
 

 

 

The Covid-19 Experience in England:  

Eight Essays on the Pandemic and its Management 

 

Peter Lloyd and Michael Blakemore 

 
January 2021 

Peter Lloyd Associates 



 

 

Disclaimer: The views in this publication are personal views of the authors, and are not 

representative of any organisations to which they are affiliated. 

 

This book is made available through Creative Commons CC By 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/  

 

“You are free to: Share — copy and redistribute the material in any medium or format; Adapt — 

remix, transform, and build upon the material; for any purpose, even commercially.” Attribution — 

You must give appropriate credit, provide a link to the license, and indicate if changes were made. 

You may do so in any reasonable manner, but not in any way that suggests the licensor endorses 

you or your use”. 

Title page imagery: Designed by Helena Robertson. Source of the Covid-19 image: 

https://pixabay.com/vectors/corona-virus-sars-cov-2-covid-19-4944191/  

Please use the following citation: 

Lloyd, P E and Blakemore, M J, 2021: The Covid-19 Experience in England:  

Eight Essays on the Pandemic and its Management.  Peter Lloyd Associaties. 

https://www.peter-lloyd.co.uk/papers-and-blogs/ 

 

Email: peter@peter-lloyd.co.uk  

For details of the authors please visit our Linkedin profiles: 

Peter Lloyd                 https://uk.linkedin.com/in/peter-e-lloyd-0a953939  

Michael Blakemore     http://uk.linkedin.com/pub/michael-blakemore/38/250/376  

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://pixabay.com/vectors/corona-virus-sars-cov-2-covid-19-4944191/
https://www.peter-lloyd.co.uk/papers-and-blogs/
mailto:peter@peter-lloyd.co.uk
https://uk.linkedin.com/in/peter-e-lloyd-0a953939
http://uk.linkedin.com/pub/michael-blakemore/38/250/376


 

 

 

Contents  

 Preface – the Timeline and the Process .............................................. 1 

0.1 Setting the Scene ....................................................................................................... 1 

0.2 Sources ....................................................................................................................... 5 

0.3 Timelines ..................................................................................................................... 5 

0.4 Data ............................................................................................................................. 5 

0.5 Acknowledgements .................................................................................................... 6 

0.6 Chapter bibliography ................................................................................................. 6 

 A World Transformed: Connectivity, Speed, Threats, and 

Vulnerability ........................................................................................... 8 

1.1 Looking back at Paper 1 ............................................................................................ 8 

1.2 Introduction .............................................................................................................. 10 

1.3 The virus and inequality .......................................................................................... 14 

1.4 Beyond the pandemic event: no simple reboot ..................................................... 15 

1.5 Conclusion: seeking to gain from a world transformed ....................................... 18 

1.6 Protecting our personal freedoms .......................................................................... 20 

1.7 Going forward with imagination .............................................................................. 20 

1.8 Chapter bibliography ............................................................................................... 21 

 The Virus and the Lockdown .............................................................. 24 

2.1 Looking back at Paper 2 .......................................................................................... 24 

2.2 Locking Down ........................................................................................................... 26 

2.3 A Blunt Instrument with Differential Impact ........................................................... 29 

2.4 Geography: Placing the Pressure Points ............................................................... 33 

2.5 Recovering toward the longer term ........................................................................ 35 

2.6 Imagining the outline of a new future ..................................................................... 36 

2.7 Chapter bibliography ............................................................................................... 38 

 Emerging from Covid-19 – Managing the Transition ........................ 43 

3.1 Looking back at Paper 3 .......................................................................................... 43 

3.2 Responding to COVID-19 ......................................................................................... 45 

3.3 Easing Lockdown ..................................................................................................... 49 

3.4 Co-designing a flexible approach to tackle the extremes and release 

creativity .................................................................................................................... 51 



 

 

3.5 Chapter bibliography ............................................................................................... 52 

 The Struggle towards a New Normal .................................................. 57 

4.1 Looking back at Paper 4 .......................................................................................... 58 

4.2 Short Term Policy and the Responses ................................................................... 60 

4.3 Transiting to the “New Normal” .............................................................................. 68 

4.4 Conclusions: The Emerging “New Normal” ........................................................... 72 

4.5 Chapter bibliography ............................................................................................... 77 

 Post Virus Works and Skills Needs .................................................... 87 

5.1 Looking back at Paper 5 .......................................................................................... 87 

5.2 Introduction: From Crisis to Opportunity ............................................................... 90 

5.3 Covid-19: New Challenges for Work and Workplaces........................................... 93 

5.4 Conditions for Labour: Growing Insecurity and Shifting Skills Needs.............. 100 

5.5 Making an Opportunity out of a Crisis.................................................................. 106 

5.6 Chapter bibliography ............................................................................................. 110 

 Learning the Lessons for Covid-19 - Opening the Door to Local 

Intervention ........................................................................................ 119 

6.1 Looking back at Paper 6 ........................................................................................ 119 

6.2 Introduction ............................................................................................................ 121 

6.3 The Early Stages .................................................................................................... 122 

6.4 Capturing the Basic Data ....................................................................................... 124 

6.5 Mapping the Geography ........................................................................................ 128 

6.6 Governing the Process .......................................................................................... 130 

6.7 Learning the Lessons ............................................................................................ 135 

6.8 Conclusion .............................................................................................................. 137 

6.9 Chapter bibliography ............................................................................................. 140 

 The Covid-19 Economy: Deep Recession and Socially Unequal 

Outcomes ........................................................................................... 146 

7.1 Looking back at Paper 7 ........................................................................................ 147 

7.2 Prologue – The context for this paper .................................................................. 149 

7.3 The Largest Recession on Record? ..................................................................... 151 

7.4 Economic Shock: Cascading Effects ................................................................... 156 

7.5 Geography: The Spatial Impact of Recession ..................................................... 165 

7.6 Conclusion .............................................................................................................. 168 

7.7 Appendices ............................................................................................................. 170 



 

 

7.8 Chapter bibliography ............................................................................................. 173 

 Covid-19: Widening Inequalities and Changing Futures ................ 182 

8.1 Looking back at Paper 8 ........................................................................................ 183 

8.2 The “Second Wave”: Confusion, drastic measures and a loss of trust ............ 185 

8.3 Technology amplifying difference ........................................................................ 188 

8.4 Covid-19 selects for the vectors of economic disadvantage ............................. 191 

8.5 Conclusions ............................................................................................................ 195 

8.6 Chapter bibliography ............................................................................................. 200 

 Conclusions – As we enter 2021 …. ................................................. 207 

9.1 Bringing the story up to date ................................................................................ 207 

9.2 Recovering the wider lessons from the pandemic experience .......................... 209 

9.3 Chapter bibliography ............................................................................................. 213 

 Covid-19 by the day, 2020 ................................................................. 221 

10.1 Some Prior Warnings ............................................................................................. 221 

10.2 January 2020 - the Pandemic Approaches ........................................................... 221 

10.3 February 2020 - Becoming Worried ...................................................................... 221 

10.4 March 2020 - The Pandemic Impacts the Country ............................................... 221 

10.5 April 2020 - The Pandemic challenges 'Strategy' ................................................ 225 

10.6 May 2020 - Impacts, Tracing and Testing ............................................................. 233 

10.7 June 2020 - A different start to 'Summer' ............................................................. 240 

10.8 July 2020 - The Call for 'Local' as the Pandemic impacts differentially ............ 246 

10.9 August 2020 - A second surge? Education, job losses, poverty, deprivation 

… .............................................................................................................................. 250 

10.10 September 2020 - Second wave and returns to schools..................................... 255 

10.11 October 2020 - Universities, collateral damage, concerns over competence ... 260 

10.12 November 2020 - Surges, policy and testing failures ......................................... 265 

10.13 December 2020 - Into the bleak mid-winter: NHS meltdown or vaccine 

promised land? ....................................................................................................... 270 



 

Peter Lloyd and Michael Blakemore        1 

 Preface – the Timeline and the Process 

0.1 Setting the Scene 

Between March and December 2020, we documented the events surrounding the Covid-19 pandemic. 

Over those nine months, we wrote eight papers, each of which has been on a topic surrounding the events 

at that time as the virus spread and the government responded. A number of our readers had suggested 

to us that the monthly narrative across the year would have merit if assembled together in book form. This 

is our response offered by way of thanks. 

Reading this ‘book’: 

This chapter (0) reviews the overall progression of the pandemic in England over 2020. 

Chapters 1 to 8 contain the eight original papers. Each paper has a preface of new material that consists 

of a summary timeline of key events and a brief “look back” from an end of the year perspective. A 

bibliography of the main sources is provided as a chapter appendix. 

Chapter 9 pulls the material together in a conclusion. This brings things up to date for the turbulent month 

of December 2020 and then goes on to offer some broad observations on what might have been learned.  

Chapter 10 is provided as a ‘resource pack” for fellow researchers. It assembles the full range of sources 

we consulted - arranged by the day over the timeline of events. 

The book is focused very much on the government response in England, noting only in passing how the 

policies of the central UK Government (which rapidly became the government for England for Covid-19 

purposes) differed from the devolved administrations. This is a weakness, and at some time it would be 

good to link up with researchers looking more specifically at the devolved administrations experiences and 

to synthesise the learning lessons at the whole-UK level, particularly as we move forward into the post-

Brexit context. 

We decided to keep the separate papers intact and unedited as a record both of the events at the time and 

of our thinking as the pandemic unfolded. The individual papers were originally published on the website 

http://www.peter-lloyd/papersandblogs. Bringing them together as a composite set offers an opportunity to 

put a timeline on the evolution of the pandemic response - with its twists, changes of direction, errors, and 

U-turns.  

We believe that there are many important lessons to be learned; how, for example, the mantra of “following 

the science” served to produce path-dependency in government; how awarding massive contracts to 

private companies raised opportunity costs for other options from the sheer weight of the spend; how a new 

government elected primarily through its position on Brexit found itself blindsided by an event that required 

a different point of reference ; how a politics of centralisation and privatisation closed out options for other 

governance models; how the need rapidly to transition from campaigning mode to governing influenced the 

way communication with the people was handled; and, finally, how it was possible -  seeing the evidence - 

for the government not to respond to the extreme conditions facing the most disadvantaged. 

In the outcome, and with the speed of the event, more sophisticated and considered policy governance 

tended to be over-ridden. Central government reached for one “big lever” after another to meet the 

http://www.peter-lloyd/papersandblogs
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projections of the epidemiologists’ models. What could not be done from the centre simply was not on the 

agenda. This led, with depressing regularity, to a policy being announced from the centre, and then rapidly 

challenged at the local and other grounded levels as being illogical, inoperable, or just simply wrong. As 

just one example, on November 30th clarification was sought about what is meant by a ‘substantial meal’ in 

a central regulation. A general scramble for what this meant saw massive Google searching. The 

‘clarification’ by the Environment Secretary George Eustice was that “Scotch eggs would constitute such a 

meal "if there were table service"” (BBC, 2020). This hardly helps to engender the trust and credibility that 

government must have if it expects people to acquiesce in the face of rules that micro-manage their lives. 

Yes, of course, the inevitable rush to deal with a fast-moving existential threat offered some justification for 

what happened at first. Nine months on, however, we find ourselves still following the science, depending 

on private contractors, resorting to grand messages, operating from the centre and using the “big levers” - 

but as usual later than recommended. This is as we face a third wave more deadly than either of the first 

two. The vaccine will undoubtedly change the game but, once again, we see the bold promises, the “one-

shot or two shot” controversy, the uncertainty surrounding who shall roll it out and how. We see a move by 

the Chancellor to offer £9,000 to businesses facing yet another extended lockdown and another step 

extension of furlough to April 2021. The degree of damage to people, to business, to places along the 

pathway is bound to be even more extreme – yet one thing we hear nothing of is a plan (of course with 

variable scenarios) for how, beyond the hoped-for vaccine success, we will do more to achieve an inclusive 

recovery than wait for the market to solve our problems1.  

Across the sequence of the Chapters that follows, both the policy directives and the context are examined 

as we saw things at the time. Observers of the process like us were continuously learning and suggesting 

how policy could respond better. Meanwhile, the juggernaut of central policy rolled on with its “platform of 

three podiums” telling the people what they must do to “save lives” and “protect the NHS”. The papers 

made calls for other voices to be heard and other governance arrangements to be given consideration. 

That nothing significant changed on entering the second and now the third wave suggests that learning is 

not part of the government repertoire.  

At no point in the way things played out, was the inter-locking complexity of the causal influences that could 

drive case incidence and outcomes understood (or even entertained as a mode of thinking). 

Epistemologically, everything else was relegated to lower importance against the dominance of the 

modelling approach. Wider causal pathways and drivers for outcomes were set aside. In this, the people 

were perceived as little more than pieces on a chessboard. They were allowed pre-set moves as 

determined by epidemiological rules. Government, as the Grand Master, took its playbook from “the 

science”, post-processed through the libertarian reluctance and vacillations of the Prime Minister (Editorial, 

2020). The idea that people had any form of active “agency” was not, and still is not, entertained. Personal 

freedoms are of second order to the rules of the game. 

The pathway was struck early and followed faithfully - albeit with an endless sequence of missteps and U-

turns as the policy vehicle encountered things it had not thought about and had to go round them again to 

get back on track. Central control, noted on November 26 as being “necessary and proportionate” by the 

Conservative MP Stephen Baker (Woodcock, 2020) emerged like a slow-moving but increasing mudslide, 

pushing aside freedoms as it imposed more and more controls on everyday life. Prior to Covid-19, the 

 
1 The November 2020 Spending Review did have a five-year forecast - for public expenditure. There was a plan here 

for fiscal probity. The first active step was to impose a wage freeze for many of those very “key” workers that took the 

risks and went to work to get us through the early stages of Covid-19.  
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prospect of a right-wing libertarian government telling people not to work, not to travel, and not to socialise 

was unthinkable. 

Politically speaking, the use of emergency powers alongside the necessary dismantling of normal 

parliamentary practice through distancing requirements, meant that challenge and interrogation of the 

dependency path was muted. “We are just getting on with it” was the standard government response. This 

set aside the normal rules of procurement and legitimacy. The government had little incentive to learn on 

matters of law and governance, since it entered the pandemic with a large majority and the opposition was 

embroiled in its own internal struggles. The process of communicating with the people followed the lexicon 

of campaign best practice – simple messages powerfully directed. There was no place here for engagement 

with the complexity of what was going on from group to group and place to place. Challenge in the press 

conferences was carefully managed and the media played its part to report into the expectations of their 

readership.  

As the new year opens, it is astounding how little has changed, and how the prospect of the vaccines is 

now seen as holding out the hope of final redemption. Meanwhile, the people are still being told what they 

have to do in a new, as ever late, lockdown and the representatives at other levels of governance are being 

either castigated for being querulous or lauded for playing the game by the rules. Local public health 

professionals are being left to do what they can around the failed track and trace and mass testing 

programmes run by private companies (not a word about track and trace in the Prime Minister’s 5th January 

2021 statement).  

Business is just to ‘take it on the chin’ and to use the furlough and loan schemes to keep workers where 

they can and keep going. Schools are first to stay open, then close. Examinations are cancelled.  

Universities were to play their role as testing centres and guardians of local rules but lockdown has quickly 

overridden the need for that in the short term. The story of the turbulent events that followed in December 

after the last of our papers was written is set out in Chapter 9. 

Surrounding all this. there is the state of the economy. This was discussed more prominently in Papers 5 

and 7. Through the first wave, little serious attention was given to the economy. The debate was more 

theoretical - about recovery shapes, be they V-shaped or U-shaped or W-shaped.  As time passed and as 

the threat of a dramatic second wave was coming through in the news from some EU countries, government 

finally picked up on the message. With this in prospect, ending furlough and the loan schemes might not 

turn out to be as planned; the eviction embargo and rent relief measures might have to be extended; 

transport might have to be rescued through public ownership or grant aid; key sector bail outs might have 

to be on the table.  

In response, government halted furlough briefly but then was, once again, overtaken by events. The end 

points for schemes were reluctantly extended, and then extended again. For business at every level, the 

only certainty was uncertainty, particularly at the end of 2020, with Brexit weeks away and no sign of clarity. 

The “clarity” that descended on 31st December was no clarity at all. Government continued to be surprised 

by events. Dido Harding was even surprised by rising numbers of cases approaching the second wave 

(Perrigo, 2020), and the Chancellor was so surprised at the time by the prospect of another lockdown that 

he found himself having to act just 5 hours before furlough was planned to come to an end, the Tiers to 

follow the second lockdown found the Whips surprised that there would be a massive revolt in areas that 

felt hard done by. And yet the juggernaut rolled on. This is now history as the third wave is upon us and the 

Prime Minister has declared that the key policy objective is to “keep the foot on the neck of the beast”.  

The epidemiological models are still the single dashboard instrument. Whatever gets in the way of 

responding to the pathway they light up is an obstruction to be overcome. The vaccine is on the horizon 
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and “it will soon be over”. As Paper 8 points out, this is a naïve take - even if true. Tipping points have 

almost certainly been passed. The economy – with the outfall of Brexit to come – is already in dire straits. 

The socially and geographically unequal results of running a standardised policy across a highly 

differentiated landscape has pushed inequality to dangerous extremes. There are serious concerns about 

the social resilience of the country to the shocks – many of which were just beginning to arrive with the 

second wave and that may well go to further extremes by the third. 

Unemployment is already at 4.9 percent (on the standard measure) and is expected to go much higher – 

perhaps 7 percent or even higher. Poverty, particularly among children, will have far exceeded its already 

previously shocking level. Homelessness is on the rise. Mental health is already forecast to be a major 

medical issue for 2021. Map this by place, and it will fall upon those places already among the most multiply 

disadvantaged – dominantly in the major cities and in the north but also the poorest boroughs in the capital 

– joined (perhaps temporarily) by the struggling airport towns of the outer South East. This is a combined 

recipe for social breakdown.  

Once again, there is an opportunity to project some clear outcomes from the pandemic event, but all we 

hear is the Prime Minister’s repeated commitment to his grand pre-pandemic “levelling up” agenda. There 

is nothing in the record that the eight papers set out, that would offer confidence that government has begun 

to think forward beyond the immediate crisis to head off the massive economic and social crisis to come. 

There seems to be a real and continuing disconnection from the reality of the everyday lives of a large 

segment of the population.  

Each of the individual papers – set out as chapters in what follows – developed a narrative around the stage 

of the pandemic and the policy process at that particular time. Looking through them as a set provides a 

wider context, critique and some recommendations. It is possible to see what was known, when, what was 

to be expected and what never appeared in the policy framework. The juggernaut, it seems, was incapable 

of deflection. Lockdown – simple and brutal – was the first-choice instrument and its differential outcomes 

on people, business and place were just “what it takes”. For many, however, what it might “actually take” is 

the imposition of a  life threatening or family survival condition.  

The requirement to “stay home” means something very different to those people and families that suffer 

multiple disadvantage. Some in our society (and by no means a small number) may find that “staying home” 

could push them and their family to the margins. Similarly, some may find themselves confined to a multi-

person congested living space that makes a nonsense of recommended distancing practice. The most 

disadvantaged are likely to confront both sets of circumstances in combination. As a number of the following 

papers show, we have a very good idea of who and where these people are - but simply routing them to 

State run support through Universal Credit or the Job Support schemes as a remedy is simply not enough.  

What it would really “take” to deal with this situation – which the evidence also shows links closely to keeping 

viral transmission in play – is a component of policy that acts locally and in context. The early scholars 

looking at cholera transmission would have had no difficulty recognising this. For almost a year voices from 

public health, the local authorities, the voluntary sector and people like ourselves have been calling for a 

strong local supplement to central policy – but without response. As we arrive at a third wave and where 

the dangers of severe recession and widespread social distress are still real and present; government 

policies, uniformly applied, continue to follow the laid down pathway. Macro-level financial measures to 

control the burgeoning public debt seem still to limit doing “what it takes”.  

The Grand Master controlling the chess board in this case seems to have an ability to think moves ahead 

in fiscal policy (a five-year prospectus) but no vision that recognises the critical importance of what is going 

to  happen to the pawns on the way to the endgame.  
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0.2 Sources 

In the fast-moving environment of the pandemic, information sources need to be immediate as well as 

reliable. For us, waiting for the glacier of academic peer review was not appropriate to our aim, which has 

been to elicit immediate discussion, reflection and debate. Where academic research has been published 

rapidly, we refer to it. Inevitably, then, we have made extensive use of the mass media, focusing in particular 

on the Financial Times, the Economist, the BBC, and the Guardian as key sources. We range also across 

a wide range of other media, from right to left wing, aiming to show how the pandemic touches the lives 

and sensitivities of all the various audiences.  

0.3 Timelines 

We are aware that the events surrounding Covid-19 move fast, providing a summary timeline in this volume 

would freeze it at the point we publish the book. 

Consequently, we refer you to some ongoing and well-maintained timelines of the pandemic in England 

and the UK: 

• Wikipedia has extensive resources: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Timeline_of_the_COVID-

19_pandemic_in_England and https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/COVID-

19_pandemic_in_the_United_Kingdom  

• For further reference, Wikipedia provides timelines also for the world 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Timeline_of_the_COVID-19_pandemic and for the UK devolved 

administrations: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Timeline_of_the_COVID-19_pandemic_in_Scotland  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Timeline_of_the_COVID-19_pandemic_in_Wales and Northern 

Ireland https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Timeline_of_the_COVID-19_pandemic_in_Northern_Ireland 

• CNN provides a global timeline at https://edition.cnn.com/interactive/2020/health/covid19-

pandemic-video-timeline/  

• The Health Foundation has a structures resource at https://www.health.org.uk/news-and-

comment/charts-and-infographics/covid-19-policy-tracker  which is structured along five policy 

areas 

• The Guardian had a ‘timeline of chaos’ on 16 December 2020 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/ng-interactive/2020/dec/16/covid-chaos-a-timeline-of-the-uks-

handling-of-the-coronavirus-crisis  

0.4 Data 

The data sources about Covid-19 have been building rapidly, but also changing in their nature and detail. 

We have avoided filling out the text with lots of tables and graphs. There have been some very good, and 

some truly dreadful examples of use of statistics in the media. Two particular irritations for us have been 

the naïve use of percentages and a lack of understanding of variations in geographies and scale.  

• As an example, taking the 7201 ‘medium level super output areas’ MSOAs in England, the 2019 

population estimates (www.nomisweb.co.uk) range from Newham 013 with 26,513 residents, to 

Isles of Scilly 001 with 2,224 residents. If both areas saw an increase of 100 people that would be 

an increase of 0.38% for Newham, and 4.5% for the Isles of Scilly. Simply reporting percentage 

increases would not take account of the base numbers. In the Covid-19 ‘interactive map’ at 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Timeline_of_the_COVID-19_pandemic_in_England
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Timeline_of_the_COVID-19_pandemic_in_England
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/COVID-19_pandemic_in_the_United_Kingdom
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/COVID-19_pandemic_in_the_United_Kingdom
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Timeline_of_the_COVID-19_pandemic
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Timeline_of_the_COVID-19_pandemic_in_Scotland
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Timeline_of_the_COVID-19_pandemic_in_Wales
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Timeline_of_the_COVID-19_pandemic_in_Northern_Ireland
https://edition.cnn.com/interactive/2020/health/covid19-pandemic-video-timeline/
https://edition.cnn.com/interactive/2020/health/covid19-pandemic-video-timeline/
https://www.health.org.uk/news-and-comment/charts-and-infographics/covid-19-policy-tracker
https://www.health.org.uk/news-and-comment/charts-and-infographics/covid-19-policy-tracker
https://www.theguardian.com/world/ng-interactive/2020/dec/16/covid-chaos-a-timeline-of-the-uks-handling-of-the-coronavirus-crisis
https://www.theguardian.com/world/ng-interactive/2020/dec/16/covid-chaos-a-timeline-of-the-uks-handling-of-the-coronavirus-crisis
http://www.nomisweb.co.uk/
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https://coronavirus.data.gov.uk/details/interactive-map there have been examples of an area 

increasing the number of cases from 4 to 5 and reporting a ‘50% increase’. 

• A further irritation is evident in our papers, is where government decided on early Covid-19 policy 

based on administrative regions and the data reported it in this way. This meant that much more 

was concealed than was revealed.  

Links to the diverse sources in the bibliographies will display many statistics and graphics, but for reference 

purposes there are some core sites to acknowledge: 

• The global statistics by country by John Hopkins University 

https://www.arcgis.com/apps/opsdashboard/index.html 

• The World Health Organisation Covid-19 dashboard https://covid19.who.int/  

• For the European Union, Eurostat is the resource https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/help/faq/covid-19  

• For the UK the Office for National Statistics maintains ongoing datasets and produces regular 

statistical publications 

https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/healthandsocialcare/conditionsanddisea

ses  

• Daily cases and graphs are available at https://coronavirus.data.gov.uk/details/cases  

0.5 Acknowledgements 
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 A World Transformed: Connectivity, Speed, 

Threats, and Vulnerability  

This paper was finished on 1 April 2020. The following table shows the salient events of the previous 

month as the pandemic arrived in the UK. 

The Pandemic Summary Timeline – 5 March to 1 April 2020 

5 March – The first death from coronavirus in the UK is confirmed.  

8 March – A third death from coronavirus is reported with the largest single-day increase so far (273).  

11 March – The Bank of England cuts its baseline interest rate from 0.75% to 0.25%, the lowest level in 
history.  

12 March – Public Health England stops performing contact tracing, as widespread infections 
overwhelm capacity.  

17 March – NHS England announces that from 15 April all non-urgent operations in England will be 
postponed, to free up 30,000 beds.  

20 March – Prime Minister Boris Johnson orders all cafes, pubs and restaurants to close from the 
evening of 20 March, except for take-away food. Nightclubs, theatres, cinemas, gyms and leisure 
centres are also told to close. 

21 March – The Health Protection (Coronavirus, Business Closure) (England) Regulations 2020 (SI 
327) come into legal effect.  

23 March – Television address by Boris Johnson announcing a UK-wide partial lockdown to contain the 
spread of the virus. The public are instructed that they must stay at home. The police are given powers 
to enforce the measures, including the use of fines.  

24 March – The first NHS Nightingale Hospital at the ExCeL London is announced.  

26 March – The Health Protection (Coronavirus, Restrictions) (England) Regulations 2020 (SI 350) (the 
'Lockdown Regulations') comes into effect with significant  restrictions on freedom of movement. 

Source: Derived from Wikipedia2 

1.1 Looking back at Paper 1 

As the table above shows, when we first sat down to write a paper on the subject of Covid-19 the world 

was a very different place. It was April 2020. We had seen the first hint of something potentially devastating 

during the month before. However, we had no idea at that stage quite how unprecedented the impact would 

be and how extreme were the changes to our lives that were to come: 

 
2 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Timeline_of_the_COVID-19_pandemic_in_England  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bank_of_England
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Public_Health_England
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Contact_tracing
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Health_Protection_(Coronavirus,_Restrictions)_(England)_Regulations_2020
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Health_Protection_(Coronavirus,_Business_Closure)_(England)_Regulations_2020
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/NHS_Nightingale_Hospital
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/ExCeL_London
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Health_Protection_(Coronavirus,_Restrictions)_(England)_Regulations_2020
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Timeline_of_the_COVID-19_pandemic_in_England
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• There was still a focus on the recovery from the global economic crisis, with the rate of 

employment high (over 70%), and unemployment low (around 1.3%) but wage rises flat.. 

• The health focus was about the usual winter pressures (such as seasonal flu and respiratory 

diseases) and on the capacity within the NHS to deal with them. 

• In the background at the time were rising concerns about the likely impact on employment and 

livelihoods of the arrival of the digital transformation with its potential for job replacing 

technologies.  

• Associated with this, was general anxiety about the state of the retail High Street. The new 

technologies were shifting the way people were shopping, and there were clear signs that the old 

model of retail was experiencing systemic change and beginning to shift away from town centres.  

• Digital communication was being taken up widely. Most people had a mobile phone. There was 

widespread access to a tablet, laptop or PC. That is not to say that there was ubiquity of access to 

digital technologies, or that exclusions did not exist (usually termed the ‘digital divide’), but there 

was a wide uptake of digital media.  

• On the leisure front, the availability of cheap airline travel was making the annual holiday in the 

sunshine a regular choice. The airlines were expanding rapidly. Cheap and flexible fares were the 

touchstone. Hub airports were busier than ever - processing millions of passengers every year.  

• At the end of 2019, congestion and crowding were central to the mode of life, People accepted 

it as normal that they would come together, shoulder to shoulder, across much of their daily lives - 

while working, while travelling, while enjoying a performance, while attending a football match.  

• The city was the apex of this movement and intensity with its daily commuter flows, crowded 

roads and crammed public transport, congested pavements and over-spilling pubs and 

entertainment venues. All this was accepted without question. It was just the way life was lived. 

Then came Covid-19. A society where the essence of life was founded on human social interaction in 

intense and extreme forms was faced with a virus with the potential to colonise every corner of the inhabited 

globe. Looking back; this felt less like a sudden shock than a creeping realisation that this was a deadly 

threat.  

• This complex, dynamic and closely interconnected system infused with hypermobility seemed to 

be ideal to facilitate the fast global diffusion of Covid-19. 

• The way the governance system reacted seemed entirely predictable and necessary. Given a first 

requirement to close borders to stop transmission, the Nation State became the first responder. 

• The global was quickly pulled back to the national. Re-bordering was enacted at speed, with 

barriers to movement put up that would have been considered unthinkable beforehand.  

• Person to person transmission required the Nation State to intrude at the heart of individual life. 

This turned pre-pandemic politics upside down demanding that liberal freedoms be suspended in 

favour of legal regulation and enhanced surveillance.  

• It was already clear at the end of March 2020, that Covid-19 was going to bring in its wake changes 

with the potential to upend economy and society as a whole. It was an unprecedented economic 

shock that would need both immediate remedial action and a willingness to keep an eye on 

scenarios for the future. 
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• A critical guide to looking forward, even at this early point, was that the pandemic was playing into 

and working on emerging trends - above all growing inequality and the politics emerging from it 

(Sample, 2020).  

All this was being tentatively explored and signalled in Paper 1. It was partial. It was incomplete. But, as 

the process evolved, we found ourselves returning to these key themes in successive papers. Yes, it was 

a sudden and devastating shock and no government could have resisted the need to “move quickly and 

break things” as Dominic Cummins had declared as his plan for government before the pandemic. But 

looking back from nine months on, and with a possible third wave in front of us, this understandable position 

for  the outset cannot survive as a continuing justification when so much has been learned along the way. 

A sequence of interventions has been deployed largely in reaction to events. There has been no clear 

sense of strategy and government has far too often been surprised for the population to be confident that 

it was in control. Better understanding was there. but the evidence shows that it was filtered through the 

narrow lens of government predisposition. 

 

1.2 Introduction 

1.2.1 Hyper-speed changes to our world 

Who could have imagined that a paper on the impact of the digital transformation and labour and skills 

shortages, written in late February 2020, would so quickly come to look like economic history? The storyline 

of that paper; Facing the Digital Transformation: Emerging Labour and Skills Shortages (Lloyd, 2020) was 

that, far from worrying about the job losses to come from the arrival of artificial intelligence (AI), the reality 

on the ground was one of labour and skills shortages.  

In some sectors and locations, labour markets had become tight and employers in large numbers were 

concerned about shortages of the skills and competences for the work they wanted to carry out. 

Governments had been pleased to tell their electorates that unemployment was down, and that employment 

was up. There was a movement to look more closely at those who were inactive and out of the labour 

market and to start thinking about what might be needed to give them the skills they need to join the 

mainstream. The economy was rolling along nicely - but a month is a long time under a modern global 

pandemic. 

1.2.2 Hypermobility and the jump from local to global 

That turbulent month of March 2020 provided those who of us were writing on the nature of the Fourth 

Industrial Revolution with a sharp lesson about the deep inter-connectedness of things in a highly mobile 

global economy and society. Interconnected, complex systems like this have some attributes that can allow 

things to cascade out of control with unexpected outcomes and this is what we are seeing3. At base, what 

happened with Covid-19 after November 2019 to disrupt the world had its roots in the evolving nature of 

the global economy under free market Neoliberalism – the dominant economic system of the Western world 

for the last four decades.  

 
3 A classic feature of these systems is the ‘butterfly effect’ where “a small change in one state of a deterministic 

nonlinear system can result in large differences in a later state” https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chaos_theory  - 

combined of course with a large dose of uncertainty. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chaos_theory
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The virus was unleashed in a world that is deeply interconnected, interwoven by complex just-in-time supply 

chains and ‘shrunk’ by mass air travel. It flourished as a consequence of the hypermobility of people 

travelling for business and consuming leisure experiences - from both West and East: go and visit the 

Orangutans in Borneo, travel around Vietnam, see Venice and London, have a luxury experience on a 

safari? That is not a problem - just click online and it is booked. 

As a further part of the same process, the emergence of the global gig economy (predicated on the 

organisation of transactions and work through internet platforms and so much part of our modern world) is 

one of a number of developments that keep some people in place while demanding that others (the 

dealmakers) travel the globe to make the business connections. Consumers sit at home (in place) while 

eBay, Amazon, and Alibaba source their material desires around the world, speeding them to us via ever 

interlinked logistics systems. Spawned by our modern consumerist expectations (the ‘tyranny of 

convenience’), we wait for fast delivery at home. Increasingly sped-up logistics systems are an essential 

part of the deal.  

We did start to have some worries about the impact on the planet of some of these ecommerce behaviours: 

“Amazon emitted 44m metric tonnes equivalent of carbon dioxide last year (2019) — roughly the same as 

Denmark. Emissions at logistics company UPS also rose 6 per cent last year to 14.6m tonnes from a year 

earlier, in part because of increased reliance on aircraft” (Abboud and Hodgson, 2019). We listened to 

Greta Thunberg berating the United Nations about the environmental damage4 but nothing was heard about 

the potential threat of a pandemic. Naturally, it is easy to visualise a glacier retreating, a polar bear 

struggling to find food, or a devastated rainforest. It is much more difficult to visualise a microscopic virus 

attaching itself to people as global mobility vectors and invading countries. 

1.2.3 A virus waiting for the opportunity 

The fastest way for a virus to travel around the world is by being attached to the human beings who have 

paid for their journeys to move rapidly from place to place. If a virus was clever enough to design the 

transmission system that would maximise its impact, it would probably choose to expand fast air travel in a 

world infused with the connected hypermobility of people. 

So here we are. Mobility without significant limits has become a vital component not just of the international 

economy but of the expected experience of the citizenry. In the EU, as an example, the single market relies 

on the free movement of goods and workers and it actively moves students around under Erasmus+. The 

Schengen zone gives its citizens friction free travel across national borders for work or leisure. Inside 

European countries the inter-regional movement of people is also considerable (12 million worker 

movements a year (ESTAT, 2020b)). Free movement and de-bordering have evolved to create a friction-

free mega-space as the basis for everything from leisure pursuits and social interaction to town twinning 

and collaborative research.  

Multiply this up by other similar arrangements between countries and trade areas around the globe and 

add it to the huge mass movements inside the world’s largest nations and the numbers on the move are 

simply staggering (A glimpse at global air traffic on Flight Radar 24 on any given day before Covid-19 tells 

the story). Take China, for example, where IATA statistics for air travel for 2018 note that:  

“With close to 4 billion origin-destination (O-D) passenger journeys worldwide in 2018, domestic 

routes within China again provided the largest incremental increase globally in the number of 

passenger trips, adding just under 50 million journeys.” (IATA, 2019) 

 
4 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KAJsdgTPJpU  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KAJsdgTPJpU
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Until now we have taken this as the norm. We expect to be able to fly, at low cost, for work, for play and to 

seek out the most alluring tourist venues across the globe. We do worry about some malign features 

crossing borders. We have Europol5 for example to watch out for criminal contagion. Australia and New 

Zealand impose strict restrictions on what vegetation and foodstuffs can be brought into the country by 

passengers. They seek to avoid contagion with their agricultural system and use sophisticated mechanisms 

and technologies to enforce biosecurity6. But, except in the short term when frightened by events like SARS, 

MERS and H1N1 (and lapsing thereafter), we do not maintain systems to stop people carrying a disease 

that could create a pandemic7. As we are now seeing, when this happens, we find ourselves forced to use 

dramatic ex-post responses to stop mobility itself8. So, we shut off the prime motor force of the global 

economy we have built over the last 40 years. 

1.2.4 Justified emergency action and concerns for the aftermath 

Facing the need to react swiftly ex-post to a mega-crisis like Covid-19, we have no time to consider the 

long-term consequences of actions we feel bound to take. The personal freedoms we so cherish in the 

West have been removed in hours. The power of the central state to tell us what we can and cannot do and 

to use all the means at its disposal to watch that we carry out its wishes, is accepted not just with 

acquiescence but with acclamation (ECONOMIST, 2020).  

The rule of law has been suspended in a situation where there is no time to legislate or scrutinise. Of 

course, there may have been no choice for politicians, given the scale, speed and deadliness of the crisis. 

As a result we see governments (such as the UK) suddenly partnering with the data oligopolies that only 

recently they were trying to regulate (Murgia and Beioley, 2019): “The NHS has confirmed it is teaming up 

with leading tech firms to ensure critical medical equipment is available to the facilities most in need during 

the coronavirus outbreak” (Kelion, 2020a). 

The models to which we find ourselves increasingly having to defer tell us this is what must be done and 

we have to hope that they are right. Economy and society are shocked into a stop condition, while we watch 

the trends of the graphs of exponential rises in cases and deaths and hope for the arrival of the point of 

inflection. Unprecedented is the word of the moment and Yuval Noah Harari sums it up concisely: 

“That is the nature of emergencies. They fast-forward historical processes. Decisions that in normal 

times could take years of deliberation are passed in a matter of hours. Immature and even 

dangerous technologies are pressed into service, because the risks of doing nothing are bigger. 

Entire countries serve as guinea-pigs in large-scale social experiments.” 

But he also issues a warning that we will go on to discuss later: 

“Many short-term emergency measures will become a fixture of life. … What happens when 

everybody works from home and communicates only at a distance? What happens when entire 

schools and universities go online? In normal times, governments, businesses and educational 

boards would never agree to conduct such experiments. But these aren’t normal times.” (Harari, 

2020) 

 
5 https://www.europol.europa.eu/  
6 https://www.abf.gov.au/entering-and-leaving-australia/can-you-bring-it-in/declare-it  
7 Back in 1969 the novel “The Andromeda Strain” by Michael Crichton was prescient in the phrase (page 109) “When 

you think about it,” Leavitt said “we’ve faced up to quite a planning problem here. How to disinfect the human body - 

one of the dirtiest things in the universe - without killing the person at the same time. Interesting.” 
8 https://www.homeaffairs.gov.au/news-media/current-alerts/novel-coronavirus  

https://www.europol.europa.eu/
https://www.abf.gov.au/entering-and-leaving-australia/can-you-bring-it-in/declare-it
https://www.homeaffairs.gov.au/news-media/current-alerts/novel-coronavirus
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1.2.5 Previous warnings were ignored 

So, to look at how we were overtaken by a disease originating in China but sweeping quickly across the 

entire globe, we have to look for the causal context through more than epidemiological models of contagion. 

With the economy and society we have been building for decades, we have created a continuing paradise 

for a globally ambitious virus, which (if we were to take the view of ‘alien invasion’) is saying to the world ‘I 

want to either destroy you or your economy – or preferably both”. 

This sort of transmission system with lethal effects has been known about for a long time. We have had 

Titanic-style warnings about the potential disaster looming over the horizon - SARS was a clear red flag 

(Butler-Jones, 2020). The sudden, deadly arrival of SARS in 2003 was dramatic and its containment was 

regarded as one of the biggest success stories in public health. Chillingly, we knew even as early as 2001 

that more of the same was an inevitability:  

“SARS will not be the last new disease to take advantage of modern global conditions. In the last 

two decades of the 20th century, new diseases emerged at the rate of one per year, and this trend 

is certain to continue.” Woolhouse and Dye 2001, cited in (Heymann and Rodier, 2004) 

We had a second chance. In 2009 the H1N1 virus rang the same alarm bells again but, in the aftermath of 

the 2008 crash, most governments were too busy with the banking crisis to take notice – financial crash 

‘contagion’ across the banking system was the major concern of the time. Worse still, in the years between 

then and now a fixation with austerity as a remedial financial measure found countries like the UK drastically 

reducing their expenditure on and interest in public health – standing down the lookouts. Professionals in 

the field were well aware of the hazards ahead, but the push for economic and financial recovery had 

governments looking the other way when the metaphorical iceberg of Covid-19 hit the apparently 

unsinkable ship of Neoliberal capitalism. 

1.2.6 The way prepared – space-time convergence 

Understanding the process that has led us towards today’s potential healthcare cataclysm, we can see that 

it has been about much more than failing to heed signals in an ocean with known hazards. What happened 

has a clear systemic basis in the way the digital transformation brought hypermobility into what was an 

already internationalised and highly mobile economy and society. Internationalisation, courtesy of air travel 

and satellite communication has been with us since the 1960s, but the last decade and a half has brought 

entirely new time-space conditions to the world of business, work, and leisure.  

Space-time convergence (conceptualised by David Harvey - see (Warf, 2017)) has brought everybody 

closer together and the most distant places in easy telecommunications or travel reach. Socio-spatial 

distances have imploded at the same time as people have become able to seek out business opportunities 

and look for leisure experiences in the remotest corners of the globe. Tourism is a core economic activity 

and attracting tourists to spend their money in your location is an essential policy goal. On 23 March 2020 

Eurostat noted that: 

“In 2018, tourist accommodation establishments in the European Union (EU) recorded 168 million 

arrivals from third countries. This corresponds to a total of 512 million nights spent by tourists from 

outside the EU and an average length of stay of 3.0 nights at the accommodation establishment 

where they checked in.” (ESTAT, 2020a) 

Borders have become increasingly porous or have been removed altogether to profit from the free 

movement of goods, workers, and tourists. Enter a new disease that in past times would have only had 

local or regional significance. Insert this into a hypermobile, massively connected system and, as the public 
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health experts were telling us for a decade, you can expect something like the catastrophic impact of Covid-

19. 

1.3 The virus and inequality 

1.3.1 The labour market under the international digital economy 

Meanwhile, this same system of inter-connected hypermobility was busy laying down more conditions that 

would make the arrival of the virus more devastating. A precursor paper to the one on skills originally 

completed in January 2019 (Lloyd, 2019) looked at labour market trends and the implications for them of 

the modern digital economy. There was a connecting thread, which was the rise of the internationally 

configured platform economy opening the door to a radical re-working of traditional labour contracts in a 

world of internet companies. A feature of this was the demise of so-called ‘fringe benefits’ – those features 

(such as holiday and illness pay) that have provided a degree of social protection for workers in hard times.  

