic capacities to react to them and target policies that will enhance their perspectives, NDS will have to better 
apprehend global challenges. Policy dialogue, exchange of knowledge and best practice or technical co-operation 
between countries could provide valuable lessons. On the other hand, despite their resurgence, NDS have not been 
sufficiently considered in international co-operation initiatives. The re-emergence of NDS is linked to the adoption of 
a multi-dimensional approach to development or “goals-based vision”. NDS can be transversal enough to channel all 
dimensions of sustainable development into one vision. It is therefore essential for the international community to 
establish a renewed multilateral co-operation system, which can help provide global public goods by taking into 
account developing countries’ voices, including them as partners on an equal footing in conversations on global 
sustainable development.   
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A Gendered Response to the Crisis 
 
Why this is important & What issues have been exacerbated due to COVID-19?  
 
The COVID-19 pandemic has exacerbated women’s vulnerabilities across a wide range of areas in developing 
countries.14 First, women face serious health-related risks due to the pandemic. They work as healthcare workers at 
the frontlines of the pandemic and are the primary caregivers for sick relatives. Overstretched healthcare systems also 
increase the risk of maternal mortality, and disrupt supply chains undermining women’s access to sexual and 
reproductive health necessities. Furthermore, emerging data and evidence from past crises suggest an increase in 
the prevalence of violence against women. Before the pandemic, as many as 1 in 3 women faced physical and/or 
sexual violence in their lifetime. At the same time, social norms and restrictive masculinities may also drive domestic 
violence. In 2018, 27% of women aged 15-49 across the world declared that spousal violence was acceptable under 
certain circumstances such as if she burns the food or fails to take care of the children. Rates reached 30% in East 
Asia, 34% in North Africa and 50% in sub-Saharan Africa, compared to about 11% in Europe and Northern America. 
Lockdown, associated with lost income, disrupted support services and constrained social contact, has aggravated 
this situation. 
 
Meanwhile, women’s disproportionate unpaid care and domestic work burden has deep socio-economic 
consequences, holding back their potential, and triggering important costs for the economy as a whole. Prior 
to the pandemic, women devoted three times as long as men on household responsibilities. In certain developing 
regions, ratios reached much higher levels. For instance, in 2018, in South Asia, women spent nearly 5.5 times more 
time than men on unpaid care and domestic work, while it reached 6.8 in North Africa, compared to 2.1 more time in 
OECD countries. In the context of the COVID-19 crisis and lockdown measures, women’s unpaid care and domestic 
work has increased. This is especially the case in developing countries with limited healthcare capacities where the 
work of caring for sick relatives falls on women, as well as in places where childcare infrastructure is sparse and 
children are not in school.   
 
Women’s employment situation is even more vulnerable as a result of the crisis. A large share of women in 
developing countries work in sectors and firms that have been particularly hit hard by the pandemic. Moreover, female 
employment in developing countries is characterised by high levels of informality. This exacerbates their current 
vulnerability, notably because of their lower wages and lack of social protection. Over 80% of women in non-
agricultural jobs work in informal employment in South Asia, 74% in sub-Saharan Africa and 54% in Latin America 
and the Caribbean.15 The economic shock is also disproportionately affecting female entrepreneurship.16 Moreover, 
as the crisis unfolds at the global level and spreads to all continents, women’s non-wage income sources, such as 
remittances, experience a sharp decline, exposing them to high poverty risks. 
 

Emerging priorities and effective policy interventions  
 
Ensuring strong political commitment for a gender perspective in crisis management 

It is critical to emphasise the need for much stronger political commitments to include a gender perspective in crisis 
management efforts. This includes both emergency measures to compensate the negative effect of the health and 
socio-economic crisis but also structural changes to address pre-existing inequalities. Taking the gendered impact of 
policy measures ex-ante based on country-level analysis can avoid excessive socio-economic costs, and allow faster 

                                                
14 OECD (2020), Women At The Core Of The Fight Against Covid-19 Crisis, OECD, https://read.oecd-ilibrary.org/view/?ref=127_127000-

awfnqj80me&title=Women-at-the-core-of-the-fight-against-COVID-19-crisis.  

15 UN Women (2015), Progress of the world’s women 2015-2016: Transforming economies, realizing rights, United Nations, New York, 

https://www.unwomen.org/-/media/headquarters/attachments/sections/library/publications/2015/poww-2015-2016-en.pdf.  

16 WTO (2020), The economic impact of Covid-19 on women in vulnerable sectors and economies, World Trade Organization, 

https://www.wto.org/english/news_e/news20_e/info_note_covid_05aug20_e.pdf.  

https://read.oecd-ilibrary.org/view/?ref=127_127000-awfnqj80me&title=Women-at-the-core-of-the-fight-against-COVID-19-crisis
https://read.oecd-ilibrary.org/view/?ref=127_127000-awfnqj80me&title=Women-at-the-core-of-the-fight-against-COVID-19-crisis
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recovery from the crisis while ensuring that the pandemic does not reverse the progress made towards the 
achievement of SDG 5 and other gender-related targets.  

 
Putting gender equality at the heart of the recovery 
Prior to the crisis, the cost of ignoring gender-based discrimination in social institutions accounted for a loss of 7.5% 
of GDP.17 Evidence from the Social Institutions and Gender Index (SIGI) shows that discriminatory social institutions 
negatively affect growth by lowering both female human capital acquisition and labour force participation, as well as 
total factor productivity.18 The COVID-19 pandemic should be an opportunity to put the root causes of gender equality, 
including harmful social norms, at the heart of recovery policies. In this regard, strengthening social protection and 
guaranteeing greater access to decent work is pivotal for women in developing countries.  

