The Open

iversity

Un

BUSINESS SCHOOL

Gender, ethnicity and class inequalities in Covid-19 work lives

Supervisors: Dr Charles Barthold and Dr Cinzia Priola, Department for People and
Organizations, The Open University Business School

Project description:

This project focuses on the work and social inequalities laid bare by Coronavirus. In particular,
we are seeking research proposals for studies that will contribute to a better understanding
of how the intersection between ethnicity, class and gender has affected work lives during
and after the COVID-19 pandemic. Research has shown that working class women of colour
are more likely to experience workplace discrimination (e.g. Acker, 2006, 2012; see also
Holvino, 2010; Crenshaw, 1989) and are more likely to be employed in precarious, unsafe
work (e.g. Vosko et al., 2009; Ehrenreich & Hochschild, 2003; Dyer et al., 2010; Mooney et al.,
2017). In the UK of the 3,200,000 workers in ‘high risk’ roles during the Covid-19 emergency,
77 percent are women and almost a third of them are in low paid jobs (wbg, 2020).

There is no question that the economic effects of coronavirus will be felt for many years
following the pandemic. Furthermore, it clearly emerged from the beginning of the health
crisis that those populations subject to socio-economic and ethnic inequalities were the most
affected by the virus. While women are less likely to die from COVID-19, research has
reported that women and ethnic minorities have experienced disproportionately more
negative effects during the coronavirus pandemic. For example, in the US African Americans
are more likely to die from Covid-19 (Pilkington, 2020) and in England, ethnic minorities are
dying from Covid-19 in disproportionately high numbers compared with white people (Barr
et al., 2020). While there have been speculations that possible health reasons may explain
such case (e.g. lack of vitamin D), this remain unfounded to this date. There is evidence,
however, that ethnic minorities in most western countries experience work inequalities in
terms of a lower access to remote working and a higher exposure to occupational risks
(Laurencin and McClinton, 2020; Meer et al., 2020).

The pandemic has brought to the fore the social and economic importance of work carried
out in the health and social care sectors as well as in sectors such as logistics and food retails.
This work has been identified as ‘key work’, still it is precarious, low paid, and often carried
out by working class women and men of colour. The work undertaken by women in the health
and social care sectors, in particular, has been at the fore front of news and media debates in
view of its reduced safety provision (including personal protection equipment). While during
the 2008 financial crisis and recession, women lost a higher proportion of jobs than men (see
Abramovitz, 2012, who refers to The Feminization of Austerity, during the 2008-2011
recession), the 2020 pandemic has shown that among the sectors that remained economically
active during the lockdown, such as health and social care sectors, food retail sector and
education to a certain extent, are often female dominated sectors. These sectors are also less
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susceptible to being performed remotely. For example, in the US 28 percent of male workers
but only 22 percent of female workers are employed in highly telecommutable work
occupations’ (Alon et al., 2020: 9). In the UK, not only most front-line workers are women
(Norman, 2020), but also a higher proportion of them have caring responsibilities (e.g. home-
schooling their children, caring and shopping for elderly family members), therefore bearing
the brunt of the crisis.

When we intersect gender with ethnicity, statistics show that a high proportion of women of
colour are employed in the health sector and have been suffering from COVID-19 more than
white women. The intersections of gender, ethnicity and social class makes working class
women of colour the most vulnerable group, not only to suffer the health effects of COVID
but also to suffer the likely effects of the economic recession, when many jobs will be lost
following the lockdown.

The coronavirus crisis has highlighted the need to better understand the effects of the
pandemic in the lives of working class women of colour, in particular we are interested in
projects that explore the role of discrimination in work for BAME women and the
consequences that discrimination has on the health as well as wealth of these women, during
and after the coronavirus pandemic. We would also welcome projects that focus on the
interplay between work, identity and COVID-19, within specific front-line work.

Methodologically, we are interested in receiving research proposals that focus on qualitative
projects such as ethnographic or interview-based studies with BAME women and men in
front-line sectors. This could be complemented by document analysis and/or media analysis.

About the supervisors:

Dr Charles Barthold has substantial experience in terms of researching power relations, and
inequalities in neoliberal work organizations. This includes gender, intersectionality, race and
precarious work. He has also relevant supervision experience in the areas of intersectionality and
organizational studies.