The earlier paper showed that zero-hour contacts, short-time working, and non-standard forms of labour 

contracting were fast becoming the norm for up to a third of those in work. The share of this segment in the 

workforce total has been rising strongly. Platform or gig-economy jobs are, of course, just one element 

within a more general story of a rise in contracts with few worker benefits and protections. Add to this the 

post-2008 rise of the self-employed, who also do not have the luxury of employee-based contract 

protections and it is clear that a substantial and growing share of the working population is more vulnerable 

than ever to economic shocks and to downturns of any kind (Braun et al., 2020). Average wages have been 

flat since 2008 – a statistic containing the skew that some at the top have done very well while many more 

at the at the bottom have seen little improvement. The self-employed have been much less well treated in 

the UK in response to the economic shutdown: Coronavirus: Self-employed bailout ‘problematic’ (Islam, 

2020). 

So here is a working population that is substantial, that is not well paid and above all that is highly vulnerable 

to any shocks that prevent them working flat out to support their families and to service their rent and debt 

obligations. They simply have to go to work, whether they are ill, exhausted, disillusioned, or exploited. 

They have no savings reserve (no resilience to risks or uncertainty). They often have no time to learn the 

skills that could improve their situation or to look for better jobs.  

Many of these workers find themselves in the low paid margins of the public sector where privatisation has 

brought in for-profit contractors to run everything from school catering, to adult and children’s care, care 

home assistance to cleaning and waste disposal. It is a strongly gendered set - with women playing a 

dominant role. Many others are in the Voluntary and Charitable Sector (VCS) discharging the obligation of 

the cost-efficient State to the disadvantaged, by way short term service contracts that leaves little room for 

good wages or employee benefits.  

1.3.2 Winners and losers; First class or steerage 

Now throw in the coronavirus pandemic with Government requirements to close down and lockdown and 

for many that becomes a simple issue of work or starve - as of March 29 potential starvation is now risking 

social unrest in Italy, and potential organised looting of food stores (Lockwood, 2020). As disaster hits, 

lockdown against the virus looks very different for this group as opposed to their fellow citizens who can 

carry on working from home using the internet and the video conference, can sit in their garden when the 

sun shines, can use their accumulated resources still to buy online the services and goods that make things 

a little easier (DeSilver, 2020). Mercifully, the UK government - after trades union and business pressure - 

realised this early in March 2020 and moved to provide a financial lifeboat. 
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For many of this group among the working population, being ‘left behind’ as the literature in some quarters 

puts it, is not new. The UK already has the status of having the highest levels of inequality in the EU. It has 

a particular geography – rural, old industrial towns and dispersed widely through the dense populations of 

the major cities. Adding in the unemployed, the inactive and the homeless, these are the people likely to 

be most drastically affected by isolation, social distancing, and the lockdown necessary to suppress the 

transmission of the virus. They are also those most unable to cope with the collateral effects of everything 

surrounding the coronavirus event (as also is the case in the US: (Coppola et al., 2020)). Imagine the impact 

of the current situation on people for whom the following is an apt description: 

“30 percent of workers don’t feel like they earn enough to maintain a decent standard of living (up 

from 26 percent in 2017). Almost one in four workers sometimes have trouble meeting their basic 

living costs because of income volatility (24 percent, up from 19 percent in 2017). Moreover, a 

significant number of workers lack financial resilience – 36 percent would struggle to pay an 

unexpected bill of £100; 59% would struggle to pay an unexpected bill of £500. A further 45 percent 

don’t expect to have enough in savings and pensions to maintain a decent living of living in 

retirement. While 32 percent are concerned about their levels of debt.” (Conway and Wallace-

Stephens, 2019) 

The precursor paper to this one warned of “really significant short-term disruptions” on the way to the hoped-

for job bonuses of the new digital economy. It was unimaginable that, less than three months later, the 

same people described above would have to face the catastrophe of a pandemic lockdown. The lifeboat 

will not be enough and on recovery from the event we will surely need to re-visit the question of how right 

it is to load the downside risks of labour market shocks onto the most disadvantaged in an unequal society. 

1.4 Beyond the pandemic event: no simple reboot 

On the other side of the pandemic event we can expect some major discussions on what sort of society we 

left behind, what happened to whom during the event itself and what might the post-coronavirus world look 

like. The debates will be sharpened by people’s responses to the extremity of the measures needed and 

from the differential nature of the experiences that flowed from them. It is almost impossible to deal with 

the complexities involved, but we offer the following section as an invitation to discussion.  

Gideon Rachman (March 23rd 2020) ushers us into the discussion: 

“The pandemic is demonstrating that in times of emergency people fall back on the nation-state — 

which has financial, organisational and emotional strengths that global institutions lack. Second, 

the disease is revealing the fragility of global supply chains. It is hard to believe that large, 

developed countries will continue to accept a situation in which they have to import most of their 

vital medical supplies. Finally, the pandemic is reinforcing political trends that were already potent 

before the crisis broke - in particular the demand for more protectionism, localisation of production 

and tougher frontier controls.” (Rachman, 2020) 

As the quotation shows, there will be those issues that arise directly from the event itself and from where it 

emerged against the politics of the moment. In background there are those broader concerns for the 

economic, social and political system we have built around ourselves. 

1.4.1 The nation state as the locus of action 

It was inevitable that the nation state had to step up to intervene in the Covid-19 crisis. This is where 

constitutional responsibility for the health of the people resides and where the levers of power exist to close 
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down borders and have people ‘locked down’ and forced to stay indoors9. It was the locus of the first tool 

in the box to stop the rampant transnational and internal transmission of the virus.  

Re-bordering was enacted at speed with barriers to movement that would have been considered 

unthinkable beforehand (hence the views of Yuval Noah Harari noted earlier). Inside those national borders, 

in a matter of weeks, control of all movement by the population became another necessary requirement. In 

effect, by government decree the new boundary for mobility was set as people’s front door. Only the hyper-

connectivity of the internet survives the shutdown – there is still a world for economic and social interaction 

among those able to be active in it. Perhaps try to imagine what we would have done if the pandemic had 

occurred in 2005, well before the hyper-connectivity we enjoy today (Cellan-Jones, 2020). 

Outside the front door, ‘policing social space, such as the use of drones by the UK police (BBC, 2020) was 

the inevitable next step – to make sure the lockdown rules were not transgressed. For centrally controlled 

surveillance states like China (Mozur et al., 2020) or Russia (Ilyushina, 2020) this meant not a dramatic re-

writing of the terms of citizen freedom, but more an intensification of a regime in place. Success in 

controlling the outbreak, we now hear, is the outcome in China at least. For the western democracies this 

sudden removal of freedoms is almost as cataclysmic as the pandemic itself (ECONOMIST, 2020). 

Personal liberties have been set aside in a way that challenges the entire constitutional democratic order.  

1.4.2 Surveillance as a necessary evil 

We should not be complacent that, once put in place, these challenges to personal freedom will simply 

disappear once the crisis ends. Before Covid-19 happened, Shoshana Zuboff was alerting us in the so-

called ‘free world’ to the arrival of what she called the age of Surveillance Capitalism (Zuboff, 2020)10. Her 

concern was that (largely without us knowing) the online titans Google, Amazon, and the others were 

gathering, processing and commercialising vast amounts of data about us as individuals. For us in the 

West, the technology is in place. The big data organisations are already in the field from their commercial 

activities. They are clamouring to be of assistance to governments in the tracking and monitoring of people 

and their health.  

Of course, we cannot dispute that tracking people and their health status can help (Kelion, 2020b) and that 

it will be a short-term situation, but there are some key questions to come for our discussion here. For how 

long, what will be removed, what new powers will be left in place and what will happen to ensure that, while 

we arm ourselves against future threats, we can protect our democratic freedoms and our personal privacy. 

Calling the nation state into immediate action was clearly essential given what confronted us. The fact, as 

Gideon Rachman points out, that it chimes in well with current US claims for “more protectionism, 

localisation of production and tougher frontier controls” (and also with the UK obsession with Brexit) should 

alert us to a thread of political thought in the aftermath that might gather momentum (Rachman, 2020). 

While reversion to the dominance of the nation state is fine as the first tool in the box to address Covid-19, 

we need to make sure that we keep it in perspective.  

 
9 Although this is not always the case, and there are not (as of March 30) such severe lock-down conditions in 

Sweden: SAVAGE, M. 2020. Lockdown, what lockdown? Sweden's unusual response to coronavirus. British 

Broadcasting Corporation (BBC). Published March 29. Available: https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-europe-

52076293. [Accessed March 29 2020]. 
10 Zuboff defines surveillance capitalism as the commodification of ‘reality’ and its transformation into behavioural 

data for analysis and sales. 
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1.4.3 Retaining a global perspective 

Pandemics are, by definition, global events. Global warming, to which we should now address ourselves 

much more forcefully, is a whole-world concern. Establishing what is good and what is bad about 

hypermobility and a system of complex interconnected international global supply chains is something that 

needs an international view, not a protectionist nation state one. We should not let the fact that a virus on 

the loose can jump onto the system and kill vast numbers be a reason to pull up the drawbridge on 

globalisation more generally – though there will doubtless be voices enough for us to do this in the 

aftermath. After all, we should not forget the terrible history, in the first half of the 20th century, of the rise of 

the nation state at a time of recovery from a crisis. 

Yuval Harari has a view of the context against which we should address the problem: 

“Humanity needs to make a choice. Will we travel down the route of disunity, or will we adopt the 

path of global solidarity? If we choose disunity, this will not only prolong the crisis, but will probably 

result in even worse catastrophes in the future. If we choose global solidarity, it will be a victory not 

only against the coronavirus, but against all future epidemics and crises that might assail humankind 

in the 21st century.” (Harari, 2020) 

1.4.4 Neoliberalism and hypermobility: a system in need of review 

We must emphasise that mobility itself is not the problem any more than the technologies that have 

underpinned its move to acquire the ‘hyper’ prefix. It is to the way mobility has been deployed, performed 

and in whose interests that we have to turn for an understanding of how we got here. To explore this, we 

have to examine the Neoliberal stage of free market capitalism. Neoliberalism enveloped the world, brought 

in just-in-time logistics and used its global reach to depress wages and commodity and food prices. The 

first round of new technologies made the ‘Big Bang’ possible and opened up new deregulated markets for 

complex financial products. The second, with AI and Big Data, has played us all into the ‘tyranny of 

convenience’ boosting and fast servicing our consumer needs.  

It brought us what we wanted – a vast array of on demand goods and services, Facebook, Booking.com, 

Uber, AirBnB and Amazon, the opportunity to see the far corners of the world with cheap airlines, spectacles 

and shows booked easily or live-streamed. It brought us the credit lines and financial products that enabled 

us to borrow from the future for consumption today. It made some companies and some people staggeringly 

rich. It gave us the freedom to choose in a deregulated world of low taxes – and so much more. 

But we have just discovered to our enormous cost something it did not give us (or to be more precise 

something we collectively did not demand from it with our wide freedoms of democratic choice), which was 

security against a shock on the scale of a Covid-19. It also did not (again because we did not will it to) give 

us the comfort of knowing that, to squeeze the Titanic metaphor one more time, we are ‘all in the same 

boat’. The devastation brought by the virus will be differential among people, inside countries and across 

the globe. Mostly undiscriminating in itself (except by conditions such as age and co-morbidities) it is 

diffusing across a world of extreme inequality. 

Neoliberalism is an economic thought construct. It claims no responsibility to act in the public (or people) 

interest in health or social welfare. Insofar as the system is drawn to respond to crises in these areas it is 

at the behest of the state – something its more extreme proponents have sought to shrink at every 

opportunity. No surprise then that it is a pared-down nation state that has been given point position for the 

response to the Covid-19 crisis. This was also the case in the 2008 financial crisis as the public purse came 

to the rescue of the banks. 
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While enormous wealth has been created for some under Neoliberalism, aggregate demand has been 

largely flat, along with wages for most workers. As Piketty has shown us, inequality has run to extremes 

(Piketty, 2019, Piketty, 2020). Globalisation, hypermobility, and international supply chains have provided 

a powerful means to squeeze workers and small business suppliers hard, while allocating greater risk to 

them in the face of shocks. While the Covid-19 virus was able to ride the hyper-mobilities of the distribution 

and people-movement systems to great success, the presence of those same systems has not provided 

enough incentive to encourage private finance to continue to invest in production. The late Neoliberal turn 

was toward share buy-back and asset accumulation, typified also by the situation where the airline EasyJet 

was asking for Government support, while paying its founder a £60 million dividend (McArthur, 2020).  

The Neoliberal option looks exhausted as a strategy for balanced and sustainable growth (if it ever had this 

property). The recovery from 2008 is incomplete. Against this broad context, the ability of the private sector 

to help tackle the ravages of Covid-19 was always going to be very limited and it should surprise no one 

that the earliest responses from the airlines in particular is to ask for some form of state subsidy to keep 

their businesses intact.  

Governments have had to be the ones to step up. But it is not going to be enough. Not just nation states, 

but also global consortia will be needed to cope with the scale of the crisis. The sheer scale of state fiscal 

activism required to restore any level of growth, employment and demand will inevitably raise fundamental 

questions about why we should return to the Neoliberal project in its previous form. This sees the state as 

the guarantor of its market freedoms but needs to call on it for bail out from time to time.  

It will surely demand a re-think of the relative merits of public versus private value and of the state as an 

active player - not just in the virus recovery process but in the future of the economy as a whole. In a 

situation not dissimilar to the aftermath of World War 2 we may need to recover the lessons that Keynes 

taught us about the best balance between state and business interests.  

1.5 Conclusion: seeking to gain from a world transformed 

1.5.1 Taking the global ecosystem seriously 

We will surely now have to adjust our collective mindset to grasp that we are living within a complex, multi-

dimensional, dynamic, system with the capacity to produce unexpected events that can cascade out of 

control. There are some quick lessons here. We are much more vulnerable than we think, and we have just 

been caught out. ‘Standing down the lookouts’, as noted earlier, is clearly going to be recognised as a bad 

idea for watching transmissible health hazards in a hyperdynamic global system. Critically, the threat posed 

by global warming must at last get the attention it deserves.  

1.5.2 Adopting a global sense of proportion and responsibility 

When we move to start thinking more broadly about the lessons to be learned, it is important to start out 

with a sense of proportion. It is not just the developed countries (the subject of this paper) that are suffering. 

We have yet to see the toll elsewhere in the world and it may be even more devastating. While we are 

reacting against Covid-19, there are still over 400,000 deaths a year from malaria11 and over 6,000 children 

a day die of water-borne diseases12. Every three seconds a child somewhere in the world dies of starvation 

(Dehghan, 2019) and 820 million people suffer from food poverty (WHO, 2019). On top of that, health 

systems in Africa are seldom resilient enough to counter conventional diseases, let alone the potential 

 
11 https://www.who.int/gho/malaria/epidemic/deaths/en/  
12 https://www.unicef.org/media/media_21423.html  

https://www.who.int/gho/malaria/epidemic/deaths/en/
https://www.unicef.org/media/media_21423.html
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demographic catastrophe that may arise if mass contagion takes effect (Naidoo, 2020). As we think our 

way forward, where will global solidarity sit?  

1.5.3 Re-asserting the essential value of the public realm 

In the end, when the crisis of Covid-19 is behind us, we surely need to put aside the notion that we should 

simply go back and re-boot the economic system we had before. There will be powerful voices for this but 

there is too much wrong with it that we need to redesign. The virus event starkly demonstrates that 

economic policies that see the state stripped of the resources it needs to support the health and welfare of 

society are criminally short-sighted. Lockdowns tend to be deployed to stop contagion, but chiefly to form 

a political hedge against the capacity of the health services to cope with extreme demands.  

A decade of funding restrictions from a government-imposed austerity on the health and care services can 

be read off in unnecessary deaths. A central feature of the debate after Covid-19 has to be a rethinking of 

the role of the state in a balanced and sustainable economy and society. We have discovered to our cost 

that the state is much more than a vehicle to support the free market economy and to occupy those spaces 

where market failure occurs. 

1.5.4 Reviewing elements of the hypermobile world 

There are areas where the opportunity will quickly arise to re-examine some aspects of how and why we 

chose to travel so much. Things will have already changed by the time the airlines are looking to start 

operations again. First, even with cheap fares, the aftermath of Covid-19 will leave very large numbers of 

people with neither the funds nor perhaps the inclination to go back to the scale of leisure travel they had 

become used to. Many of those who have filled the cheap air travel seats (the affluent elderly) may find 

their mobility restricted not just by the affordability of air fares but by health insurance costs as the industry 

calculates a new risk profile13. 

The mobility profiles for business travel should also change. The benefits of the online video conferencing 

have been available for some time, but Covid-19 has provided a massive real time experiment that will 

undoubtedly change business behaviours. There will surely be a shake out of the airline industry going 

forward. The maps of reduced pollution and improved air quality we are currently seeing should surely have 

a role in how that plays out (while we are so focused on health). Change will come - but with pandemics 

and global warning in mind - there is a view to be taken on behalf of society as a whole. 

1.5.5 Using the crisis to look at labour market conditions and inequalities 

How labour markets will emerge from the Covid-19 pandemic is very uncertain, but this is a good time to 

have a serious discussion about what we want our labour market and work-life balance to be. In one short 

month some powerful lessons for this debate have come from the Covid-19 experience in the UK. The 

demand that was driving signs of skills shortages and falling unemployment has gone and will not be back 

for an indeterminate time. Post lockdown, unemployment may rise very rapidly. Those already at the bottom 

of the labour market and inactive will be pushed further down the queue.  

For many of those in precarious employment (20-30 percent of the workforce), where the operation of the 

labour market has left them to take the risk with little resilience to survive, the outcome will be potentially 

catastrophic - with a threat to the social and political consensus. The UK Government Universal Credit 

 
13 And, of course, UK nationals travelling to Europe will not even have the basic cover provided by the E111 card! 
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programme – already flawed and riddled with delays – will surely not cope as we emerge from the stop 

phase. Discussions of a Universal Basic Income have already begun to emerge (Shrimsley, 2020). 

1.5.6 Revising our sense of the value of public sector work 

Something else that has been learned about the labour market is the perverseness of the way workers are 

judged and rewarded in the contemporary market economy. We have no difficulty at the moment in 

understanding the value to all of us of those nurses, allied health professionals and care assistants who 

are on the front line in this crisis. Their obvious value does not, however, reflect itself in the personal costs 

of their training, their wages, and their contract conditions.  

This is a clear opportunity to re-evaluate the contribution of all those workers in and on the margins of the 

public sector - across the range from care home assistance, to adult and children’s care, to cleaning and 

waste disposal and to school catering. Under a regime of cost saving privatisation, many of these people 

were assigned to the precarious labour market. They form the core of what has come to be called the 

Foundation Economy – those services we depend on locally for things we normally take for granted. The 

virus gives us a golden opportunity to reflect on why it is that their contributions to society and economy are 

valued so poorly in wage and contract terms. 

1.6 Protecting our personal freedoms 

The impact of the event on personal freedoms might need to be watched particularly closely. We have 

already speculated on how far the re-empowering of the nation state chimes in with some currently powerful 

right-wing discourses. Covid-19 has put a premium on monitoring people and tracking the progression of 

the disease. As already noted, those centralised states already with comprehensive systems for monitoring 

their citizens’ lives have made good use of it.  

For democratic societies, deploying surveillance more generally would be massively contentious - but, 

again, the crisis has served to fast-forward measures that would take years of debate and scrutiny before 

implementation. There is a risk that – necessary though it is now – the personal data we are having to 

collect, the movements that have to be monitored and the compliance that has to be logged and observed, 

will not fully evaporate once the crisis is over. How will we ensure that crisis-driven losses of individual 

freedom from Covid-19 are put ‘back in the box’ once the danger is over?    

1.7 Going forward with imagination 

We are faced with what everyone agrees is a situation unprecedented in recent history. We are naturally 

anxious. The situation is still evolving, and we are a long way from a resolution. We can be critical, and we 

can be questioning as an expression of our concern. But even a crisis of this magnitude is an opportunity 

to be creative and apply our collective expertise. We leave the last word to Indy Johar: 

 “One of the real structural challenges we face is the systematic loss of our intentional capacity to 

imagine futures – real alternative futures - not just tinkering with the world we find ourselves 

locked in to.” (Johar, 2018) 
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 The Virus and the Lockdown 

This paper was released on 19 April 2020. 

The Pandemic Timeline 2 April – 19 April 2020 

3 April – The first NHS Nightingale Hospital London opens in London.  

10 April – The Deputy Chief Medical Officer for England, Jonathan Van-Tam, warns that while the 

lockdown is having a positive impact on cases the situation is still “dangerous”. 

10 April – from this date the Care Quality Commission (CQC) for England required care homes to provide 

daily information about deaths, and whether they were related to Covid-19. Data will now be published 

within weekly reports from the Office for National Statistics. 

11 April – This was the peak for people hospitalised in London. Infections are still increasing, though the 

rate of increase is reducing. 

15 April – Close relatives of people who are dying in hospitals are now able to see them. New initiatives 

are launched to provide PPE to staff, and testing of staff and residents in care homes.  

16 April – The NHS Nightingale Hospital Birmingham is officially opened. 

17 April – Testing is to be extended to a broader range of public service employees. The Office for 

National Statistics reports that the deaths for the recent week are 207% of the average for the same 

week in the previous five years. 

Source: Derived from Wikipedia14 

 

2.1 Looking back at Paper 2 

By the time we came to write the second paper in our series, the crisis of Covid-19 was upon us. The 

essence of Paper 2 was lockdown, how long would it go on and what would be the issues arising when it 

was lifted. Beyond the emergency stage, this was the first point at which the wider governance and 

management of the pandemic would come into play. It would not just be about the virus and its progression; 

it would need to take on board the economic, social and psychological effects of lockdown on the population 

at large. It would require a greater understanding not just of the epidemiology, but the full array of effects, 

direct and indirect, of the losses of income, of jobs, of education and of essential social connections. 

Lockdown had been a simple lever to pull from the centre.  Leaving lockdown was going to involve an array 

of nuanced decisions across a complex landscape – a management process would be needed with the 

scope and texture to steer people to and through the next phase. 

The story in the papers from this point is one more specifically about England. Under the terms of 

devolution, the formal allocation of public health powers was to the three devolved administrations of the 

 
14 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Timeline_of_the_COVID-19_pandemic_in_England  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Timeline_of_the_COVID-19_pandemic_in_England
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UK  – Wales, Scotland, and Northern Ireland. This was to define the data and policy material we easily had 

at our disposal to the English case. Devolution was destined to play an increasingly strong policy 

management role later in the process, as the regions began to assert their own independence. We were at 

a point in April where the full extent of what the pandemic and lockdown was going to bring in its wake was 

beginning to be realised, and government across the board was struggling to find a way to respond..  

• The mantra of the time was “stay home, save the NHS, save lives” and the three podiums in 

Whitehall became the primary communication device for presenting messages to the nation. (This 

modus operandi has not changed despite evidence of its falling efficacy). 

• At this stage, the nation had come to an abrupt halt. Travel nationally and internationally 

evaporated. In response, the curve of cases flattened and declined just as the epidemiological 

models had projected (measures to find safe travel corridors and procedures have been deployed 

on and off since to try to ease the ban, but we now are back to square one on the arrival of the new 

variant virus). 

• “Social distancing” was bedded in as the basic principle for human social interaction (with rolling 

debates still going on about its precise definition, about the role and efficiency of masks and about 

the closure or restriction of venues where difficulties arise for it to be observed). 

• There was a rush to build Nightingale hospitals. This turned out, at least up to this point, not to 

be a good investment (not least because sufficient thought at the time did not go into how they 

were going to be staffed). 

• There was a still ongoing scramble to procure PPE (Personal Protective Equipment) with 

mounting news stories about shortfalls in the hospitals. (disturbing details are only just now 

emerging about a contracting process that operated well outside the rules of standard government 

procurement and was far from efficient).  

• This was the point at which the government choice to place massive contracts for track and trace 

to private sector contractors like Serco and Deloitte moved into action (9 months on and £billions 

spent and the system is still proving to be inadequate - finding only around 50% of possible contacts 

where 70-80% is needed for full effectiveness).  

• It was at this point that the implications of the key choices of policy governance in England began 

to become more critical to the subsequent pathway for managing the pandemic.   

• Government had chosen to adopt a fully centralised management approach alongside its chosen 

contractors from the private sector and its nominated appointees to key strategic posts. 

• In choosing the private contractor route, the government had turned its face against Public Health 

England and its local Directors of Public Health in Local Authorities across the country - despite 

their mandate to deal with infectious disease transmission. (Only now, 9 months on is their value 

being recognised for local intervention). 

• The government had only been in power for months following a successful election campaign with 

a single policy focus; “get Brexit done”. Significant opportunity costs for the management of the 

pandemic were going to arise from the need to deploy considerable central resources to time-

limited Brexit negotiations. 

• Emergency powers, and the need for Parliament to observe distancing rules, meant that normal 

practice for policy and legislative scrutiny was widely suspended, removing checks and 

balances. 
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• Government policy was framed as: “following the science”. Members of SAGE were put forward 

on the podia to speak directly to the nation about what the epidemiological models required the 

policymakers and the people to do15. 

• Looking back, we can see that the interface between “the science” and the policy process was 

problematic. The complexity and confidence limits coming from the science were often “lost in 

translation” when it came to messaging and central policy.   

• There was a danger at this point that the government could fall prey to a combination of group 

think and path dependency that would make the policy process insufficiently flexible to deal both 

with the crisis in the short term and the long run consequences to follow.  

• Over time, the chosen pathway tended to rule out a more multi-faceted, multi-level and more 

open approach - even when all the evidence was pointing to the need to engage with other levels 

of governance - and particularly the local one. 

• Understanding the context also seemed to be lost. The UK had achieved the dubious status of 

having the one of the highest levels of inequality among the advanced nations. Case rates and 

poor health and economic outcomes would be higher among those groups and in those places that 

already suffered from extreme health and social inequalities. 

• School and college closures in lockdown brought to the fore the special circumstances to be faced 

by young people in the pandemic – not so much from the disease itself but the disruption of their 

lives at a sensitive stage. Understanding the wider context beyond the epidemiology and the 

economy was vital for effective management. 

• The one unequivocal success of the time was that the Chancellor acted as early as March 20th to 

bring forward his Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme.  This supported 80 percent of the wages 

of workers laid off up to a maximum of £2500 a month and brought a new word into the policy 

lexicon – furlough16.  

In early April we still awaited data to show detailed spatial patterns of cases - related to health inequality 

and to the indices of multiple deprivation. We were, however, setting a flag in advance of the data that there 

was a great deal more going on in the incidence of the pandemic than cases and outcomes by age and 

gender, especially in a country that already had extreme levels of social and spatial inequality before March 

2020.  

 

2.2 Locking Down  

2.2.1 “Stay home, save the NHS, save lives” 

Late in March 2020, and in response to the spread of the COVID-19 virus as a global pandemic, the UK 

was placed in a lockdown. The ever-repeated mantra of the UK lockdown was to “stay home; save the 

 
15 We learned later, however, that there was a tendency to hold back on timings even when the costs of doing so had 

been set out; the story of the two-week initial delay in locking down and its consequences is now on the record 
16 https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/the-chancellor-rishi-sunak-provides-an-updated-statement-on-

coronavirus 

 

https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/the-chancellor-rishi-sunak-provides-an-updated-statement-on-coronavirus
https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/the-chancellor-rishi-sunak-provides-an-updated-statement-on-coronavirus
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NHS; save lives”. By avoiding the National Health Service (NHS) becoming overwhelmed by a sudden peak 

of demand, the aim has been to ‘flatten the curve’ and to hope that deaths - forecast by some models to be 

as high as half a million (if no action was taken) and 250,000 (if only vulnerable people were isolated) -

would be reduced to 20,000 (Triggle, 2020).  

Lockdown requires people to contribute by self-isolation and social distancing. In the enforcement of this, 

the Government passed legislation giving itself powers that months before would have been criticised as 

those of a police state. Decisions were taken to halt activities such as face-to-face education, non-essential 

retail and business activities (unless they could be undertaken via the internet), socialisation, routine travel, 

routine healthcare and planned non-urgent operations. The speed at which the lockdown was enforced 

meant that overnight what had been the previous ‘normal’ was over – things would probably never be the 

same again.  

The first few weeks of lockdown mainly focused on enacting the process, such as finding ways to continue 

some schooling via the internet, ways to keep essential foodstuffs supply chains operational, new ways of 

buying food (social distancing when shopping and only if it could not be undertaken via ecommerce) and 

defining what was essential (clothes shops were not, but off-licences were). 

In parallel with lockdown, the government moved to increase NHS capacity. This involved dramatic levels 

of investment such as the thousands of beds created in temporary Nightingale Hospitals (NHS, 2020), 

immediately releasing the NHS from its historic “overspending” with “£13.4 billion debt that will be written 

off to support the NHS in its response to coronavirus (COVID-19) and ensure long-term financial 

sustainability”17, and sending a strong message for citizens not to contact the emergency health lines unless 

necessary. Not everything, however, has led to a rational outcome, and there is now concern that “close to 

half the beds in some English hospitals are lying empty in a sign that people may be failing to seek help for 

other life-threatening conditions during the coronavirus pandemic” (Neville et al., 2020). 

A significant conditioning variable in all this is that coronavirus hit the UK at the end of a decade of cost-

saving measures that reduced health service capacity to levels that were challenging even for ‘normal’ 

service. Earlier recommendations for the NHS to have some spare capacity against risk were clearly set 

out by the NHS Institute for Innovation and Improvement in 2005 and reaffirmed in 2017: 

“plan average capacity at 80–85% of the normal fluctuation in demand. This ensures that queues 

and waiting lists rarely build up and that there is the flexibility to cope with unexpected demand 

instantly.” (NHS, 2017) 

Instead, a plethora of real-life documentaries of hospitals in crisis showed that 100% (the ceiling value) 

seems more likely to have been the actual norm. Germany, by contrast, has been criticised in the past for 

an ‘oversupply’ of hospitals, but this is now being seen as an unintended benefit: “A recent survey by the 

OECD found that before the crisis Germany had 33.9 intensive care beds per 100,000 people, compared 

with 9.7 in Spain and 8.6 in Italy” (Chazan, 2020) .If action had been taken in line with the recommendation, 

we would have still been facing lockdown – but perhaps of a different scale/duration. The need for what the 

government claims is a ‘Herculean’ effort to source basic PPE (Personal Protective Equipment - for 

example, see “The NHS workers wearing bin bags as protection” (Press, 2020)) would also have been less 

dramatic. Analysis of official financial data suggests £325m was wiped off the value of the Department 

 
17 Having bludgeoned the NHS about this debt during the years of austerity! DHSC. 2020. NHS debt write-off: 

regional breakdown Department of Health and Social Care (UK). Published April 9. Available: 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/nhs-debt-write-off-regional-breakdown. [Accessed April 10 2020]. 
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of Health and Social Care (DHSC) emergency stockpile, reducing it from £831m in 2013 under the 

Conservative-led coalition government to £506m by March last year. (Davies et al., 2020) 

There is a lesson here. The financialisation of a vital public service asset prioritised cost-savings over 

service delivery (hence the progressively extended waiting times in emergency departments (KINGSFUND, 

2020) and it ignored the recommendations of sensible risk management. It critically weakened the ability 

of the health system to respond to COVID-19. Not just the NHS, but health and social care generally and 

the entire social welfare system has been presented with the most severe challenge in their history after a 

decade when the resource needed was sacrificed on the altar of a centrally imposed policy of austerity.  

2.2.2 Thinking about exiting from lockdown 

At the time lockdown was enforced, there was no plan in place for an exit from the process. This is not 

surprising, since the path of the pandemic, the death rates (age-specific, health-specific, or spatially specific 

in crowded cities) was unknown. Since then, there have been many more critical indicators to inform 

government, such as the trend in infections and deaths and front-line information on whether the National 

Health Service (NHS) can actually cope with the hospitalisation demands of seriously ill patients. This has 

not been a trouble-free process18.  

After three weeks of the first lockdown phase – where the contract with the population was to act together 

to ‘flatten the curve’ of contagion, the government line was that is too early to think about lifting lockdown, 

and a further three weeks were specified (16th April). The new contract is that we should accept it is too 

early to release the constraints and that a second wave would be likely if people do not comply. A YouGov 

poll after the announcement confirmed that virtually the entire population agreed that it was the right thing 

to do19. 

The process of planning to exit from lockdown, for politicians, must be almost as terrifying as the virus itself. 

Lockdown was a reaction to extraordinary external circumstances beyond the control of the nation state. 

The unlocking process, by contrast, is where the government has to make decisions about acting - not just 

about contagion, NHS pressures and deaths - but about the economy, the public finances, wider health 

and social care issues and the personal and social costs to people of the loss of their normal freedoms. 

There would be enormous political implications if the process should turn out to be a disaster.  

The key strategic questions for government are, of course, when, and how to begin to lift lockdown, and in 

what order to do it? In respect of the first we are still waiting for clear evidence of the flattening of the curve; 

but Ministers are already actively managing expectations toward the longer term. On 16th April, for example, 

Health Minister Nadine Dorries demanded that: “Journalists should stop asking about an ‘exit strategy.’ 

There is only one way we can ‘exit’ full lockdown and that is when we have a vaccine” (Rayner, 2020). 

Questions about a strategy for how to ease the lockdown seem for the moment to be in abeyance as far as 

government is concerned – just don’t ask about an exit strategy.  

Regardless of when it takes place, this is exactly the time to be thinking about how to go about lifting the 

policy. Not least, there is need for a careful examination of where the damage of lockdown is at its most 

extreme and how its duration will produce pressure points demanding a response. As this paper goes on 

to show, the social and spatial impact of lockdown is and will be hugely variable. We are not ‘all in this 

together’. Some people will be only marginally affected but some will be brought to the margins of survival. 

 
18 It took until the weekend of April 12 for the media to be sensitised to the high death rates in care homes (“the 

government confirmed there had been virus outbreaks at more than 2,000 care homes in England”18), and for official 

death statistics to show clearly that COVID-19 was the cause of death. Up to that point, the government had only been 

counting deaths recorded in hospitals.  
19 https://yougov.co.uk/topics/politics/survey-results/daily/2020/04/16/73305/1  

https://yougov.co.uk/topics/politics/survey-results/daily/2020/04/16/73305/1
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Even if lockdown has to go on for epidemiological reasons, it is surely right to bring into the debate wider 

considerations about its impact – not just about epidemiology or even the economy and the public finances. 

The position here is that we should take the trouble to find out if there is the threat of a social ‘breaking 

point’ for a significant proportion of the population if the lockdown policy goes on too long. 

Why this is important is because lockdown in the UK is being projected onto a highly unequal set of base 

conditions. The starting point for the pandemic event was, for many, already precarious with little in the way 

of resilience to absorb any loss of income however small. For those who can live through lockdown still on 

something like a full wage and still paying the bills, there may be an absorbable effect. For those who have 

no job, no savings, rent property and have to travel to get to work, lockdown will be traumatic and life 

changing. The Chancellor has moved quickly to put in place a safety net, and this is to be applauded. But, 

from the starting point we had when COVID-19 hit, there is a dangerously high level of vulnerability for a 

substantial share of the population should we be faced with a long-duration lockdown.  

The concern is not just about income and indebtedness. There is concern that the sheer weight and 

uncertainty of the event itself – difficult for all but especially for those with ‘money troubles’ - will see a rise 

in stress disorders and wider mental health problems (Haynes, 2020, Holmes et al., 2020), putting yet more 

pressure on over-stretched services. Concerns are already being raised about the situation of children. A 

survey of young people aged up to 25 and with mental health issues found “26% said they were unable to 

access mental health support; peer support groups and face-to-face services have been cancelled, and 

support by phone or online can be challenging for some young people” (Lee, 2020). 

School and college closures for a long time disrupting the entire pattern of home life can fracture family 

relations. We hear already of rising domestic violence and pressure on refuge facilities (Townsend, 2020, 

Grierson, 2020). While the temptation is to look away, ‘do the time’ and hope for the best, it is surely wrong 

not to be thinking about, and, asking questions about how factors such as these will play into a strategy for 

lifting lockdown. In what follows we explore some of the issues. 

2.3 A Blunt Instrument with Differential Impact 

2.3.1 Closing the schools and colleges 

One of the most dramatic aspects of lockdown has been the suspension of all conventional place-based 

education from kindergartens to universities. Educators worldwide have considerable concerns about the 

impact of the pandemic on a loss of learning20. Some countries are moving already to re-open their schools. 

Denmark reopened kindergartens and schools on April 15 (Gargiulo, 2020), and children in Norway will 

also be returning to kindergartens (Smith-Spark, 2020). The debate on re-opening schools as part of a 

strategy for ending the lockdown is, however, only just beginning to emerge in the UK, for example with the 

new leader of the Opposition, Sir Keir Starmer (Mason, 2020), prompting the Government to communicate 

a strategy and nurseries in Wales warning that up to 90% of them are in financial distress and that many 

may not be able to reopen (Lewis, 2020). 

Lockdown has impacted massively on young people. For those whose examinations have been cancelled, 

their life goals have suddenly been rendered uncertain. For those for whom the social life outside the home 

is ‘life’, particularly the older teenagers, the order not to leave the house will be extremely limiting. This is 

much more than a debate about shutting down the education system itself with its longer-term effects on 

children and society. Going to school or college and the behaviours and social relations that surround it is 

 
20 Global concern from educators was evidenced in a two-day Salzburg Global online Seminar “Education Disrupted, 

Education Reimagined” April 15-16, with over 5,000 participants were registered as participants.  
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a fundamental pillar of a nation’s daily life. Home and family life and relations are strongly pivoted around 

children and young people. Even short-term disruption can have significant impact.. 

In the UK context, all these aspects of nationwide educational lockdown are being projected onto a 

differential landscape of inequality. Restricting children of all ages to the confines of their home potentially 

for months will have a strong impact on them but also on their parents and guardians in the pressure-cooker 

of the home space. But this will be made significantly worse by situations of crowding (Wall, 2020) and 

deprivation and where the struggle to put food on the table demands that parents have to find work. In 

October 2019 before the pandemic hit, the Children’s Commissioner or England was already telling us that: 

“There are around 4 million children in the UK growing up in poverty. And those poverty rates 

have risen for every type of working family – lone-parent or couple families, families with full and 

part-time employment and families with different numbers of adults in work”. (Longfield, 2019) 

Lockdown will already be thrusting yet more children into poverty as their families struggle21. Free school 

meals normally provide an escape valve for children in this situation, giving them at least one good meal a 

day. Set this against a report on April 15 that “Many families of children eligible for free school meals are 

having to wait up to a week for supermarket vouchers, despite an upgrade to the website responsible for 

delivering them” (Burns, 2020). School also aims to place children in a secure and positive environment. 

Locking these children in and away from the support the school can give them has huge potential 

implications, both short and long term, for their mental and physical health (Ramchandani, 2020). On top 

of all this there will be significant and as yet unknown impacts from the disengagement of a whole cohort 

of children for what might be as long as one third of the school year. This is a global concern, for example 

articulated in New Zealand: (Gerritsen, 2020). 

This differential experience arising from school and college closure will not only be highly variable from 

household to household, but it will map differentially across the occupational class divide, across differential 

family composition, cultural and ethnic group and across place and space. The Social Mobility Foundation 

observes that: “Polling shows 40 per cent of children on low incomes do not have a quiet place to study. 

Better-off families are three times as likely to use private tutors during school shut-down” (SMF, 2020). The 

home school learning option will be available only to a part of the population. Both children and families 

need to have some voice in the wider debate about the effects of lockdown and the strategy for lifting it. 

For however long the policy lasts, we should also be hearing much more about creative measures for 

children to be supported – especially those in deprived homes and neighbourhoods.  

2.3.2 Job and income losses 

By income group and occupation, the effects of lockdown vary enormously. Around 50 percent of those in 

the higher income brackets can work from home (ONS, 2020) as compared with 10 percent of those on low 

incomes. It is clear where the biggest hit of lockdown will land, particularly on those lower income earners 

who cannot work from home, Beyond the core of the defined “essential services” they are the ones most 

affected by the shutdown of certain sectors (cafes and restaurants and the high streets generally) and most 

exposed to the health risks of delivering services in others (food retail and home care). Many have either 

fallen through the net of the support schemes or are waiting for the benefit system to respond. 

 
21 Government has made some limited provision for this in its current planning – but where is a fast acceleration in the 

numbers of children falling into poverty (1.4 million people were forced onto Universal Credit claims just in a four-week 

period) much more needs to be done. 
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 “More than 3 million people in Britain are going hungry because of the coronavirus crisis, according 

to new research showing that stark drops in income have pushed many families into poverty during 

the lockdown.” (Staton and Evans, 2020) 

Those at the top of the salaries/savings ladder, still remaining fully employed, or being ‘furloughed’ (and 

receiving 80% of their wage/salary), may well be able to absorb the impact in the short term. Many of them 

will, however, be seriously concerned about what happens when things start up again and when the state 

subsidy drops out – again a subject for some early strategic thinking. The Office for Budget Responsibility 

report22 of 14th April will offer them little comfort with a forecast of a dramatic fall in output and a massive 

rise in unemployment over the next two quarters. A recent report suggests that we may be facing the loss 

of 6.5 million jobs (Doward, 2020). Corporate planners are no doubt already being called upon to advise 

their Boards of Directors about the likely scale of business when lockdown is lifted and how they should 

adjust their staffing profiles to the new conditions. It is to be hoped that somewhere in government work is 

already being commissioned to recover the lessons from programmes that helped to cope with high 

unemployment in the late 1970s and early 1980s23.  

The sudden shift from job retention to redundancy for many people whose jobs were assured at the start 

of lockdown will see the damage from the pandemic impacting on people whose ex ante expectations 

allowed them to take on significant household and mortgage debt. The Financial Conduct Authority (FCA) 

moved on 17th April to help borrowers who are experiencing money problems asking motor finance firms to 

grant a three-month freeze and firms specialising in rent-to-own, buy-now-pay-later and pawnbroking loans 

to delay repayments (BBC, 2020). 

The financial resilience of this group is likely to be extremely sensitive to the duration of lockdown. The 

Chancellor of the Exchequer will then have a particularly difficult decision to make about the post-lockdown 

transition, and about how far into the future the job retention subsidy can reasonably last.  