 
Designing gendered economic policies 
 
Given the high economic cost of ignoring gender-based discrimination in macroeconomic models, introducing a 
comprehensive gender lens in the design of economic policies represents a critical opportunity to harness women’s 
economic contribution. Promoting women’s economic empowerment can take many forms, and some might yield 
higher and faster returns to the economic growth. It is thus important to identify gender-transformative policy responses 
that yield the highest and fastest returns to growth at the country level – benefiting not only women but also the whole 
population. One way to rethink economic models and analysis is to integrate the proper value of unpaid care and 
domestic work. In many countries, this issue remains secondary and social norms continue to uphold the idea that 
looking after children is emasculating for men. In the 27 countries where data are available, 16% of women and 20% 
of men agree that “a man who stays home to look after his children is less of a man”. The challenges posed by the 
ongoing COVID-19 crisis give policy makers an opportunity to rethink economic models and reflect on how to integrate 
the value of unpaid care and domestic work performed by women. Innovative policies should be designed within the 
framework of the “3Rs” – recognise, reduce and redistribute. More specifically, it entails recognising unpaid care work 
by making it more visible through enhanced measurement and valuation; reducing its burden by investing in quality 
infrastructure; and redistributing it among households and societies by engaging men and boys. 
 

Looking Ahead: The Role of the OECD Development Centre  

 Provide an interactive setting for thematic policy dialogue, experience-sharing, mutual-learning and the collective 
production of new knowledge among policy makers to support the global agenda and lay the foundations of the 
New Deal of Development based on: 

o Expanding and financing universal social protection 

o Tackling the challenge of the informal economy 

o Accessing to and investing in technology, quality infrastructures and digital transformation in 
developing countries   

o Strengthening productive capacities and long-term resilience as well as productivity convergence 
across the globe and advancing towards a sustainable and low-carbon economy 

 Support countries to design and monitor the implementation of recovery strategies for building back better by 
leveraging the Centre’s policy dialogues and identifying context-specific approaches across regions. 

                                                
17 OECD (2019), SIGI 2019 Global Report: Transforming Challenges into Opportunities, Social Institutions and Gender Index, OECD Publishing, 

Paris, https://dx.doi.org/10.1787/bc56d212-en. 

18 Ferrant, G. and A., Kolev (2016), “Does gender discrimination in social institutions matter for longterm growth?: Cross-country 
evidence”, OECD Development Centre Working Paper n°330, https://doi.org/10.1787/18151949 

https://dx.doi.org/10.1787/bc56d212-en
https://doi.org/10.1787/18151949
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 Call for a truly open, transparent, rules-based and non-discriminatory multilateral trading and investment system, 
while unlocking the potential of regional value chains and local production networks through more and better 
investment and international co-operation.  

 Support countries in their effort to tackle the vulnerability challenge in the informal economy by enhancing national 
capacities to portray informal workers within their household context through the extension of the OECD Key 
Indicators of Informality based on Individuals and their Households (KIIbIH) database. 

 Support countries to foster innovative and  coherent  responses  and  to  increase  co-ordination  across  different 
policy communities to address the issue of debt sustainability along with the creation of more fiscal space and a 
global investment effort for recovery in order to ensure the necessary resources to tackle the crisis and build 
resilient development strategies in line with the UN 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development.  

 Strengthen evidence to inform policy responses and the effective elaboration and implementation of national 
development strategies, to establish more resilient development trajectories by integrating resilience as a central 
element in Multi-Dimensional Country Reviews and Production Transformation Policy Reviews. 

 Leverage on the work of Development in Transition on national development strategies to support the 
establishment of a strong, co-ordinated and reformed multilateral system. 

 Call for a strong political commitment to  apply  a  gender  perspective to  policy  responses including both 
emergency measures to compensate the negative effect of the pandemic but also structural changes to address 
pre-existing inequalities. The pandemic should also be an opportunity to put gender equality at the heart of 
recovery policies and address the root causes harmful social norms.  

 Support countries in the phase of post-crisis economic recovery to prioritise policy actions favouring both 
economic growth and women’s empowerment to leave no one behind.  

 

  



DEV/GB(2020)21  13 

KEY ISSUES PAPER OF THE 6TH HIGH-LEVEL MEETING (HLM) OF THE GOVERNING BOARD 
For Official Use 

 
Annex. Governing Board Milestones 

 

Date GB Sessions & Related Meetings 

27 April 2020 1st GB Session for 2020 

11 May 2020 GB Special Session on COVID-19 

 GB Policy Statement: 
Developing Countries: Policies and Partnerships to Respond, Reset and Rebuild Better 
(issued on 29 May 2020)  

12 May 2020 COVID-19 & Gender: Impacts and Policy Responses in Developing Countries 

23 June 2020 GB Thematic Session on Social Resilience 

29 June 2020 2nd GB Session for 2020 

2 July 2020 GB Thematic Session on Economic Resilience 

9 July 2020 Joint Development Cluster Bureaux Meeting  

[DEV GB, DCD-DAC, SWAC-Strategy & Policy Group] 

11 Septermber 2020 GB Thematic Session on National Development Strategies for Resilience and Policy Coherence 

17 September 2020 Enlarged Bureau 

6 October 2020 6th High-Level Meeting of the GB 

TBC Joint Development Cluster Public Event 

28-29 October 2020 MCM 2020 

 

 

https://read.oecd-ilibrary.org/view/?ref=133_133648-emwpa3wfdo&title=COVID-19-and-developing-countries-Policies-and-partnerships-to-respond-reset-and-rebuild-better