Dr Cinzia Priola has a wide experience of teaching and researching in the area of work and
social inclusion, diversity and intersectionality and gender and sexuality in organisations. She
has published widely in these areas and has supervised several PhD projects focusing on
equality, inclusion and diversity.

References:

Abramovitz, M. (2012) ‘The feminization of austerity’, In New Labor Forum (Vol. 21, No. 1, pp.
30-39). Sage CA: Los Angeles, CA: SAGE Publications.

Acker, J. (2006) ‘Inequality regimes: Gender, class, and race in organizations’, Gender &
Society, 20, 441-464.

Acker, J. (2012) ‘Gendered organizations and intersectionality: problems and possibilities’,
Equality, Diversity and Inclusion: An International Journal, 31, 3, 214-224.

Alon, T. M., Doepke, M., Olmstead-Rumsey, J., and Tertilt, M. (2020) ‘The impact of COVID-19
on gender equality (No. w26947)’. National Bureau of Economic Research.
Available at: http://www.nber.org/papers/w26947 (Accessed 28 May 2020).



http://www.nber.org/papers/w26947

Barr, C., Kommenda, N., McIntyre N. and Voce, A. (2020) Ethnic minorities dying of Covid-19
at higher rate, analysis shows. The Guardian, 22 April 2020. Available at:
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/apr/22/racial-inequality-in-britain-found-a-risk-
factor-for-covid-19 (Accessed 28 May 2020).
Crenshaw, K. (1989) ‘Demarginalizing the intersection of race and sex: A black feminist
critique of antidiscrimination doctrine, feminist theory and antiracist politics’,
University of Chicago Legal Forum, 1989, 139-167.
Dyer, S., McDowell, L., & Batnitzky, A. (2010) ‘The impact of migration on the gendering of
service work: The case of a West London hotel’, Gender, Work and
Organization, 17, 635—-657.
Ehrenreich, B. & Hochschild, A. R. (2003) Global Woman: Nannies, Maids, and Sex workers in
the New Economy. London: Macmillan.
Holvino, E. (2010) ‘Intersections: The simultaneity of race, gender and class in organization
studies’, Gender, Work and Organization, 17, 3, 248-277.
Laurencin, C. T., & McClinton, A. (2020) ‘The COVID-19 pandemic: a call to action to identify
and address racial and ethnic disparities’, Journal of Racial and Ethnic Health
Disparities, 18, 1-5.
Mooney, S., Ryan, ., & Harris, C. (2017) ‘The Intersections of Gender with Age and Ethnicity
in Hotel Careers: Still the Same Old Privileges?’, Gender, Work & Organization,
24, 4, 360-375.
Pilkington, E. (2020) ‘Black Americans dying of Covid-19 at three times the rate of white
people’, The Guardian, 20 May 2020. Available at:
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/may/20/black-americans-death-rate-covid-19-
coronavirus (Accessed on 28 May 2020).
Meer, N., Qureshi, K., Kasstan, B. and Hill, S. (2020) ‘The Social Determinants of Covid 19 and
BAME disproportionality’, Discover Society, 30 April. Available at:
https://discoversociety.org/2020/04/30/the-social-determinants-of-covid-19-and-me-
disproportionality/ (Accessed 28 May 2020).
Vosko, L., MacDonald, M. & Campbell, I. (eds.) (2009) Gender and the Contours of Precarious
Employment. London: Routledge.
Women'’s Budget Group (2020) Crises Collide: Women and Covid-19, April 2020. Available at:
https://wbg.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/FINAL.pdf (Accessed 28 May
2020).



https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/apr/22/racial-inequality-in-britain-found-a-risk-factor-for-covid-19
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/apr/22/racial-inequality-in-britain-found-a-risk-factor-for-covid-19
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/may/20/black-americans-death-rate-covid-19-coronavirus
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/may/20/black-americans-death-rate-covid-19-coronavirus
https://discoversociety.org/2020/04/30/the-social-determinants-of-covid-19-and-me-disproportionality/
https://discoversociety.org/2020/04/30/the-social-determinants-of-covid-19-and-me-disproportionality/
https://wbg.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/FINAL.pdf