For those on lower pay levels, the effect of the Job Retention Scheme will be variable as a share of their 

overall normal earnings down the scale. How it impacts them – as for their better paid colleagues – will 

depend on their level of savings and degree of indebtedness (financial resilience). To the government’s 

credit, the regulation does allow for people on part time, agency, flexible and zero hours contracts to benefit 

from the scheme. However, this is where even a  20% income drop will tend to hurt most. The same will be 

true of some, if not all, sole traders for whom there is also government support – but they may have to pay 

their bills for as much as two months before the cash flows in. Many sole traders who qualify will be seeking 

support from Universal Credit in the interim.  

Those normally at the very bottom of the labour market will have been much less able to build up financial 

resilience and may quickly descend into poverty. Younger workers, those leaving education and entering 

the labour market, have been most likely to lose their jobs in this crisis. For the young starting out there will 

be a high price to pay - thrusting many of them into a situation where they need (if they can) to return to the 

family home. After lockdown they will be seeking to find work against a rapid rise in general unemployment. 

Yet again, lessons of the 1980s about how to absorb the young into work or additional skills and learning 

will need to be re-examined against the current situation. 

Research carried out by Kings College and Ipsos Mori (April 9) noted that while the policy of lockdown was 

broadly accepted, there were clear discriminatory impacts: 

 
22 https://obr.uk/coronavirus-reference-scenario/  
23 The Active Labour Market Policies (ALMP) of the EU – especially following the economic shock of the collapse of 

East Germany might offer some creative policy ideas. (See http://www.oecd.org/employment/activation.htm) 

https://obr.uk/coronavirus-reference-scenario/
http://www.oecd.org/employment/activation.htm
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“Half of those surveyed (49%) said they had felt more anxious and depressed than normal. Over a 

third (38%) said they were having trouble sleeping and more than a fifth of people (22%) said they 

were already facing significant money problems or were almost certain to do so in the near future. 

Among workers, 16% said they had either already lost their job or were very likely to do so in the 

near future.” (Easton, 2020) 

In Chapter 1 (the first paper) we showed that zero-hour contacts, short-time working, and non-standard 

forms of labour contracting were fast becoming the norm for up to a third of those in work in England. So, 

the most damaging short-term impact of the lockdown measures will affect a considerable proportion of the 

employed workforce. The numbers of self-employed (many of them after severance from their employers 

post-2008) will boost the proportion in difficult circumstances. The self-employed have been much less well 

treated in the UK in response to the economic shutdown (Islam, 2020).   The higher earners in the 

“furloughed” group may not be faced with immediate problems but anxiety about their future prospects will 

be widespread. It is absolutely clear that a very substantial share of the working population is more 

vulnerable than ever before to shocks of any kind (Braun et al., 2020). More than this since average wages 

have been flat since 2008 there has been little opportunity for most people to build up any substantial form 

of financial resilience24.  

Consequently, and despite the Chancellor’s significant and welcome efforts, many will find themselves in 

serious difficulties very quickly. Not least this is because large numbers were in a precarious situation 

before the virus hit.  

“30 percent of workers don’t feel like they earn enough to maintain a decent standard of living (up 

from 26 percent in 2017). Almost one in four workers sometimes have trouble meeting their basic 

living costs because of income volatility (24 percent, up from 19 percent in 2017). Moreover, a 

significant number of workers lack financial resilience – 36 percent would struggle to pay an 

unexpected bill of £100; 59% would struggle to pay an unexpected bill of £500. A further 45 percent 

don’t expect to have enough in savings and pensions to maintain a decent living of living in 

retirement. While 32 percent are concerned about their levels of debt” (Wallace Stevens, RSA 

201825) 

No doubt these figures quoted above from 2018 considerably underestimate the current position. 

2.3.3 Social order 

As we have suggested, loss of income on lockdown has the potential to take a substantial part of the 

population below the threshold of survival very quickly - this was reflected in the high number of new 

universal benefit claims we noted earlier. Week by week the position of these people will worsen against a 

situation where savings and borrowing will not cover bills. There were reports of more extreme effects of 

this in Italy, where people in the south of the country – the poorest region – were already finding themselves 

unable to put food on the table for their children. This created an opportunity for organised crime groups to 

become distributors of food (Tondo, 2020). There were also reports of mass refusals to pay at supermarkets 

and some looting (Giuffrida and Tondo, 2020).  

 
24 “15% of Brits have no savings at all and one in three Brits has less than £1,500 in savings”. 

https://www.finder.com/uk/saving-statistics  
25 An updated version is available: CONWAY, R. & WALLACE-STEPHENS, F. 2019. Rethinking the safety net for 

21st century workers. Royal Society for Arts. Published August 15. Available: 

https://www.thersa.org/discover/publications-and-articles/rsa-blogs/2019/08/economic-safety-net. [Accessed January 

5 2020]. 

https://www.finder.com/uk/saving-statistics
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The longer the lockdown lasts there is a risk that these sorts of manifestations of anger and despair could 

appear in the UK as “stark drops in income have pushed many families into poverty during the lockdown” 

(Staton and Evans, 2020). So, lockdown, while effective at minimising contagion, has a social as well as 

economic breaking point. There comes a stage at which it is not socially - as well as economically - 

sustainable and in democratic societies the sorts of controlling measures possible in China are not 

available. The willingness of people to trust government and accede to the regulations is critical as is the 

sensitivity with which the policies are enforced by the police.  

Poverty and social stress must, therefore, be factors in the development of a strategy to end the lockdown 

phase. It is not just a matter of health, economy and the public finances. It is also about avoiding the most 

extreme manifestations of the lockdown on those segments of society that are already disadvantaged. 

While there is, as yet, no sign of significant unrest in the UK three weeks into lockdown, it would be unwise 

to be too complacent that it could not happen here26. 

2.4 Geography: Placing the Pressure Points 

2.4.1 The geography of contagion 

There is, of course, a geography to the pandemic. The centres of contagion are the core cities – London, 

Birmingham, Manchester, Liverpool, Leeds, Newcastle, Cardiff and Belfast. Outside this urbanised core, 

the case numbers fall off in concert with the density of population and the intensity of and propensity for 

inter-person interaction. The incidence of new cases flows spatially over time, but in uncertain ways. As 

there were early indications around April 14 that London’s case rates were slowing, rates were rising in 

Newcastle and the North East. This shows the difficulty of predicting regional demand for hospital beds. 

The Nightingale Hospital in Docklands had spare capacity over Easter, with reports that only 19 out of the 

4,000 beds were occupied (Wells, 2020b). 

Against this variable map of the state of ongoing contagion, the geographical frame for the policy of 

lockdown is spatially uniform. Every part of the UK is addressed with the same legal force. The reasons for 

this are clear and the rationale for the policy is generally accepted. However, as previous sections of the 

paper have set out, the economic and social reality on the ground onto which both variable pandemic and 

uniform lockdown are projected is complex and intricately differentiated. From place to place – regions; 

localities; neighbourhoods – the traumatic effects of COVID-19 and lockdown in combination are 

experienced in vastly different ways with different levels of disruption.  

2.4.2 The experience of lockdown in deprived places 

The spaces and places of the UK, like the individuals and groups that work and live in them, were already 

differentially positioned to respond before the pandemic and lockdown hit. Some were well off and some 

were poor. Some had low population densities; some high. Some were well endowed with private gardens 

and green spaces; some were not. Some were private car dominated, while some relied on public transport 

(here those who rely totally on public transport are  - along with those who drive buses or staff trains - much 

 
26 The United Nations is worried about this risk on a global scale: MILLS, J. 2020. World peace at risk as coronavirus 

could bring social unrest and violence. Metro News. Published April 10. Available: 

https://metro.co.uk/2020/04/10/world-peace-risk-coronavirus-bring-social-unrest-violence-12537515/. [Accessed April 

11 2020]. 
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more disadvantaged and further exposed to the virus than those who can get into their own car and drive 

to a shop or go to work27).  

A uniform policy of lockdown is playing out variably across all this. Locality, place and community with all 

its intricate differentiation is where the virus and lockdown effects are being lived out daily. A significant  

concern must be for the most deprived places - against a background context where they were already “left 

behind” or on the margins. Currently silent, these places will have to be woken up again as lockdown is 

lifted and the prospects going forward will be even worse than they were before. 

Lockdown is, then, being deployed onto pre-existing mosaic of spatial inequality. Professor Gabriel Scally, 

president of epidemiology at the Royal Society of Medicine, expresses this concern, declaring that the virus 

spreads through overcrowded housing because it passed easily between people living in close proximity 

and sharing facilities such as toilets and kitchens: “Houses in multiple occupation must be in the same 

category as care homes because of the sheer press of people,” he said. “I have no doubt that these kinds 

of overcrowded conditions are tremendously potent in spreading the virus” (Wall, 2020).  

It is not hard to imagine for places like this what the outfall of lockdown and the recession that follows it 

might be. They are, as we have just heard, the places that were likely to have suffered the worst effects of 

the pandemic. They are places where there is likely to be a preponderance of those BAME groups where 

it has recently been noticed that infection rates for COVID-19 are far higher than the average expectation. 

They are the places where resilience (to a wide variety of challenges) is likely to be at its lowest. 

Perhaps in the major cities, lifting the lockdown might well see a relatively quick response. The concern is, 

however, that for many of the most marginal among the older industrial towns and the non-city (rural, small 

town and seaside resort) deprived places a significant part of what was lost will not come back. It is 

interesting to look back to a Guardian op ed written by Chakraborty only seven months ago about the state 

of these deprived places:  

“Public parks are disappearing. Playgrounds are being sold off. High streets are fast turning to 

desert. These trends are national, but their greatest force is felt in the poorest towns and suburbs, 

the most remote parts of the countryside, where there isn’t the footfall to lure in the businesses or 

household wealth to save the local boozer.” (Chakrabortty, 2019) 

An earlier paper also written before the pandemic added the following about the prospects they already 

faced: 

“The income multipliers to sustain businesses and jobs in the local shopping street and service 

trades will respond to the financial pressures that come from flat wages and indebtedness. Added 

to the effects of a decade of UK, government-imposed, austerity on the Local Authorities and Public 

Services generally, these private sector trends have produced a double-sided negative stimulus”. 

(Lloyd, 2019) 

The complexities of choosing not just when but where best to lift different aspects of the current policy will 

be enormous. It is essential that a more local perspective be added to the debate and that the necessity to 

have a blunt national lever pulled centrally for an emergency situation does not follow through to a 

centralised view of the transition and restoration phases of the recovery. Regional and local voices will be 

vitally needed if these policies are to be sensitively applied. 

 
27 https://www.intelligenttransport.com/topic_hub/covid-19-transport-news-analysis/  

https://www.intelligenttransport.com/topic_hub/covid-19-transport-news-analysis/
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2.5 Recovering toward the longer term 

2.5.1  A complex, dynamic system hard to control 

As the pandemic reduces in impact (we cannot realistically consider that it will be over within a year, and 

the World Health Organisation predicts more outbreaks (Wells, 2020a)) many things will not be the same 

again. There are lessons to be learned from the events but perhaps the most prominent among them is 

that we are more exposed to risk as humanity and society than we have been in recent memory. Our earlier 

paper explored this in some detail. It is not just that everyone has been badly shaken by an event so few 

knew (or acknowledged) was possible, it is that a system that has been collectively constructed over the 

last four decades has generated forces that are difficult for most people to understand.  

This has happened twice in just over a decade. The economic crash of 2008 - though less catastrophic – 

was a lesson of the same order. The banking crisis of 2008 caught even the financial players themselves 

completely unawares and struggling to understand what had happened. For most people, the workings of 

the global economic and financial system are opaque at best. 

Facing this, the economic theories that have so dominated politics, societies, and our individual lives have 

been found seriously wanting. In particular, the idea that leaving it to a free-ranging global financial sector 

and to market forces will produce the best possible outcomes has foundered on the rock of hard reality. 

The Neoliberal system was already failing on its own terms, but a virus pandemic has exposed just how 

vulnerable it has made us all as individuals and as social beings to uncontrolled events.  

It speaks volumes that in order to suppress a contagious and dangerous infection, governments had to halt 

global interaction and force the people to give up their ability to come together face-to-face as social human 

beings. Despite (or perhaps even because of) the current awesome technical prowess, there is a need to 

reconsider what really matters, rather than chasing the dragon of individual consumer satisfaction and 

finance-led pressure for continuing GDP growth.  

In respect of coronavirus per se, while there were warnings of the threat of global pandemic, there was little 

understanding of the speed and scale of the contagion, or of the ability of the virus to penetrate the entire 

global system so fast and so comprehensively. The lesson to be learned is of the absence of controlling 

mechanisms for a globalised, hypermobile dynamic system that was built to satisfy the needs and wants of 

the consumer society and of finance capital. It has needed near-total shutdown and the direct action of the 

nation states to rein in the pandemic.  

The price we are paying is enormous and we are nowhere near knowing what the system will look like at 

the end of the event. This is surely the time to be asking the big questions about what we want for society 

and for humanity while we have been shocked into a pause in the system to which we have become so 

willingly enslaved.  

2.5.2 Waiting for the techno-fix 

The hope is of course that technology will once again come to our rescue in the form of a vaccine or a 

tracking system that will allow us to shut down contagion. Indeed, we have to hope that this is so, and the 

UK Government briefing of 17 April focused strongly on developing a vaccine: 

“Scientists at the University of Oxford say they should have at least a million doses of a coronavirus 

vaccine by September this year. The UK government, which is backing the project, said there were 

"no guarantees" and it was not possible to put a date on a vaccine” {BUT} “Most experts still 

estimate it will take 12 to 18 months to develop and manufacture a vaccine.” (Gallagher, 2020) 



 

Peter Lloyd and Michael Blakemore        36 

However, as noted above, the time delay in getting us to that point where a vaccine is available has the 

potential to undermine the economy and the social order and bring some parts of it to a breaking point. This 

is not just a national issue but an international one. The virus risks having a cataclysmic impact in Africa 

and the developing world generally where countries often have fragile health systems (Nyenswah, 2020) 

and where systems are likely to fall short in the reporting of outbreaks and deaths28.  

The combination of the hyper-speed contagion of COVID-19, the critical need to resume economic activity 

to avoid a catastrophic collapse of economies, and the fact that a vaccine could be up to a year away from 

mass production and distribution, faces governments with a terrifying dilemma. There will probably be a 

technofix - but will it arrive at the time and at the scale necessary to avoid economic and social breakdown 

in some of the more vulnerable contexts internationally, nationally and locally?  

2.6 Imagining the outline of a new future 

On 31 January 2020, the UK Prime Minister addressed the nation, at this time blissfully unaware of the viral 

hurricane approaching the country. With some terribly unfortunate foresight about a “breaking” national 

drama, he said: 

“This is the moment when the dawn breaks and the curtain goes up on a new act in our great 

national drama … This is the moment when we really begin to unite and level up … We will spread 

hope and opportunity to every part of the UK.”  (Johnson, 2020) 

The policy debate then was about the UK having left the European Union and of ‘levelling up’ the regions 

of the North, of HS2 and Heathrow expansion. Now, facing certain recession or even depression, all look 

like sideshows when contrasted with the prospects we face going forward. While the sheer size of the task 

ahead can look daunting, it is vital to begin a new debate about the future by acknowledging that there have 

been major structural issues that should have been addressed before the pandemic arrived.  

As we note in this paper, the growth of inequality is more than just a threat to those who suffer it, it has 

been allowed to grow to become a threat to economic and social stability. The virus event – still in its early 

stages – has revealed to us just how close we have become to allowing a substantial proportion of the UK 

population to lack the resilience to resist an external shock. As researchers communicated on April 15: 

“The social distancing and isolation associated with COVID-19 policy has had substantial negative 

impacts on the mental health and wellbeing of the UK public within a short time of policy 

implementation. It has disproportionately negatively affected those in low-paid or precarious 

employment.” (Williams et al., 2020) 

2.6.1 Addressing Inequality 

The UK entered the present crisis with very high levels of inequality in the distribution of wealth and income 

– across the population and across its regions29. No act of deliberate thought or policy directly willed it to 

be this way. The globalised economic system of recent decades followed its “natural” pathway by making 

inequality an emergent feature. It involved the inexorable rise of the precarious, globalised labour market 

with its low wages, insecurity and lack of protection against risk for those participating in it. While 

 
28 https://www.africanews.com/2020/04/14/coronavirus-africa-update-on-the-ongoing-novel-coronavirus-covid-19-

global-epidemic-brief-13/  
29 https://www.equalitytrust.org.uk/scale-economic-inequality-uk  

https://www.africanews.com/2020/04/14/coronavirus-africa-update-on-the-ongoing-novel-coronavirus-covid-19-global-epidemic-brief-13/
https://www.africanews.com/2020/04/14/coronavirus-africa-update-on-the-ongoing-novel-coronavirus-covid-19-global-epidemic-brief-13/
https://www.equalitytrust.org.uk/scale-economic-inequality-uk
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employment numbers in recent years were on the rise and unemployment falling, the positive news about 

the rise masked how vulnerable the new forms of work made those people who took on the jobs.  

While this was happening, the state focused its attention on economic efficiency. The undermining of the 

NHS was (as we have seen) one outcome. The year-on-year reduction of funding for those public and 

welfare services with a responsibility for the disadvantaged was another. The Local Authorities (now 

granted a total of £3.2 billion to cope by April 18 (SKY, 2020)) have been in the forefront of the cuts for a 

decade – producing in the poorest areas those place-based outcomes that were described by Chakraborty 

earlier. Resilience to shock was stripped away across the board, and we now have to cope with the 

consequences. 

In imagining a new future, it is surely unthinkable that society and economy could simply return to the 

previous path. The dangers are too great, and the government  has found itself having quickly to put back 

a proportion the public resources that were stripped, just to respond to the emergency. The disciplines of 

the public finances that drove policy for the public sector for a decade were swept away overnight to cope 

with the situation. But as we see with the NHS, the human, institutional and material capacity to respond is 

simply not there, and resilience will take time to rebuild. Lifting lockdown will not be sufficient to put things 

right.  

A strategy for ending lockdown needs to acknowledge that, in respect of the likely position of the most 

vulnerable, there is an urgent need for a new overall policy. Debate on some form of Universal Basic Income 

(UBI) can form part of this (Shrimsley, 2020). The first step should, however, be to act quickly to ensure the 

well-being of those hardest hit,  

Delays of any kind could have dire consequences for a nation that had 4 million children in poverty even 

before the pandemic arrived. Now, while we wait for the contagion to ease, is the time to move the national 

debate from when lockdown will end to ‘what do we need to do most urgently and for whom?’ as the 

recovery phase starts. 

2.6.2 Valuing the public service 

For a decade, cost efficiency overrode quality of service outcomes for people as the standard for the public 

services. The workers – by far the highest cost component in the delivery of that service – had to fight hard 

over that time to maintain levels of pay appropriate to their skills and to the value of their contribution. Of 

course, that value is widely recognised and across the country people (even the Prime Minister) clap each 

Thursday to acknowledge the enormity of contribution of ‘key workers’. The loss of the capacity to respond 

we talked about in the previous section is essentially a shortage of people as much as beds and PPE. In 

October 2019 there were 43,000 unfilled nurse vacancies (Mitchell, 2019).  

Since such a high proportion of the NHS workforce was sourced for decades from the EU and overseas, 

we should not find ourselves surprised at the cultural variety of the people we applaud. Brexit and 

immigration policy at national level have had a role to play in determining capacity. Vacancies and staff 

shortages arose as part of the adjustment process immediately before the pandemic arrived. The effective 

dismembering, de-staffing and re-positioning of public health in our society has come back to haunt the 

nation, and that must surely be the justification for a rapid re-think. 

Outside the NHS in the social care and social welfare economy more generally, privatisation and the 

absence of established wage bargaining systems have seen pay held close to (or in many cases below) 

the National Living Wage. Public attitudes about this being to do with low skill are hopefully undergoing a 

sea change at the moment. Privatisation and the disaggregation of provision in non-NHS care has seen 

efficiency and productivity (narrowly defined) keep wages levels close to the minimum. Even with this, 
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however, the private-for-profit and charitable providers in the sector struggle for survival against austerity-

constrained Local Authority payments for care packages and care homes (Plimmer, 2020). 

The Local Authorities have taken the brunt of public sector expenditure cuts. Apart from their role in 

delivering health and social care outside the NHS, they have the wider remit for the support of the 

communities they serve. Increasingly over the decade they have been forced back to the delivery mainly 

of the services they are mandated to provide. Local economic development, supporting the built 

environment, investment to create jobs and the maintenance of the high streets among other things has 

been cut to the bone. Going forward, the potential impact of months of lost business and the acceleration 

of already visible trends in the retail sector will need to be managed if we are not to hear more talk of the 

“places left behind”. 

2.6.3 Rethinking what the public values 

One of the opportunities arising from the COVID-19 pandemic is an opportunity to hold a national 

conversation about the balance between the public and the private sector in national life. This debate over 

the last four decades has been focused on – “what adds best value in the public sphere and how most 

efficiently to deliver it?” Privatisation and efficient financial management have dominated the conversation. 

People may now be ready to talk about the bigger question – “what do they really value and how should 

the public sphere play a role in its delivery?”  

This is the sort of serious – post-crisis - debate that took place at the close of WW2 with the foundation of 

the NHS, the 1944 Education Act and the Town and Country Planning Acts30. Security against systemic 

shocks would probably rank high on today’s agenda for the – “what do we value?” - debate. With the 

experience of lockdown fresh in the mind, perhaps, the debate should also ask “where should cooperation, 

sharing and equity rank in the national value system?”. Both questions would naturally raise issues of trust. 

Trust in government and trust in each other, at a time when trust in our politicians is very low - at 14% 

(Ipsos-MORI, 2019).  

Establishing “what the public values” is, of course, the ultimate contested terrain of politics. People vote for 

the parties that meet their perspectives on what values are to be privileged and how they are to be promoted 

and achieved. This debate will come in time. However, what has been set out above is an invitation to use 

the present necessary, but overwhelming, disruption in national life to think carefully as citizens about where 

we are and how we have come to be here.  

There is a need to think and a time to do. It is quite wrong to suggest that ‘thinking about the lifting of 

lockdown’ is something to be set aside. Accepting that the ‘when’ of lifting it may be about epidemiology, 

the “what shall things look like afterwards and what do we need to think about doing?” is a task for now and 

for every moment we can use at present. 
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 Emerging from Covid-19 – Managing the 

Transition 

Paper 3 was released on 11 May 2020. 

The Pandemic Summary Timeline – 20 April 20 to 11 May 2020 

20 April – Transport for London moves to start trying to protect drivers of buses. Infection levels are 

starting to ‘flatten out’ across the country. 

23 April – Testing capacity is now reported at 51,000 a day, bookable (for home testing, or at drive-

through sites) through an official website. The government announce they will recruit 18,000 contact 

tracers. 

28 April – Testing capacity officially reaches 73,000 per day. Tests are now available to all workers in 

care homes and the family members of residents. 

2 May – With a total shutdown over six weeks of refuse recycling centres there has been a big increase 

in fly-tipping. Recycling centres are starting to reopen. 

5 May – An NHS Nightingale Hospital North East is officially opened near Sunderland. 

7 May – The government appoints Baroness Dido Harding to head the test and trace programme. 

10 May – The headline message used by the government changes from "stay at home, protect the NHS, 

save lives" to "stay alert, control the virus, save lives". The devolved administrations remain using the 

original message. A five stage ‘alert’ system is introduced in England. The Prime Minister addresses the 

‘nation’ (than means England) to ‘explain’ the new system. A 50-page document is published the next 

day detailing the new arrangements. 

11 May – People in England are advised to wear face coverings. Plans to reopen schools on June 1 are 

criticised by the teacher unions. 

Derived from Wikipedia31 

3.1 Looking back at Paper 3 

By the time we arrived at the beginning of May, we were looking back at a disastrous phase for both the 

health and the economic aspects of the pandemic. The model predictions of the epidemiologists had 

followed through faithfully to produce an exponential rise in the numbers of cases and commensurate rises 

in hospitalisations and deaths. Any early hopes that lockdown would provide an immediate solution to the 

problem of contagion had long been discarded. Output had fallen in the previous month more sharply than 

ever before. The sheer scale and complexity of the crisis was now in full view. 

 
31 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Timeline_of_the_COVID-19_pandemic_in_England  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Timeline_of_the_COVID-19_pandemic_in_England
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• In April, the population had responded well to the requirement to; “stay home, protect the NHS, 

save lives” and the NHS had not been overwhelmed by coronavirus cases. (As we enter 2021 

the same strapline is being used again) 

• It was revealed at this point that there were two different measures of Covid-19 deaths in play, one 

used by the ONS and one by Public Health England – an early and shocking first thread in a series 

of stories about how structures of governance created problems in obtaining critical data. (At 

end of 2020, we finally have access to good quality dashboards of data under the auspices of 

ONS). 

• In early May, compliance with the lockdown was starting to fracture. “Saving the NHS” was 

not playing quite so strongly once the feared lines of stretcher cases in the corridors did not 

materialise and the new London Nightingale hospital was unoccupied (high profile breaches of the 

rules were being widely resented and jokes about “eye test” visits are even now part of everyday 

discourse) 

• The day before Paper Three was released, the UK government updated its coronavirus 

message from "stay at home, protect the NHS, save lives" to "stay alert, control the virus, save 

lives". 

• Leaders of the devolved governments in Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland said they would 

keep to the original slogan. (Variable messaging across the UK was to be a feature from this 

point forward)  

• The problem of mixed and unclear messages was raising its head and trust was beginning to 

leak away. The infections data was beginning to improve - but the worry was that this might cause 

a slacking of compliance and there was a sense in some quarters that government was not 

“levelling with the people”. 

• The question of schools became a live one towards the end of the month, with the Prime Minister 

announcing that a plan to re-open schools on 1st June. The situation for school examinations and 

assessment also made its first appearance in the public sphere. (While raised at this point, we 

know that later a scramble and a volte face over A-level results was in the offing) 

• The importance of getting people back to work (not unconnected with children going back to school) 

was beginning to bear heavily on policy from now on. The 50-page government document of 10th 

May emphasised the need for workplaces to be “Covid-19 secure” before a full opening up could 

proceed.   

• This was a time of breathless activity dominated by quickly drafted regulations that were inevitably 

throwing up anomalies in practical application necessitating frequent readjustments.  

• The difficulties of the economy and of mounting job losses were beginning to make their presence 

strongly felt. Economic output had fallen by a staggering 25% in April. The central view was still 

that fast recovery on opening up would take care of this exceptional situation (There was a recovery 

on opening up (-9.6% fall in GDP) in the following month but further lockdowns were to come). 

• Business leaders and the CBI began to move to encourage the government to rescue the economy 

as more high-profile redundancies were announced.  

• On April 17th, local Directors of Public Health and outside observers like ourselves had their first 

gained access to better data on the geography of the pandemic. This clearly identified the 
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extreme local differentiation of the process and is association with multiple deprivation.(The 

better information has provoked nothing in the form of a meaningful policy response to date) 

• Paper 3 made a strong case that policy should turn to consider the variable reality of outcomes 

on the ground with as much information as possible made publicly available at a granular level (By 

the end of the year with the introduction of the variable Tier system, a mechanism finally arrived to 

make flexible adjustments in relation to variable geographical outcomes) 

• The absence of a multi-level system of policy governance  - locked out by early decisions to turn 

away from the local – was now beginning to have a practical impact on how the virus was tackled. 

• The idea that there could be a second wave was now emerging with visible hotspots indicating 

where this might be initiated. Doubters were wondering if this was no more than another means to 

capture compliance by introducing something else to fear. They tuned out to be wrong.  

• Throughout April, there was precious little time for reflection. Firefighting was the order of the day. 

 

3.2 Responding to COVID-19  

3.2.1 A strong initial narrative 

In March 2020, a goal of a maximum of 20,000 COVID-19 deaths was described as the most hopeful 

outcome of the pandemic by Chris Whitty (Chief Medical Officer for England) (Haynes, 2020). This number 

was passed towards the end of April32. By the end of the month, media speculation was suggesting that 

deaths may at least be double the original at 40,000 or even higher (Merrick, 2020). On May 8th, the official 

total of deaths was 31,241 which was an increase of 626 over the past day. To keep the count as low as 

possible, the vast majority of the population have abided by the ‘stay at home, protect the NHS, save lives33’ 

message. They have complied with the draconian rules of isolation and social distancing, accompanied by 

the cessation of the attendant activities of face-to-face education, non-essential retail and business 

activities, socialisation, routine travel, routine healthcare and planned non-urgent operations.  

The temporary Nightingale Hospitals (NHS, 2020) were quickly in place - with the last of them in Harrogate 

and Bristol opened by the end of April. The advice to the public was not to contact the emergency health 

lines unless necessary. Not everything, however, has led to a rational outcome, and there is now concern 

that “close to half the beds in some English hospitals are lying empty in a sign that people may be failing to 

seek help for other life-threatening conditions during the coronavirus pandemic” (Neville et al., 2020). 

By 27th April, the Prime Minister was able to declare that the sacrifices asked of the population had been 

worthwhile. His statement said “we did not allow our NHS to collapse …and on the contrary we have so far 

collectively shielded our NHS so that our incredible doctors and nurses and healthcare staff have been able 

to shield all of us …from an outbreak that would have been far worse” (Johnson, 2020a).  

On 4th May the London Nightingale Hospital was mothballed, and the government announced that hospitals 

will be re-opening for non-coronavirus procedures. The NHS had not then been ‘overwhelmed’ and to that 

 
32 https://www.theguardian.com/politics/live/2020/may/08/uk-coronavirus-live-britain-ve-day-anniversary-lockdown-

covid-19-latest-updates  
33 https://www.gov.uk/coronavirus  

https://www.theguardian.com/politics/live/2020/may/08/uk-coronavirus-live-britain-ve-day-anniversary-lockdown-covid-19-latest-updates
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/live/2020/may/08/uk-coronavirus-live-britain-ve-day-anniversary-lockdown-covid-19-latest-updates
https://www.gov.uk/coronavirus
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extent the policy had worked. The message that hospital emergency departments were seen to be running 

on average at only 50 percent of their capacity, while welcome, brought its own problems as it came to light 

that non-coronavirus deaths were rising, and that a backlog of routine procedures was building up (Sample, 

2020). 

Despite these positive signs, the anticipated fall-off in cases and deaths did not materialise (largely due to 

the late addition of deaths in care homes). Seeing the trend, the Prime Minister declared that he did not 

want to relax lockdown and “risk a second major outbreak and huge loss of life and the overwhelming of 

the NHS” (Johnson, 2020a). At this point, the message to the population changed. The new ‘contract’ to 

continue with the disruption was now to be that we are looking to avoid a ‘second wave’ where the contagion 

takes off again. There is some justification for this fear, since a second wave was taking place in Singapore 

at that point - originally held up as a model of control (Palma, 2020). There was also concern about whether 

the looser approach in Sweden (enabling a continuity of business and social life) had been successful 

(Reynolds, 2020). At this point, fear of the effects of the virus still overrode the logic for reducing economic 

impact. But pressure was coming to bear from many quarters for a strategy for unlocking to be laid out and 

government messages were becoming increasingly less closely controlled. 

3.2.2 Unlocking strategy arrives on the agenda 

Continuing the lockdown was starting to prove harder to sell in the face of rapidly emerging stories of the 

loss of jobs, (28% of British Airways employees – 12,000 in all – being at threat of redundancy (BBC, 

2020a), and 8,000 jobs at risk at Rolls Royce (BBC, 2020f), alongside a fundamental change in the global 

airline business (Horton, 2020)). Business leaders and the CBI began to move to encourage the 

government to rescue the economy (Thomas and Pickard, 2020). Alongside this, there was a wider 

message that it may be difficult to restart the economy without restarting the education process, since 

children who remain at home do not then release their parents to resume work (OECD, 2020). 

While the earlier lockdown exhortations were stark, and they were set in the context of an ongoing 

emergency, the possibility of risking a second wave is more speculative (in terms of where is it more likely 

to be and the timing, more than in terms of its inevitability (Lacina, 2020)), and is set against emotional, 

financial and mental exhaustion being experienced by people (Payne, 2020). On May 4th the Office for 

National Statistics reported that “almost half of people in Great Britain asked about their well-being reported 

high levels of anxiety in the days surrounding the lockdown”34.  

The message this time is more conditional and less easy to capture in a meaningful strapline. Government 

is on the one hand playing out the line of the original contract (protect the NHS; save lives) as the moving 

average statistics show that infections are slowly tapering off; while also rolling out the new goal of “no 

second wave”. Messages are becoming less clear while people are naturally wanting to know more about 

what is to happen next.  

On May 7 some national newspapers reported optimistically that the lockdown would be relaxed by May 11 

(for example allowing visits to the countryside or sunbathing and picnics), prompting a very quick row-back 

by the government (do not travel to beauty spots on the May 8 bank holiday (BBC, 2020c)), as well as 

generating confusion between the devolved administrations (Scotland, Wales, Northern Ireland) and the 

 
34 

https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/healthandsocialcare/conditionsanddiseases/articles/coronavi

ruscovid19roundup/2020-03-26  

https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/healthandsocialcare/conditionsanddiseases/articles/coronaviruscovid19roundup/2020-03-26
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/healthandsocialcare/conditionsanddiseases/articles/coronaviruscovid19roundup/2020-03-26
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government in London (BBC, 2020e). Managing the transition out of lockdown is clearly going to be more 

difficult – with governance and trust issues emerging (Smith, 2020). 

As we move to a new and different phase of the policy response to the pandemic, there is a need to move 

thinking from the focus on central direction in the emergency phase to one that can be more nuanced and 

multi-dimensional as we learn more about the variety of on-the-ground conditions across which both the 

virus and lockdown been playing out. For this we need better data and a different scale of analysis than we 

have had at our disposal up to this point. Geography is important. 

3.2.3 Geographies matter 

There is a considerable literature about the geography of epidemics. The definitive early work was by Andy 

Cliff and Peter Haggett [Cliff, 1989 #64790. This sets out the principles of geographical epidemiology and 

suggests measures for controlling spread from this viewpoint. Since that time, a considerable amount of 

work in the field has covered Ebola, Zika and HIV-AIDS, all with clear relevance to the current situation for 

COVID-1935. Surprisingly, however, the micro-spatial aspects of the current outbreak in the UK have not 

come to the fore in the day-to-day debates on the incidence of the COVID-19 infection.  

One clear reason for this is that we have, until recently, been “data-blind” at a scale that can tell us about 

local patterns of cases and how they are shifting across and between local networks and communities. We 

have been able to see something of the diffusion of the infection down the urban hierarchy from London 

and the major cities, outwards to smaller cities and towns and on to rural settings – but not at geographical 

scales below this: “High-density urban agglomerations may be sustainable in terms of the economies of 

scale their populations provide. Yet, as proven by the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic, these same urban 

spaces are nearly defenceless in times of unprecedented disease outbreaks” [Desai, 2020 #63442]. 

Until May 1st,,the most widely available geographical framework for the data on COVID-19 cases and deaths 

was for Strategic Local Authority units (Counties and Unitary Authorities)36. This mapped onto the spatial 

form of organisation for Public Health in England. It did not, however, offer a sufficiently granular lens 

through which to observe the spatial progression of contagion - making it hard to associate it with local 

health and social conditions37.  The case and deaths statistics did not, then, show the local context - serving 

to hide a vital component of any epidemiological study of infection – the detailed spatial diffusion of the 

incidence of cases and outcomes.  

3.2.4 Being better informed about context: The local and the multiply deprived 

While we know that the risk of being infected with the virus has significant variation geographically (as well 

as medically, demographically, and ethnically), we have not been able to learn enough about this. Pulling 

centralised policy levers from a podium in front of Downing Street cannot be the only response going 

forward. A more nuanced, multi-level approach with a strong bottom up component is needed to take us 

knowledgeably through the recovery process. That, of course, chimes in well with the promised devolution 

of power promoted by the current Conservative party through the election of Mayors to govern at more city 

and local levels (BBC, 2012). 

A more appropriate geographical lens through which to understand the effects of COVID-19 needs to be at 

a more granular level than the ‘space’ of a Strategic Authority. Thankfully, this recently arrived in the form 

 
35 We are indebted to Professor Tony Gatrell for letting us see an early draft of a forthcoming paper on this. 
36 https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/healthandsocialcare/conditionsanddiseases  
37 We have this available to us at the appropriate scale from maps of the Index of Multiple Deprivation (IMD), 

https://www.gov.uk/guidance/english-indices-of-deprivation-2019-mapping-resources  

https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/healthandsocialcare/conditionsanddiseases
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/english-indices-of-deprivation-2019-mapping-resources
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of the ONS series looking at Deaths involving COVID-19 by local area (MSOA – Postcode District) up to 

17th April (ONS, 2020c). This showed, for the first time, deaths from the virus with some useable ground 

truth - displaying the disease in a way that helps us to see its local incidence. What became immediately 

clear from this data is that the incidence of COVID-19 deaths is spatially concentrated in the major cities 

and movement corridors, and, in particular, that it cross-maps onto the most impoverished places in those 

contexts. .  

Our previous paper suggested, without the data to inform it at that time, that the social and spatial impact 

of lockdown would be hugely variable.  We are not ‘all in this together’; “contagious disease spreads more 

rapidly in overcrowded housing. The link between overcrowding and coronavirus has been made both in 

relation to England and elsewhere”38. We can now confirm that there is a differential impact of COVID-19 

on ethnic minorities (Barr et al., 2020). We can begin to look more deeply into the combination of 

physiological risks and impacts associated with social exclusion and poverty; “physiological risks 

associated with the virus cannot be separated from their social exposures”39.  

The new ONS data make it abundantly clear that the most deprived areas and their population have been 

dramatically more affected – with twice the rate of deaths per number of cases in some inner London 

boroughs, for example. The inner circle of London suburbs was a particularly prominent feature of the ONS 

map and helped show how it is possible for a very London-centric view of the pandemic to have emerged. 

However, we know about deaths but not about cases at this spatial level of resolution (See Figures 3 and 

5 in the ONS publication – Figure 5 is interactive and moving a cursor across the areas shows the numbers 

(ONS, 2020b)). 

3.2.5 Localised assessment of risk 

COVID-19 contagion has moved across the "action spaces" of people (where they go to shop, socialise, 

work, take the children to school and so on) and the networks that bring them into contact. These are the 

spaces where a realistic view of the de facto risk of personal contagion can be understood (hence the 

urgency of creating a phone app which can track people across these spaces). Deployed at the local 

geographical level, the organisations involved in tracing contagion can start by having a realistic risk 

assessment of the probabilities of people being infected by the virus – the “hotspots”.  

With this knowledge, local populations and the organisations supporting them could be empowered to be 

as creative as possible in finding ways to minimise the possibility of infection against a more realistic 

estimation of risk. Not least, composite information at this scale should be available to GP networks and 

local Public Health and care organisations (we understand this not currently the case with data from the 

testing regime -though late in the day we hear that a Minister is indicating that testing may be devolved to 

local Public Health (Brindle, 2020)). 

Being able to identify local "hotspots" for the virus helps us to understand better where pressure points can 

arise. For example, the ONS data brought into perspective the issues that travelling by London 

Underground will have for people whose normal journey to work takes them across an inner ring of places 

with a high propensity for contagion: “Research published in BMC Infectious Diseases found that those 

 
38 “Moral hazard describes situations in which the costs of risky behaviour are not entirely borne by those responsible 

for that behaviour, so encouraging excessive risk-taking in the future”.  CLIFFORD, B. 2020. Coronavirus pandemic 

puts the spotlight on poor housing quality in England. The Conversation. Published April 28. Available: 

https://theconversation.com/coronavirus-pandemic-puts-the-spotlight-on-poor-housing-quality-in-england-136453. 

[Accessed April 29 2020]. 
39 http://ghpu.sps.ed.ac.uk/ethnic-minorities-covid-19-uk/  

http://ghpu.sps.ed.ac.uk/ethnic-minorities-covid-19-uk/
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using public transport during flu outbreaks were up to six times more likely to pick up an acute respiratory 

infection” (Nuki and Newey, 2020). 

Other major cities can now see what they have to take on board for their public transport systems. By 

contrast with those in densely populated city cores, those on outer edges of the country and in rural areas 

can see that up to 17th April at least (because of the lag in the data) their propensity to catch the virus – 

though not ever zero – has been relatively low. But it should be instructive for all to see that it is rarely zero 

and can change over time – deflecting behaviours that might turn to complacency40.  

Something of the revealed pressure map for NHS hospitals might also be read off from the ONS data by 

local place. The highs and lows of the detailed maps show that the low hospital capacity utilisation rates on 

average come from a binary distribution. Some areas are under pressure. Others have spare capacity. 

Averages hide the realities on the ground. At last, we have the first ground truth map of the geographical 

reality – if only for COVID-19 deaths. 

3.3 Easing Lockdown 

3.3.1 Avoiding the second wave 

As we said in our earlier paper, the process of planning to exit from lockdown, for politicians, must be almost 

as terrifying as the virus itself. The unlocking process is where the government has to make decisions about 

acting, and for each action there will be consequences. It is no longer just a question of contagion, NHS 

pressures and deaths. Now the damage to the economy and the drain on the public finances is rising 

sharply in profile. There is also growing consideration of the wider health and social care issues (Triggle, 

2020), and the personal and social costs to people of the loss of their normal freedoms (McGee et al., 

2020), but in all of this there is the challenging need to balance risk: “Social distancing and other measures 

have slowed the spread to a point at which the impact of the disease is currently manageable. But cut the 

parachute too early, before the danger is averted, and the outbreak will accelerate again” (Yates, 2020).  

The current message is “abide by the rules of hard lockdown or face a second wave of the virus” (Davis, 

2020). Trust in government, good information and public consent are vital for this to be observed. 

The key strategic questions are still “when and how to begin to lift lockdown, and in what order to do it”? 

People are becoming mildly encouraged that the flattening of the curve has arrived and this is shifting day-

to-day behaviour with claims that the lockdown is “fraying at the edges” (Pidd et al., 2020). Nevertheless, it 

seems that the time has arrived for government to admit that it is thinking about how to go about lifting the 

policy.   

The challenge is that with lifting the lockdown on the agenda people might be encouraged to believe they 

can relax the strict behaviours. We have entered the terrain of ‘moral hazard’ (ECONOMIST, 2020): an 

example would be where some groups of people gather in large crowds (for example, in football stadia, at 

beauty spots or at an orchestral performance) with difficulties for social distance. On May 8, the government 

was clearly scared of people going out in large numbers (BBC, 2020b). The resulting contagion from being 

close to risk then spreads to others who have maintained compliance with the strict lockdown regime.  

