
FAIRNESS
IN THE CONTEXT OF THE 

COVID�19 CRISIS

The COVID-19 pandemic continues to unfold 
and the total loss in human life and general 
well-being due to the disease, as well as its 
economic implications, have yet to be estimated 
with any certainty. Nevertheless, it is becoming 
increasingly clear that there is a considerable 
socio-economic gradient associated with this 
pandemic, in terms of both health risks and 
economic impact. Far from downscaling inequality 
on the European political agenda, the pandemic is 
strengthening the need to address the challenges 
underlying widening socio-economic inequalities. 

This report – ‘Beyond averages – Fairness 
in an economy that works for people’ – was written 
before the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic. 
It addresses some of the most pertinent fairness 
dimensions in relation to the agenda for a fair, 
inclusive and social European Union. Income 
inequality, educational inequality and the challenges 
facing existing welfare state arrangements are 
discussed from a pre-crisis perspective. Thus, 
the report gives a snapshot of the state of fairness 
in Europe before the COVID-19 outbreak and 
provides a benchmark against which some of 
the consequences of the current situation 
can be evaluated. 

The Great Recession, triggered by the financial crisis 
of 2008, was the most recent global economic 
crisis. While it will probably be dwarfed by the 
economic downturn following the COVID-19 
pandemic, understanding its short- and long-term 
consequences can provide some insights 
and lessons for the current crisis. 

 

Addendum to the JRC Report Beyond averages – Fairness 
in an economy that works for people, June 2020

Joint
Research
Centre

©
 European U

nion, 2020
©

 European U
nion, 2020

A snapshot of 
the state of fairness 
in Europe before 
the COVID-19 
outbreak and a 
benchmark against 
which some of 
the consequences 
of the current 
situation can be 
evaluated. 



The report shows that in Southern Europe the 
consequences of the 2008 recession have been 
particularly dire for those already less well-off. 
As regards the COVID-19 pandemic, the initial 
evidence indicates that income is a prime factor in 
determining how well an individual is able to follow 
social-distancing rules. In general, low-paid jobs 
cannot be performed from home and households 
with low incomes have limited savings or wealth 
to absorb short- and medium-term income shocks.

The report highlights that the social model for 
European welfare states is unique in providing 
collective insurance against risks which either 
cannot be insured or are only inadequately 
insurable in the market. EU Member States’ tax 
and social benefit systems provide a significant 
buffer against adverse income shocks with most 
welfare states in Europe spending more than 50 % 
of their budgets on social protection, health and 
education. However, the last decade has seen 
an expansion in non-standard work, for which 
social protection levels are lower. In the context 
of the unfolding crisis, self-employed and, more 
generally, workers in non-standard work are o�en 
not eligible for social security benefits and might 
not qualify for the wage compensation schemes 
being offered by governments during quarantine 
measures. Individuals with such work arrangements 
are also likely to be particularly exposed to layoffs 
or business closures. In the face of the COVID-19 
pandemic, comprehensive social protection systems 
and targeted social policies are paramount to 
protect the most vulnerable and prevent 
a widening of socio-economic divides.  

Educational inequalities across generations still 
persist in the EU. Individuals with highly educated 
parents continue to have much better educational 
opportunities than others, with the strength of this 
effect varying across countries. The COVID-19 
crisis will probably magnify existing educational 
inequalities among children. School closures might 

be particularly detrimental for children coming 
from poor families. A lack of technological 
equipment and limited resources to support 
children in home schooling create a risk of 
further restricting social mobility. 

Before the COVID-19 outbreak, around 54 % of 
Europeans believed their life as fair. Following 
the financial crisis of 2008, once again Europe 
and the world have been hit by an unprecedented 
situation, the depth and severity of which goes far 
beyond recent human experience and is challenging 
concurrent wisdom and insights. It is likely to lead 
us to reconsider the importance of solidarity and 
adequate welfare systems to fairly protect European 
citizens against exceptional collective shocks.

The JRC will continue to support an informed 
dialogue for a fairer Union with quantitative 
evidence on how the pandemic is shaping 
different types of inequalities and the consequent 
perceptions of fairness across Europe.
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The full report is available at:
https://ec.europa.eu/jrc/en/publication/eur-scientific-
and-technical-research-reports/beyond-averages
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