
P O L I T I C S � � �E C O N O M I C  S E C U R I T Y

T THE BEGINNING OF THE CORONAVIRUS 

pandemic, our focus was on protecting 

those who were most vulnerable to 

Covid-19 – the elderly and people with 

comorbidities. As the months wore on 

and the virus lingered, our focus shifted from those 

with fragile health to the economically vulnerable.

In 2021, we will see the naming of at-risk  

populations and the demand that lawmakers 

construct policies to protect these groups. A 

vulnerable population is defined as one that is at 

greater risk of poor economic, educational, health 

and political status or outcomes. Predictably, the 

factors that cause a population to be exposed are 

rooted in institutional racism, systemic sexism  

and the often overlooked structural classism. 

Structural classism describes the wedge between 

those who own the means of production and wealth 

and the working-class people who do the labour.  

It often colours the language that’s typically used 

to describe the poor. When you intersect structural 

classism with institutional racism and systemic 

sexism, the net result is the criminalisation of the 

poor, a devaluing of low-wage workers and a 

widening of economic inequality.

In 2021, we will see academics, activists and grass-

roots organisations unite to advocate for policies 

that provide workers with a living wage, paid leave 

and a pathway to wealth accumulation. These  

policies will have a central theme: the redistribution 

of wealth with the intent to reduce economic 
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a job or had their hours or pay cut. 

Some countries have been able to 

safely open schools, childcare 

centres and workplaces, making life 

more manageable for working 

mothers. In others, reopening has 

been more di�cult. The result is an 

ongoing economic and health 

catastrophe for women, who are 

pushing themselves to the brink day 

after day. It’s not sustainable. 

In 2021, we will have the chance to 

reflect on how the pandemic has 

exposed the unequal burdens women 

carry. Families, employers and 

policymakers will at last have to 

grapple with hard questions that 

should have been answered long ago. 

How should we value the invisible 

labour women do for families every 

day? Can we finally get rid of the 

outdated notion that caring for 

children and running a household 

are inherently “women’s work”? How 

can employers do a better job of 

supporting women – and particularly 

women of colour, who often receive 

less support and fewer opportunities 

at work? What will it take to close 

the gender and racial pay gaps once 

and for all? What government 

policies would make a real di�erence 

for women and families? 

Since the pandemic began, I’ve 

heard from women who are having 

conversations with their husbands 

for the first time about the division 

of  labour  at  home,  and from 

employers who are striving to be as 

flexible and accommodating toward 

working parents as possible. That 

gives me hope that real change will 

come out of this di�cult time. 

There’s an expression in politics: 

never let a good crisis go to waste. 

The crisis of Covid-19 is giving us a 

chance to make our homes and 

workplaces fairer for women and 

everyone. In 2021, we will see that we 

can’t let this opportunity pass us by. 
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inequality and increase economic security. 

Economic insecurity will take centre stage 

as we enter 2021 in a recession. Politicians 

will blame each other for not enacting 

policies that prioritise the safety of frontline 

workers, renew consumer confidence or 

stabilise disruptions to the supply chain. As 

the death toll increases from Covid-19, we 

will hear a familiar term: “disproportion-

ately” – this is code for how institutional 

racism and anti-Black policies have impacted 

Black, Hispanic and Indigenous communities.  

We will also hear a new term, “disaggre-

gated data” – in other words, data that has 

been divided into detailed sub-categories 

– which will allow us to understand who 

exactly Covid-19 has killed, who was denied 

or benefited from relief packages and who 

was completely forgotten. Disaggregated 

data will also allow for the identification of 

the nuances in the characteristics and 

outcomes that define vulnerability. We will 

require that data be collected and reported 

with the purpose of being separated into its 

component parts. This will give us the 

accountability we need to measure progress 

in the wellbeing of vulnerable populations. 

In 2021, policy-makers will learn what cancer 

researchers already know – that disaggregated data 

can inform policies to increase health and economic 

outcomes of vulnerable groups. While the discussion 

has focused on people, disaggregated data can also 

identify vulnerable industries and sectors. The 

beauty of the mechanics surrounding this process 

is that every person and business can see themselves 

in the data (and there will be plenty of data).  

The lessons that policy-makers learn from Covid-19 

will have an impact on the way they collect data, 

which new policies they enact, and what measures 

they take to protect populations most exposed to 

the virus. The pandemic will teach us that vulnera-

bility is dynamic: think health versus economic.  

But we will also learn that framing policy by  

centring on the vulnerable can unite.

Many countries are experiencing deep divisions 

in their societies and global co-operation has 

reduced. The only hope for healing is to focus on 

those most at risk who have been under-served by 

social and economic policies for decades.

In 2021, we will see societies begin to address, in 

measurable ways, all of the “isms” and “phobias” 

that have debilitated our ability to respond 

adequately to crisis, preventing us from moving 

forward as a society that is equitable and inclusive.
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