 
40 Suggestions of an earlier easing of lockdown for these “low incidence” places are being resisted by Public Health 

commentators (Duncan Harrison, DPH, Blackburn with Darwen, Twitter).  Allowing the least affected at present to 

make an early start toward lifting lockdown might allow them simply to catch-up with the rest through early entry to 

the “second wave” – a “levelling up” that would be highly inappropriate. 



 

Peter Lloyd and Michael Blakemore        50 

Moral hazard notwithstanding, there is need - in looking to lift lockdown - for a careful examination of where 

the damage, here and now, is at its most extreme and how an extended duration will produce pressure 

points demanding a response. This is not just in the economy but in people’s lives. The position our previous 

paper took is that we should take the trouble to find out if there is the threat of a social ‘breaking point’ for 

a significant proportion of the more vulnerable population if the lockdown policy goes on too long. If this is 

the case, there  is no long-run guarantee that the citizenry will uniformly accept a passive role in response 

to those higher order pressures that the state sees as its core agenda. For some, as the daily examples 

are beginning to show, there is no guarantee that acceptance – even with legal enforcement – will continue 

without pushback of some kind.  

3.3.2 Lifting lockdown in context: re-spacing people’s lives 

Looked at through the lens of the local, the challenges of lifting lockdown can also become clearer. Carrying 

over many if not all of the restrictions into a context where people can go back to work, school and social 

life demands that we take a hard look at what the re-spacing of society and economy might actually mean 

in a variety of situations. We cannot be comprehensive here but we can offer a number of examples of how 

the challenges might appear across groups and places. 

Take as an example the way changing the social distancing constraints might vary if people are allowed to 

go out more frequently and begin to be able to visit family or open space leisure. This single modification 

will play out very differently from group to group and place to place. For a middle-class family where the 

breadwinner(s) can work at home online and with a car, such a new freedom would allow them easily to 

extend their action space to include family members and consume non-crowded open space leisure. The 

car would function as a ‘sealed bubble’ from A to B.   

For a family living in an inner urban area without access to a car and normally using public transport, easing 

the space constraint this way would see them obliged to transit and share COVID-19 risk, (with attendant 

risks for bus drivers and other transport staff (Wright, 2020). Freeing up leisure space would from this 

perspective have a discriminatory impact. Recalling that the last group is likely to contain those who have 

suffered more severely from the effects of the virus and the impact of lockdown would suggest, once again, 

that a more nuanced approach is required beyond an all-encompassing Ministerial statement. 

3.3.3 Gradual forms of opening up; Local issues to consider 

Staged forms of opening up the economy nationally may also have much to learn from local experience.. If 

a public service (refuse tip) or retail reopening is undertaken piecemeal there is a risk that pent up demand 

will see people wanting to participate in large numbers with queues and the possibility of contagion. The 

reopening of recycling sites in Manchester on May 2nd resulted in significant traffic congestion, (even after 

imposing a form of rationing by number plates (Jenrick, 2020). Greggs bakers abandoned a decision to test 

the market by reopening a selection of stores, fearing queues and disruption (BBC, 2020g).  

A key consideration for reopening service facilities at a local level is, then, likely to be absorptive capacity 

if the aim is to avoid the contagion effects of queues. The recycling sites and the Greggs examples are 

likely to be repeated widely across the retail sector where ponded back demand meets limited supply and 

low absorption. It may be for this reason that on May 6th Germany announced that all shops could reopen, 

but that “they will operate an "emergency brake" if there is a new surge in infections” (BBC, 2020d). 

These examples serve to show that the process of unlocking is terrifyingly complex, massively 

interconnected and may be highly discriminatory.  This is not something that can be undertaken by simply 

saying that people can become mobile again. In the longer run, the challenges in the compressed social 
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and economic environments of the major cities are, for example, going to be way more difficult to solve 

than for the outer suburbs or the dispersed areas of the country.   

Once again, a more nuanced and locally informed approach will be essential. Since, as we have already 

shown, the impact of COVID-19 has been sectorally, demographically, and spatially highly heterogeneous, 

the complexity of the problems we face are in re-opening are enormous – perhaps even beyond our 

competence to manage more than piecemeal. Co-designing a flexible approach to tackle the extremes and 

releasing creativity in the local context is going to be vital. 

3.4 Co-designing a flexible approach to tackle the extremes and release creativity 

3.4.1 Meeting complexity with organisational variety 

In dealing with a complex, sectorally and geographically ordered economic system; it should be clear that 

variety will be needed in the governance structures for lifting lockdown. Multiple and coordinated 

frameworks will be required. While the Prime Minister's statement of 30th April talks of a policy to "get our 

economy moving" (Johnson, 2020b), there also need to get local schools, local shopping centres, local 

civic society organisations – and above all – local social and family networks "going again". The level of 

governance/administration to be deployed for business sectors on the one hand and local places on the 

other will be very different, and central government cannot do it all. 

A key question must then be: "who is to be granted agency to create recovery solutions in specific 

situations?”. While the central authorities can set the national framework, it is vital that a degree of executive 

authority be granted; i) to those who understand the nature of the actors; and ii) that are positioned at the 

most effective geographical level of resolution to face the challenges: “Councils have an unrivalled 

understanding of their populations and this must be drawn on if contact tracing and isolating is to be 

effective” (Tuddenham and Ham, 2020). We are dealing here not just with releasing the lockdown but also 

with the potential deep recession that most commentators believe will follow.  

The second thing needed will be creativity. Again, this cannot come exclusively from the centre. Much of it 

is going to have to arise in and from the real context where the action needs to be taken. Considering 

businesses as “sectors” of the economy may be too high a level of aggregation for the necessary creativity 

to be fostered in workplaces and customer-facing outlets. Small and medium sized businesses are those 

most highly threatened by the economic circumstances ahead, and sectoral measures may not be enough 

to cope with the pressures that they will face. Agency needs to be available at whatever level the best 

effectiveness in addressing the problem can be achieved. 

3.4.2 Facilitating a more bottom-up perspective with appropriate data 

For many of the problems to be confronted, policy will need a turn to consider the variable reality of 

outcomes on the ground. A more bottom-up approach would, for example, be vital across many of those 

spaces of economy and society that need to be restructured. To do this, there is also a need, as we 

suggested earlier, to shift the balance of the data series that dominate the current debate. As much 

information as possible needs to be made publicly available at a granular level. We need to know much 

more about what is going on at the lowest level of spatial aggregation available – consistent, of course, with 

protecting confidentiality.  

The recent data series from the Office for National Statistics on COVID-19 deaths shows the way, but they 

show the past outcomes of contagion, not the current real-time risks and patterns. This provides data down 

to the MSOA (postcode) level inside Local Authorities. If case data were available (from hospital, 111 and 
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testing sites) at this level, hotspots and cold spots could be identified that could efficiently direct the first 

stages of contact-tracing. Not just this, people and businesses in local situations would have a more realistic 

basis for risk assessment – an antidote to paranoia, resistance, and to carelessness.  

3.4.3 Multi-level measures to deal with the conditions of most vulnerable people and 

places 

As our previous paper pointed out, the on-the-ground impact of the virus and lockdown ran across all the 

dimensions of local life, and not just those related to health. This is particularly the case for those elements 

in the in the population that have suffered more intensively from infection and the deaths associated with it 

– those who are already multiply deprived. The revelation of May 4th that, for families with children, 17% 

(2.4 million) of children are suffering from food shortages powerfully makes the point (Mathers, 2020).  

The supporting organisations and networks normally available for people and families in this situation have 

also had to respond the lockdown. The Local Authorities have carried on as best they can with a 

responsibility, not just to support their wider communities in general, but also having to deal with the 

desperate conditions of those who entered the crisis vulnerable and who have been worst hit by both by 

the virus and the constraints of lockdown.  

For this group in particular, it is vital to have available both the information to understand their situation, 

and the devolved resources and executive authority to intervene quickly. This again demands a devolved 

approach. In a system of multi-level governance, the national, regional, and the local need to be harnessed 

together. In part this is happening (Universal Credit, £3.6M subvention to Local Authorities) but the claim is 

that the projected cuts (like the removal of the Local Authority special allowance for deprivation) is leaving 

local systems ill equipped to cope with the scale and severity of the crisis. Public Health, GP Networks and 

Local Resilience Forums41 are in place but as yet there seems to be no recognition of the critical importance 

of their role in moulding central policy to local conditions.  

The speed and scale of the emerging crisis in the poorest areas (and the effects of lockdown on these 

bodies) in some local contexts must be overwhelming. Like the question of care homes, the conditions of 

the most disadvantaged (including many BAME groups: “the risk of death involving the coronavirus 

(COVID-19) among some ethnic groups is significantly higher than that of those of White ethnicity” (ONS, 

2020a)) have come rather late to the national consciousness. Once again, there has been data blindness 

at the necessary spatial level. Having discovered the issue and, while the conditions for lifting lockdown are 

dominating the debate, there is a pressing need to get both the need for devolved powers and the 

seriousness of the issue onto the table before the Prime Minister makes his next policy proclamation from 

the centre. 
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 The Struggle towards a New Normal 

This paper was released on 5 June 2020. 

The Pandemic Summary Timeline – 13 May to 5 June 2020 

13 May – It was now permitted to open garden centres, sports courts, and recycling centres. Two 

people could meet for recreation outdoors. It was possible to view houses that were for sale, and to 

carry our house moves. 

14 May – It was reported that in the previous 24 hours there had been 126,064 tests. 

15 May – The Office for National Statistics reported that between 2 March and 1 May 27% of all deaths 

had been care home residents. 

16 May – The Children's Commissioner for England encourages teacher unions and the government to 

agree on the reopening of schools. 

20 May – The Prime Minister assures Parliament that a track and trace system will be operational from 

June 1. 

24 May – the Prime Minister announces a phased reopening of schools from June 1. 

28 May – Contrary to the PM assurance of 20 May, Dido Harding states that track and trace in England 

will not be fully operational until the end of June. 

30 May – People who have been shielding in their own houses are now allowed to leave the house 

from June 1. 

June 1 – Up to six people can now meet outdoors, but not indoors. 

June 5 – The ban on evicting rental tenants is extended to August 23. 

June 6 – Dental practices can reopen under strict hygiene conditions. 

June 10 – From June 13 people who are living alone can form a support bubble with another 

household. Plans for a summer school catch-up programme are announced. 

June 11 – The collateral impact of the lockdown becomes evident – in April there was a 60% reduction 

in referrals to cancer specialists compared to April 2019. Conservative party back-bench MPs pressure 

the government to relax the two-metre social distancing requirement. 

Source: Derived from Wikipedia42 

 
42 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Timeline_of_the_COVID-19_pandemic_in_England  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Timeline_of_the_COVID-19_pandemic_in_England


 

Peter Lloyd and Michael Blakemore        58 

4.1 Looking back at Paper 4 

A climate of some optimism had arrived by June 5, when Paper 4 was written. Lockdown was lifted and 

the thoughts of commentators were beginning to turn to the wider issues of what Covid-19 might have 

changed only temporarily, and what changes might be powerful enough to construct some kind of “new 

normal”. Once again, there was a sense that we might be looking at the end of the crisis and could 

think beyond it. The opportunity was being taken to look towards some kind of “new normal”, Paper 4 

looked more closely at the way “normal” pre-pandemic life had been disrupted by the arrival of Covid-

19: how social distancing, shielding and re-bordering had made their way into people’s lives and how 

legislation on crowds and venues was taking away important parts of the social life of the population.  

• By this point it was clear is that “we are leaving it to the science” would not play so strongly again, 

politics and power would be seen to infuse the entire process, and openness and trust would be 

vital in the case of any future need to have the population abandon their lifestyle to defeat the 

virus.  

 

• A key moment influencing the willingness of the population fundamentally to change their lifestyle 

came at this point. The demonstration effect - when a number of high-profile individuals 

appeared to believe that they could evade the restrictions damaged trust critically. (The Cummins 

affair is acknowledged to have had a huge effect on trust in government from this point forward)  

 

• This also where cracks began to appear in the “three podium” façade. The epidemiologists and 

SAGE were not so sanguine about privileging the need to restore the economy - warning of a 

second wave. (The after-effects of the Chancellor’s “Eat Out to Help Out” campaign were later to 

prove them right) 

 

• At this point, the new approach to contract tracing by Serco and Deloitte was emerging - being 

described as an entirely new “world class” centralised testing system - based on using call 

centre techniques with associated websites for booking purposes (we now know much more about 

18,000 staff recruited ahead of a proper system for task allocation and the use of a long line of 

further sub-contractors).  

• The tracing element was the part that failed to perform to an adequate standard. A “world class” 

app was piloted and introduced to automate contact warnings (We now know that this failed to live 

up to it early overblown claims and it now operates largely in the background).  

• Ambitious targets for tests per day became the dominant indicator for government reporting to 

the media as a way of demonstrating positive action (This became the prime focus for the “three 

podium” meetings going forward - with continuing issues of overblown claims)  

• By June, data had arrived to confirm that much of the death toll had been concentrated in the 

care home sector, which had 27% of all 31,000 Covid-19 related deaths to that point. There had 

been serious lapses in relation to the care homes and there had not been the “protective wall” 

around them that the Secretary of State for Health had claimed (government became more 

sensitive to the care homes issue from this stage on) 

 

• The arrival of an excess-deaths indicator showed how far Covid-19 policy was causing 

collateral damage within the NHS. Additional deaths were arising through the opportunity costs 

of having to dedicate the entire hospital service to the task of coping with the virus (arising again 

as cases at the end the year exceed the peak of the first wave).  
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• Concerns were already being raised in June about an epidemic of mental health problems to 

follow the worst stage of the pandemic itself. We were looking forward as summer lightened the 

mood but could not see at this point that the current crisis still had a long way to run (dire warnings 

are currently being issued about a “tsunami” of mental health problems) 

• The arrival of June and the holiday season re-emphasised the devastating impact of lockdown and 

re-bordering on the travel and tourism sector as the prospect of the normal “holiday in the sun” 

effectively evaporated. On the home front, the devolved administrations took their own pathways 

in framing policy to deal with holiday travel. 

• Better data from the ONS on deaths in May showed how the pandemic was playing out at a local 

(Medium Super Output Area - MSOA) level.  By June, the strong differentiation in the social and 

geographical incidence of the pandemic could be shown as being associated with low pay, 

congested living conditions and general precarity in the conditions of life. 

• As the Treasury’s furlough scheme exerted a massive impact in supressing the job and income 

loss from the lockdown phase of the pandemic, a substantial proportion of the nation’s employment 

bill was now being paid for by government (projected dates for winding down came and went and 

we are now looking at April 2121). 

• The mood of the time was reflected in the expectation by the government that people should go 

back to work wherever possible - while firms were to shoulder the responsibility for making 

workplaces ‘Covid-19 safe43’.  

• Despite the accumulation of evidence about differential social and spatial impact, there was to be 

no reorientation of policy in recognition of this. Central policy continued on its pathway on the 

assumption that a return to normal would provide the remedy. 

It is only now, many months later, that reports from regulatory bodies like the National Audit Office (NAO) 

are revealing the full detail of what was done in these first months to cope with the crisis (NAO, 2020b, 

NAO, 2020a). The caveat that it is easy to be wise after the event is, of course, understood. But some of 

the things that were done in the March-June period of the pandemic served to lock the administration into 

a pathway that both failed to deliver and that closed out other critical options. We can see how the 

expenditure of £10 billion (as against only £875 million for the established local Public Health system) on a 

privatised, and multiply sub-contracted out, track and trace system (and yet more on an underperforming 

App), was a choice with huge ramifications for policy downstream. The Prime Minister had promised a 

working system in early June. In December 2020, we are still waiting for full functionality - tens of thousands 

of deaths and billions of pounds later. We are also hearing only now, with data to support it, about the 

scandal surrounding the acquisition of PPE in the first weeks of the crisis.  

Key questions about this and other issues were there to be asked by June and flagged up by many 

commentators - but group think and a lack of strategic planning in dealing with the crisis led those in charge 

to turn deaf ears to them. The UK system of government and governance suffered a catastrophic structural 

and implementation failure in the early months of Covid-19. Yes, as Ministers argue in their defence; the 

speed and scale of the crisis at the outset was overwhelming.  But, with so many missteps and U-turns 

following subsequently, it is hard not to conclude that this initial failure by government locked it into a path 

that undermined its ability to make course corrections once better evidence became available. 

 
43 https://www.hse.gov.uk/coronavirus/working-safely/index.htm  

https://www.hse.gov.uk/coronavirus/working-safely/index.htm
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4.2 Short Term Policy and the Responses  

4.2.1 Introduction: Vulnerability, security, and the struggle toward a new normal 

So traumatic and worldwide has the experience of Covid-19 been, that a primary requirement after the 

initial lockdown is to prevent it happening again. In the short term, the key effort is to manage a return to 

some degree of post-lockdown normality in a way that does not risk large subsequent surges of infection 

and deaths. The risks are real, as seen in a secondary surge in Singapore, which initially was lauded as a 

positive example of initial virus control (Yeung and Yee, 2020).There are three elements that are important 

in managing lockdown: being able to understand that a surge is likely if unlocking takes place (the 

government SAGE advisory committee has seen some of its members worry that unlocking the UK too 

early could risk cases accelerating again (BBC, 2020j)); reducing the surge; and, responding to the event 

with a robust and sustainable policy to mitigate against any future outbreak. 

Towards the end of May, the process of emerging from lockdown in the UK revealed that stresses were 

beginning to emerge and that these varied across the population and from place to place. As it went on, 

the lockdown arrangement was already ‘fraying at the edges’ and becoming a trigger for acrimonious 

debate of the kind absent during the early emergency phase. On May 20, with summer sunshine and 

temperatures, and a dilution of the “stay home” message, many UK coastal resorts were flooded with people 

and traffic to them was often gridlocked (BBC, 2020p), as it was also on the Bank Holiday Monday of May 

25 (Binding, 2020). Anticipating the change in the rules for the following day, the weekend of May 30-31 

saw large crowds at tourist locations. In the absence of open public toilets (O'Connor, 2020), leaving 

“mounds of litter including used toilet roll and nappies at Yorkshire beauty spots” (BBC, 2020q) – in itself a 

coronavirus health risk. This was also an issue across other European countries (Woodyatt, 2020).  

There is much uncertainty about what the eventual social, economic, and political outcomes of the 

pandemic will be, but in the long run we need to consider how far human behaviour will change beyond 

responding to the needs of the immediate emergency and the subsequent recovery phase. In a crisis people 

can feel extremely vulnerable, often terrified, and look for anything that will make them feel less so: 

“Consumers have been told for weeks it is safer not to leave the house - making them fearful about everyday 

activities, from shopping to drinking, that companies large and small depend upon” (Hancock and Gray, 

2020).  

However, lockdown and keeping others at a distance (we discuss the confusing concept of ‘social distance’ 

later) comes with a high price. It also depends on commonly accepted behaviours to work. Should a vaccine 

be slow to emerge, only governments with strong enforcement powers could reasonably expect such an 

unnatural arrangement to be imposed without difficulty. Elsewhere, should it be needed, the willingness to 

shut down again may not see the same levels of compliance.  

So, thinking from the short into the long term, will our society be one where the discipline of social distancing 

becomes part of normality, or will it only be acceptable as a necessary but temporary fix? The answer is 

critical because for the economy the ramifications for the transport infrastructure, the hospitality industry, 

tourism, sport, entertainment, school and college education, and our political systems are extraordinary 

(ECONOMIST, 2020d). 
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4.2.2 ‘Social distancing’ a policy in evolution 

4.2.2.1 Issues of language and clarity 

How far, then, is it going to be feasible to adopt centrally imposed ‘social distancing’ as something for the 

‘new normal? It is a policy instrument that has changed so many dimensions of economy and society and 

intrudes strongly on our regular life behaviours. To answer this question, more clarity is needed about the 

term “social distancing” itself. In strictly epidemiological terms it is about maintaining a safe physical 

distance between two categories of people - the infected, and those susceptible to infection. Even then, 

however, the science is not specific, hence it has been estimated at 2 metres for the UK, 1 metre in 

France44, and 1.5 metres for Germany (Anon, 2020b). Adding the prefix ‘social’ to what is clearly understood 

as a distance measure, produces what Martin Bauer from the LSE has called an “unfortunate choice of 

language” (Aziz, 2020).  

The World Health Organisation (WHO), the originator of the concept of social distancing, has acknowledged 

the problem, declaring that while maintaining physical distance is "absolutely essential" amid the global 

pandemic; "it does not mean that socially we have to disconnect from our loved ones, from our family". 

Indeed, at a news briefing on March 20, WHO decided not to continue using ‘social distancing’, choosing 

to use ‘physical distancing’ from that point on (Pallister, 2020). 

Being much clearer about what is meant by the term in use (or changing it) is important in looking forward 

beyond the emergency phase. The recommended physical distance is scientifically and politically 

contested. This is significant, and if it could be reduced from two metres to 1 metre, it would significantly 

increase the carrying capacity of trains and buses and reduce the costs of changing the layout of offices. 

Unsurprisingly, businesses have been pressing for the promotion of 1 metre where; “advocates say it could 

help businesses get back to work faster and help to kick-start the economy” (Blanchard, 2020a).  

On May 28 it was reported that “The Prime Minister said the Scientific Advisory Group for Emergencies 

(SAGE) would review the policy after suggestions halving it to one metre could help pubs re-open and save 

thousands of jobs” (Tolhurst, 2020). In this case, the science should help us resolve this ‘distance’ question 

in time. But will the science prevail? Looking forward, the simple metric of distance separation, will make a 

substantial difference to what the future economy might look like. 

Putting the adjective ‘social’ in front of ‘distance’, however, takes things to another level. The ‘social 

distance’ between A and B, in regular usage, is a concept that has no physical space involved. It may 

simply mean that two people feel comfortable in the company of each other. It may mean that one person 

who chairs a meeting can control how others contribute. Before seeing it be redefined for virus protection 

it could relate to the social segregation between upper and lower ‘classes’ of people, or that between rich 

and poor. ‘Social distancing’, with this understanding, might make it sound as if people (groups) should 

stop communicating with one another and keep their ‘social distance’.  

Clearly, this was never the intention. In reality, there is a need to preserve as much community as possible 

in the crisis, even while keeping a physical distance between one another. The Thursday ‘clapping for key 

workers’ activity was a process by which people maintained physical distance from each other, while 

‘coming together’ and being more ‘socially close’. By this semantic means, the sharply defined instrument 

of ‘physical distance’ - keeping a certain measured distance from other individuals - sweeps into its orbit all 

those features that holistically configure life in a human society. Not least for young people whose lives 

depend so intensely on close interaction, this sanction is extreme. No wonder policies that require ‘social 

spacing’ by fiat have run quickly up against real life contexts where the social needs of a given situation 

 
44 https://www.gouvernement.fr/en/coronavirus-covid-19  

https://www.gouvernement.fr/en/coronavirus-covid-19
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might be deployed to justify some ‘reasonable’ or ‘understandable’ deviation from distancing rules. Going 

forward, this is going to be one of the hardest things to maintain. 

4.2.2.2 The importance of the “demonstration effect” 

Over the weekend of 23-24 May, lockdown tensions played out for real in the life of one of the architects of 

the policy, Dominic Cummings, and les to massively contested views about whether he broke the rules of 

social distancing or not. This led to diminishing public trust in the government, and an encouragement to 

the population to breach the general set of lockdown rules (BBC, 2020c, SKY, 2020b). It resulted, on May 

26, in hostile press coverage and the resignation of a junior minister (Allegretti and Heffer, 2020). Even 

before this event, on May 21, it was reported that “Confidence in the government in England has dropped 

since the lockdown was eased, with more than half of young adults no longer sticking strictly to the rules, 

according to a new survey. Researchers questioned more than 90,000 adults and found those under 30 

most dissatisfied” (SKY, 2020a).  

Clarity of message and trust in those who design and enforce the rules is vital at every stage in a pandemic. 

Both have been significantly damaged by the Cummings episode (Martin, 2020). Regardless of the media 

bonanza that has surrounded the event, it makes the population at large much more wary about central 

messages for handling the virus going forward. It will have rebound effects in managing those vital 

behaviours in common should there be a second wave. If people in general begin to discard the critical 

importance epidemiologically of the need for physical (that is spatial) distance (Wood, 2020a), more cases 

and deaths may follow. 

What has become clear is that the language and the clarity of the messages, and trust in those who are 

responsible for them, will be vital for moving forward into the ‘new normal’. What is equally clear is that “we 

are leaving it to the science” will not play so strongly again – politics and power will infuse the entire process, 

and openness and trust will play more strongly than opacity and a willingness to manipulate things for 

political ends. This tension was highlighted on June 2 with the Chair of the UK Statistics Authority sending 

a scathing letter to the Secretary of State for Health regarding the statistics cited by the government about 

Covid-19 testing:  

“the figures are still far from complete and comprehensible … The way the data are analysed and 

presented currently gives them limited value for the first purpose. The aim seems to be to show the 

largest possible number of tests, even at the expense of understanding. It is also hard to believe 

the statistics work to support the testing programme itself.” (Norgrove, 2020) 

It was reported on 4th June that fully operational track and trace will not be in place until September (Marsh, 

2020). A lack of trust in evidence and policy administration means that the future is likely to be worked out 

through individual and group behaviours, rather than by science-based policies directed from the centre. 

4.2.2.3 Differential scope for physical distancing in varying contexts 

From the very beginning of the pandemic there were vast inequalities in the way the ‘social distance’ 

message played out in real local contexts. Social inequality and position in the labour market can select for 

high levels of contagion. To make the pre-virus urban economic system work, it needed the transport 

workers, the health care assistants, the waiters and kitchen staff of the restaurants, the Uber drivers, the 

Deliveroo cyclists, the cleaners, the janitors, and the refuse disposal workers. It needed them in large 

numbers and close to the centre of cities and towns. This found them living and working in and coming from 

close networks that involved regular physical contact. Many of these people were members of the BAME 

population.  
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For a high proportion of them, working in the precarious labour market, staying home, and avoiding contact 

was not a viable option. Often facing delays and falling through holes in the Chancellor’s support system, 

they had to go to work. Large numbers were the lowest paid key workers in the NHS and the care economy 

generally. They found themselves living in those parts of the housing market that offered limited living space 

and little scope for physically distanced movement. Public transport was the predominant mode of travel. 

For this heterogeneous vulnerable group as a whole, the lockdown requirement of the emergency was 

experienced very differently by comparison with those who could work from home, travel by car and find 

their recreation in a garden or available public space that was not quickly overcrowded.  

What the virus event has done is to shine a spotlight on this core of generally low paid workers, where they 

tend to live, their cultural and ethnic variety and how they get to and from work. On June 2 Public Health 

England reported that: 

“An analysis of survival among confirmed Covid-19 cases and using more detailed ethnic groups, 

shows that after accounting for the effect of sex, age, deprivation and region, people of Bangladeshi 

ethnicity had around twice the risk of death than people of White British ethnicity. People of 

Chinese, Indian, Pakistani, Other Asian, Caribbean and Other Black ethnicity had between 10 and 

50% higher risk of death when compared to White British.” (PHE, 2020) 

This appears to be where the virus started its deadly track early and most intensely with a higher rate of 

deaths among those who contracted it. Covid-19 selects for the economically marginal, those suffering 

health issues and the living-space constrained across the population.  

These sorts of differentials were not just a feature of the major urban growth centres. They were to be found 

at other points down the population and network density scale and outside the metropolitan core. These 

are places that have been experiencing long term generalised social inequality. Whole communities find it 

hard to find well-paid sustainable employment, and a high proportion of them were attached to the 

precarious labour market. In the so called ‘left behind places’ the prospects for maintaining the 

government’s requirement for social distance also fell into more challenging contextual circumstances. Here 

too, the emerging evidence showed a high incidence of both Covid-19 cases and deaths.  

The mapping of the ONS data  for deaths from Covid-19 in early April (ONS, 2020) revealed a close visual 

correlation with high IMD (Index of Multiple Deprivation) scores in the older industrial regions of the north, 

and especially in the most deprived postcode areas within them. For people living in the poorest parts of 

the major cities, old industrial regions, cities of lower order in the urban hierarchy (Ghosh, 2020) and small 

towns and rural areas (Smith and Aguilar Garcia, 2020) the observed progression of Covid-19 has seen 

them as suffering greater exposure to risk. 

The vulnerability of those living in multiply deprived towns and neighbourhoods matched that in the deprived 

parts of the major cities. On a global scale: 

 “The worldwide lockdown of economic activity inflicts most pain on those who can afford it the 

least. The deep and sudden downturn will inevitably set back the emerging world’s success in lifting 

people out of poverty and intensify the deprivation many rich countries have seen grow since the 

global financial crisis.” (FT, 2020) 

Going forward, the prospects for the infection continuing and a possible second wave in these areas 

remains undiminished, and the features of close quarters living and dependence on public transport will 

remain (Staton et al., 2020). But on top of the direct effects of the virus, those places with an established 

history of unemployment and deprivation are also likely to have much less resilience to cope with increases 

in the scale of job insecurity and indebtedness that will follow. What we are discovering on a daily basis 
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under the pandemic is that health inequalities and this lack of resilience to economic shocks have left large 

numbers open to infection and death, and also shockingly vulnerable to the forthcoming economic 

recession (ECONOMIST, 2020c). Further months of lockdown impacting on local economies will thrust 

them still deeper into difficulty.  

As we turn later to look into what things, after Covid-19, can change and what remain the same as before, 

allowing extreme inequality to persist as an embedded feature of the politico-economic system should be 

something that needs to change. Even the newspaper of big business, the Financial Times, argued in an 

editorial: 

“The worldwide lockdown of economic activity inflicts most pain on those who can afford it the least. 

The deep and sudden downturn will inevitably set back the emerging world’s success in lifting 

people out of poverty and intensify the deprivation many rich countries have seen grow since the 

global financial crisis.” (FT, 2020) 

4.2.2.4 Shielding, lockdown and the older population 

It has also become clear that Covid-19 discriminates significantly by age (WHO, 2020). All the available 

data show that the over 65 group is both considerably more susceptible to infection and more liable to have 

serious outcomes. In some of the early modelling by the Imperial College group, chances of death from 

over-70s with Covid-19 were as high as 1 in 6. The curve of susceptibility declines sharply with decreasing 

age and children seem hardly affected at all. Reflecting this, the government advice to older people was 

more drastic. Two groups were identified: those known to the NHS as having serious co-morbidities45 

(including some younger people in this set); and the other was all people over the age of 70.  

For the first group the requirement was to stay indoors (initially for a period of 12 weeks and there was a 

package of support available for them to do this) and for the second group there was advice to do the same 

and “stay home”. All this remained in place until a relaxation at the beginning of June that came as a surprise 

to the epidemiologists - albeit differentially across the ‘United’ Kingdom, with England (Booth and Mason, 

2020) and Wales (BBC, 2020i) on June 1, Northern Ireland on June 8 (BBC, 2020h), and not at all yet in 

Scotland (Ross, 2020b).  

For a significant number of older people – both with and without co-morbidities – the home that they would 

be required or advised to be “shielded” in has been a care home. A clear advantage of this was to place 

those most exposed to death in a safe environment “shielded” from the possibility of infection. However, 

this was an aspiration never adequately fulfilled in practice. Indeed, quite the opposite. In a very large 

number of care homes, the residents were directly placed ‘in harm’s way’ as – in order to “Save the NHS” 

– plans were operationalised (under Guidelines still in place) to move older patients from the acute hospital 

service to the care homes (McGuinness, 2020).  

This was done at the point where hospitals were already known to be hotspots for Covid-19. There was no 

provision (or even at this point much availability of prior testing) for the virus. The tragic results of this policy 

in the level of deaths in care homes are now there for all to see. And this in spite of clear scientific warnings: 

“Britain's chief scientific adviser, Sir Patrick Vallance, has revealed he and other senior scientists warned 

politicians 'very early on' about the risk Covid-19 posed to care homes” (Blanchard, 2020b). 

As noted earlier, a key component in having the population at large act in common to dramatically change 

their lives in response to a public health emergency, is the degree of trust they place in those who provide 

and enforce the rulebook. The history of the policy for vulnerable older people in the UK (not in terms of 

 
45 The fact that people who have one disease have one of more other diseases. 
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theory, but in the way it was operationally applied under the aegis of the government making the rules), has 

done considerable damage. There is also an issue of stigmatisation. As Michel Skapinker observed: “Covid-

19 has reinforced the idea of older people as frail and vulnerable … While there has been justified anger 

about high mortality rates in UK care facilities, the majority of older people are not in care homes. Lady 

Altmann points out that there are 13m UK pensioners and 400,000 care home residents” (Skapinker, 2020). 

Older people generally are being drawn, whether they are or not, to consider themselves as especially 

vulnerable and for many this can have negative emotional and behavioural consequences. 

For older people outside the care home sector, compliance with the stay home and shield requirement has 

been high (Cavendish, 2020). Their contribution to the spread of infection in the community has been 

minimal, but it must be also acknowledged that their isolation has also reduced their infection levels, and 

therefore their impact on emergency medical services. There is a story to be told about how vital local 

community support has been in supporting this group but – unlike other aspects of the pandemic experience 

– we have no data to reveal it. There are important lessons to be learned about how to support a vulnerable 

population from informal local networks.  

Looking to the longer term, protecting the old and isolated will surely rank more highly considering the 

political fallout of what has been revealed. But there are wider issues to address. The backlog of medical 

treatments (Triggle, 2020) created by the early instruction to “protect the NHS” and the likely follow-on of 

the mental health issues (Jacobs, 2020) caused by isolation have yet to be properly measured, but they 

will be considerable. 

4.2.3 Bounding, re-bordering and legislative controls 

4.2.3.1 From “stay home” to “stay alert” 

Against the backdrop painted in the previous section, the State will retain its legislative powers to control 

the movement of people and how they can come together in groups. In effect, by government decree the 

original boundary for mobility was set as people’s front door – the behaviours of Dominic Cummings show 

that this is one of the hardest constraints to sustain. Yet again, however, the picture is fluid. Evidence 

emerged from France, Germany and Spain, showing that people coming together in groups (even where 

they do their best to observe physical distancing) is allowing the virus to take off again (Henley, 2020). Even 

during the emergency stage when the legislation was based on the strong “stay home” message, the 

difficulties of interpreting what might be exceptions was beginning to loosen compliance46.  

Beyond the emergency, as the general message shifted to “stay alert” and the clarity of what was required 

lost its sharpness, the boundary at the front door was progressively eased – throwing up inevitable fears 

that the public health message about distancing would be progressively weakened. By 1st June with 

government allowing groups of “up to six” to come together and pressing for schools to open in a limited 

form (with essential workers already back at work), the tight legislative household bounding still 

recommended by many epidemiologists rapidly decaying. To the surprise of most and without a prior 

justification, even the “shielding” group were told they can leave their homes, although some in that group 

have become so concerned about contagion that they remain locked within their accommodation (Cuddy, 

2020). There has been a strong reaction from the epidemiology community (BBC, 2020j) that this loosening 

has no scientific justification and will produce a second infection wave.  

The sheer confusion now surrounding the messages has further induced a loss of confidence. People were 

on the move anyway, as we suggested earlier, and it looks to some as if the ‘government has given up’. 

 
46 It was this that pervaded the Cummings case discussed earlier – a draconian policy that became capable of ex-

post justification on “reasonable grounds” according to the Prime Minister. 
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This is a dangerous message with around 1,500 new cases a day, and with track and trace only just 

underway early in June, and possibly not expected until July (Cellan-Jones, 2020) or even September. In 

response to this, government has moved more firmly to suggest that; “if there’s any uptick in any particular 

locality or setting, we’ve got the ability to take targeted measures” (Walker, 2020). This has been rebutted 

by the Association of Directors of Public Heath whose claim is that the staff, training and technology is 

simply not yet in place to suppress any hotspots that arise (ADPH, 2020). 

4.2.3.2 Tightening cross-border and internal boundary movements 

Stronger bordering is still very much part of the government policy package, if not so stringently now at the 

personal, household level - then more so at the international level. From June 15 all incoming passengers 

to the UK will, for example, be required to spend 14 days in quarantine (BBC, 2020n), although the 

agreement with the Irish Republic that this will not be imposed on them could lead to a ‘Dublin Dodge’47. 

Responding to the UK quarantine, many governments are demanding the same for travellers for the UK. 

This, in effect, closes the population of the UK into the national space. While enforcing re-bordering is 

complex, the logic is clear: inter-country transmission of Covid-19 remains a serious threat that could 

undermine domestic efforts to control contagion at home. In this respect, the UK has been a late starter 

with criticism about why it was not enforced much earlier (Grierson, 2020).  

Even within the UK itself, devolved powers have come into play to control movements between the 

autonomous regional spaces. Borders have appeared, for example between England and Wales (Morgan, 

2020), to control internal movements between jurisdictions that have a different view of lockdown. Even 

where there is no legislative power of enforcement, some of the more tourist-attracting counties and sub-

regions of the UK (even though they are suffering serious economic hardships) have been actively seeking 

to dissuade travellers from visiting during the lockdown process (BBC, 2020p). There is a danger that as 

targeting hotspots becomes a more prominent dimension of policy and, as such areas are identified, more 

of these locally promoted ‘keep away from us’ behaviours may be seen to emerge. This is a trend being 

observed elsewhere and with potentially dark political ramifications:  

“…colour-coded zones have been rolled out to control the virus in Malaysia, Indonesia, Northern 

Italy and France; the strategy was also considered as a model for biocontainment in the White 

House in early April (Cancryn, 2020). As of early May, India has divided its 1.3 billion people into a 

patchwork of green, yellow and red zones, with different freedoms and restrictions based on each.” 

(Slobodian, 2020) 

While, from a public health perspective, local action in areas targeted for intensive action represents an 

entirely sensible and well-tried epidemiological strategy, there is a danger that stigmatisation and exclusion 

might follow. This approach is already being picked up by some commentators on the libertarian right in 

terms that see; “the colour-coded zones” as “the blueprint for a new political economy” – one that allows 

the well-off people to avoid the contagious “red zones”, and to pursue their (hopefully) virus-free lifestyles 

(Slobodian, 2020).  

Overall, then, as the constraints on individual (but not yet family) movement and interaction are loosened, 

the barriers to movement at higher spatial scales are still in place. The population, instead of being 

housebound, is being ‘boxed-off’ (or in geographical terms ‘re-bordered’) at other levels. Under the ‘old 

 
47 “There are claims that visitors or returnees may be able to make use of a "Dublin dodge," since arrivals from the 

Republic of Ireland will be exempt from the quarantine. In theory they could travel from anywhere and transit via the 

UK's near neighbour.” MINIHANE, J. 2020. Has the UK just canceled summer by imposing a 14-day quarantine? 

CNN. Published June 4. Available: https://edition.cnn.com/travel/article/uk-quarantine-summer-vacations-

coronavirus/index.html. [Accessed June 4 2020]. 
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normal’, the holiday in the sunshine was, for a large share of the population and across most socio-

economic groups, close to the top of the consumer preference schedule. The new border controls, along 

with the difficulties airlines and the travel industry (BBC, 2020s) face in meeting the safety requirements for 

the virus, make this a more limited option going forward (ECONOMIST, 2020b). New social distancing 

practices mean that beaches may have space rationed for tourists (Hope, 2020). For the summer of 2020, 

home-based holidays look to be the only option available, although “safe” corridors are being put in place 

bi-laterally by some countries to keep things going (Smith, 2020).  

But here again there is the issue of physical distancing and crowds. To nobody’s surprise, and anticipating 

the loosening due on 1st June, English beaches, beauty spots and holiday resorts were crowded in the last 

weekend of May. Absent the European resort holiday, this will possibly be the pattern for foreseeable future. 

While small family units will no doubt do their best to comply with the distancing rules, large numbers of 

discrete family groups coming together at what are, by definition, a selective group and often space-

constrained, high tourism value locations will constitute a crowd. Perhaps the best that can be expected, 

epidemiologically, in a staycation (BBC, 2020f) home summer, is the arrival of bad weather! But by the 

same token, who will be happy to queue for a long time outside a supermarket in the pouring rain? Pushing 

the infection rate to as low a level as possible before a loosening that would shift public behaviour to take 

on more risk was surely the only solution – though an increasingly challenging one. There is a need to plan 

immediately for a second wave. 

4.2.3.3 Closing venues for audiences and avoiding crowds  

There is clear evidence that coming together in crowds provides an environment of high contagion 

possibility. For example, there was the spinoff impact of the Cheltenham Race Meeting and the Liverpool 

Atletico Madrid football match on the rapid spread of infection in the early days of the pandemic (Tucker 

and Goldberg, 2020). In addition to crowded beaches, there are crowds where the coming together is a key 

part of the sought-after experience like football matches, pop concerts, cultural events, and other 

performances. There are crowds that simply arise from pinch points in movement flows – tube station 

platforms, congested trains, airport arrivals and departures, streets surrounding football grounds. There are 

crowds that are hoped for by their sponsors but not planned, such as political meetings, social groups 

around a particular agenda. There are crowds that simply happen, where individuals and small groups all 

independently choose the same location such as the country town high street in a tourist location.  

This is a special challenge for infection control under any circumstances. The devices of “stay home”, keep 

a physical distance and do not cross a border line are the key parts of the preventive armoury. But loosen 

one or all of these and crowding becomes possible. This is especially the case where prior closure has led 

to there being pent up demand for an event or service and where the alternatives are limited. We 

commented in our previous paper on the early attempts at opening refuse tips and fast-food outlets and 

have referred above to beaches on hot Bank Holiday weekends.  

We are currently at the threshold of a new situation where, as lockdown is loosened, not just basic social 

distancing, but also the crowd will become a pressing issue. While football and cricket grounds and 

performance venues have remained closed, open air spaces with a potential to draw large crowds are 

increasingly becoming more open under the government’s recognition of open-air leisure as a permissible 

activity. “Going back to work where you can” resulted in trains and platforms becoming crowded. The 

imposition of crowding controls immediately impacts the carrying capacity of the busiest parts of public 

transport. For example, Transpennine Express Trains, on May 28, were advising that “Due to social 

distancing guidelines, capacity on our services will be greatly reduced and seating on board our services 
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will be limited to around 15 to 20 people per carriage”48. Reducing capacity to around 15% has potentially 

insurmountable implications for revenue as well as for the convenience of such a slimmed down service for 

passengers.  

The relaxation for coming together in open spaces has some epidemiological justification as having a low 

transmission potential, but not where crowds are drawn together in ways that make physical distancing 

impossible. The dilemma is obvious. Its resolution surely cannot be through legislative fiat from the centre. 

In the case of sports and entertainment venues there is activity to find crowd-reducing devices. Controlled 

pre-booking is one such and is becoming widely used where it can be successful, but not where ‘buying 

ahead49’ sees slots quickly foreclosed to new joiners50. Shifting the focus from coming together in place to 

video viewing formats is another, there is anguish from theatres when the need for physical spacing means 

they cannot fill enough seats to be commercially viable (Bakare, 2020). 

4.2.3.4 Moving to more local responsibility 

Overall, then, this would suggest that a move in the next phase would be to preventive policies based on 

target groups and on certain local areas. This is also beginning to appear from the announcement on 27th 

May that the Public Health Directors in the Strategic Local Authority areas are to have a responsibility for 

track and trace (this came as a surprise, and most had no capacity or equipment in place to carry out the 

task51). Regardless of the miss-step, this shows the way things are likely to evolve for the longer run. Track 

and trace for both older people and for spatially targeted hotspots, many in the more deprived areas is likely 

to be a feature of the normal policy portfolio (PA, 2020a). Should this turn out to be the case, it would be 

reasonable to conclude that, for most people, behaviours as close as possible to the ‘old normal’ would be 

likely to emerge – that is should no dramatic second wave overtake the population as a whole.  

Should this be so, as just discussed, crowding and congestion will immediately become an issue, and 

despite people doing their best to “stay alert”. A huge concern is that should the fears of the public health 

specialists be realised, a second or even third lockdown might become necessary. Re-capturing 

compliance on the basis of trust in government is going to be much harder to achieve.  

4.3 Transiting to the “New Normal” 

4.3.1 Returning to work and travelling again 

The Chancellor of the Exchequer is seeking to taper-off financial support for employees from August 

onwards (Ross, 2020a), and employers will have to contribute an increasing share of the costs of 

furloughing their workers. This is the point, then, at which it looks like the ‘new normal’ will need to take 

shape. However, keeping even a defined physical distance between people will find itself running counter 

to so many normal human expectations about close contact between humans as social beings.  

At a very personal level, how feasible it will be - beyond the emergency stage - to stop shaking hands or 

give a loved one a hug? How long will the fear of being near to people and to the virus override our cultural 

 
48 https://tpexpress.co.uk/travelling-with-us/keeping-you-safe  
49 A process not dissimilar to the ticket agencies that purchased large numbers of theatre tickets and then resold 

them at a much higher prices: BBC. 2019. Andrew Lloyd Webber tackles West End ticket touts. British Broadcasting 

Corporation (BBC). Published November 21. Available: https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/entertainment-arts-50494729. 

[Accessed March 24 2020]. 
50 News stories now speak of refuse tips being booked up until Christmas 
51 Tweet 28th May by Dominic Harrison Director of Public Health, Blackburn with Darwen. 

https://twitter.com/bwddph?lang=en  

https://tpexpress.co.uk/travelling-with-us/keeping-you-safe
https://twitter.com/bwddph?lang=en
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norms and instincts about our fellow citizens? (Butterly, 2020). At some point the fear that it is not ‘safe’ to 

go on a bus, train, or plane will have to diminish (Tett, 2020). The decision-making dilemma is imposed on 

each traveller – to delay arriving at work and travel in compliance with government rules for distancing or 

risk a crowded service and arrive at work on time. Images of crowded travellers (Guardian, 2020) show 

how the need to work can override compliance, also with images of only a minority wearing the (now 

required) mask.  

In the week of May 18 this tension was being played out for real in London. There was an increasing return 

to work, with recommendations from the government not to use public transport but use cars (which are 

subject to both the congestion charge and often punitive parking costs in London). The rail and bus services 

set a challenge to those travelling – it articulates as; ‘to conform to physical distancing our services will 

have only 10-25% capacity. It is up to you as a traveller to observe physical distancing, and not to travel if 

the service is crowded’. So how did it play out? People discounted for the risk and largely ‘got on with it’. 

Such fears were further played out in the first week of June with terrified parents afraid to let their children 

re-enter a school (Coughlan, 2020): a school is no longer a place of enjoyment and learning but can look 

like a hostile battlefield with PPE-clad staff minimising contact between children. 

For some groups within society, as just discussed, going back to work is not of the same order. Many in 

the lower paid jobs of the service economy have been going to work and travelling from the very beginning. 

For them, however, the return to work generally will only exacerbate the problems of crowding and 

congestion in the dense travel environment of the central cities. Over time, measures have been coming 

into place to try to control pressure points and overcrowded trains and buses – but at an additional cost to 

the providers that will have to come from somewhere. In the future people and providers will be doing their 

best to make a fundamentally unsafe system as usable and as safe as possible (Staton et al., 2020). How 

this works out will depend heavily on what evidence emerges of second wave effects. Without a second 

wave, the expectation may be that normality will arrive in a modified form as behaviours alter choices of 

transport modes, times of travel and working arrangements between home and place of work wherever that 

choice is available. 

4.3.2 Business taking greater responsibility 

Across the board, businesses trying to survive will be doing their best to make us feel safer. This will range 

from shops detailing staff to manage spacing and queues to an expansion of pre-booking for ‘slots’ – in a 

shop, at the hairdressers, in a National Park car park and so on. Digital solutions by smartphone are in 

development to book, go away and come back at an agreed entry time. This scale of industry involvement 

in trying to make clients safe to keep revenues flowing is especially the case for the airlines. For example, 

not just in the physical spacing challenges, but in the interpersonal relationships between passengers and 

cabin crew, where cabin crew are no longer dressed fashionably, but regard passengers as biohazards 

(Hardingham-Gill, 2020).The challenge of ensuring that passengers getting onto a plane feel they are not 

going to be infected is already being taken up. For example, passengers will be made aware that modern 

airplanes have air conditioning filters that are ‘operating theatre standard’ (Topham, 2020).  

Maintaining distances respecting the 2.0 metre separation will be difficult to achieve and will have an 

enormous influence on load factors – but some reassurance to passengers would be essential. It would be 

the case that “queues at security would also become painfully longer52. For example, an aircraft with 189 

 
52 Something brought starkly into the public awareness with the long queues in the House of Commons where 

Members of Parliament had to socially distance when voting SYAL, R. 2020. UK parliament union threatens to strike 

after MPs' queueing chaos. Guardian (UK). Published June 4. Available: 
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seats would result in a queue of at least 380m for a single security lane” (Powley et al., 2020). But travellers 

did accept that and much more burdensome personal and baggage inspection after 9/11. Distance and the 

confidence of travellers will play powerfully into airline strategies for survival and there will no doubt be 

some form of consolidation in the industry. But people will want to travel by air and countries (especially 

those heavily dependent on tourism) will want border restrictions to move from the extreme to the 

reasonable as soon as possible.  

4.3.3 Changing personal risk profiles 

The lockdown experience has been extreme, and the population have responded remarkably well by taking 

it so seriously. But, as noted above, there will be a changed perception of risk and some sort of negotiated 

order as lockdown is eased. The extreme form still may appear again, but hopefully at a time when much 

more is known about what to do than appears to be the case at the moment (Gurumurthy and Leadbeater, 

2020). Even then, it will probably be in a form significantly mediated by the first experience. An effective 

and available vaccine may arrive, as could therapies to reduce the most serious outcomes. People’s risk 

profiles will shift. In the longer run, most may consign the event to memory, but others will carry the trauma 

throughout their lives, not the least being the hospital and care home workers who have been witnesses to 

the carnage (Propper et al., 2020).  

For the long-run view, then, we need to ask whether Covid-19 (and its potential successors) can really be 

strong enough to sweep away a key part of our social makeup and allow physical spacing for all of us to 

be dictated by the threat of viral transmission? Given the systemic impact of the virus, and fears of massive 

long-term damage, there is, of course, an inevitable temptation to clutch at straws where there is a future 

free of the virus – say through a vaccine. However, we are in the era of contested scientific forecasts, with 

the forecasting models often being black boxes developed in previous epidemics that bear little 

resemblance to the current one.  

In this situation, any positive message attracts instant attention. Hence headlines in the popular mass-

readership press that “Researchers in Singapore said that there will be no more cases of the deadly bug in 

the UK by September 30” (Jeffrey, 2020), and “Coronavirus pandemic could be over in the US by November 

11: Scientific model predicts virus will continue its steady decline with NO second wave” (Ruiz, 2020) 

present (to the naïve reader) an unequivocal promise that it is almost over. Few readers will go further to 

consider the ‘ifs and buts’ that qualify the estimates of a statistical model. Reality may prove to be different. 

But, short of the techno-fix, there is a need to think carefully about physical distancing and what we might 

have to forego for it to be built into normality. 

Given past experience of humans and risk, it is possible that - like those who farm on the flanks of 

volcanoes, they know will erupt sometime – many people will absorb the existential crisis and then go back 

to who we are, pushing the known risk to the back of the consciousness. For example, back in 2008 it was 

noted that our computer keyboards and mice etc. are toxic petri dishes of bacteria and viruses. However, 

it is unlikely that we sanitise such equipment on a regular basis. Add to that our ubiquitous smart phones 

which are perfect transmission devices for a virus (Jones, 2008). And (as of 5th June), there was no news 

of any major wide-spread secondary surge of infection emerging.  

Each progression toward the ‘new normal’ is, then, an experiment with claims and counter claims about 

where we are on the Covid-19 path and what threats arise as lockdown is lifted. But already many risks are 

being discounted as sheer exhaustion and economic pressure becomes stronger as the call of something 

 
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2020/jun/04/uk-parliament-union-threatens-action-after-mps-queuing-chaos. 

[Accessed June 5 2020].. 
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closer to normal life gets louder, or as the possibilities of a mobility-constrained future become too horrible 

to contemplate (Coates, 2020). Hope for the vaccine is present but uncertainties about its timing, 

effectiveness and availability keep it as being uncertain as a fix. A lack of clarity exists about when (or if) a 

vaccine may be available: end of 2020, 2021 or 2022 (Phelamei, 2020, Anon, 2020a). So, people are 

moving on. This is a process being played out by individuals, families, communities on the ground – but 

sadly without inadequate information, and in the face of a worrying loss of clear leadership from the 

government.  

In the face of this, it might be sensible to anticipate more limited changes in people’s general behaviour. 

There may be a risk of over-reading the extent to which the present phase of the pandemic will condition 

the shape of change for the long run future. This is not to say that there will not be a real impact going 

forward. We are yet to see the full extent of the damage the pandemic will have wrought on economies and 

societies across the globe, but it has already been an event of sufficient magnitude to suggest that this is 

a turning point in history (ECONOMIST, 2020d), and the effects will be somewhere on a spectrum from 

substantial to cataclysmic.  

4.3.4 Realistic appetites for changing the system as a whole 

Those who live in rich liberal democracies have become used to a world where (subject to financial 

capacity) they were able to mostly do what they wanted – shop this afternoon – no problem. Holiday in 

Barcelona – no problem. Go to a museum – no problem. This was an experience virtually across the whole 

population. As we emerge from the emergency phase, the recollection of this will come into play as people 

take a position on what we want the future to look like.  

With the realisation that the prevailing economic system for the past 40 years might, of itself, be a powerful 

factor in perpetuating pandemic risk; how far would people be willing to go in changing it? What if the price 

of greater security really is far less international travel and holidays (Hancock, 2020), a fear of travelling on 

public transport (With trains and buses largely re-nationalised with the government paying massive 

subsidies to keep services running for key workers (BBC, 2020b)), a more limited range of goods on the 

supermarket shelves and a reluctance to return to physical shopping (BBC, 2020l), higher taxes to support 

disadvantaged groups, a willingness to adopt behaviours that dramatically shift both work and social life 

and so on?  

Significantly, discourses that have centred on the power of market forces efficiently to get us what we want 

to have had little to offer when it has come to the pandemic impacts. For much of what we have learned to 

enjoy in our lives up to the crisis, market disciplines and globalisation have kept prices down and choices 

up. What appetite will there really be for major change across the population? What might we not want to 

lose from the “old normal” is a question still to be explored? 

It may not just be those who put the economy at the centre of their concerns – from an investment and 

business point of view – that will want the old order still to be dominant. It may also be a generation of free-

to-choose consumers who liked what they used to have. While the drive for less vulnerability, or to put it in 

the opposite sense, greater security, will play powerfully in defining the shape of the ‘new normal’; it will be 

far from an uncontested position once the primary threat dies down. Some will press for a degree of 

necessary change but as far as possible for a re-boot of the previous system.  

The shape of the short-term is going to have a powerful effect, but it may not turn out to be as powerful as 

was thought initially. It is too early to be sure that there will be a move towards an entirely new approach to 

economy and society for the next period. Some will be looking at nothing less than a revolution, where 

governments are mandated constantly to adjust things to mitigate against future viral surges, including the 

mobility of people, the capacity of the infrastructure to cope with socially distanced mobility, with potential 
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economic effects. Others will see all this as too damaging to the machine for wealth creation, and others 

will look for the opportunities to move to a better future in a very different system (Thornhill, 2020).  

After all, returning to the ‘previous normal’ means returning to the same depths of inequality, poverty, and 

societal divisions of before – that surely is not what is desirable. This will be further modulated by the 

behaviours and fears of people, for example, on 15 May the police were advising people not to rush into 

the road to avoid walking too close to other people. The risk of being run over by a car is greater than 

catching Covid-19 as you pass people (Odling, 2020). There will also be uncertainty about a willingness to 

conform to a new permissions-based society – leaving behind the entitlements and freedoms of the so-

recent past – even if, as part of the price, inequality remains high.  

4.4 Conclusions: The Emerging “New Normal” 

4.4.1 Bringing forward and accelerating pre-virus tendencies 

Given the enormous complexity that we face, what can we usefully say about the future? As pointed out in 

the first paper in this series, the pandemic will serve to pick up trends already emerging before its arrival 

and accelerate their entry into mainstream economy and society. One such is the rise in the importance of 

the Nation State. This was inevitable, of course. The State is where constitutional responsibility for the 

health of the people resides and where the levers of power exist to close down borders and have people 

‘locked down’ and forced to stay indoors - although this is not always the case, and there is not (as of March 

30) such severe lock-down conditions in Sweden (Savage, 2020). It was the locus of the first tool in the box 

to stop the rampant transnational and internal transmission of the virus. Before the pandemic struck, there 

were already tendencies toward greater nationalism. Politically, this was already in play on the US under 

Trump and in the UK with Brexit. What the virus has done is to lend greater emphasis to this and to the 

shift toward more protectionism, localisation of production and tougher frontier controls (Rachman, 2020). 

How far we should expect these to persist is a question of fluid political movements and too difficult to 

answer at this stage. 

In concert with this inward-looking shift came a querulousness about globalisation. It seems already clear 

that the international supply chains we had before the crisis – now in close-down – will not be coming back 

in the same form we had in the past. Again, before the crisis, there was already a debate about the need 

to “re-balance” supply chains - driven increasingly by the geopolitical tensions between the USA and China. 

Critical shortages of key drugs and items of medical equipment on the arrival of the pandemic, served to 

highlight the existence of critical vulnerabilities. While just-in-time methods drove efficiencies into the global 

market economy, they also weakened the ability of national states to absorb major shocks like Covid-19. 

Globalisation is too embedded to disappear, but there will certainly be a significant amount of rebalancing 

coming in the future. 

As part of the reaction to the crisis, personal liberties have been set aside in ways capable of challenging 

the entire political democratic order. Before the pandemic, we had already been warned to become wary 

of the arrival of what Shoshana Zuboff has called Surveillance Capitalism (Zuboff, 2019). With the prospect 

of track and trace and potentially of immunity passports in response to Covid-19, we have seen an opening 

to what – if we are not very careful – could be a step jump in the ability of the State to see into our lives and 

control our basic freedoms.  

The ability of centrally controlled surveillance states like China to control the spread of the virus has 

captured widespread attention at a time when, as noted in this paper, it has been much harder for 

governments to control the behaviour of their citizens beyond the emergency stage. While targeted 

approaches to infection control for selected groups and “hotspot” places can be hugely effective, they can 
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also be co-opted to political agendas that stigmatise and segregate. Going into the future, the watchword 

has to be vigilance that data security, the protection of individual privacy and natural freedoms of 

association and of movement should be returned to the status quo ante after the emergency has gone. 

4.4.2 Changing positions on trust and governance 

What has happened is truly shocking, although for those who have retained jobs and financial well-being 

through the pandemic, the trauma may quickly recede in its intensity. The virus is affecting economy, 

society, and politics in significant ways, and in the short term. A real shock, however, has been to see how 

powerless the established support structures have been and how apparently irrelevant the politics of the 

immediate past have proved to be in facing the crisis. Left wing-right wing ideologies and leave-stay 

(membership of the EU) have looked like sideshows while government and politicians of all shades have 

sought to come to terms with Covid-19. One thing that can be expected to play through strongly, will be the 

need for more responsive and effective government at all levels of the politico-spatial system. In the UK 

case, the virus has, for example, starkly exposed the limitations of a highly centralised political system 

framed against the dominant perspective of the national capital (Harris, 2020). 

The governments we rely on to protect us from challenging things have been found scrambling first to 

understand what is happening, and second to find and practically deliver ways to protect us from the 

ravages of an invisible, fast-moving biological predator. Confidence in being around other humans has been 

shaken by fear of infection, and people everywhere have been deluged with uncertainty about their jobs, 

their livelihoods, and their mortality. Governments of all hues across the globe have come under intense 

scrutiny to see how well they lead their people out of the event and there is considerable heterogeneity in 

national approaches to learn from. The same has been true of the transnational bodies. This is still ongoing 

and will be that way for the foreseeable future.  

Now that it has our attention, the WHO53 is emphasising that this virus may be around for a long time, and 

possibly may become endemic, as well as the possibility of other viruses and transmissible diseases 

‘waiting in the wings’. There will be more unprecedented global events and ongoing uncertainty. It is 

inconceivable that such an event would pass without provoking a substantial shift in the views of the 

population about what they would not want to see in the future and what they might imagine as topics for 

discussion about what that future should look like. Perhaps the biggest changes in relation to Covid-19 will 

be not so much in the ‘virus-proofing’ constraints on people, as in the arrival of new mindsets and new world 

views that will shape the politics of the future. 

4.4.3 Re-valuing the State and public service 

Some views, though, may have changed already. The pandemic has not been a context where 

governments could just ‘leave it to the private sector, they will get us out of it’ (though the UK government 

has tried this in some critical areas like testing – and now track and trace - with dubious results). While in 

the short term the business sector provided help in areas such as manufacturing ventilators, in the medium 

term the business community will (being innovative and entrepreneurial) see opportunities to profit from 

opportunities that arise. For example, in exploring how to produce internationally recognised coronavirus 

‘immunity passports’ (Venkataramakrishnan, 2020). It has been down to the State, the NHS, and the public 

purse to rescue people from early disaster. Short term, it has fallen to the much-maligned public sector to 

take the lead. The concept of public value (in the sense of ‘what the public values’) is perhaps going to 

 
53 https://www.who.int/emergencies/diseases/novel-coronavirus-2019  
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experience a much-needed revival as societies need to re-design a future with security and sustainability 

at its heart.  

On the other side of the pandemic, ‘the public’ will have had the opportunity to review more knowledgeably 

what it actually values and in what order of priority, and the outcome of an inevitable public enquiry into the 

pandemic may provide some salutary lessons. Clapping for the NHS and for care staff more generally will 

hopefully have shaped the way the public goes on to see where all the ‘heroes’ should be positioned in the 

hierarchy of rewards for contribution to the national good. On May 22 even the person who initiated the 

weekly clapping asked for it to be stopped because it was becoming too politicised: “it has divided opinion: 

while some feel empowered and encouraged by the gesture, others think it is patronising” (PA, 2020b).The 

list of ‘heroes’ has been expanding from the initial NHS workers, to care home workers, bus drivers, train 

staff, teachers, shopworkers, and more as we understand more how massively interconnected our society 

is. This is one area where it seems already reasonable to anticipate a ground swell of public support for 

substantial change.  

As evidence of this, the first moral challenge emerged on May 20 when some of the NHS ‘heroes’, who 

were overseas workers and who had been at the forefront of emergency care in the hospitals, found that 

there was no clear ‘thank you’ from the government. Quite the reverse: “It has emerged that the Home 

Office did not specifically review the charges beyond exempting on a one-year extraordinary basis both 

those whose visas were due to expire before October from that fee and the £400 surcharge, which will rise 

to £625 a year each later this year” (Busby, 2020). One day later and the government made a humiliating 

‘U-turn’ (BBC, 2020r). What was more surprising than the U-turn was the ‘tin ear’ displayed by the 

government in promoting the charge and not realising the potential public backlash. We can expect more 

debates about just who is entitled to what and who will pay for the ‘heroes’ labour market – not least if a 

hard Brexit settlement is forced through. 

4.4.4 Changes in consumer preferences 

A little easier to grasp is that consumer preferences are going to change because some of what was readily 

available before will not now be on offer or will be prohibitively priced - cheap overseas holidays for 

example. Our consumer society will not disappear, but the shape of its component elements will surely 

shift. There will be cases where widely consumed past pleasures will be available only for those able to 

afford premium prices in a world where the production possibilities and revenue prospects for business 

have been profoundly re-modelled.  

It is not just the consumers that might have become more risk averse, facing uncertain futures.  Business 

too will have revised its risk profile to discover that some activities will lead them to exposure and where a 

very wide range of investment possibilities will be shrouded with uncertainly as the old economy gives 

stumbling way to the new. Cruise ships and hotels (Ziady, 2020), tour companies (BBC, 2020t), pubs and 

restaurants (Wood, 2020b), theatres and concert halls (Mazelis, 2020), airlines (Powley et al., 2020) and 

airports (Powley and Pickard, 2020), shopping centres (Blackley, 2020) (and consumer retail behaviours 

(BBC, 2020m)), have been failing, or scrambling to survive. Many businesses are being seen to take the 

opportunity to restructure and shed labour against a general redundancy backdrop that avoids them being 

singled out, such as 9,000 jobs shed by Rolls Royce (BBC, 2020k), P&O Ferries (1,100 jobs (BBC, 2020g)), 

Virgin Atlantic (3,000 jobs (BBC, 2020o)) and British Airways (12,000 jobs (BBC, 2020a)). Others will follow. 

GDP growth at a compound rate of 3 percent per annum – the desired norm of the past liberal marketplace 

– may have to give way to something more modest but hopefully still positive (or even be reappraised as 

an indicator). The global reach of opportunity that powered the past four decades is going to experience 

significant change and standard business practices like just-in-time across global sourcing networks are 
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not going to be the same. Much of what is going to change for business and for people as consumers is 

about wholly new geographies of production, trade, consumption, and the movement of people in their work 

and home lives. 

4.4.5 Re-thinking the city 

The big cities were ‘where it was at’ for the modern world - in two contrasting senses, as it has now turned 

out. The city was accepted to be the driving engine of creativity for the new economy. Theory provided the 

rationale. Coming together in dense interconnected networks to achieve economies of agglomeration and 

interaction, was seen as the engine of big city creativity and growth. The national economy would be driven 

forward by these integrated city hubs. Over the 19th and 20th centuries, cities continuously sucked in people 

and power from the regions, with the electronic telegraph that spawned the development of the head office 

(Standage, 1998), and then with high-speed trains that pulled the long-distance travellers into the orbit of 

the primate city. In turn, the global head office further empowered the mega-city, with corporate 

headquarters being in close proximity to major aviation hubs. Cities then became ‘smart’ (McFarlane and 

Söderström, 2017), ‘sustainable’ (Van Heerden et al., 2020) and ‘knowledge intensive’ in the era of the 

Internet of Things … and then, suddenly; they became ‘where Covid-19 is at’ (Ghosh, 2020). 

With hindsight, we discover that the mega-city - the driving geographical heart of the Neoliberal world order 

- turned out to be a perfect propagation chamber for Covid-19 and that systemic inequality within it 

predisposed a large share of the population to the worst outcomes. What until recently was seen as a ‘smart 

city’, using the Internet of Things to manage the compressed and crowded spaces of the city, has suddenly 

become a ‘contagious city’. This is something unlooked for that - as we move to the ‘new normal’ - we will 

have to take on board.  Already some of the bright new ventures of six months ago have been swept away. 

For example, “Google's sister firm Sidewalk Labs has scrapped a plan to build a smart city in Canada, citing 

complications caused by the Covid-19 pandemic” (Wakefield, 2020).  

Even this early, movements are afoot within the cities to re-think things - as people have tasted working 

from home, have taken to bicycles, have seen what clean air looks and feels like, have experienced traffic 

free spaces. In the case of New York:  

“Amid the wreckage there are shards of hope. Some are warming to the possibility that a city that 

became so overheated in this cheap-money era — a bastion of billionaires, ensconced in Hudson 

Yards — might now undergo a pandemic-induced reset. Cheaper rents may eventually make the 

city more accessible for a new generation, who will put spaces to use in ways their elders can 

scarcely imagine.” (Chaffin, 2020) 

This is far too big for us to take on board here, and it will be the subject of a future paper. We can be sure 

that in the emerging ‘new local’ there is certain to be a major debate about where the mega-city sits in the 

overall economy, how its massive internal inequalities can be addressed, what it should look like 

aesthetically and ecologically, and what role it can or cannot be expected to play in moving toward a more 

inclusive, sustainable world. 

4.4.6 Taking the global and sustainability dimensions seriously 

Global events and global outcomes demand globally coordinated responses. This is where the 

understandable national and local emergency actions need to morph into a globally coordinated effort as 

things develop. This is not just about the virus but about the potentially devastating economic collapse that 

will follow it. Pulling up the drawbridge nationally (as seen with the chaotic nature of countries with different 

approaches to quarantining travellers (BBC, 2020d, Burridge, 2020)) will not save humanity from future 

biohazards any more than from the world in economic turmoil that lies ahead.  
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To this point, the international bodies that so quickly stepped up to address the Financial Crisis of 2008-9 

have been particularly challenged to respond. The breakdown in trust in multilateral organisations led to 

the US withdrawing its support for the WHO, with the WHO not willing (for fear of what China would do) to 

acknowledge that Taiwan was a world leader in its response to Covid-19 (Sung, 2020). The United Nations 

has made little visible impression. As the pandemic progresses around the world, we are already in a 

situation where many countries in the Global South are finding that the economic shock has arrived before 

the virus has taken hold facing populations that have no economic resilience with an existential threat to 

their very survival. Coronavirus for them is just another disastrous event that may undo decades of poverty 

reduction (ECONOMIST, 2020a).  

As of 5th June 2020, the official estimates showed 6.66 million cases of Covid-19 and 392,000 deaths 

worldwide54. Compare these to Malaria (in 2018 there were 228 million cases and 405,000 deaths (WHO, 

2019)), deaths in wars55, deaths from starvation (9 million in 201956). Against these, Covid-19 does not rank 

as such a major issue, but it came with the shutdown of the world economy, making it potentially far more 

lethal in its overall impact. So, from the global viewpoint, we are in one sense all in this together, and in 

another not at all.  

And then there is global warming and the climate emergency. Disastrous as Covid-19 may be, it is surely 

unthinkable that ordinary citizens everywhere will not begin to grasp how fully integrated we all are in a 

globally connected ecosystem and how neglecting the health of the planet can follow through into each and 

every household. We have seen in the air quality everywhere, the observable effects of reduced vehicle 

and aircraft emissions. However, while there was brief celebration at the massive reductions in pollution in 

China (Chen et al., 2020), the pollution rapidly reappeared as the Chinese economy was unlocked, and 

assessing the balance of pollution gains is complex: 

“Distinguishing the pollution changes caused by the lockdowns and their subsequent relaxations 

from other factors, such as weather and chemical interaction of pollutants, is complex. Spring is 

the most polluted season in western Europe in normal years, owing to the start of the agriculture 

cycle which causes ammonia emissions that go on to form particles over cities.” (Carrington and 

Kommenda, 2020) 

Economic and social practices are not all becoming a ‘new normal’ in a simplistic manner. Even a switch 

to more online activity may even increase pollution unless it is managed well. The online society and 

economy is a voracious user of energy for their massive data centres (Munshi, 2020, Adalbjornsson, 2019). 

A switch to online clothes buying may save in our fuel costs travelling to a shop, but delivery (usually in 

vans with dirty diesel engines) also consumes fuel. We need, then, to understand better the energy and 

environmental impact of changing consumer behaviours before we can make any claim that we are being 

environmentally friendly.  

Will the fear of coronavirus contamination drive us back, for example, to single use plastic bottles, or can 

an innovator find a compound for drink bottles that is both compostable and clinically clean (resistant to 

bacteria and viruses)? There are already concerns over rising levels of PPE (Personal Protective 

Equipment) such as face masks in the seas (BBC, 2020e), which has stimulated the innovators to develop 

 
54 https://www.arcgis.com/apps/opsdashboard/index.html#/bda7594740fd40299423467b48e9ecf6 displays the 

current situation 
55 https://www.statista.com/chart/20699/estimated-number-of-deaths-in-selected-warzones/  
56 https://www.theworldcounts.com/challenges/people-and-poverty/hunger-and-obesity/how-many-people-die-from-

hunger-each-year  
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compostable PPE (Andrews, 2020). There is a huge potential in the innovative power of business, society, 

and community to address the multiple problems in front of us (Wakeford, 2020).   

We have just learned in a very direct way through the Covid-19 experience that our neighbour’s health 

affects us – whether locally; nationally or globally.  Global health, it turns out, contributes to our own health. 

We need to take this lesson further to address the health and sustainability of the global ecosystem – on 

which we all ultimately depend: the work that the our zoos undertake in maintaining biodiversity is under 

extreme threat as some of the major zoos risk going out of business (Ingram, 2020). After the pandemic 

experience, there would hopefully be greater support for massive State supported strategic investment, 

adding up across nations to a global response - a Green Deal or, in Mazzucato’s terms, a Green Direction 

with Green Innovation57. 

Covid-19 has reinforced how socially interdependent we are. There have been some positives. For young 

people, if for nobody else, it must surely be clear that the ‘old normal’ in relation to health, social inclusion 

and the global environment will get us into trouble in all sorts of ways. Perhaps following the disaster of the 

virus, the threat to us cannot be dissected into climate, marine, atmosphere, or food supply. These are all 

massively interdependent. The progression to some form of ‘new normal’ involves an incredibly complex 

set of issues not something solved by just ‘less travel’ or ‘less food waste’. The need is for a mobilisation 

of all our learning and skills in a concerted and co-designed programme that acknowledges the complexity 

and dynamism of the system we are trying to influence and finds those domains within it where we know 

enough to be creative and entrepreneurial in fixing them. 
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 Post Virus Works and Skills Needs 

This paper was released on 7 July 2020. 

The Pandemic Summary Timeline 6 June to 7 July 2020 

June 6 – Dental practices can reopen under strict hygiene conditions. 

9 June – The Government abandons plans to reopen schools in England before the summer holidays. 

June 10 – From June 13 people who are living alone can form a support bubble with another 

household. Plans for a summer school catch-up programme are announced. 

June 11 – The collateral impact of the lockdown becomes evident – in April there was a 60% reduction 

in referrals to cancer specialists compared to April 2019. Conservative party back-bench MPs pressure 

the government to relax the two-metre social distancing requirement. 

June 14 – The Prime Minister encourages people to "shop, and shop with confidence". 

June 15 – The wearing of face coverings is compulsory on public transport in England. 

June 16 – The Government U-turns over the provision of school meal vouchers for 1.3 disadvantaged 

children and will provide them during the forthcoming school holidays. 

June 19 – Children will return to school at the start of the 2020-2021 school year in September. 

June 25 – Pubs, restaurants and cafes can make increasing use of outside spaces to deliver their 

services. A 5-stage programme is announced for theatres to reopen, but is criticised as lacking an 

investment component. 

June 29 – Selective geographical local lockdowns are introduced, the first being in Leicester. 

July 2 – Plans are announced to try and ensure that the reopening of schools in September will 

minimise contagion risk.  

July 4 – Lockdown restrictions in England are reduced, for example allowing hairdressers to reopen. 

Source: Derived from Wikipedia58 

 

5.1 Looking back at Paper 5 

By the time July arrived, it was the state of the economy that was giving the greatest concern. There had 

been some recovery from the disastrous fall in output in April, but it was still not enough to diminish concern 

about redundancies to come, particularly because the Chancellor’s furlough scheme was time limited. In 

 
58 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Timeline_of_the_COVID-19_pandemic_in_England  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Timeline_of_the_COVID-19_pandemic_in_England
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mid-summer, the virus situation looked even more promising. The slogan of the time was “build back better”. 

The government, in its usual populist messaging mode, was exhorting us to “build, build, build”. 

Unemployment was acknowledged to be a major future issue, and a significant element in this was going 

to be the position of young people. Something new and dramatic was going to be needed to cope with what 

was to come. What the government offered was Kickstart - an expanded apprenticeship scheme. 

We, like others, took the opportunity in Paper 5, once again, to park the discussion of the pandemic itself, 

and look at the wider issues surrounding the event - raising further questions about how far the shock of 

the pandemic would result in fundamental shifts for the future. Popular debate at this point was still around 

the term the “new normal”. It had already become clear that we would be facing a recession of 

unprecedented scale and range with a government in power that believed that its role was to facilitate the 

forces of the market and intervene in the economy as little as possible and “get Brexit done”. 

Paper 5 began with the task of documenting those high-profile events of closure and redundancy hitting 

the headlines as business failures began to mount. The list for the retail, travel, tourism and hospitality 

sectors was already confirming the prospect of serious loss both of businesses and of jobs. Looking back, 

with lockdown after lockdown - and the latest, less bullish, government view that it will be months into 2021 

before severe restrictions end - the overall scale is potentially catastrophic. How many more job losses 

there might have been without the benefit of the Chancellor’s employment support scheme is impossible to 

estimate, but this “finger in the dyke” (extended yet again, this time until April 2021) was going to have to 

be removed at some point. The prospect of a “cliff edge” over which many companies would fall when the 

original August closing date for furlough arrived was beginning to feature prominently in the newspapers.  

• By July, many of the nation’s most high-profile businesses figured in the list of those having to 

make serious reductions in their operations. British Airways, Rolls-Royce and Airbus were 

prominent in news reports but below them were the less newsworthy losses of very large numbers 

of small and medium enterprises.  

• Covid-19 was seen to be accelerating the digital transformation, bringing about an additional 

wave of more generalised restructuring and job losses. Many of the companies placed on “life 

support” by the Chancellor’s furlough scheme were going to have to think about re-engineering 

their business to face the transformation if they were to survive beyond it. Somewhere in the 

surviving set, there were likely to be large numbers of “zombie” businesses on life support – marking 

out a serious problem for the future.   

• Brexit seemed a long way off in mid-summer. While there was no sign of a post-Brexit recovery 

strategy - beyond simply being responsive to the demands of the marketplace - neither was there 

any word of a government strategy for dealing with perhaps more than 3 million unemployed 

people – half of them young (with the Brexit deal agreed, the mood is still of great uncertainty 

about what it will entail. Current unemployment stands at 4.9% with 1.6 million out of work with 

furlough still firmly in place).  

• While the government was in “holding on” mode, the opportunity to address the big questions about 

inequality, fairness, and the role of public versus private investment in the recovery was lost 

and was never recovered once the second wave arrived (the Chancellor’s Economic Review in 

November still offered no hint of policy in this respect).  

• Online shopping and with it the decline of place-based and town centre shopping was already 

part of the “new normal”. Shop-based retail in the town and city centres of the country was never 

going to look the same again (further major liquidations of major town centre retail groups and 

further lockdowns were just over the horizon at this point). 
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• Work contracts in the newly opened “fulfilment centres” still favoured the part time and zero hours 

contracts that had been present in the old model - but now they were offered by large companies 

with highly organised human resources policies based on the principle of maximum flexibility. 

• Chapter 5 set out the view that there would be even greater polarisation in labour market 

opportunity, both by occupation and place in the post-virus world. Jobs would be lost and those 

remaining transformed toward more flexible formats. New jobs will be in different places from those 

lost. 

• The first few months of the pandemic had seen congested city cores become reduced to quiet 

zones with echoing footsteps (tiered lockdowns that are projected to last until March 2021, will 

see this continue). Even those businesses still operating in the city are likely to run in “blended” 

mode with workers taking only part of their time at home and part in the office (later data shows 

that around 50% of office workers will remain in some form of blended working).  

• Meetings that demanded international movement are now in large part being conducted through 

digital communications media platforms with a significant effect on airline futures. Webinars 

have opened up the world. International performances can be presented live to a global audience 

(the continuation of the crisis into 2021 is locking this in still further).  

• Business had become wary of the vulnerabilities that just-in-time manufacturing faced through 

increasingly complex and distended supply chains and the shock of the pandemic had made 

this threat an existential one. (Supply chain blockages are very much a live story at the end of 2020 

on the imminent arrival of the Brexit end-date and queues of vessels and lorries from the sudden 

shutdown of routes to France). 

• All these changes acting in combination have the potential to worsen the conditions of life for one 

segment of the population (while having a far less damaging effect on another (we discuss this 

in detail in a later paper).  

• In July, mayhem surrounded the government response for the education sector. Learning time 

has been lost. Examinations have been disrupted. School closures had untold effects not just on 

learning but on the conditions of life and security for many children in the most marginal conditions 

(at the end of 2020, we find ourselves going back to the unresolved issues of the first lockdown as 

school closures return to the agenda).  

• As early as July, we were calling for there to be a clear and consistent strategy to cope with the 

negative impact of the virus on jobs and to take the opportunity to reconstruct a skills programme 
fit for the future - we deal with this in Paper 6.  

• Perhaps above all, attitudes to welfare policy based on the idea of near full employment still 

provide the foundation for the UK welfare system. It was clear as early as July that this was an 

untenable assumption. There was, again, an opportunity at a quiet time for the pandemic for 

government to address this. It was foregone. (By November, the case for a strategic re-think was 

overwhelming but the Chancellor’s Autumn Review was silent on the subject of welfare reform).  

• We knew in July that having the one of the highest death rates in the world from Covid-19, came 

not just from a failure adequately to deal with the transmission of the virus but from being willing to 

tolerate a level of health and general inequality that predisposed so many people to the worst 

outcomes (in December 2020 voices are being raised even more stridently about this – again with 

no response from the government). 

Looking back to what we wrote in July, it is shocking to see how much we knew then about where we might 

find ourselves now. While we were less anxiously concerned about the progression of the virus at that time, 
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we could already see what was going to happen in the sphere of unemployment and in the demand for 

welfare support. We could see that a generation of young people were in serious danger of having their 

entire lives blighted by the loss of educational and learning opportunity. We could see that there was a 

geography to the worst outcomes of the virus and of economic retrenchment and that talking about “levelling 

up” after the pandemic on the same terms as before it was a nonsense.  

The summer was a time when - with the virus in abatement (sadly not for long) - we could have turned our 

attention to the bigger issues.  In the event, all we had was a Micawberish sense on behalf of government 

that all would be well come Christmas. (In the end Christmas was all but cancelled). 

 

5.2  Introduction: From Crisis to Opportunity 

5.2.1 From looking back to looking forward 

From every crisis comes opportunities. The Covid-19 pandemic has cost us dearly and continues to do so. 

But on the other side of it, whenever that is, there is an opportunity to re-think things going forward. A 

Guardian report noted (June 29th) that “just 6% of UK public 'want a return to pre-pandemic economy'” 

(Proctor, 2020). It seems that a substantial proportion of the population has looked back during the last four 

months and declared themselves unhappy with the lives they were leading beforehand.  

At the end of 2019, the wave of digital technologies was already having a significant effect both at work and 

at home, with a radical transformation of jobs and of employment. Social and spatial divisions were widening 

and people and places were getting further apart in terms of wealth and opportunity. More was to come 

even if a global pandemic had not descended on an unprepared world.  

“What lies in front of us, is a transformation potentially so fundamental that we have to start re-

thinking the whole future of work, opportunity and well-being for a substantial segment of the 

population. It is not that this “shock of the new” – on the advent of AI and robotization – will be 

unequivocally bad.  Indeed, the evidence of past technological revolutions indicates that more jobs 

are likely to be created overall than are lost (Servoz, 2019). The real concern is that, on the way to 

this better state of things, we will have to pass through really significant short-term disruptions 

where gains and losses play out in greater extremes from place to place.” (Lloyd, 2020) 

When this was written in February 2020, there was no indication that only weeks away there would come 

a transformation so drastic that people would be stopped going to work and be locked down in their homes 

for months and that the global economy would in effect be shut down. This particular “short term disruption” 

was entirely unthinkable and in July there is a real struggle to return back into anything resembling normal 

life. Many of the changes we were having to take on board as a society before the virus were probably 

going to take some time to come through. Now the impact of the shutdown may well see a sharp 

acceleration as new imperatives for economic survival drive the process forward and the old order is for 

the time being suspended.   

So, people have clearly had time to reflect on how it used to be and wonder whether what came before is 

really worth going back to (Doward, 2020). In lockdown, the new technologies came to our aid in keeping 

us connected; communicating and supplied with basic goods. We have all  had to engage with them. This 

is a transformation in itself. The population at large is better equipped to think creatively about what else 

we might choose to do with the digital transformation – for society as well as the economy. In the wider 

context of the pandemic experience, there has been a realisation of the essential value of the NHS and of 
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those we now recognise as “key workers” as being an essential component in our wellbeing. We also saw 

enough about the uneven impact of Covid-19 on certain groups to know that that inequality has to be taken 

more seriously. We know definitively that our neighbours’ health is not something we can afford to ignore.  

This paper (the 5th in our Covid-19 series) looks at some of those trends that were already in evidence 

before the pandemic to see how – unaltered – they might have taken us forward; what the arrival of the 

pandemic might have done to change that pathway and what lessons can be drawn from the Covid-19 

experience to move to a better future.  

5.2.2 Lockdown and its transformative changes 

Before the advent of Covid-19, in the “old” normal, most people had become used to a lifestyle that saw 

‘work’ as a place they travelled to and home as where they were when not there. Work was about face-to-

face activities and office meetings, or factory or warehouse jobs where you performed as part of a 

production or goods handling system. Commuting was just the price you had to pay for earning a living and 

travelling - most often in a press of people or cars - to other locations for work. It was a necessary evil 

(albeit one that carried a certain amount of kudos for business travellers going to more interesting and 

exotic places). For the most part, this was undertaken without too much thought or reflection. 

For months that system was switched off, with no clear indication about when it will be (or even can be) 

fully switched on again (Davenport et al., 2020). For those able to work at home (around 50 percent), this 

became the site of employment. The binary work/home distinction ceased to apply. For those who had to 

go to a place of work anyway, the regular hassle of getting there was added to by the new hazards of 

contagion – especially if it was by public transport (BBC, 2020d). Where this work involved close contact 

with people, in nursing and in the care sector for example, the hazards were considerable and we are now 

able to see the sacrifices that people in this situation were called upon to make. All this provided a perfect 

context for reflection. Most people had the time to stop and think under conditions where the day was no 

longer fixed and patterned by the disciplines of office or factory practice or transport timetables. The 

cadence of life was profoundly altered with more available space for thought.  

Engaging in its own reflection, the OECD looked back and came up with the observation that:  

“the Covid-19 pandemic has also highlighted several key vulnerabilities of our societies and 

economic system. Global interconnectedness has helped to create huge economic and social 

benefits for decades, albeit unequally, but also facilitated the rapid spread of the pandemic. More 

broadly, the speed and depth of the economic crisis have shown that a core principle of the global 

economy – prioritising short-term economic growth and efficiency over long-term resilience – can 

have huge societal costs.” (OECD, 2020) 

“Build back better” was the OECD prescription – a term that has taken on wide currency. 

Much has been written in recent weeks about the short-term need for unlocking the economy. It has been 

focused on getting people back to work (where their jobs still exist, or boosting infrastructure investment 

(BBC, 2020b)), getting children back to school (coping with lost learning (Richardson, 2020) or repairing 

infrastructure (Coughlan, 2020)) and, most recently, going on holiday or to the pub and the hairdresser 

(Blackall and Campbell, 2020). 

Meanwhile, as explore in the next section, the pace of business retrenchment and liquidation and loss of 

jobs is accelerating fast by the day. As far back as 12th June, data from the ONS had already made it clear 

that; “we are on course for the largest recession in three centuries” and that “that the number of people 

unemployed and claiming benefits is rising faster than at any point in our history” (Wilson, 2020). The 
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response to this so far has been in sound bite exhortations to; “build, build, build”, alongside general talk of 

a Roosevelt style New Deal. We have yet to hear about a coherent strategy for coping with the immediate 

outfall of soaring unemployment – especially among the young – let alone about the principles to be adopted 

for a sustainable and socially inclusive future recovery59. 

5.2.3 Closures and redundancies - the prelude to recession 

Over the last three days of June and into early July the pace of business closures intensified sharply. There 

had been early warnings about the extent of this as companies – particularly in the airline (Meyer, 2020) 

and tourism60 sectors – had signalled to government the scale of their potential difficulties.  Most were 

looking for some form of public assistance. With the previously announced tapering of the furlough scheme 

and the need under legislation to give notice of redundancies, a worrying list of businesses had determined 

that they could not go on or needed seriously to trim their workforce.  

The flood of announcements of closure is becoming redolent of the manufacturing losses of the early 1980s 

with weekly lists of business failures – then mostly in manufacturing. Unsurprisingly, this time it is the retail 

and hospitality sector leading the way with high street brands like Oasis, Warehouse, T.M. Lewin and 

Harvey’s Furniture, joining the shopping centre owner Intu as the latest additions to a list of closures that 

was already a long one in the sector before the advent of Covid-1961. This came on the same day that John 

Lewis announced forthcoming store closures, Harrods declared 700 job cuts, Bella Italia closed 91 outlets 

with the loss of 1,900 jobs.  

Even before Covid-19, the anticipated hollowing out of shop-based retail was already well on its way62. The 

‘sameness’ of the British retail offer in shopping malls meant that earlier chain store closures (such as 

British Home Stores, and more recently Debenhams) had left malls with empty spaces looking like a mouth 

with missing teeth. This was accompanied by the demise of small shops on the ‘high street’ (Moore, 2018). 

The recovery from lockdown is destined to make this visual manifestation much more widespread. 

Some fast food suppliers in particular niches are finding conditions difficult and making redundancies. The 

virtual emptying of the air terminals and the rail platforms has seen SSP, the owner of Upper Crust and 

Ritazza, cut half of its 9,000-member workforce. Earlier redundancies included those of Travis Perkins and 

Frankie and Benny’s as out-of-town retail parks begin also to lose their retail players. The consultancy 

business added a name the list as Accenture closed out 900 jobs. On top of this was the list of operations-

site closures associated with the cessation of air travel – Swissport, British Airways, EasyJet and so on, 

and it shows that local job losses in and around the nation’s airport hubs are going to lead on to permanent 

effects on what were previous growth hubs.  

The same is the case with retrenchments at Rolls Royce and most recently at the Airbus site in North 

Wales. All of these events will have employment and income multiplier effects. The impact on local labour 

markets around the UK is going in some cases to be extreme and it is still far too early to say how much 

further this will go. This one paragraph, representing  the last few weeks but - mostly one day - of closure 

and redundancy announcements, has to alert us to the seriousness of what lies ahead. If Phase One was 

 
59 In computing terms, the government cannot simply apply ‘control, alt, delete’ to restart the previous operating 

system. The previous system was horribly affected by the virus that no anti-virus programme was able to detect. 

Neither can the previous system be made resilient by a disconnected series of software patches (the sticking-plaster 

approach). More, a new operating system is needed where a systematic series of program updates need to be 

activated.  
60 https://www.statista.com/statistics/1104835/coronavirus-travel-tourism-employment-loss/  
61 The news about retail closures is documented at https://www.retailgazette.co.uk/blog/category/all/coronavirus/  
62 https://www.retailresearch.org/retail-crisis.html  

https://www.statista.com/statistics/1104835/coronavirus-travel-tourism-employment-loss/
https://www.retailgazette.co.uk/blog/category/all/coronavirus/
https://www.retailresearch.org/retail-crisis.html
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the virus event itself (still ongoing) then Phase Two is rapidly unfolding. A concerted effort is going to be 

needed at all levels of government and society to imagine the challenges to come and move quickly to 

prepare for the worst of them. 

A real existential fear is that many of the country’s more vulnerable places will rank high on the list for the 

most seriously impacted - as unemployment is distributed unevenly across geographies. As Andrés 

Rodríguez-Pose warned us back in the “better days” of 2018, the patterns of deprivation and poor jobs was 

more than just an economic risk: 

“The rapid rise of populism represents a serious and real challenge to the current economic and 

political systems. The stakes are exceptionally high and there is no time for business as usual. The 

array of solutions is, however, limited. Doing nothing is not an option, as the territorial inequalities 

at the root of the problem are likely to continue increasing, further stirring social, political and 

economic tensions.” (Rodríguez-Pose, 2018) 

Previous labour market policies for the most disadvantaged failed to offer the necessary social and 

economic resilience to cope with the existing situation, let alone a pandemic. The warning is stark – tackling 

inequality, social and geographical – is going to be one of the most critical challenges in the recovery. 

Soundbites like “levelling up” may have their place for aspiration - but will not substitute for some hard 

thinking about how to address what has become a defining feature of the advanced economies for past 

decades (Piketty, 2020). Returning to past labour market, fiscal and social welfare policies will not help to 

‘build back better’. 

Despite all this, we are at a moment when all the users of the complex, hyper-connected system that is the 

contemporary economy and society can take time out and begin to reappraise what they might want from 

it in the future. A comprehensive system re-design presents itself as a real possibility – since we are faced 

with dramatic change in any case. While it is as yet hard to speculate on what that future might look like 

(and we aim to contribute here), we can at least see what might have been the likely pathway from what 

we know about some of the observable pre-pandemic trends that we would have faced anyway. This can 

offer a basis on which to begin re-thinking what else we might want to consider post-pandemic. We will use 

this as a narrative device for what follows. Our overall purpose is to take some thoughts about this into one 

particular question; ‘facing the prospects of mass unemployment, and potentially dramatic shifts in 

demands for skills and competences, how will policy need to respond?’.  

5.3 Covid-19: New Challenges for Work and Workplaces 

5.3.1 An opening for the intensive application of new job replacing technologies 

When the virus episode is over, the deep transformation of work (Graetz, 2020) and society (ECONOMIST, 

2019c) going on under the influence of the digital technologies is likely to be exaggerated and move forward 

in disruptive ways (Harford, 2020b). The development of  Artificial Intelligence (AI), Robotics, video and 

networking technologies and 3-D printing was already transforming workplaces, transport networks, and 

platforms for production before the pandemic. Now, as balance sheets come under severe pressure from 

lockdown, moves to replace expensive humans (with all their idiosyncrasies of needing holidays, being off 

ill, and wanting salary increases) with technologies that can replace them (robots working 24 hours a day 

etc. and not complaining when they are replaced) are likely expected to increase sharply.  

This is not, of course, a one-way street. The evidence of past technological revolutions indicates that more 

jobs are – in the long run - likely to be created overall than are lost. However, the real concern for us now 

is that on the way to this better state of things, we will have to pass through a challenging period where the 
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gains and losses play out in even greater extremes from place to place. This was going to be the case 

before Covid-19. To get some sense of the scale of the shutdown that unfolded, the ILO has been 

monitoring the global labour market impact of Covid-19, noting (June 29) that “there was a 14 per cent drop 

in global working hours during the second quarter of 2020, equivalent to the loss of 400 million full-time 

jobs (based on a 48-hour working week)” (ILO, 2020).  

The need for restored and new jobs to cope with this order of potential loss is so great that no simple going 

back to where we were is likely to fit the bill. New jobs from the ongoing ‘Fourth Industrial Revolution’ will 

arise but the numbers needed over the required timescale are unlikely to be forthcoming. On top of this, 

past experience shows that this is generally not for the same people and in the same places where jobs 

are lost and new ones arise (Rodríguez-Pose, 2018). What seems highly likely is that there will be even 

greater polarisation in labour market opportunity, both by occupation and place in the post-virus world. 

High-end, well-paid jobs will continue to be created more easily for those with the requisite and flexible skill 

sets.   

At the same time, large numbers of the formerly more secure jobs will disappear, as we are already seeing, 

while many low-wage, low-skill, low-attachment jobs will emerge. A graphic example of this can be seen in 

the move of ‘customer-facing’ jobs in high streets to AI controlled warehouses, where ‘picking and placing’ 

(increasingly by robots) displaces workers and to ‘algorithmically managed’ home delivery services 

(Inagaki, 2019, Thomas, 2020). This is a process capable of raising serious instability in the context of the 

pandemic recovery. Going forward, waiting for market forces alone to deliver what is needed will not fill the 

bill. As in the depression of the 1930s and the Post-War period after 1945, the state will be needed to step 

in. 

5.3.2 Deeper penetration of online shopping 

A widely experienced shift in consumer behaviours before the pandemic - and now one almost universally 

adopted under lockdown – was where the regular shopping basket was sourced over the internet and where 

delivery was organised by advanced logistics technologies to produce goods and services at the front door 

(ECONOMIST, 2019a). Online delivery of everything from groceries, through clothing and general shop 

goods to pizzas, and ‘high end’ meals (for example Michelin starred restaurants starting delivery of meals 

(Hancock and Cundy, 2020)) or packaged meal ingredients was already making inroads appearance before 

the end of 2019; especially for busy, two-worker households where commuting took substantial time out of 

the diurnal schedule: “The recipe box sector has been one of the few winners in the crisis. Mindful Chef 

has reported a 452 per cent rise in customer numbers since the end of March, as well as a 387 per cent 

increase in its recently launched sideline in frozen meals” (Hancock and Hodgson, 2020). Delivery drivers 

were a fast expanding segment of the labour market even in lockdown.  

Beyond the pandemic, this is set to move to a new, higher, level with an expansion in range and intensity. 

No major retailer is going to survive without travelling along this pathway to some degree. Some features 

will make this even more imperative. For example, how will we ‘try on’ clothes in a future where contagion 

is possible - when they may be ‘infected’ by another person doing the same? This is a problem also for the 

luxury clothes sector where much purchasing has been in person with personalised shopping (Indvik and 

Abboud, 2020). The super-dominance of internet providers like Amazon has been massively enhanced by 

the imposed need to shop online for almost everything.  

As a result of this, and as physical retail outlets reduce in importance, the warehouse logistics, and goods 

delivery sector has expanded considerably. By contrast, liquidations and job losses in high streets, 

supermarkets and most recently shopping malls (see the story of the failure of Intu (BBC, 2020j)) are being 

announced with sad regularity (BBC, 2020f). These bi-polar job shifts are seeing, on the one hand, growth 
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in the technology infused logistics industry and on the other, considerable job losses for retail workers in 

place-based outlets (though not all, as Primark announced new openings on July 2 (BBC, 2020i)).  

Earlier suggestions that worker-replacing technologies in the warehousing and logistics sector would 

appear, have been (for the present perhaps) overturned – with growing recruitment. However, the 

explanation may have more to do with the lead times needed to install new automated infrastructure in the 

distribution centres than a long-term demand for labour. So, there has indeed been a sudden expansion in 

jobs for warehouse (or what Amazon called ‘fulfilment’ centres) staff and delivery drivers (Koetsier, 2020). 

But it is too early to tell how far this trend in recruitment will be maintained.  

In all the sectors affected by the turn to online, it is still likely that in the longer run, the overall balance of 

jobs will be a negative one – not least because the climb out of recession will see consumer disposable 

demand under pressure as unemployment takes its toll, and as the economy struggles to recover. The 

concern is that at both ends – shop retail and warehousing and distribution work – where activity in the past 

was labour intensive, it will no longer be so. Furthermore, wide geographical dispersal was a feature of the 

retail sector but with the demise of high street retail and the growth of large scale and highly automated 

distribution centres this distributed pattern will be profoundly altered.  

5.3.3 Workplaces having to respond to the possibilities for contagion 

Confronted with the impact of Covid-19, employers now have to take on board that humans are potentially 

contagious to each other in many workplace contexts. A single person can infect many others. A good 

recent example is the incident at a German meat packing factory where the conditions were ideal for Covid-

19 (Solomon and Cookson, 2020) – the virus survives well on indoor cool places and maybe transmitted 

through air conditioning. In a production setting “add the challenges of social distancing on a busy 

production line, together with loud machinery forcing staff to raise their voices. Researchers know that 

situations where people sing - or have to shout - increases the chances of them projecting the virus to 

others nearby” (BBC, 2020h). Whether one metre, 1.5 or two, whether wearing a mask or full PPE (Personal 

Protective Equipment), workplace layouts must respond, with spacing, hygiene facilities and adjusted 

circulation routeways. These can present huge potential costs to absorb while restricting plant or office 

capacity well below the previous levels.  

With such restrictions, having people together on site quickly becomes much more expensive (enhancing 

the pressure to look for the technological solutions we have outlined). Furthermore, the new hygiene and 

related requirements are cost impacts coming in just as businesses are facing significant reductions in 

income: the British Chamber of Commerce reports on June 30 that: 

“63% of businesses reported a fall in export sales (8% reported an increase, 29% said they 

remained constant); 73% saw a fall in domestic sales (10% increase, 17% remained constant); 

64% reported a worsening of cashflow (11% saw an improvement, 25% reported no change); 

Investment intentions for services and manufacturing fell to the lowest since BCC records began; 

58% expect their turnover to fall over the next 12 months (25% expect a rise, 17% think it will stay 

the same); In the previous quarter - January to March - 56% of firms were expecting an increase 

in turnover.” (Hotten, 2020) 

From the worker perspective, employees may be less willing to travel, even if the rules allow them actually 

to get to work, and their mode of travel did not put them so much at risk. In general, where it is feasible, 

automation is going to seem a lot more attractive across the board than it did four months ago. What was 

perhaps a gradual five-year programme of investment in worker replacement technologies, has probably 

suddenly became a more immediate priority. Robots can also get software bugs and viruses, and they may 

even become unavailable through hacking and cyber-attacks. They can infect each other through software 
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viral transmission. Security in the one domain may open the door to vulnerability in another. There is even 

the potential for digital transformation pandemic. On 19 June 2020 Australia reported a systematic cyber-

attack that were “were widespread, covering "all levels of government" as well as essential services and 

businesses” and were almost certainly originated by a “state-based actor”. The digital solution may also 

have its limits (BBC, 2020a). 

5.3.4 The transformation of the office: Working from home 

While shopping for basic goods has been transformed into an increasingly online activity, a much more 

systemic transformation has been taking place with respect to the role of the office as a workplace (Gibbens, 

2020). Before the virus arrived, offices were already well down the track of being organised around online 

networks, sophisticated workstations, and nationally and internationally distributed working, but the office 

was still very much at the core of most businesses: see, for example, a ‘vision for the future’ back in 

September 2019 (ECONOMIST, 2019b). Although people increasingly had found that working at home was 

a possibility using digital communications technologies, it was not at that stage a requirement. 

Presenteeism in offices was still the ‘norm’, and with it came the crowded commuter trains and buses, and 

the congested business districts of the major cities.  

The shape of the office in its open plan form, with its hot-desking possibilities and with its on-site video 

conferencing facilities was in most cases still at an early stage of encompassing the possibilities offered by 

technology. The standard driver for open plan office working made financial sense – more people in less 

space and (hopefully) more profit and productivity and easier supervision. As our previous chapters argued, 

the compression and congestion of spaces in cities and offices had unconsciously offered the Covid-19 

virus a perfect transmission environment and this has impacted mindsets. 

While people were unable physically of go to work, the disciplines, and skills of remote working (both 

technological with Zoom, Teams, remote data access, and social/psychological skills for using the home 

base) emerged, and a massive transformation opportunity opened up. This might have affected as much 

as 40-70 percent of the pre-virus workforce, although it varies across sectors. Managers have had to learn 

new methods for managing their virtual teams but, where these have been seen to be successful, whole 

sectors have had the chance to discover the productivity gains to come from this way of working. Many 

businesses, with parts of their pre-virus activity assigned to international working through internet platforms, 

discovered that they have a new option – to use people at home (in both senses).  

In the face of the pandemic, many office-focused businesses have already reviewed their staffing location, 

and their travel and mobility arrangements (Gillett, 2020). With the huge lockdown pressures that have 

appeared on their balance sheets, companies have explored ways to use fewer workers with greater 

efficiency. The Covid-19 event will have given the process of change a sharp impetus – in many cases 

against the dire scenario of ‘change or die’ for the firms involved. Emphasising this further, around half of 

the UK workforce discovered that working from home is a feasible option under virus conditions. For 

management, the supervision aspect of the spatially fixed office with its open plan format could be quickly 

taken up by digital forms of surveillance (Murphy, 2020). In some cases, it was, however, still a regulatory 

requirement to have an authorised office location. There were some issues as we noted previously, such 

as the challenge in maintaining security of business IPR, and privacy regarding sensitive data. In some 

cases, regulations required that certain business activities could only take place in secure office locations 

(Masters, 2020). 

Over time, many of the less obviously convertible office roles such as basic research (ECONOMIST, 

2018b), marketing and promotion and even HR have begun to respond to the fast-emerging possibilities of 
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Artificial Intelligence (AI) and Virtual Reality (VR) where the pandemic has seen an acceleration in exploring 

more sophisticated collaboration platforms and devices, using virtual and augmented realities: 

“despite advances in video conferencing, ad hoc and informal “water cooler moments” where 

colleagues interact in person are much harder to recreate digitally, making it hard for employees to 

maintain their sense of cohesion with peers and the wider organisation. Tech companies are now 

looking to close that gap.” (Hodge, 2020) 

Nevertheless, as the pandemic has progressed, it is clear that while the ‘office’ is not necessarily consigned 

to history (for example “homeworking can also cause mental stress, with many employees noting “video 

call fatigue” and craving real human interaction. A survey by Monster, the jobs website, found that more 

than 50 per cent of respondents who are teleworking due to the pandemic are experiencing burnout” 

(Espinoza, 2020)), in many cases it will still substantially see a move away from a dominantly place-based 

activity: 

“Last month, Facebook said as many as half its 48,000 employees could be working from home 

within a decade, while Canadian e-commerce firm Shopify followed Twitter in saying its 5,000 

employees could work from home permanently. In the UK, the chief executive of Barclays bank, 

which operates from a tower block in Canary Wharf, has said that “the notion of putting 7,000 

people in the building may be a thing of the past.” (Kollewe, 2020) 

The lockdown experience has provided an unlooked-for opportunity to stress-test organisational viability, 

work continuity, and the experiences of staff working at home as a business process re-engineering option. 

Sharply falling city centre rents also tell us that, going forward, a significant shrinkage in the scale of the 

office sector is likely – at least in the short term and even perhaps the long. The successful pressure from 

business on the Government (in England only initially!) to have social distancing reduced to 1+ metres has 

seen space-capacity concerns ease this to some degree, but in many cases this has post-dated the thinking 

about the need to change anyway. The office as we knew it in February 2020 will have gone through a 

process likely to change its function, form, purpose and even location.  

From the employment perspective overall, an automation trend fuelled by advances in AI and robotics, that 

was slowly working its way through the labour market pre-virus has been given a considerable boost. What 

could not be prefigured at the right scale, however, was what would specifically happen to the office as a 

place of work.  Two forces can be seen as underpinning this: those changes we have just outlined, but on 

top of them a potentially far-reaching shift in the preferences of the office workers themselves. Many will 

have discovered that there is a way of life beyond the congested daily commute to the centre and will look 

more closely at working from home in more attractive and liveable surroundings beyond the urban core. 

Evidence of this already coming though in real estate home search data (the market for country houses in 

Dorset and Wiltshire had been reported as being very buoyant).  

Combining all these forces together, the geography of the city is undergoing a transformation - though we 

are, as yet, far from clear about an emerging shape. This decentralisation trend will bring with it another 

wave of change as those local activities that service the office clientele – city centre restaurants, bars, take-

aways and so on - lose a good deal of their market. Theatre and entertainment venues are among the worst 

hit by lockdown(Brigham, 2020). How cities will respond to such challenges may require more sensitive 

governance and greater autonomy than before:  

“… cities need to run themselves for the post-covid era. They are already grappling with how to 

move millions of people when nobody wants to squeeze onto crowded buses and trains. Some 

have bold plans for expanded networks of bike paths, and have erected plastic barriers to 

encourage walkers to occupy the roads. This is encouraging. But cities that fear commuters will 

drop trains and buses for private cars, clogging the roads, would do even better to manage demand 
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by pricing driving and parking more highly. Cities also need more autonomy .. National 

governments and states will need persuading that cities should have more power, especially as 

many will also be begging for money.” (ECONOMIST, 2020a) 

5.3.5 Manufacturing and production: The impact of the pandemic on global solutions 

and emerging national rivalries 

Another area where change was rapidly underway before 2020, and will be likely now to intensify, was in 

how production was geographically distributed and connected up through ‘just in time’ supply chains. ‘Just 

in time’ manufacturing, facilitated by supply chains that delivered components to a factory only hours before 

they were used, originated in Japan in the 1960s63. Driven partly by the lack of available land for 

development and avoiding locking capital up in warehouses of components; just-in-time was accelerated 

by the digital transformation - enabling the ‘joining up’ and integration of information without the friction of 

space – one of original enablers of globalisation. Alongside changing transportation possibilities, in 

particular massive ships and containerisation64, global electronic digital networking had brought us the 

complexly integrated world of ‘just in time’ just before the pandemic arrived. This same dynamic, fully 

integrated, hypermobile global system also brought us Covid-19, as we explored in earlier chapters.  

Before the system was forced to come to a partial halt65 to cope with the emergency, things were already 

beginning to change. The economic power of China in the global economy was becoming an issue – both 

strategically and for home country workers in certain sectors. This was giving rise to more nationalistic 

responses around the world but particularly in the USA (for example (ECONOMIST, 2018a)). For decades, 

China, perceived as a source of cheap, compliant, and flexible labour, had attracted a significant share of 

the global manufacturing base. Even before the pandemic seriously disrupted extended supply chains, 

potential trade and IPR wars were making an appearance (Rosenbaum, 2019). The open trading 

environment without close regulation that had emerged in world trade also attracted the attention of those 

with concerns about global warming (Vandette, 2020), forcing the logistics industry to start taking action66.  

When Covid-19 hit, the system where many of the wealthier countries had allowed the globalised division 

of labour to lead to home deindustrialisation in favour of a shift to a services-based economy found 

themselves desperately exposed (again something that had been in play beforehand but whose impact 

was played down). Many countries discovered that they had left themselves with inadequate capability to 

build adequate stocks of PPE (Singh, 2020).They also had no domestic capability to manufacture a range 

of the products that were suddenly needed – from the most basic (face masks and scrubs) to the most 

sophisticated (ventilators and pressurised oxygen delivery systems).  

Looking desperately to source products internationally, businesses and governments found themselves in 

intense competition with each other. There had already been some concern about the way the dominant 

global producers had configured their production facilities. We see this now, where a single country (the 

USA) dominant in the critical medicines sector; “bought up almost the entire global supply of one of two 

drugs used to treat coronavirus” (SKY, 2020). The story of the scramble to produce a vaccine – with 19 

different variants currently under scrutiny in the race to be first – is yet to play out in this environment as 

the successful ones move to production and delivery67. Supply chain risk has therefore become a hot topic. 

 
63 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Just-in-time_manufacturing  
64 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Containerization  
65 While us ‘humans’ had to remain in our accommodation, governments did allow some continuation of movement 

and supply chains, particularly food and medicines, or the economy would have broken down. 
66 https://www.allynintl.com/en/news-publications/entry/supply-chain-its-environmental-impact  
67 As of July 3rd, 140 potential vaccines were being researched, delivery estimates ranged from 12-18 months.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Just-in-time_manufacturing
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Containerization
https://www.allynintl.com/en/news-publications/entry/supply-chain-its-environmental-impact
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On June 17th, the French government indicated that it was going to look closely at its dependence on 

outside global sourcing for key pharmaceuticals (Laidi, 2020) and for some components of health 

equipment.  

The key question for the longer run future of work is just how far is it likely that the jobs lost overseas will 

be coming back as a means of developing supply chain resilience (where countries look inwards to 

production). In some sectors this seems clearly to be the case. Overall, it is still very hard to see how these 

new ‘trade wars’ will develop. Given the fact that Covid-19 is a quintessential ‘global’ problem, retreating 

into national silos may not be the best way of building resilience against future pandemics. Indeed, those 

countries that have responded best to the pandemic are those that have built strong policies (often based 

on experience with SARS, MERS, or EBOLA) and who share and coordinate at the international level 

(ECONOMIST, 2020c). It is simply too early to call how the impact of the virus on globalisation will play out. 

5.3.6 Prospects for nearshoring through technology innovations 

For some time, we have been hearing about “nearshoring” – production retreating from being globally 

configured to being brought back home and closer to the end-consumer. Once again, new technology 

comes into the equation. For businesses taking reasoned decisions about future supply chains, the 

potential of some digital technologies can be highly attractive. For example. developments in 3-D printing 

(3dp) may well chime in with other aspects of the post virus world. As with all technologies, however, there 

is a need to avoid hype and consider realities. Back in 2011, the Economist advised about 3dp that it was: 

“a technological change so profound will reset the economics of manufacturing. Some believe it 

will decentralise the business completely, reversing the urbanisation that accompanies 

industrialisation. There will be no need for factories, goes the logic, when every village has a 

fabricator that can produce items when needed.” (ECONOMIST, 2011) 

Such developments have not yet transpired, but it is clear that the technology offers ground-breaking 

possibilities. There is even the potential for human organs to be produced using it (Pooler, 2019). Its costs 

make it highly affordable. It is not only big business that can make use of 3-D printing (3dp); schools and 

universities were using it to print personal protective equipment (PPE) during the pandemic (BBC, 2020e, 

Edinburgh, 2020). This single example illustrates the potential innovative and production capacity that could 

potentially exist at local levels, that is if it could be harnessed effectively. The future is still opening up and 

the possibilities are enormous. 

As an example, this capability to reassign some key aspects of production to the local setting might well 

take a step jump upwards in response to the new sense of vulnerability and to a general review of just-in-

time supply chains. While the capabilities of 3dp are just at the threshold of mass application, it may well 

form a major component in the transformation of the production sectors. What is already clear is the real 

potential to enable the ‘just-in-time’ manufacturing of components on site without depending on extended 

physical supply chains. These new techniques and approaches have the potential to throw up entirely new 

kinds of products and production systems in ways that are as yet genuinely futuristic. 

Even before the possibilities of 3dp arrive, the possibility if using it to replace international supply chains 

had already been identified in those sectors where fashion and the need quickly to follow trends gives 

market advantage. The recent issues surrounding the Leicester virus outbreak open a window on what – 

on the downside – this process might involve for fast fashion (O'Connor, 2020). In part, this reflects a 

change in the price of labour in those countries in the Far East whose wage rates have been responding to 

the emergence of a new better paid middle-class. Even where opportunities continue for global clothing 

and textile producers to find cheap labour, these may not be so attractive on the other side of the pandemic. 
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Another of the possibilities of the pandemic episode is that it might lead to more intensive consideration of 

the option of bring production back home to the UK.  

However, returning this could have devastating economic impacts on the countries thus far used for their 

cheap labour: for example, “Global remittances are projected to decline sharply by about 20 percent in 2020 

due to the economic crisis induced by the Covid-19 pandemic and shutdown” (WORLD, 2020), this may 

result in “undoing years of progress in curbing global poverty” (ECONOMIST, 2020b). So, simply de-linking 

the supply chains, and localising production, may end up in more parts of the world having a greater risk of 

contagious illnesses, exacerbating the risks of future pandemics.  

The question arising from this necessarily selective review of what changes to domestic labour markets 

COVID-10 will bring is, ‘on the other side of the crisis what will work look like, what jobs will survive, what 

will be lost and how can the right kinds of jobs for the future be created’? If the answer to this is ‘more of 

the same before the event’ then we are failing to address the downside of where we were going. 

5.4 Conditions for Labour: Growing Insecurity and Shifting Skills Needs 

5.4.1 The job and income losses of lockdown 

One of the most significant Covid-19 shocks to date - apart from the excess deaths it caused - is how many  

workers have lost their jobs and, as we saw in Section 1.3, how many more will be joining them. The 

Government furlough scheme has done a great deal to cushion the immediate impact on the workforce to 

this point: “As of June 28, 2020, approximately 9.3 million jobs, from 1.1 million different employers were 

furloughed”68. The Claimant Count measure of UK unemployment (as of 16 June data) had increased in 

May 2020 to 2.8 million. This represented a monthly increase of 23.3% and an increase of 125.9%, or 1.6 

million since March 2020” (ONS, 2020d). The US data are staggering - with 47.2% of adults jobless as of 

early July (Li, 2020). Given the redundancies being announced late in June the expectation is that this trend 

will continue. 

Relating back to what was said earlier about the generalised process of inserting more worker-replacing 

technologies into the workplace, this scale of severance presents a clear opportunity for a more gradual 

process to be stepped up. Once the worker-occupants of a given job task are no longer present, 

consultation and potential compensatory payments drop out. Whether technology is involved or not ‘hired 

back’ workers can be faced with new terms and conditions. We are seeing clear evidence of this approach 

already with British Airways (Fenton, 2020) and Ryanair (Heaphy, 2020) seeking to re-recruit furloughed 

staff on less favourable terms and conditions. Any transformation that was going on or under consideration 

beforehand will find a context ripe for acceleration as the recovery from the pandemic proceeds.  

By income group and by occupation, the effects of both the virus and lockdown have varied enormously 

and so will the longer run impacts be when recovery takes place. Early estimates were that around 50 

percent of those in the higher income brackets could work from home (as compared with 10 percent of 

those on low incomes). Not all of those will be continuing to do so.  By the week of July 3 those still working 

from home had “dropped to 29%, from 33%” (ONS, 2020c): employers may have begun to call people back 

but for many this may be a voluntary return in the face of  “a strain on personal relationships (21%) or that 

“working from home was difficult (13%)”. 

 
68 https://www.statista.com/statistics/1116638/uk-number-of-people-on-furlough/  

https://www.statista.com/statistics/1116638/uk-number-of-people-on-furlough/
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By employee group, it is clear where the biggest hit of both the virus and lockdown has landed to date - on 

those lower income earners who cannot work from home. In terms of propensity to be infected an ONS 

study of potential exposure (ONS, 2020e, ONS, 2020a) showed that the bulk were in those activities where 

close contact was essential – nurses, medical practitioners, nursing auxiliaries, care workers and home 

carers and AHPs, physiotherapists, occupational therapists, ambulance staff and so on. With the exception 

of the doctors, the bulk of these are workers in occupations where wages are low. They will still be in high 

demand.  

Beyond the core of these ‘essential health-based services’ directly involved in care; low paid workers are 

the most affected (by infection risk and) by lockdown either directly or indirectly (employees in cafes and 

restaurants and the high streets and public transport generally, security guards, construction workers, plant 

operatives, cleaners, taxi drivers, bus drivers, chefs and retail workers). An ONS Report for 26th June 

shows, how many of these people were in jobs that put them in harm’s way. 

“Among women, four specific occupations had raised rates of death involving Covid-19, including 

sales and retail assistants (15.7 deaths per 100,000 women, or 64 deaths). Because of the higher 

number of deaths among men, 17 specific occupations were found to have raised rates of death 

involving Covid-19, some of which included: taxi drivers and chauffeurs (65.3 deaths per 100,000; 

134 deaths); bus and coach drivers (44.2 deaths per 100,000; 53 deaths); chefs (56.8 deaths per 

100,000; 49 deaths); and sales and retail assistants (34.2 deaths per 100,000; 43 deaths).” (ONS, 

2020a) 

Many people in precarious forms of employment will also be among those who have either fallen through 

the net of the Chancellor’s support schemes or are waiting for the benefit system to respond. As we move 

from lockdown to recovery, the government has been quick to restore punitive sanctions in the context of 

welfare benefits (a move that surely cannot be justified where the number of available jobs has fallen so 

drastically). In this context the evidence is that: “More than 3 million people in Britain are going hungry 

because of the coronavirus crisis, according to new research showing that stark drops in income have 

pushed many families into poverty during the lockdown” (Staton and Evans, 2020). With the evidence now 

emerging of the long run damage to employment prospects, it might be reasonable to expect that this is 

destined to increase. 

5.4.2 A wider scale of negative impacts right across the occupational spectrum 

Evidence from both the US and the UK is that the employment and wellbeing impact of Covid-19 may be 

felt across a wide spectrum of society. Those at the top of the salaries/savings ladder, still remaining fully 

employed, or currently being ‘furloughed’ (and receiving up to a 80% of their wage/salary up to a fixed 

monthly ceiling), may well be able to absorb the impact in the short term. Many of them will, however, be 

seriously concerned about what happens to their employment situation when the state subsidy drops out 

and they have to re-engage with their employers.  

The Office for Budget Responsibility report of 14th April (OBR, 2020) offered little comfort with a forecast 

of a dramatic fall in output and a massive rise in unemployment over the next two quarters. Nothing since 

then will have improved that dire prospect. ONS figures (June 22) reported “The monthly decline in GDP in 

April 2020 (-20.4%) is three times greater than the fall experienced during the 2008 to 2009 economic 

downturn. During the global financial crisis, from the peak in February 2008 to the lowest point of March 

2009, a total of 13 months, GDP contracted 6.9%” (ONS, 2020b). This was the sharpest decline in more 

than 40 years (Elliott, 2020).   

The sudden shift from job retention to redundancy for many people whose jobs were assured at the start 

of lockdown, will see the damage from the pandemic impacting on people whose ex-ante expectations 
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allowed them to take on significant household and mortgage debt . These are generally the people whose 

jobs are those normally the ones young people would hope to occupy in their future careers. They occupy 

the upper middle range of the income distribution - accountants, lawyers, marketing executives, events 

managers, Public Relations and HR specialists. Normally, their position in the occupational hierarchy gives 

them significant resilience in times of economic stress.  

This time, however, they are right to feel vulnerable that they are facing the uncertain future. It is a feature 

of this group they are normally highly geared with mortgage debt and loan finance for cars and luxuries like 

expensive holidays. They are critically important to the economy for their propensity to spend from this 

assumed position of security. Lose this, and the economy has a serious demand side shortfall that will 

impact across the board. The Chancellor of the Exchequer has a difficult decision to make about the post-

lockdown transition in respect of this set and it is no surprise that late in June the ‘economy’ began to 

overtake the public health in government messaging – not without opposition from the scientific community 

(Craig, 2020). Restoring the ‘relatively normal’ on 4th July was a gamble because the worries about the 

economy in part overrode the precautionary principle about the infection risks, particularly when the UK 

ability to ‘track and trace’ has been so poor, and remains without a viable working smartphone App 

(Burgess, 2020).   

Loss of jobs by those normally at the very bottom of the labour market will have much less impact on 

demand side shortfalls in the level of consumer income. However, the people involved have been much 

less able to build up financial resilience and may quickly descend into poverty. Younger workers among 

them, especially those leaving education and entering the labour market, have been most likely to lose their 

jobs in this crisis. For the young starting out there will be a high price to pay - thrusting many of them into 

a situation where many need (if they can) to return to the family home. After lockdown, these young starters 

will be seeking to find work against a rapid rise in general unemployment. The lessons of the 1980s about 

how to absorb the young into work or additional skills and learning will need to be re-examined to see how 

to deal with the problem.  

Research carried out by Kings College and Ipsos Mori (April 9) noted that, while the policy of lockdown was 

broadly accepted, there were clear anxiety impacts: 

“Half of those surveyed (49%) said they had felt more anxious and depressed than normal. Over a 

third (38%) said they were having trouble sleeping and more than a fifth of people (22%) said they 

were already facing significant money problems or were almost certain to do so in the near future. 

Among workers, 16% said they had either already lost their job or were very likely to do so in the 

near future.” (KCL, 2020) 

It is absolutely clear that a very substantial share of the working population is more vulnerable than ever 

before to shocks of any kind . More than this; since average wages have been flat in real terms since 2008 

there has been little opportunity for most people to build up any substantial form of financial resilience . 

Sounding the alarm as job losses mount69, the Resolution Foundation called on the government to continue 

subsidising the wages of workers in the sectors of the economy hardest hit by the Covid-19 crisis until at 

least the end of 2021 (Partington, 2020). 

5.4.3 Impacts on precarious jobs in the platform and gig economy 

In an earlier paper we pointed out that around 25 to 30% of employees in employment were to be found in 

low-paid, non-standard, and often precarious jobs. We have just shown that these are likely to be 

experiencing the most damaging short-term impact of the lockdown measures. Many of these workers are 

 
69 https://www.theguardian.com/business/job-losses  

https://www.theguardian.com/business/job-losses
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attached to the so-called ‘platform economy’ - a global marketplace for labour articulated by the Internet to 

put workers across the world in a position to perform online service tasks of a relatively simple nature, or 

(for example with Uber) to be reliant on a platform to secure work, but also being self-employed and without 

the usual protections of employment contracts.  

The platform economy was just one part of a wholly new re-shaping feature for employment before the 

pandemic – with the rise of what has variously been called the gig economy, the sharing economy, digital 

work, on-demand work, and platform work70. Difficult concisely to define, it is characterised by the 

prevalence of short-term contracts or freelance work, as opposed to permanent jobs, usually where 

relations between workers and employers are intermittent and where most work lies outside the stability 

and protection of a clear contract. With these new flexibilities, the labour market is much more 

sensitive/responsive – contingent to - changes in the overall economy.    

Part of the rationale for this form of labour is that downswings see a faster response time - with labour much 

more easily laid-off and sub-contracts adjusted to the new circumstances. Upswings can also be followed 

more flexibly - but probably at a rather slower rate. For workers in this marketplace a sense of how quickly 

their fortunes could be dramatically altered has become normal since they find themselves invited to shift 

their contract status with reference to competition coming from other parts of the world – often by becoming 

temporary, accepting zero hours, or going into self –employment. By this means, employment is rendered 

more precarious for vastly increased numbers of people. A new class term – the precariat (Standing, 2020) 

– living in poverty while still being in employment, has been adopted to reflect this71. 

As we entered the Covid-19 crisis, a large share of those in work were, then, already in a precarious 

situation and the future for them lacked any hope of sustainability or financial resilience. Many workers 

were dependent on a low wage just to pay their bills, put food on the table and get by. Most had no 

employer-based back-up system to support them when the pandemic arrived. With Covid-19, as we have 

seen, this was the set that had to continue to go to work regardless of the risk to them, to their families and 

to their friends and neighbours.  They did not have the luxury of staying at home or of avoiding public 

transport. It cannot, then, have been a surprise that this is the segment of the population that was earliest 

and hardest hit by the virus and that is figuring in the new secondary outbreaks.  

As we turn to look towards the future, we need to ask ourselves as a society whether – regardless of 

whether or not market approaches demand its existence – we are prepared to take the responsibility for 

the costs of the precarious labour market not just to the individuals involved but to society at large. We 

 
70 “At its core the gig economy is based on application driven platforms that dole out work in parcels – driving, 

delivering, cleaning are the most popular – where work is sourced and delivered over the internet/cloud.  It is modern 

form of piece work – paid by piece delivered/order fulfilled. It can also apply more widely to any work contracted over 

the internet and carried out remotely.” KOBIE, N. 2018. What is the gig economy and why is it so controversial? 

Wired.com. Published September 14. Available: https://www.wired.co.uk/article/what-is-the-gig-economy-meaning-

definition-why-is-it-called-gig-economy. [Accessed July 6 2020]. 
71 “Forbes in its Global Analysis (2015) in highlighting the rise of what it called the “temporary workers” phenomenon 

made the following arresting statement: “Mass hiring of temporary workers is not just a retail thing.  It’s happening 

everywhere – all classes of work from the executive suite to field labourers in every industry across the globe”. In a 

study of the US Workforce 2020 the following are estimates of the use of temporary workers by different sectors 

showing the penetration of this form of working. In all, 82% of Retail employers used temporary workers. The 

equivalent for Financial Services was 81%; Healthcare 81% and Public Service Agencies 86%. It is suggested that 

the total share of self-employed workers in the US economy may rise to as much as 40 percent by 2020”. Cited in 

LLOYD, P. E. 2019. Work and Employment in the Information Economy: Deep Transformations with Polarising 

Spatial Outcomes. Peter Lloyd Associates. Published December. Available: https://www.peter-lloyd.co.uk/papers-

and-blogs/. [Accessed February 3 2020].  
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entered the pandemic with a rate of inequality among the highest in the advanced nations. Covid-19 has 

both revealed the extent of this and the direct and collateral costs of its existence.  

Having discovered that our neighbour’s health is important to our own in ways we could not have imagined, 

this is surely a time to look closely at whether or not the continued, unregulated growth of a fast-growing 

segment of the workforce dependent on precarious work is acceptable. If, on recovery, jobs are to grow 

again but a substantial share of them are to be precarious in the ways just described then we should take 

into account the social and political costs.   

5.4.4 Shifting skills needs 

Conditions for middle income workers used to stable and sustainable jobs had been undergoing change 

for some time before the pandemic hit. Technological innovations were already having a significant impact. 

The process known as “hollowing out” was seeing many of the more established clerical, secretarial and 

administrative jobs in both the private and public sector giving way to automated office solutions. Futures 

forecasters were already predicting further job replacement – particularly in the services, both private and 

public.  

During 2019, however, there were signs from among many major employers that they were suffering skills 

shortages (ONS, 2019). Gaps being identified were not in these more routine activities that the new 

technologies were continuing to affect, but for what they described as “soft” skills (EDGE, 2019). Their issue 

appeared to be that they could not recruit the intelligent; adaptable and socially competent people they 

were finding themselves short of. Despite the more gloomy forecasts of job losses in some of the core 

sectors of the economy, unemployment rates were generally down and there was no longer a pool of people 

they could filter to find staff for some key areas of shortage.  

The advent of the pandemic has changed all that. Low unemployment rates are a thing of the past and the 

demand side for labour has been transformed. Businesses are looking to shed labour rather than recruit 

and uncertainty surrounds the whole situation. The question of the moment is not what skills sets do we 

need to add; it is more one of ‘as we shed staff in numbers, which staff and skills shall we keep?’ It is too 

early to tell but a reasonable prospect is that the ‘hollowing out’ process will continue and it will be middle 

and upper management who might be called upon to leave the organisation.  

Past experience suggests that when a shake-out of workers in this set takes place (as with de-

industrialisation episodes in the past) workers separated from higher status job tend, in looking for work, to 

“trade down” the labour market in jobs of a lesser standing. In this ‘bump down’ process they may find 

themselves replacing or shutting out workers in lower skilled or disadvantaged groups. It may be that the 

unemployment outcomes that result do not appear for the set made redundant but in lower status workers 

– adding to the pool of the already disadvantaged.  

One area where pre-virus employment trends had already seen a dramatic shedding of labour in the UK 

was the public service sector. A decade of politically motivated austerity resulted in swingeing annual cuts 

in the Local Authorities and Public Health. Tragically, many areas of the NHS saw a hollowing out of a 

cohort of what in regular times would have been regarded as stable; secure and sustainable jobs (Singh, 

2020). The drive for privatisation had seen a transfer of what would have been job openings in the public 

sector to a cluster of private-for-profit enterprises. Many expanded by means of non-standard, low wage 

employment contracts.  

Restoring the public finances after the Financial Crash had a far greater impact on the middle segment of 

the UK labour market than those slower moving changes coming from the new technologies. Here, as 

people are encouraged to “clap for the NHS and key workers (quickly put in place, and just as quickly 
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forgotten (BBC, 2020c))” public pressures to change the conditions of employees may have acquired much 

greater political weight and we may hope for some re-evaluation in terms of wages and conditions. 

5.4.5 Summary: A bleak scenario of job loss 

The prospect before the UK, most analysts suggest for two years at the least, is for much less available 

work and significantly more unemployment with suggestions of up to 5 million. Many of those affected will 

be young and well-educated – leaving schools and colleges with little prospect of a start in the workforce 

as well as those on the first rungs of the career ladder being suddenly separated from their jobs. There are 

bound, however, to be large numbers with lower educational achievement on leaving school who will 

struggle to get a start.   

An entire cohort of 18-24 year olds is going to have their prospects seriously blighted. They will be joining 

hundreds of thousands in the more mature age groups – singles, family formers, mature and experienced 

employees and those close to retirement.  Many of these will have had no prior experience of losing their 

job and will be thrust into job search and Universal Credit for the first time.  The workers for whom severance 

can come quickly and with no cost to the employer will be those already in the precarious labour market 

where contract conditions carry no guarantees beyond the work already in hand. As was pointed out earlier, 

one of the attractive features of the non-standard, zero-hours contract to employers is that hiring and firing 

can be matched flexibly and virtually instantaneously to demand shifts. The post-virus recession will see 

the earliest and sharpest rises in this subset. 

With the levels of demand in the economy falling so sharply and deeply in response to lockdown, it is also 

reasonable to expect severe (and mostly unheard of) unemployment among early to mid-career 

professionals in things like accountancy, finance, law, management consultancy, events management, 

media (theatre and performance arts) and so on. There are already harrowing tales, so far mostly from the 

US – about queues for foodbanks that see applicants waiting in line in their expensive SUVs, and not just 

a focus on food poverty in poor countries (Lutz, 2020). A number of these losses, such as culture (Pickford, 

2020, Bakare, 2020) and restaurants, arise directly from the pandemic itself where audiences and crowds 

are proscribed any relaxation72 is strictly dependent on social distance73.  

The sharp contraction of the air travel industry, where high seat occupancy is a key part of the business 

model, falls into this set with pressures on both airside and landside jobs (Philip and Mulier, 2020) of all 

kinds now coming through. Similarly, jobs in the public transport sector from tram systems, through train 

travel to buses are having to speculate on how much custom will return even when the current virus episode 

is over (Vella, 2020). Many of these jobs will be expected to come back at this stage – but the concern is 

that in recession not all will and even then people may have decided to shift their views on the necessity of 

travel when other lifestyle choices and modes of interaction  have been seen to work well in practice. 

There is considerable debate on the shape of the recovery period and the duration of the worst effects.  We 

hear of V-shaped (Stubley, 2020) and U-shaped, or W or L or whatever (Hulbert, 2020, REUTERS, 2020)).  

One concern is that L-shaped may be prolonged on the way to U. It is unheard of for all the elements of the 

global and national economy to be simultaneously shut down – not as some kind of economic or financial 

system failure but as a necessary act of policy. The hope is that pick up will be swift, but the fear remains 

 
72 And, relaxation involves not just relaxing the rules of distance, but also relaxing peoples’ fears about going to a 

restaurant again “A study conducted by food hygiene rating website SOTD (Scores on The Doors) has highlighted 

that 30% of consumers are reportedly nervous to set foot back into restaurants.”  https://realbusiness.co.uk/covid-19-

restaurants/  
73 See the previous chapter for a discussion over the mess concerning social distancing. 

https://realbusiness.co.uk/covid-19-restaurants/
https://realbusiness.co.uk/covid-19-restaurants/
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that the combined loss of demand and supply nationally and globally will take some time to become re-

coupled and start to create jobs.  

Since manufacturing generally was not in good shape before the virus on a global basis (China’ spectacular 

GDP growth rates having already fallen back from previous spectacular highs), the recession that many 

were already predicting on the non-pandemic economy may have been “midwifed” into being by Covid-19. 

Consolidation was already afoot in industries that have been the earliest to declare redundancies in 

lockdown - vehicles, aircraft, aero-engines for example. The question is , facing this scenario, what short-

term and long-term policies are needed to cope with it?  Cope we must, since the portents of not doing do 

so are dire.  

5.5 Making an Opportunity out of a Crisis 

5.5.1 Change will come 

Some substantial changes will be needed for the future. Two books, written before the pandemic – Capital 

and Ideology (Piketty, 2020) and Angrynomics (Lonergan and Blyth, 2020) – made it clear that all was not 

well in the ‘old normal’. Piketty was warning that inequality was widespread; pernicious and dangerous, 

while Lonergan and Blyth detailed a combination of adverse economic developments with manifest 

unfairness that has made many people angry. No wonder, once people had time to reflect, there seemed 

little support for the idea of going back. With five months of the pandemic behind us, the argument that, as 

Angrynomics puts it using computer systems terminology, Capitalism 3.0 was not working for everyone 

(except the super-rich) seems easier to take on board.  

When the virus landed there had not yet been a full recovery from the financial crash of 2008. Austerity was 

still in place, and there were dark warnings of a future recession. When Trump became President of the 

US and Johnson became Prime Minister of the UK, the resentment of those who felt “left behind” (BBC, 

2020g) was a key mobilising factor among those who voted for them. The old working classes who had 

earlier seen their worlds upended by deindustrialisation` had come to believe that the parties that 

traditionally represented them had moved on (Wolf, 2020). They were now motivated by the interests of 

highly educated metropolitan and cosmopolitan voters and the ethnic and cultural minorities. What was a 

problem for some became more of a problem for all as good governance became hard to find once the 

pandemic arrived on both sides of the Atlantic ocean. 

Some trends coming through were already making people anxious before Covid-19. There was a concern 

that the new digital technologies would put increasing numbers of jobs at risk and destroy skills that had 

taken years to build, although Tim Harford advised` caution about whether mass job destruction will take 

place: “will the machines take all the jobs in the coming decade? No, and that remains an unhelpful way to 

phrase the question. Machines encroach on tasks, and we reorganise our jobs in response, becoming more 

productive as a result” (Harford, 2020a). It may in the end be that Covid-19 is a greater job destroyer than 

digital technologies.  

Nevertheless, as we have pointed out throughout the paper, the pandemic is likely to have seen an 

acceleration of some of the more challenging features of the "old" normal. In particular, the new AI, robotics 

and internet technologies that were altering high streets and certain workplaces and the communities 

depending on them may well have seen their penetration accelerated. A balanced view, such as that of Tim 

Harford above, would suggest that the new technologies in general will in the longer run create more jobs 

than that they destroy.  
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However, in the short term, their disruptive effects might well give rise to a greater polarisation of society. 

The prospects are that – without some basic changes taking place – this destabilising process will increase 

will serious social and political ramifications. In reacting to these short-run disruptions the opportunity exists 

– to lay down some critical new features for the long run.  Cope with the immediate issue we must, but it is 

vital to think and plan strategically to break out of the path dependence74 that was leading us into trouble 

in the first place. 

5.5.2  A crisis of work and jobs 

In this paper, we have been largely focused on work. Although there is a much wider agenda for futures, 

we shall make our contribution here.  We set out in Section One what just a single day of news told us 

about the scale of the crisis unfolding before us. We logged 12,000 job losses reported in one afternoon. 

This will be probably be the first dramatic step in a process that, as furlough comes to an end, will mount 

up dramatically. What is abundantly clear is that the numbers of jobs available in the post pandemic 

economy will be drastically reduced, and even the most optimistic forecasts suggest that it will be up to two 

years before recovery. It would not be surprising to see that – unless we move to alter it – too many of the 

newly available jobs would be for low wage work and non-standard contracts.  

Many of those hoping to return to their jobs will find that they have been closed out. Throughout, it seems 

clear that these losses will be selective by occupation, by social group and by place. Those people and 

places that came into the pandemic with little resilience will probably experience the most serious outfall.  

Young people in particular will be badly affected (Dias et al., 2020). Their education and training pathways 

have been brutally disrupted and the jobs they had hoped to enter for the first time will have been 

substantially reduced.  

What is needed in the short term is a set of macroeconomic measures to boost the demand side and help 

the economy recover. There will surely also be some quickly assembled programs (redolent of those 

applied in the early 1980s) to absorb the newly unemployed (particularly the young) into ‘meaningful’ 

activity75. But planning for the longer run, it will be important to take a strategic view that moves from 

firefighting to be framed around a re-envisioning of what we mean by ‘work’, its characteristics, and its 

purpose. While the state moves to activate those forced out of work, it is vital to take a significantly different 

view of skills. Simply to attach the young as trainees to existing businesses is clearly one way to go but in 

so doing we need a wider strategy for the development of flexible, adaptable, and transferable skills that 

existing companies may not be in a position to offer.  

As we move forward through the Fourth Industrial Revolution the skills in short supply will be both technical 

and specific but - perhaps more importantly - what (as a classic misnomer) are called ‘soft skills’ (OECD, 

2019). What we must take early steps to avoid is any further movement toward contingent and precarious 

work that makes people and place vulnerable and that as we have seen, can thrust high social cost on 

society at large. This is a lesson that the experience of Covid-19 has surely taught us – our neighbour’s 

physical; mental and financial health is something that has to concern us all (Sandbu, 2020). 

 
74 “Path dependence explains how the set of decisions people face for any given circumstance is limited by the 

decisions they have made in the past or by the events that they experienced, even though past circumstances may 

no longer be relevant”; https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Path_dependence  
75 This chapter was completed on the evening of July 7, prior to the Chancellor of the Exchequer making a statement 

to the House of Commons on July 8. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Path_dependence
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5.5.3 Building new skills for the future out of the crisis 

A strong approach to securing employment under the Fourth Industrial Revolution is to build new skills into 

the population at large and to make provision for people to transition to new work roles76. But education 

(apart from schools opening questions) has been hardly visible on the government agenda for recovery. 

What needs to be thought through for the long term is; what sort of skills, in whose interests, and how can 

those who acquire them have some prospect for progression and decent wages? This needs to be regarded 

as an investment proposition with at least as much weight as Green Energy. We need to take note, while 

doing this, that work in the contingent and precarious labour market offers little scope for progression and 

learning. This is helpful neither to the employees involved nor for the wellbeing of the nation.  

Allowing the open, globalised marketplace to determine how labour is used and rewarded may fit with liberal 

economic theory but it also allows the externalities that derive from it to be transferred to the public domain 

– especially in times like the present. The conditions of the “key workers” is not so much a matter of skills 

but of terms and conditions and wages. Privatisations – particularly in the care sector – need closer scrutiny 

where using this method to achieve public sector cost savings can turn out, in times like the present, to be 

a dangerous false economy where public service workers are transferred to the low paid, contingent labour 

market. 

Looking forward, the debate about skills in general needs to move from the specific (such as the engineers’ 

domain), to the general, to those so-called ‘soft skills’. In doing this, education should move to be recognised 

as the “gold standard” and enhance creativity in young people (Listen to Andreas Schleicher, the head of 

Education at OECD, talking about this issue (Schleicher, 2017)). In the technological sphere, hybrid skills 

are going to be at a premium. Bringing together AI, Machine Learning and Human Intelligence is the way 

to go for a world where even Microsoft suggests that; “65 percent of students today will be doing jobs that 

currently do not exist”. We must do more to use the capabilities of the new technologies to teach and learn 

differently. This is something that the experience of Covid-19 has presented us with as a positive. The virus 

has provoked a move to transfer learning of all kinds into online and blended forms.  

In the same way, communication skills – vital in a rapidly changing information and communication world – 

are being comprehensively re-learned in association with the new technologies77. Once again, the 

pandemic has taken us into new communications methodologies.  People across the board have had to 

step up to use video conferencing, social media, blog, vlog and so on – not just the young. The world of 

publication has shifted sharply – what was the ‘grey’ literature has become the online source for following 

a fast-moving set of events forcing the slower publishing methodologies to respond (faster peer review 

turnaround times). The internet connectivity of the globe has had its upside in enabling us quickly to learn 

the lessons from others. The impact of the virus has, then, like any disaster, led to innovative opportunities 

 
76 The World Economic Forum Paper  “Towards a Reskilling Revolution: A Future of Jobs for All” suggests breaking 

down jobs into a series of relevant, measurable, component parts in order to then systematically compare them and 

identify any gaps in knowledge, skills and experience. They use this to look at how “transitioning out of a particular 

job will be able to bring those capacities into any new roles. The idea has a complex matching methodology to 

support it identifies 958 types of jobs arrayed across a “job fit” matrix to produce “job zones” as clusters of cognate, 

transferable skills as a way of “maximizing productive re-deployment opportunities for workers”. WEF. 2018. Towards 

a Reskilling Revolution: A Future of Jobs for All. World Economic Forum. Published January. Available: 

http://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_FOW_Reskilling_Revolution.pdf. [Accessed May 9 2018]. 
77 Gaming has emerged as a powerful means to support skill building for wider behavioural skills. People need to be 

put in a convivial space to come together and learn together to make a difference. Teachers need to be provided with 

the tools to add gaming and group communication skills to the curriculum. (Minecraft is an early exemplar of what can 

be achieved and enthusiastically adopted by young people as a game and learning tool). 
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– after all, there is little to be gained by returning to a ‘former normal’ if it means inviting another pandemic 

in through open doors by failing to learn. 

The skills people should have - or should be able realistically to aspire to have - need to be those that have 

some meaning beyond the hope of a pay cheque in a local context where jobs are poor quality and wages 

are low. We now know to our cost where that can lead. For future jobs under the digital transformation, an 

educated; flexible and adaptable workforce ready to step up is essential. Now, in the challenging short term 

as we have to spend public funds to activate a pool of the unemployed after the pandemic, is the time to 

raise the game. Activate with open  learning has to be the leitmotif. This is something the state education 

and training policy schemes have a golden opportunity to set in place. 

An essential feature of moving in this direction is that it must be put in place locally. One of the clear failures 

of governance in lockdown has been an obsession with central remedies applied centrally and with recourse 

to private companies to deliver geographically dispersed outcomes. If the failed “track and trace” 

experiment has taught us anything it was that an understanding of the local context is critical for 

effectiveness. The same should be true for the policies that seek to cope with sharply rising (particularly 

youth) unemployment.  

The Active Labour Market Policies (ALMP) of the European Union during earlier phases of mass 

unemployment were successful because they were conceived centrally but articulated locally. As part of 

this, the needs of local employers should be met but not where there is a danger of simply feeding the “low 

level skills equilibrium” (Green, 2012) that traps some places into being a dominantly low skill environment. 

There needs to be a direct programme alongside the business-led agenda to raise skills; confidence and 

aspirations in the workforce78 regardless of the shape of the local economy.  

The gloomy scenarios for the future of jobs; work and employment that post-pandemic commentators might 

offer us should not stand in the way of policy interventions to invest in high level skills.  People generally 

should be given the chance to defeat the doom-mongers’ views of their prospects.  This demands more 

than employment-centred efforts – seeking to expand the wider capabilities and capacities of all the people 

to make something of their lives (regardless of the job or caring role they currently occupy). The more 

challenging the future - not just of work but of good living - the more important it is that from early years to 

adulthood, people should be encouraged and helped to acquire and continue to acquire more education, 

skills and competencies. Lifelong learning is essential to this - not just as an empty slogan - but as a practical 

policy mission.  The McKinsey Report gives this its strong emphasis as a policy recommendation: 

“The old model of front-loading education early in life needs to give way to lifelong learning. Training 

and education can no longer end when workers are in their twenties and carry them through the 

decades.” (Lund et al., 2019) 

The workers of the post-pandemic period will need continuous support to navigate a fast-changing future 

labour market.  Going forward, we clearly need a new kind of supportive infrastructure with a significant 

 
78 The standard England and Wales approach to policy intervention for employment and skills leaves only limited 

scope for the local perspective.  Policy (as well as data) is generally designed to work from top down: National policy 

preferences (national curriculum, STEM, PISA-following, supply side skills measures, apprenticeships); Sector focus 

(sector skills councils, sector employment forecasting) and cascaded funds and prescribed measures downwards 

(college and school funding streams, LEP skills priorities etc). The local input is prescribed as being primarily 

business-led - attached to skills shortages and future needs as the existing cohort of private sector enterprises sees 

it. Intervention will need to be much more refined and genuinely bottom up-informed if we are to avoid places and 

their people suffering alienation and the political consequences that arise from it.  
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degree of local sensitivity that enables workers generally to have some confidence in their future economic 

circumstances.  

Taking this wider view of skill and ‘work readiness’ must also impact on attitudes for access to welfare 

benefits (Conway and Wallace-Stephens, 2019). Training those out of work to access the sort of jobs and 

work that the least favoured places have at present and will most likely have in the post virus future 

(contingent, dependent, low wage, low skill, low sustainability) makes less sense than ever (and punishing 

them for failure is scandalous)79. A policy for lifelong learning and human centred skills development is 

required that is an end in itself. In work, out of work, aspiring to work, finished with work – all should be 

participants in the drive for personal and social betterment in the search for the ‘Good Society’. There is 

much current talk of Universal Basic Income (Tapsfield et al., 2020) or of the Minimum Income Guarantee 

(Stirling and Arnold, 2020) – either or both should be pursued in the context of a strongly linked lifelong 

learning framework. 

Thinking out of the box is essential. Imagine, for example, that “human-centred”, “environmentally 

sustainable” and “socially empathic” were raised to the status of key design principles for education and 

skills training. Imagine that they were given the same order of importance in driving the system as being 

“business-led” has been since the Thatcher-Reagan era. We would be looking at work and employment 

from a very different philosophical starting point. The evidence of this moment is that things are increasingly 

being turned upside down by forces about which we seem to have only partial understanding – let alone 

have control over.  Why not try a little ‘turning upside down’ on behalf of society at large – beginning from 

principles like human dignity, freedom, democracy, equality, the rule of law and respect for equity citizen 

rights? Amartya Sen is clear about this: “A concern with equity in crisis management would lessen suffering 

in many countries now and offer new ideas to inspire us to build a less unequal world in the future. Since 

we are less than half way into the crisis, dare we hope this can still happen?” (Sen, 2020). 

Why not consider the post pandemic digital transformation as a golden opportunity (Thornhill, 2020) to 

design a human-centred future as well as an engine for personal and corporate wealth creation? Changing 

the context for the debate would be a vital first step. 
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 Learning the Lessons for Covid-19 - Opening 

the Door to Local Intervention 

This paper was released on 6 August 2020. 

The Pandemic Summary Timeline – 8 July to 6 August 2020 

9 July – Sport and cultural activities can resume on 11 July subject to distancing etc. restrictions. 

12 July –Michael Gove declares that the wearing of face coverings should not be compulsory. 

14 July – The government announce that face coverings will be compulsory from 24 July in shops and 

supermarkets. 

17 July – The Prime Minister plans for a "significant return to normality" by Christmas. People can now 

use public transport for non-essential journeys. A review is requested about how deaths are recorded 

as being due to Covid-19. 

19 July – The England contact tracing system is not working effectively, with over 50% of people who 

had close contact with a positive tested person had not been contacted. 

23 July – A network of walk-in test centres will be established by October. 

28 July – Stricter restrictions are introduced in Oldham as cases spike. The same occurs in Preston on 

7 August. 

31 July – As cases increase, the Prime Minister has to suspend the easing of restrictions due on 

August 1. 

1 August – Hot summer weather has led to severe crowding problems in holiday locations. 

2 August – Manchester has a serious increase in cases and declares a ‘major incident’ in the health 

service. 

Source: Derived from Wikipedia80 

 

6.1 Looking back at Paper 6 

By the time Paper 6 was written in the first week of August, the most prominent Covid-19 news stories were 

about crowded beaches in a country where the “”staycation” had become the norm under the circumstances 

of the pandemic. Anxiety about the future had been actively reduced by the statement from the Prime 

Minister on 17th of July that there would be “a significant return to normality by Christmas”. We now know 

 
80 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Timeline_of_the_COVID-19_pandemic_in_England  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Timeline_of_the_COVID-19_pandemic_in_England
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to our cost just how overblown that claim turned out to be. Throughout early July, the broad graphs for the 

progression of the pandemic continued to look promising - but towards the end of the month and into August 

we were beginning to hear more about localised hotspots in the north. The government finally began to 

show its concern when the Prime Minister declared major reduction in the proposals to ease restrictions 

over the coming weeks.  

Paper 6 had as its main focus on the twin issues of data and governance. It took the opportunity to look 

back and see how information about the state of the pandemic had been gathered, processed and 

disseminated. What emerged was a story of failure on many levels – spanning the range through what data 

was sought, how it was processed and how it was displayed and disseminated. The defining feature was 

the government’s chosen system for handling the pandemic. This cut across attempts to recover a faithful, 

grounded and realistic understanding of what was going on. We took time to explore this is detail and, as 

we enter a third wave, what was revealed in August 2020 still has lessons for how to proceed – though on 

the data front, at least, we are in far better shape. 

• Toward the end of July, it had not been understood that in many places – particularly in the north - 

contagion had not significantly slowed down. Once this came to light as better data emerged,, 

the prospects for a second wave became much higher than the government had been anticipating 

only weeks before.  

• On August 2nd, the Greater Manchester Combined Authority was moved to declare a “major 

incident” as local spikes bubbled up. This marked a new and significant phase for the debate about 

policy governance.  

• Local case levels, seen through data for those regions that had mayors, provoked calls for variable 

support from the Chancellor. Covid-19 had become a significant player in the north- south debate. 

(this sudden rise in voice from the north was overtaken later when the new variant enveloped the 

south but the debate is simply dormant)   

• Voices were raised yet again particularly amongst the Directors of Public Health for a more 

localised approach to coping with the spread of infection. The opportunity was here, with the data 

to hand, to look again at the strategy for dealing with the virus – and track and trace in particular 

(Only in later in the year did the government fully acknowledge the importance of local 

supplementation to its test and trace scheme).  

• The channels of information on cases had become awkwardly segmented by the binary system 

of management - on the one hand, the public system with hospital derived data; on the other, 

privatised system operating through “test and trace”. A complex system of “pillars” had to be 

brought into play to recognise this – with additional complications for understanding the progression 

of the pandemic (It took months for the private sector “community” tracing system to get up to speed 

– with some spectacular examples of poor data management) .  

• The original centralising, privatising philosophy that was put in place by the government 

seemed impervious to requests for change even in the face of all the new evidence coming forward. 

Decisions made at the very beginning locked government into a path that had profound implications 

- even for the acquisition of data to understand what was going on. 

Paper 6 ended (as the earlier papers had done) with a plea for the pathway of policy governance be 

redirected on the basis of the better data now available. It promoted the case that the local was a critical 

part of any program that aimed to tackle the causalities of contagion at their root. Even now at the end of 

2020, we find the government seemingly unable to divert from its fixated dependence on centralisation, the 

messaging approach, and a closed group in control. Meanwhile, the confidence of the population in the 

ability of the government to manage the crisis has continued steadily to fall away. In early August, 
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messaging was having less impact and the virus was beginning to widen its spread across the community 

on the way to the second wave. 

 

6.2 Introduction 

This paper started out as an academic critique of the data that were available to assess the impact of Covid-

19 at local levels. We had been asking ourselves a number of questions about this because - even as 

researchers in the field - we were struggling with how to assess our own risks of catching the virus where 

we lived. Risks identified at the macro-level seemed to be the focus for central government policy. On that 

basis, we were all asked to: restrict our mobility, observe social distancing, protect those most at risk of 

infection, wear masks, assure strict cleaning practices in workplaces, pubs, restaurants and so on. Like 

most people we complied. However, there was a fundamental question that we struggled to answer:  

• What is the Covid-19 risk relating to me and my immediate community?  

This question is important, because Covid-19 has a detailed geographical incidence. It operates between 

people in their daily lives in the places they find themselves. Some places will have large numbers of cases, 

some few. People sharing their experiences from place to place may say they have heard of no one 

suffering from it, while others tell of widespread cases near them. Local variability was in evidence from the 

very beginning from this and from news reports. The questions were clear. What is the shape of this? Why 

is it rife in some areas and not in others? How close is it to me? These sorts of questions were in people’s 

minds but we did not know enough about what was going on even in our own neighbourhood or community 

to know just how anxious we should be.  

A problem was that the data available to the public right up to the middle of July was not good enough to 

make a reasonable judgment. Worse still for us as geographers, we were aware that the ways in which 

statistics are processed and mapped can very much influence the messages received. We saw a lot of 

maps but they were at the wrong scale to help, and we were also worried about the underlying data. In the 

face of a policy driven by simple messages from ministerial briefings, these uncertainties in what people 

were seeing around them could influence how seriously they thought about the risk they were facing in their 

daily lives. We had graphs and maps about the national, reginal and strategic local authority incidence of 

infection, but what should we read off from them?  

The first part of the paper that follows takes us over this terrain. We look first at the numbers; where data 

on positive cases of Covid-19 came from; how the statistics of ‘cases’ and ‘deaths’ were developed; how 

‘deaths’ were measured in different ways; and how much the publicised schemes for tracking and tracing 

infections fits into all this. We look at maps to see how the use of regions and local authority districts for the 

scale of presentation could produce often conflicting interpretations of the statistics and kept us in the dark 

on what was going on at community levels. This led to a second question: 

• What should we change in the way we approach the management of the pandemic after mid-July 

when we could see in greater detail, for the first time, how the virus spreads across particular kinds 

of localities? 

Around the middle of July there was a fundamental change in the way we could see the Covid-19 virus in 

action. The limitations of perspectives that so influenced the way policy was applied dropped away. Better 

data at granular level finally appeared. People could now be more assured (though still with reservations) 
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about the provenance of the data, and we were presented with information much closer to home on the 

process of contagion. It was possible now to clearly see hotspots and clusters and the vulnerability of some 

groups in the population over others.  

The last part of the paper moves away from statistics and geographies, to a focus that acknowledges the 

availability of localised data requiring that we should empower local actors in supporting the post-lockdown 

phases. This brings in the issue of governance. We look at the role of Directors of Public Health, and how 

they need to have access to very granular local detail. There are now data licencing arrangements between 

them and Public Health England which started to give them the local intelligence, but we also bring into 

play the lack of robust and reliable test and track processes.  

All of us may well have to accept that the virus will be here some time. However, while the immediate 

priority is to deal with the evolving crisis by dramatically stepping up testing, it is important to move from 

reactive mode to a more robust strategy that will see central government as the orchestrator of an multi-

level, multi- partnership approach, co-designing more sophisticated interventions at many levels to add 

requisite variety to the policy for dealing with embedded Covid-19.  

6.3 The Early Stages   

6.3.1 Struggling to cope with a brutal reality 

One of the tasks of the UK government is to be prepared at the national level for a major health challenge. 

To be effective it should learn from past experiences (such as SARS and MERS), and then plan ahead 

better. In the case of the Covid-19 pandemic, this has not been the case in terms either of preparedness, 

or prior learning (Syal, 2020): “Boris Johnson has lamented the “brutal reality” that the UK did not learn the 

lessons from past virus outbreaks in developing sufficient capacity for testing and tracing” (Gregory, 2020).  

In the first weeks of the UK experience of the pandemic, three signal failures had serious consequences; i) 

a failure to react quickly enough; ii) a scramble to meet shortages in PPE (Personal Protective Equipment); 

and; iii) an early decision to prioritise testing for the NHS while missing out the care homes (McGuinness, 

2020), which were obliged to take in residents discharged from hospital without prior testing (PA, 2020). 

The subsequent impact of these failures on the speed of contagion, the health of front-line NHS staff and 

of deaths in the care homes has been well documented (ONS, 2020). From the beginning of the pandemic 

in the UK, the government was behind the curve.  

6.3.2 Looking on “the science” to set the pathway 

A government needs to show itself as well enough informed to confront the immediate challenge, and to 

win the trust of the people. To achieve this, politicians need the assistance available from the objective and 

independent advice of experts. SAGE81 - the Scientific Advisory Group for Emergencies (note the term 

‘Advisory82’) – was called upon to provide scientific advice in the case of Covid-19. Citizens were assured 

repeatedly that government was “following the science”. However, it needs to be understood that, as Sir 

Richard Mottram observed:  

“there is no such thing as ‘the science’. Scientific advice rightly is embedded within the 

government’s crisis management machinery in support of decisions that are ultimately a matter for 

 
81 https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/scientific-advisory-group-for-emergencies  
82 “SAGE is responsible for ensuring that timely and coordinated scientific advice is made available to decision 

makers to support UK cross-government decisions in the Cabinet Office Briefing Room (COBR). The advice provided 

by SAGE does not represent official government policy”. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/scientific-advisory-group-for-emergencies
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Ministers … An issue is whether Ministers understand the inherent limitations in scientific advice.” 

(Mottram, 2020) 

There was never likely to be a simple definitive recommendation for action from SAGE. At the stages before 

a pandemic, or in the early stages of it, scientists needed to work more on statistical models where a range 

of assumptions were made. Different models were developed by different research groups, each with their 

own assumptions, leading to varying scenarios which the politicians had to understand and evaluate for 

policy purposes. For epidemiological models, the basic inputs tend to be similar. The modellers need to 

know who and how many people are infected at a given time, what the risk is that they will transmit it to 

others, who is susceptible, and who might be immune83.  

A great deal has been learned from past epidemics about how fast a virus can spread in certain situations 

and this can help with projections of future pathways. This is what science offered in the early days while 

the system for capturing real information about what was happening was still under development. Over 

time, as more information comes in, a better sense of the reality of the pandemic can be added to models 

and conveyed to those developing policy interventions.  

The job of the politicians is to take scientific advice, set it within a clear policy framework, be transparent 

about the process of how this is done, and build trust with the people by providing clear explanations of 

what is happening. Ideally, the aim would be to promote confidence by showing a government on top of the 

challenge. All governments found it hard to cope with Covid-19, and they had to balance the ‘best’ advice 

from their scientists with what would ‘work best’ under the system of governance in place. They had to  

persuade the people to take on board the extreme measures needed to suppress contagion. To be fair, 

this was an unprecedented challenge and even the best organised governments struggled to cope with it. 

Some managed better than others. While a great deal can be learned by looking at how other countries 

coped, context is critical. The governance and compliance variables will never be the same.  

6.3.3 Getting the people on board: Exhortation backed up by rules 

Confronting pandemics needs the trust, mobilisation, and support of all the people. The means for bringing 

the people on board ranges across a scale from more coercion at one end to more trust and persuasion at 

the other. Covid-19 has seen this play out globally with some nations exercising extensive control and 

surveillance and others depending on having the population comply voluntarily with central messages on 

the right thing to do. The first move by the UK government was to persuade its citizens to comply voluntarily. 

Lockdown was the chosen first order policy response and the constantly repeated message was “stay 

home; save the NHS; save lives” – an appeal to the good sense and solidarity of the people. From the 

science, the simply stated target was to ‘flatten the curve’ of increasing infections if the health services were 

not to be overwhelmed. This stark message produced an immediate response.  

The main UK approach was, then to encourage compliance through inducing sound behaviours. The 

necessary legislation84 to back this up was drafted at an unprecedented speed, with no time for the usual 

extensive Parliamentary scrutiny (Nice, 2020, Yorke and Penna, 2020). However, at an early stage, political 

ideology came into play. It has been suggested that a feature of this was Boris Johnson’s own “… strong 

sense that the government should not tell people what to do unless absolutely necessary” (Smith, 2020).  

 
83 The Kermack–McKendrick epidemic model (1927) and the Reed–Frost epidemic model (1928) both describe the 

relationship between susceptible, infected and immune individuals in a population as crucial. See 

https://royalsocietypublishing.org/doi/10.1098/rspa.1927.0118 and 

https://www.osc.edu/education/si/projects/epidemic  
84 https://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2020/129/contents/made  and https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-

briefings/cbp-8875/  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kermack%E2%80%93McKendrick_theory
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Reed%E2%80%93Frost_model
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Susceptible_individual
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Immunity_(medical)
https://royalsocietypublishing.org/doi/10.1098/rspa.1927.0118
https://www.osc.edu/education/si/projects/epidemic
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2020/129/contents/made
https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cbp-8875/
https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cbp-8875/
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The Prime Minister resisted imposing rules early on. However, after his near-death experience with the 

virus, things changed: “Boris Johnson has admitted that he has ditched his “libertarian” position on whether 

or not the state should help people… (in this later case talking about obesity) … after his own brush with 

coronavirus” (Honeycombe-Foster, 2020). The lack of clarity with rules (and who, and how, the rules should 

be ‘policed’) and the Dominic Cummins affair (the subject of one of our previous papers in this series) led 

William Davies to conclude that the lockdown and other rules: 

“are unlike anything we’ve experienced before: a mixture of law and algorithm, informal etiquette 

and formal code … But if people give up, and if the police are unable to constrain them, the question 

will arise of why people ever obey rules in the first place.” (Davies, 2020) 

To carry the people along, we also add in the ways the mass media in a free society (the television and 

news media, but also social media - acknowledging the latter’s ability to deflect compliance through the 

often unfettered dissemination of fake news and views) can re-communicate the Government message and 

position it through lenses focused on their own particular viewers and readerships. The ambition to give a 

clear message was entirely laudable. The practicalities controlling it in an age of modern media were much 

more challenging. Once again, we can see significant international variation in approach between those 

governments that manage their national media and those committed to free speech. 

6.3.4 Confusion further confounded 

In spite of previous warnings about pandemics (Henig, 2020), the government (and previous governments 

are also guilty) had not put in place a provision to contain any pandemic - let alone something like Covid-

19. Critically, no immediately useable system existed for capturing data on emerging cases and on the 

progression of the contagion process. No prior thought was given about what sort of intelligence would be 

needed to know what was going on. This saw the leadership operating partially blind for far too long when 

faced with a fast-moving viral enemy. 

Political action was coloured by the ideological positioning of a newly elected government and by their 

expectations of how citizens would ‘behave’ when faced with such a draconian interference in their lives. 

The first order policy response consisted chiefly of strong, clear messages (but still capable of variable 

interpretations), communicated through Ministerial briefings and taken up by television, by newspapers and 

by social media. From the outset it was all a bit of a mess. The Prime Minister brought himself to 

acknowledge this on 24th July when he “apologised for not apologising” (Walker, 2020) for what had 

happened at the beginning. 

One of the most obvious priorities as the pandemic hit was the need to see and understand what was 

actually going on. There needed to be appropriate and timely data, organised at the appropriate 

geographical levels feeding into governance structures mandated and resourced to intervene. Sadly, this 

turned out to be anything but the case in the early months of the Covid-19 event. In the first part of the 

paper we explore some of the realities of this initial period. We turn, in the second part, to see what lessons 

might be learned as we face the possibility of future waves of the pandemic. 

6.4 Capturing the Basic Data 

6.4.1 Finding Covid-19 cases 

Let us start with where the basic numbers came from. Confronting Covid-19 two key questions needed 

accurate and hopefully rapid answers. Who has the virus? Where is this most active? To find this out, a 

test was needed. Fortunately, the science made this relatively easy quite early on. The non-science issue 
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is, however; “how do we organise to get enough tests done for a mass of people in a short time, 

countrywide?” and while we are doing this; “how do we collect, store and report the data that arises?” This 

is both for organising medical intervention for those testing positive and for the collection of vital intelligence.  

At the beginning of the pandemic, we were operating largely in the dark as far as data was concerned. 

There were some serious implications as a result of this85. The first resort for testing was the hospital-based 

system of the NHS and the testing centres associated with it. This would capture information about the 

most acute cases on admission and on key NHS staff (the care homes were outside this loop). In March, a 

move was made to set up drive-through testing centres and “Lighthouse Labs86”. These were operated both 

privately and publicly. The key aim was to increase the number of diagnostic swabs processed.  

Critically, however, no attention was given to the need to see the importance of the testing system for 

collecting data on the outbreak. It took months for this fundamental error to be rectified (Boseley, 2020). 

The primary agency of the central government for dealing with infections of this order and marshalling the 

data was Public Health England87, with devolved responsibilities to Public Health Scotland88, Public Health 

Wales89, and Northern Ireland90. 

With a diagnostic test available, government and policy makers needed to be in a position to answer five 

straightforward-looking questions if they were to make sound decisions about public health during Covid-

19. These needed to produce clear; transparent and trustworthy information. This turned out to be 

challenging in practice – especially at speed (please bear with us, this is going to become rather 

complicated). First, the questions: 

 1. How many people have been infected by Covid-19? 

 2. Where are they located? 

 3. What is their risk of dying from the virus? 

 4. How do we warn people who have been in contact with those who are infected?  

 5. How many have actually died of the virus? 

 6. How do we report the statistics of Covid-19 deaths and contagion risk?  

 

Two different requirements are embedded in this. One is simply the need to know what is going on – a data 

issue. The other is how to provide the right level of infection control to stop people becoming infected – a 

medical (public health) issue. The history of the early months is that these became tangled up, with a dash 

for track and trace to control infection over-riding the parallel need to produce good data. 

6.4.2 Testing for Covid-19: The four pillars 

Early steps were taken to add a set of privately and publicly operated, testing centres and labs alongside 

access to the NHS Public Health testing facilities already under way. These were installed under the 

auspices of the accounting and consultancy company Deloitte, Serco and Sitel, assisted by the military with 

drive-through capability. The cost was some £48 million, with 27,000 testers, many of whom by early July 

 
85 The most serious, of course, was the failure, at a critical stage, to see what was going on in the care homes - they 

fell through the data capture net. 
86 https://www.lighthouselabs.org.uk/  
87 https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/public-health-england  
88 https://publichealthscotland.scot/  
89 https://phw.nhs.wales/  
90 https://www.publichealth.hscni.net/  

https://www.lighthouselabs.org.uk/
https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/public-health-england
https://publichealthscotland.scot/
https://phw.nhs.wales/
https://www.publichealth.hscni.net/
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were doing little actual tracking and tracing (Lovett, 2020). That produced a complex regime of testing 

activities operated by different agents. Later this was regularised under the heading of a series of “Pillars91” 

as shown below: 

The of “pillars” of testing and virology research are: 

• Pillar 1: Swab testing in Public Health England (PHE) labs and NHS hospitals for those with a 

clinical need, and health and care workers 

• Pillar 2: Swab testing for the wider population, as set out in government guidance92 

• Pillar 3: Serology testing to show if people have antibodies from having had Covid-19 

• Pillar 4: Blood and swab testing for national surveillance supported by PHE, the Office for 

National Statistics (ONS), and research, academic, and scientific partners to learn more about 

the prevalence and spread of the virus and for other testing research purposes, such as the 

accuracy and ease of use of home testing 

 

While Pillars One and Two are needed to find out who has the virus and where, Pillars Three and Four are 

largely to address to the virologists most basic key question; “know your virus” in the face of the completely 

unknown that is Covid-1993. The difficult question of contagion risk runs through them all. 

6.4.3 Recording deaths from Covid-19 

Turning to the question of how many deaths there are as the result of Covid-19, once again this looks to 

be simple; but it is not. A key issue is that a table of numbers of deaths has behind it an official definition of 

someone who died as the result of Covid-19. Public Health England (in charge of data) had defined this as 

“all those that have died who had a positive Covid-19 test at any point”, (this is different from Scotland, 

Wales, and Northern Ireland, that to be only include “those who die within 28 days of a positive test” (BBC, 

2020b)).  

What, for example, should be recorded if patients who had Covid-19, recovered, and later died: of Covid-

19, of the secondary impact of Covid-19 (organ damage), or of something completely separate from Covid-

19 (such as an aneurism)? On Wednesday July 15 (when we started to write this note), the Covid-19 official 

statistics94 from the www.gov.uk site stated that the “Total number of deaths of people who have had a 

positive test result for Covid-19 reported up to Thursday, 16 July 2020” was 45,119. In relation to this, the 

government website made the following statement on deaths data: 

“The data do not include deaths of people who had Covid-19 but had not been tested or people 

who had been tested negative and subsequently caught the virus and died. Deaths of people who 

have tested positively for Covid-19 could in some cases be due to a different cause”.95 

 

This acknowledges the problem of defining a Covid-19 death, but it also notes that there are two important 

and potentially large sources of deaths from the virus that have not been in the data from the beginning. It 

comes as no surprise that the data about all deaths data had to be recalled and reviewed (BBC, 2020b). 

 
91 https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-testing-data-methodology/covid-19-testing-data-

methodology-note  
92 Even now (25th July) Pillar Two test data are not available at local or regional level  
93 https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-testing-data-methodology/covid-19-testing-data-

methodology-note 
94 https://coronavirus-staging.data.gov.uk/  
95 https://coronavirus-staging.data.gov.uk/deaths  

http://www.gov.uk/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-testing-data-methodology/covid-19-testing-data-methodology-note
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-testing-data-methodology/covid-19-testing-data-methodology-note
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-testing-data-methodology/covid-19-testing-data-methodology-note
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-testing-data-methodology/covid-19-testing-data-methodology-note
https://coronavirus-staging.data.gov.uk/
https://coronavirus-staging.data.gov.uk/deaths
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6.4.4 Contacts and tracing: Controlling contagion 

For infection control, health authorities need to know with whom the infected person has been in contact - 

both before exhibiting symptoms and after they appeared. The time-honoured process has been to ask 

(identified infected people) about contacts; to start with the home and family; friendship and work contacts, 

cascading the tracking and tracing outwards from there. This was traditionally done by people trained in 

the process, the public health professionals, who were generally familiar with the local context.  

However, in an age of digital technology, there was a quick move by the UK government to downplay this 

personalised and local contact approach for England in favour of an IT-focused96 ‘track and trace’ 

mechanism using mobile phones. Businesses in the digital communications field were, unsurprisingly, all 

too willing to help governments with this in a crisis. At its simplest, while not everyone has a smartphone, 

their usage is extensive, and in terms of a technology they can be used to provide information on where 

individuals have been, and who may have been ‘near97’ to them. Established methods for doing this exist. 

The global telecoms giants (Apple iPhone, and Google Android) are the operating system handlers of most 

smartphones, and their location tracking system can keep a highly detailed record of where we are, while 

their Bluetooth capability helps to identify which other phones may be near us98.  

Despite being mortal competitors, both Google and Apple agreed to work together to develop a tracing App 

at a speed appropriate to the demands of the moment. The European Union also noted that an App would 

need to work across the open borders of the EU, and that working together was important (Commission, 

2020). The UK, having ‘taken back’ control of its borders with Brexit, was having none of this. 

The UK Government decided to build its own “world beating” App using the same principles. On the 12th 

of April, the UK Health Secretary Matt Hancock announced a coronavirus track-and-trace app. On the 20th 

of May, Prime Minister Boris Johnson promised that the "world beating" app would be released within 

days99. On June 18th, the government confirmed that the app had been abandoned (Hackett, 2020). 

Regardless of the technical problems involved, an immediate issue with the mobile phone approach was – 

of course - personal privacy. The UK Government did not, however, factor this in. Staggeringly; “The 

Department of Health has conceded that the initiative to trace contacts of people infected with Covid-19 

was launched without carrying out an assessment of its impact on privacy” (Cellan-Jones, 2020a). It is 

hardly surprising that not everyone who was tested positive by this method wanted to share their status 

and contacts with a Third Party. The pilot exercise conducted on the Isle of Wight was less than satisfactory; 

“71.1% of the contacts provided were reached, but 21.8% of those who originally tested positive said they 

had not been in close contact with anyone during the required time frame” (Kleinman, 2020)100.  

 
96 And here we went again with the politicians being seduced by information technologies. For a truly horrifying 

historical perspective read ‘The Blunders of our Governments’ KING, A. & CREWE, I. 2014. The Blunders of our 

Governments. London: Oneworld Publications.. Politicians have little sense of learning from past disasters. 
97 Another statistical diversion – how do we define ‘near’ to us to the extent where there is a strong ‘probability’ that 

we may have infected them. All sorts of issues – within 2 metres on a train is different to within two metres, but 

downwind, of someone. 
98 The fact that two phones may be near each other does not imply evidentially that the actual owners were near 

each other. But, broadly speaking, we can assume that for most of the time the phones are on us. 
99 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VdlIVAwWmB8 
100 When track and trace was introduced the satirical magazine Private Eye had a spoof article noting that informing 

the tracers that your enemies had been in contact could then result in them having to isolate for 14 days. There is 

nothing so unpredictable as human behaviours. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VdlIVAwWmB8
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Subsequently the government abandoned its stand-alone approach, after considerable expenditure, and 

moved to the Apple-Google model, which did factor in a degree of privacy protection (Menedez, 2020) We 

still wait to hear more about the progress of this. There is some scepticism that it will ever take off: 

“Meanwhile, there is scant proof from anywhere around the world that smartphone apps using 

Bluetooth are an effective method of contact tracing. Back in March, it seemed that the hugely 

powerful devices most of us carry with us might help us emerge from this health crisis. Now it looks 

as though a human being on the end of a phone is a far better option.” (Cellan-Jones, 2020d) 

Taking on the personal contact approach for England (the other three devolved administrations have their 

own arrangements), the government hired 27,000 contact tracers to ring up and tell people that they have 

been in contact with someone infected once an identified case has been reported to them. To do this they 

were dependent on first having an accurate infected person contact list - with all the issues that involves. 

This method was slow arriving and only partial – having the operators sitting idle for weeks – another shaky 

start (Chalmers, 2020).  

By the middle of July, a system for what is now called “test and trace” was finally in operation with the call 

centre telephone approach at its heart101. Put out to a series of private contractors to deliver, it is suggested 

that this “will not be fully operational until September” (Marsh, 2020). The government further admitted on 

20th July that it had been breaking the law; “in rolling out its test-and-trace programme without a full 

assessment of the privacy implications” (Marsh and Hern, 2020). Once again, we see that the issue lies 

not entirely in knowing how to get the answer to a question but also about the governance of the process.  

Providing effective contact tracing information is still giving trouble. The threat of a further wave is being 

feared, and the capturing of evidence of local clusters and spikes on lifting lockdown is finally moving things 

toward more localised action (we address this topic in more detail in a later section). 

6.4.5 Assembling test data and reporting statistics 

Assembling, storing and reporting data on the virus has been a running sore throughout the five months of 

the pandemic and it still remains a major issue. In the early months of the pandemic, the NHS testing data 

(Pillar One) was the only source of knowledge about cases and deaths and this was what was adding detail 

to the modelling process that government was so dependent on102. For the population at large, trying to 

measure the risk of the pandemic, this was the only thing they heard about as it was presented through 

Ministerial briefings and through the media. Cases active in the wider population, later collected through 

Pillar Two, were largely invisible. Maps and graphs were key part of the approach to informing the public, 

and we review them in the next section. 

6.5 Mapping the Geography 

6.5.1 Mapped data and the perception of risk 

A widely misunderstood and misrepresented feature of Covid-19 has been its geography. This is important 

since maps had such a high-profile role in communicating messages about the virus to the public. Scientists 

know that the virus has a very particular spatial incidence and there is an epidemiological literature showing 

how contagious diseases travel from place to place over time and how important this is for measures to 

 
101 https://www.gov.uk/guidance/nhs-test-and-trace-how-it-works  
102 Public Health England (see later) was formally responsible for tracking the course of the epidemic. It had a staff of 

only 290 at the time and was quickly overwhelmed. 

https://www.gov.uk/guidance/nhs-test-and-trace-how-it-works
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suppress it. The standard models of geographical diffusion show how the contagion process travels 

outwards from a source like the waves in a pond from a dropped stone and hierarchically flowing through 

a settlement system from city, to town to village. Nowadays, the networks that can see contagion jump from 

nation to nation and continent to continent through airline travel have become particularly important. All 

three types of flow have played a role in the Covid-19 pandemic. The models capturing this have provoked 

the measures to deal with its spread - from lockdown to air travel embargoes. 

Maps of viral infections and deaths for Covid-19 have been regularly produced by continent, by nation and 

by region – with shaded areas. They can inform but they can also mislead. Behind them lies the testing 

regime in place and the way the data are assembled. Until mid-July in the case of England this meant 

mapped results from Pillar One only. The right data are needed at the right spatial scale to see the process 

of infection in action. It is important they have veracity – that is they are a faithful representation of the 

phenomenon they propose to describe and are perceived as such by the people who look at them. 

In the case of a pandemic like Covid-19, maps serve for much more than just interest. They have a 

significant influence on the risk that individuals construct from what they see. For example: “Oh, it’s OK 

there is not much happening here”; “I am going to give that planned trip to the Lake District a miss”; “I hope 

my relatives are OK, there is a lot of infection where they live” – and so on. Data in maps can become a 

key contributor to the risk profiles made by not just by individuals, but also by communities, by businesses 

and by governments. Maps of aggregated data by cases can show whole countries like Spain, regions like 

Catalonia (Spain) or Victoria (Australia) shut down, or counties like Cumbria telling people to “stay away” 

from the usual tourist areas and attractions - when this is all they believe they can do if they cannot see 

where the local clusters within them are actually to be found or whether it is a more generalised outbreak.  

Sadly, this is an area where both the data and the method of depiction throughout the pandemic have had 

a disturbing tendency to mislead as we have been working through the crisis. To understand the nature of 

the problem we need to say something about what mapped data can and cannot tell us.  

6.5.2 Shading can mislead: The misuse of choropleth maps 

Geographers call a map that uses a single shading applied across an area that represents something of 

interest a choropleth (“equal shading”) map. Think of it in terms of the focal lens of a camera. It lets you see 

things sharply at one scale but nothing of more detail below it. It is a strong filter that controls the viewer’s 

understanding. This is the lens through which we have mostly been looking at the geography of Covid-19 

for the last five months (sometimes the maps show proportional circles rather than shading – but the data 

still refer to the data unit - the region or the strategic local authority as a whole. 

Other filters applied to what is displayed come from how the base information is divided into categories; the 

choice of shading - all shown on the ‘legend’. The eminent geographer Mark Monmonier wrote the 

authoritative book on ‘How to Lie with Maps’ (Monmonier, 1996), warning that we can push a particular 

message depending on what geographies, data, and visualisations we decide to use. The maps we see on 

Covid-19 are not then ‘truths’ but are particular depictions of reality. This matters and we should be careful 

about what is being communicated. Vital for the core message of this paper (by two Geographers) is that 

a map at a given spatial level does not show is what goes on with the virus below the spatial scale (level of 

resolution) of the map in front of us: the need to see clusters and spikes. With the maps on offer for the last 

four months we have not been able to see what goes on below the region, the county or the metropolitan 

borough. The local is where the distribution of the virus gets real to people on the ground. 

What most people need to know is this; “what would be a reasonable and informed estimate of the risk I 

take when I step out of the door?” and “what is the situation around where I live?”  but none of the maps 

and reports of “cases in your area” up to mid-July have been fit for purpose in helping to judge this. Until 
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July the same was true for information available to the local Directors of Public Health, GPs, or anybody 

who wants to understand what is going on at their local level and make some attempt to deal with it (Pidd 

and Halliday, 2020). 

6.5.3 Connecting data on the virus to other information: The role of ONS population 

data  

As time went on in the pandemic, the Office for National Statistics (ONS) began to play an increasingly 

important role in the provision of data to help us understand the wider referents of what was happening103. 

A critical ONS input in the past had been in getting data of all kinds down to very local levels. For example, 

the need to look at deprivation at local neighbourhood level in the 2001 census led to the creation of units 

called Super Output Areas (SOAs). These were used to calculate an Index of Multiple Deprivation in 2004. 

The SOAs are sub-divided into two further levels - Lower Layer (LSOA) with around 1,500 people and 

Middle Layer (MSOA) with up to around 7,000 people.  

At a key point in the evolution of the debate about Covid-19, data from the ONS became the most useful 

source for deaths due to Covid-19. Critically, important was the fact that they could now be linked to other 

aspects of the population such as age, gender, socio-economic group, and occupation. It was from this 

data that, for the first time, a detailed map of deaths by Super Output Area104 was to be seen. On an 

“eyeball” basis, it was obvious that the map of deaths from the virus was remarkably similar to the Index of 

Multiple Deprivation105 showing the most disadvantaged local areas. Closer examination revealed a strong 

association of deaths from the virus with spatially localised clusters of the least well off and of the BAME 

population. It was shown that the pandemic had a propensity to have more dangerous effects on certain 

segments of the social and occupational hierarchy. For example: 

• Hospital workers are more exposed to risk because they are dealing with the most extreme cases 

of infection (and needed from the outset to be well protected with PPE). 

• Bus drivers more at risk than senior managers because drivers are in direct contact with many 

customers. 

• Those in low wage ‘precarious’ jobs are more at risk – they cannot afford not to work. (The 

Chancellor tried as best he could to mitigate this through furlough, but lots of people fell through 

the cracks). 

• People in high-density housing, with shared facilities, are more at risk. 

From this point the debate about the impact of the virus began to have a greater focus on the poorest in 

society - and the BAME groups in particular. Late in the day, the ONS had provided a statistically 

independent and methodologically sound window on what had been happening at the most local level of 

geography available. 

6.6 Governing the Process 

6.6.1 A strong centralising tendency 

We now turn to the way the crisis was managed through the system of governance in place. For the UK 

government prior to the pandemic, Brexit was a dominant and policy focus. Success in capturing support 

 
103 https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/healthandsocialcare/conditionsanddiseases  
104 https://www.ons.gov.uk/methodology/geography/ukgeographies/censusgeography#super-output-area-soa  
105 https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/english-indices-of-deprivation-2019  

https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/healthandsocialcare/conditionsanddiseases
https://www.ons.gov.uk/methodology/geography/ukgeographies/censusgeography#super-output-area-soa
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/english-indices-of-deprivation-2019
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for this had come from making complex issues simple for the electorate to grasp by using simple, clear 

messages. The phrase, “Take Back Control” and its successor; “Get Brexit Done” - during the election 

campaign - had clearly worked well. The lesson for government was to be bold, make it simple and have 

central government assisted by the private sector get on with it. This translated directly over into the 

pandemic approach. What government failed to take into account, however, was the need to recognise that 

governing was different from campaigning not least in the face of a fast-moving and deadly virus 

(ECONOMIST, 2020). The instinct to centralise and retain control pervaded the early approach to policy 

action along with the tendency to turn quickly to the private sector to deliver practical solutions. An ingrained 

mistrust of the public service and of the local authorities in particular seemed to be part of the package. 

Good governance, however, requires that, in “getting on with it”, there is a need to make some attempt to 

join up policy and practice horizontally across departments of state, the private and third sectors, and 

vertically down the levels all the way to the local - where the contagion process is actually taking place. For 

Covid-19, there is benefit to be had by being willing to consult and listen - not only to the scientists of SAGE 

-  but also to those others who can help capture the grounded, context-sensitive reality of what is going on. 

Facing a struggle for hard data in the first months, there was considerable local intelligence to be found on 

what was going on from place to place but no governance vehicle to capture it. 

In the event, the local authorities, the Directors of Public Health and the Third Sector often felt left out in 

the face of an emerging crisis “on their patch” (Earnshaw, 2020b). Yes, decisive early action was necessary 

at the outset and it needed the centre to take a strong lead - but for four months there was a legacy that 

still carried the centralising mindset. The scale and speed of what was happening in March could perhaps 

justify by-passing the complexity of the processes of  governance, but potentially facing a “second wave”, 

it was surely vital to mobilise the full array of local actors. As we discuss in the next section, the ‘penny 

finally did drop’. 

6.6.2 Factoring in the devolved administrations 

The existence of a system of devolved powers for Scotland, Northern Ireland and Wales was always going 

to complicate a centralised UK approach to the pandemic. In legal terms, the devolved administrations can 

make their own decisions over substantial areas of policy for Covid-19 - and have done so (WIlkes, 2020). 

Public health and education services are generally devolved to Northern Ireland, Scotland and Wales. 

Under the Coronavirus Act 2020106, regulations to restrict movement, public gatherings and require certain 

premises and businesses to close were initially the same but as time passed they were amended in different 

ways across the devolved regions107. In the case of simple “all-UK” statements designed for boldness and 

central leadership, devolution meant that the other administrations had their own powers to qualify the 

messages. Where the messages for devolved administrations varied from those for England - made by UK 

Ministers - there was an opening to confusion, and also for the potential for Scotland to promote 

independence (Jayanetti, 2020).  

Devolved administrations are still dependent on the UK parliament for the Treasury support programmes. 

Westminster's Scottish Affairs Committee heard there was a lack of transparency from the UK Government 

in the early days of the crisis. Professor Linda Bauld, an expert on public health at the University of 

Edinburgh, said Ministers at UK level also failed to make clear when their decisions only applied to England 

(Pooran and Keyden, 2020). This awkward situation is still a problem, with recriminations both ways about 

failures from the centre and from the centre about failures in the devolved regions (McClafferty, 2020, 

Macnab, 2020, Deerin, 2020). It took until 28th July for Michael Gove to announce that the devolved 

 
106 https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2020/7/contents/enacted  
107 England and Wales come together under this - with Scotland and Northern Ireland each separately identified. 

https://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/explainers/coronavirus-act
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2020/7/contents/enacted
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administrations “will be joining a shared plan” in relation to Covid-19 (Davidson, 2020). We await further 

information on what that plan might look like not just for the devolved regions but for the UK as a whole. 

6.6.3 Engaging with local government on public health in England 

While the situation with regard to devolution made things more challenging for building a coherent policy 

message at one level, having to work downwards through the administrative power structures within 

England took complexity to another. It also brought into play political mindsets about engagement with the 

local authorities108. An internal administrative reorganisation of local government within England had been 

moving along since 1994 and was still incomplete.  

Further moves to consolidate administrations were still being pursued when the pandemic arrived109. Part 

of this complex equation was the situation surrounding the authorities in respect of public health. Each of 

the higher tier local authorities has a defined function in this area and a Director of Public Health (DPH) to 

help them discharge it. The following section provides some detail of how this is supposed to work, and 

how until the middle of July the DPHs had only a limited  role in handling the pandemic crisis. First, Public 

Health England needs to be introduced into the discussion. 

6.6.4 Public Health England 

PHE describes itself as:  

“an executive agency of the Department of Health and Social Care, and a distinct organisation with 

operational autonomy. We provide government, local government, the NHS, Parliament, industry 

and the public with evidence-based professional, scientific expertise and support”110. It was 

“established on 1 April 2013 to bring together public health specialists from more than 70 

organisations into a single public health service.”111  

The brief for PHE is: 

• “Making the public healthier and reducing differences between the health of different groups by 

promoting healthier lifestyles; advising government and supporting action by local government, the 

NHS and the public; 

• Protecting the nation from public health hazards; 

• Preparing for and responding to public health emergencies; 

• Improving the health of the whole population by sharing our information and expertise, and 

identifying and preparing for future public health challenges; 

 
108 It was not all about the responsibility of the government in place at the time but also the nature of the policy 

systems and structures they had inherited (mostly from their own predecessors running a programme of austerity).  
109 England, following the grant to London of special powers in 1994, went on to be subdivided into nine Regions. 

These no longer have any statutory or executive powers function as data collection entities as we saw earlier in 

Section 2. Combined Authorities were introduced outside Greater London in 2009 to cover areas larger than the 

existing local authorities but smaller than the regions. These are created voluntarily where a group of local authorities 

agrees to pool responsibility and, in return, they receive certain delegated functions from central government (chiefly 

transport and economic policy). There are currently 10 Combined Authorities, beginning with  Greater Manchester in 

2011, followed by Liverpool City Region along with three others in 2014, two in 2016, two in 2017 and one in 2018. 
110 PHE employs 5,500 staff (full-time equivalent), mostly scientists; researchers and public health professionals 

across 8 local centres, plus an integrated region and centre for London. It operates across 4 regions (north of 

England, south of England, Midlands and east of England, and London) “working closely with public health 

professionals in Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland, and internationally” 
111 https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/public-health-england/about  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Regions_of_England
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Combined_authority
https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/public-health-england/about
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• Supporting local authorities and the NHS to plan and provide health and social care services such 

as immunisation and screening programmes, and to develop the public health system and its 

specialist workforce; 

• Researching; collecting and analysing data to improve our understanding of public health 

challenges and come up with answers to public health problems”.112 

Public health in England began with local roots but, in 1974, public health and its Directors of Public Health 

(DPH) were taken out of local government and placed within the NHS. However, following the 2012 Health 

and Social Care Act113, it was put back again under the restructuring by Andrew Lansley - for the political 

history of the restructuring see (Timmins, 2020). This divided responsibility for public health between a 

national agency, Public Health England (PHE), which has responsibility for infectious diseases, and the 

local authorities. This came at a time when the latter were under constant pressure from funding cuts under 

the austerity programme. Ring-fencing protected the service for a time but was removed in the year before 

the virus hit with a significant loss of many of the most senior and experience staff. In February 2015, the 

King’s Fund concluded with some prescience: 

“The organisational changes contained in the Act have been both damaging and distracting. 

Damage is evident in the serious fragmentation of commissioning, the bewildering complexity of 

regulation (to use the words of the Berwick review into patient safety), and the loss of continuity as 

leaders have been replaced and organisations have been restructured.” (Ham, 2015) 

PHE, as a separate agency, had expanded and built up a reputation in some areas but it was quickly 

overwhelmed by the responsibility for tracking Covid-19. As discussed in the next section, local-area 

knowledge has always been essential to tracing infections – back to its very origins - and there was an 

obvious need for Covid-19 to scale up local intervention. A national level response to the virus was clearly 

needed at the very beginning, but it is hard to see why, until mid-July (in the presence of now visible 

emerging local clusters) government stuck to its centralised and privatised approach of excluding actors 

locally and on the ground where knowing the context makes such a difference.  

6.6.5 Public health in the local context 

Returning to the role of public health in local authorities and their relationship with PHE. Perhaps the easiest 

route into this is by way of the job specifications for the Directors of Public Health (DPH) with 134 appointees 

across 152 local authorities (some share the function). Their brief is to support a local government-led 

approach to improve public health114. A specialist DPH is jointly appointed by the local authority and the 

Secretary of State of the Department of Health and Social Care (in practice, Public Health England).  

A DPH is accountable for the delivery of their authority’s public health duties as a statutory chief officer and 

as the principal adviser on all health matters to elected members and officers. The DPH has frontline 

leadership role spanning all three domains of public health - health improvement, health protection and 

healthcare public health. A key entry in the specification is responsibility for: “exercising their local 

authority’s functions in planning for, and responding to, emergencies that present a risk to the public’s 

health”. It can hardly be clearer that the DPH should have a key role in a pandemic on behalf of their two 

sponsors – PHE and the local authority.  

 
112 https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/public-health-england/about  
113 https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/health-and-social-care-act-2012-fact-sheets  
114 https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/directors-of-public-health-role-in-local-authorities  

https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/public-health-england/about
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/health-and-social-care-act-2012-fact-sheets
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/directors-of-public-health-role-in-local-authorities
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Until the middle of July, government, despite endless requests, refused to make the Covid-19 cases data 

series available at a level where a DPH could see the local detail or to ask them engage their very 

considerable local knowledge in tracking and tracing cases of the virus. It is across this layer of governance 

that one might have imagined there to be some first line responsibility for pandemic policy to be deployed 

on the ground. Not so. The local authority Public Health Departments and their Directors of Public Health 

had no direct responsibility for track and trace and were even denied the data to know what was going on 

in their patch  – that is until the middle of July. As Allyson Pollak put in in the Guardian on 31st July 2020: 

“Instead of putting local public health experts and NHS services in charge of contact tracing, the 

health secretary … handed over responsibility to private companies such as the outsourcing giant 

Serco, which has previously been fined for deaths of workers and members of the public that could 

have been prevented. The list of problems in the test and trace system is already immense – 

three data breaches, poor training and faulty online administration systems among them.” (Pollock, 

2020) 

The 152 local public health departments employ public health professionals and form an on-the-ground 

network. Critically, what is lost under the arrangement to employ private non-local contractors for track and 

trace, is that the DPHs and their staff know the local geographical economic and social context. 

6.6.6 Carrying out test; track and trace in the private sector  

As a governance choice. the allocation of the responsibility for ground-level actions to test; track and trace 

in England to private providers has been a tale of missteps and functional difficulty. It is hard not to judge 

that ideology rather than informed understanding of the nature of what was required conditioned the early 

choices by government (Boseley, 2020). We have nothing more to add about the costly decision to abandon 

testing in the early days of the pandemic. Messages conveyed to the public in Ministerial press conferences 

about how many tests would be completed in a given period drove the process forward, and horribly mixed 

the need to provide transparent information to the public with the political obsession about the statistics 

matching the predictions. During the first week of July: 

“Ministers are spending £10 billion on the test and trace programme which is failing to hit targets – 

and it’s still not yet fully operational. … officials in charge of NHS test and trace, which was 

championed by Health Secretary Matt Hancock, admitted this week it is still not hitting Government 

targets. A total of 31,421 people who tested positive for Covid-19 in England had their case 

transferred to the contact tracing system during the first five weeks of its operation, according to 

figures from the Department of Health and Social Care. Of this total, 23,796 people – 76% – were 

reached and asked to provide details of recent contacts, while 21% of people could not be reached. 

A further 980 people, or 3%, could not be reached because their communication details had not 

been provided. The figures cover the period May 28 to July 1.” (Elvin, 2020). 

The geographical state of the spread of the virus was badly misjudged, leaving Pillar Two testing managed 

by Deloitte, with queues at some centres and no candidates at others. The rest of the story about the over-

estimation of numbers and double counting is well known, as is the fact that care homes were out of the 

loop on all fronts. As noted earlier, this fed into the data system for reporting and monitoring the progress 

of the pandemic – producing information that was partial, double counted, geographically illiterate and plain 

wrong (as with death rates were withdrawn for review). The people were expected to make their personal 

risk assessments on this basis by watching “the cases near you” in the media. 

In parallel, the Government was promising the “world beating” track and trace app. The reach out for a 

“technofix” was beguiling - but as the Isle of Wight pilot quickly revealed (Cellan-Jones, 2020c) - entirely 

misplaced in the UK context (others made it work – Germany, Denmark, and Ireland for example (Cellan-

https://gala.gre.ac.uk/id/eprint/16845/3/16845%20POWELL_Impact_of_Liberalisation_2014.pdf
https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2020/jul/20/uk-government-admits-breaking-privacy-law-with-test-and-trace-contact-tracing-data-breaches-coronavirus
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2020/may/30/boris-johnsons-test-and-tracing-system-britain-lockdown
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2020/jul/02/paramedic-working-nhs-test-trace-yet-make-call
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Jones, 2020b)). There also was the call centre approach under Serco with its 27,000 staff to manage track 

and trace. All his had the effect of taking the “eye off the ball” for the proven effectiveness, since the days 

of cholera and the parish pump, of locally knowledgeable people mapping clusters and tracing contacts. 

There was an infrastructure in place that could help but it was entangled in disconnected and dysfunctional 

governance systems and denied the granular data it needed to identify local clusters and peaks. We are 

even now stuck with a national system that can find less than 80 percent of cases – even in previously 

identified high concentration areas (Halliday, 2020). 

6.7 Learning the Lessons 

6.7.1 Local data changes the debate 

What has been learned during the pandemic is that geography and distance play an important part in the 

process of infection. Proximity does matter. If someone who is infected is nearby to you then the aerosol 

dispersion of the virus puts you at risk. So, wear masks and maintain a ‘physical distance’ between each 

other. Large groups of people gathered together in crowded locations (whether it is a pub, a club, a religious 

building, or a house) accelerate the risk of contagion – hence maintain ‘social distance’ by avoiding being 

involved in such gatherings. Those working in precarious jobs (the ‘precariat’) are more at risk of being 

infected – the clothing sweatshops in Leicester, the workers in meat processing factories, the care home 

workers who lacked PPE in the early stages of the pandemic are all more at risk.  

Many in the precariat do not have sickness cover and are more likely to go to work if ill. Now add in those 

who are in poor or crowded accommodation, or multi-occupancy houses, or who have extended families in 

the same household. With access to local level cases data (at MSOA), even a cursory glance at the figures 

shows a strong association with the most disadvantaged towns, suburbs and neighbourhoods in the 

country. It also shows how persistent the infection tends to be in such areas. 

6.7.2 Local data can empower new actors 

The next challenge, as the mobility of people resumed, was to have information about how infected people 

have interacted with others, particularly during a period when they were asymptomatic, Without a fully 

functional track and trace programme as yet in prospect in the UK, this is an existential danger (Marsh and 

Blackall, 2020, Crace, 2020). Indeed, such has been the lack of progress on this that on July 29 the Director 

of Public Health for Sandwell announced that they would create their own local version of track and trace: 

“The council has instead decided to set up its own system to deliver "a lite version of contact tracing" to 

plug the gaps of people with the virus not being reached. Language has been a particular barrier amid a 

struggle to provide staff with translation services to help them communicate with people who don't speak 

English” (Manthorpe and Allegretti, 2020).  

Up to Mid-July, the Directors of Public Health were not just being blindsided by the lack of reliable track and 

trace for infection control coming from the central system, but also by the absence of granular data on 

infections that would help them carry out their assigned mission in the local area. The arrival of more 

detailed data for ‘Middle Super Output Areas’ (MSOAs) was a game-changer. Data could show infections 

at the most detailed geographical levels, but still maintain confidentiality and not risk the disclosure of 

information that can be identified to an individual. It was now possible to see for the first-time hotspots and 

clusters and could alert local agencies at every level to step up their activity in helping suppress further 
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spread. We now have the official Government Covid-19 Dashboard115 started to report infection cases116 

by MSOA on a weekly basis, with open and downloadable data117. This represented a huge step forward. 

However, to understand where new cases are located in a given area would require address-level data. 

We understand the DPH now has access to this118 119, and local authorities are being given access as well 

(Halliday et al., 2020). This opens the door to the sort of action we have already seen in Sandwell with local 

“old fashioned” but effective track and trace. It has also opened a further window on the failure of the 

centralized telephone system to keep up with events in the hotspot areas. Once identified as hotspots 

through the new data, local areas can target messages both to comply with the preventive measures and 

to seek testing more actively if they show a wide range of symptoms.  

Inevitably, of course, knowing where to look will see cases rise as testing is sought more widely. A danger 

that has been pointed out is that there may be a perverse incentive – finding more cases this way may see 

more stringent measures applied and a local lockdown. Better this, however, than runaway contagion. 

There is also, as we pointed out in an earlier paper, a risk of stigmatisation where clusters can be identified 

with some local groups or areas. This is where trust plays in strongly. Having people do the right thing and 

seek testing will work best set in an environment of trust, where they can expect a pushback from locally 

aware agencies and players that will be supportive. 

6.7.3 Co-Designing a central-local response to a “Second Wave” 

The month of August opened with the Government imposing restrictions on movement for large parts of 

northern England, reacting to the identification of local infection clusters. Coming the day before the Muslim 

festival of EID, and the fact that many of the areas so affected have Muslim communities, the timing (9.18 

pm with no prior notice) was not the most culturally sensitive announcement – indeed it was widely criticised 

(Rodger, 2020, Earnshaw, 2020a). The last-minute move provided a glaring example of the disconnect 

between the centre and those who, at local level, would have given them better and certainly more timely 

advice. We raised the issue of orchestration of policy earlier in the paper. This example shows how badly 

it is needed that policy should be co-designed rather than centrally imposed. The central government has 

its role to play but so does the local. There is enormous capacity waiting to be mobilised at the local level. 

Up to this point, there has been little scope for this to be deployed directly to the task of controlling the 

spread of the virus. The arrival of better data for all to see the local incidence of Covid-19 should be a 

game-changer in this respect.  

Whether there is a possible second wave, or whether the first will have a series of earthquake-like 

aftershocks, there are genuine fears among scientists (and SAGE) that, as Chris Whitty warned: “Britain 

has "probably reached the limit of opening up society" and will only be able to open schools in September 

by trading some existing freedoms” (Donnely, 2020). There was a flurry of press articles on August 2nd 

stating that the Government was considering shutting pubs, or even making many of those aged over 50 

stay at home for a prolonged period (SKY, 2020b). 

 
115 https://coronavirus-staging.data.gov.uk/cases  
116 “Number of people with a lab-confirmed positive test newly reported on or up to the latest reporting date.” 

https://coronavirus-staging.data.gov.uk/about-data#daily-and-cumulative-numbers-of-cases  
117 https://coronavirus.data.gov.uk/downloads/msoa_data/MSOAs_latest.csv  
118 https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/accessing-public-health-england-data/about-the-phe-odr-and-

accessing-data 
119 https://www.england.nhs.uk/contact-us/privacy-notice/how-we-use-your-information/covid-19-response/nhs-covid-

19-data-store/ 

https://coronavirus-staging.data.gov.uk/cases
https://coronavirus-staging.data.gov.uk/about-data#daily-and-cumulative-numbers-of-cases
https://coronavirus.data.gov.uk/downloads/msoa_data/MSOAs_latest.csv
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/accessing-public-health-england-data/about-the-phe-odr-and-accessing-data
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/accessing-public-health-england-data/about-the-phe-odr-and-accessing-data
https://www.england.nhs.uk/contact-us/privacy-notice/how-we-use-your-information/covid-19-response/nhs-covid-19-data-store/
https://www.england.nhs.uk/contact-us/privacy-notice/how-we-use-your-information/covid-19-response/nhs-covid-19-data-store/
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Here we still see a continuation of the macro-geographical view of the central government, looking at 

aggregate figures across often meaningless geographical areas, not carefully evaluating the implications 

of an announcement, and then imposing conditions through a late central fiat. This was shown to be clearly 

evident in the interview with the Health Secretary by Naga Munchetty on July 31st (Hennings, 2020), when 

he seemed to contradict some of the statements made the previous day about the new conditions in 

northern England. Small wonder, then, that in the last week of July:  

“More than half of the UK does not trust the government’s advice on when it is safe to return to 

work, school and leisure activities, a new poll suggests” (Stubley, 2020), with the Prime Minister 

“accused of sleepwalking into a second Covid wave after a series of mixed messages and 

conflicting guidelines.” (Selby et al., 2020) 

What is worrying is that the situation regarding Covid-19 response is that it is like an iceberg. We most 

clearly see the smaller part above the waterline – the central government - dominating the policy 

interventions Below, and less visibly, the rich landscape of Directors of Public Health, Mayors, Local 

Authority Chief Executives and all those who have local knowledge are left trying to articulate central fiat 

into local relevance while doing their best to support people affected by the lockdown -  for example a multi-

agency emergency response announced in Manchester on August 2nd (SKY, 2020a).  

Given agency and armed with accurate local and (with due protection) address-based data (as in Hong 

Kong for example120), local players can construct local networks and deliver information campaigns that 

are locally, culturally, and economically focused. Many are doing this already, like Barnet121, Blackburn with 

Darwen and Sandwell (starting their own local track and trace as we have seen) and no doubt others - but 

they are undertaking such actions within the noise created by central messaging, and by the progressive 

erosion of public trust and confidence in a government that is so often behind the curve of the viral 

challenge.  

6.8 Conclusion 

Never before have we been faced with such a crisis of national and local governance, with potentially 

catastrophic implications for society and economy, and with such differentiated impacts on particular 

demographics (the elderly, rather than the young but the latter as key players in the process). On the ground 

the national pandemic has always ‘played out’ at local and family levels, across geographical spaces that 

bear little resemblance to the administrative geographies applied by the central government.  

Covid-19 is a particularly potent enemy to human society. Its most alarming feature is the variety that it can 

display in its form, its modes of contagion, its speed of development – its sheer ability to defeat the 

traditional methods of control. Ashby’s (1956) Law of Requisite Variety (Naughton, 2017) would suggest 

that to control a system; “the number of states of its control mechanism must be greater than or equal to 

the number of states in the system being controlled”. Converted into simple language this indicates that – 

facing a variable and flexible entity like the virus – simple and central control in the hands of a largely closed 

managing group can only go so far.  

Control in the local and on the ground as part of the package would give far greater scope for tackling 

Covid-19 with the requisite variety to have a meaningful impact. It seems that, late in the day, this message 

 
120 https://chp-dashboard.geodata.gov.hk/covid-19/en.html 
121 https://www.barnet.gov.uk/sites/default/files/slide_23_data_sharing_agreement_test_and_trace_phe_lbb.pdf 

https://chp-dashboard.geodata.gov.hk/covid-19/en.html
https://www.barnet.gov.uk/sites/default/files/slide_23_data_sharing_agreement_test_and_trace_phe_lbb.pdf
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is getting through but we probably have a window of months at the most to recover the ground lost in 

tackling the virus through turning toward a flexible and context-sensitive approach. 

From a more practical and less theoretical point of view, there are broad lessons emerging from the 

experience of the last five months. The most important is the need to expedite the availability of accurate, 

trusted, and usable data and intelligence, and to engage better with the variable geographies of contagion. 

It was only when solving the local data issue allowed us to set the microscope lens to where the local 

became visible (in mid-July), that hotspots and clusters became the news headlines in the UK. We do, at 

last, have the basis for a personal risk assessment that says something meaningful about “cases near you”. 

We now understand that it was no coincidence that the early ONS map of deaths from the virus looked 

similar to the Index of Multiple Deprivation. The local perspective allowed us to see different dimensions of 

both the distribution of infection and of the economic and social context where this takes place.  

For the last five months the government has struggled to bring together the intelligence needed to 

understand the nature of what has been going on around us with Covid-19. Since this was an 

unprecedented virus event, this was not so hard to understand at the outset. But, taking a war analogy, it 

was surely an absolute requirement to know as quickly as possible what was the capability of the enemy 

to hurt us, and how and where and to come up with a strategy and some tactics to counter the threat. So, 

for building a strategy what key lessons should we emphasis from a paper that had its origins in the dismay 

of a couple of geographers about the way Covid-19 data was being collected, assembled and displayed? 

• Trust the local and work together in partnership – local actors have the intelligence to nuance 

central strategy at a community level 

One of the signal failures of the approach to the pandemic in the early months was its distinct centralising 

and privatising tendency. Struggling to be effective on its own terms, it had the unhelpful property that it 

under-valued the enormous potential available from among the voluntary and charitable sector, civil society 

organisations, the smaller than corporate businesses and local community organisations. It also left no 

scope for engaging  with other levels of governance such as the big city and sub-regional combined 

authorities and local government in general. Local organisations and actors have not been idle. They have 

been very busy indeed. Unmeasured except by uplifting stories and anecdotes, the wider set of non-

government and non-corporate bodies in the country have played an enormous role122 in helping with the 

social and economic outfall of the virus and the emergence from lockdown (Anon, 2020b, Anon, 2020c, 

Anon, 2020a). 

Many will have felt themselves to be on the side-lines, watching a process of critical importance to them, 

but not being called upon in any coherent way to lend their knowledge and experience. Yes, it is (as we 

have shown) a complex array, and yes again in the early days broad-scale mobilisation would have been 

an issue. However, five months on it is finally being taken on board that context is critical, for example 

whether it is about knowing the situation of the BAME community or of workplaces where risk is higher, or 

just where the young people usually hang out who seem to be ignoring the advice.  

We have emphasised the critical role of the Directors of Public Health. What has been lacking from the 

centre is an acknowledgement of the value of having a network of trained public health professionals on 

the ground across the entire country. They had been aware all along of what was going on in their patch , 

but they needed the data to legitimate their position and to get the issue up to the attention of central policy. 

Thankfully, it finally arrived. The Office for National Statistics and Public Health England are now providing 

 
122 For example: https://www.blackburn.gov.uk/coronavirus/bwd-help-hub-residents  

https://www.blackburn.gov.uk/coronavirus/bwd-help-hub-residents
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the consistent and full geographical coverage of statistics at a granular level we need to inform and 

complement the localised and contextual track and trace.   

Inequality and disadvantage are a primary contextual variable for what we are now better able to see and 

this should have a profound effect on macro-policy once the immediate event is past. In the short term, and 

critically, with a window before the second wave fast-closing, the empowerment of the local agents – public 

health in particular – should be a coherent next step in the orchestration of policy. 

• Target resources strategically and rapidly to raise the scale of testing, tracking and tracing 

Testing, testing, testing was an early mantra from the WHO as the means to defeat the virus. Nothing has 

changed here. This is still the most vital weapon in the armoury. In early August voice after expert voice 

was being raised that the testing regime was inadequate. It was neither moving fast enough nor penetrating 

deeply enough from place to place, and recent criticism argues that the testing regime actively ignored 

public sector capability in ideologically favouring the private sector (Boseley, 2020). There have been 

reports of new, faster turnaround, testing techniques but we are hearing at the same time that even in the, 

now identified, hotspots the existing organisation of the system makes it difficult to achieve the coverage 

needed.  

Testing is just to identify the cases. It leaves open the question of contact tracing which is still centrally 

deployed on a phone basis; declaring that it will not be “fully up and running” by September. With a small 

and closing window, this is surely not good enough, and there are fears that the return to schools and to 

work in offices could generate a second wave more than twice that of the first one (SKY, 2020c). Little 

wonder that some local communities have decided to protect their people by running their own track and 

trace. Blackburn with  Darwen sees it this way: 

“Paul Fleming, the council's director of business change, said the system, launched in partnership 

with Public Health England, complemented the national service "because we have the local 

knowledge of the area and the ability to send officers round to people's addresses."” (BBC, 2020a) 

“Complementing” is the key word in the above statement. With our forthright promotion of the local, we are 

not recommending that central government steps back and leaves responsibility to the local. The national- 

level systems in place need to be fixed and run up to the right scale to meet the challenge. It is the effective 

orchestration of the levels of governance we are looking for. Facing the second wave, it is partnership, 

speed and commitment that are the vital process requirements. But this would best be set within and 

coherent and openly declared strategy from the centre. A second wave and a further lockdown must be a 

terrifying prospect for the Chancellor as well as the population at large. The economy has been badly 

weakened by the first wave, and it is ill-equipped to survive a second. The month of August should not be 

about going on holiday and keeping the pubs open. It needs to be a time of intensive policy activity to repair 

the systems in place and put new ones quickly into play. 

Five months into the pandemic and there is still a series of dominantly macro-level responses. We still 

depend on ministerial announcements that react to unfolding events. Reports in the weekend of August 1 

noted “war gaming” scenarios involving modellers, the Prime Minister, and the Chancellor. Rumours 

appeared of possible lockdowns of the over 50s (Cole and Middleton, 2020), or of some form of containment 

within the M25 in London (ITV, 2020). These hardly generated credibility, and instead led to strong reactions 

and confusion (Mulheirn, 2020). On August 5th the Children’s Commissioner for England questioned why 

pubs had been opened before robust testing was provided for schools, arguing that “if the choice has to be 

made in a local area about whether to keep pubs or schools open, then schools must always take priority” 

(Longfield, 2020). In reviewing the regulations for the restrictions in place in the North of England national 

newspapers highlighted inconsistencies about where people could, or could not, meet. For example: 
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“Gatherings of two or more people in a private dwelling who are not from the same household have 

been banned under new coronavirus lockdown rules imposed in the north of England, meaning 

couples who do not live together can no longer have sex indoors and stay overnight… However, 

holiday accommodations such as hotels and bed and breakfasts are not included under the “private 

dwellings” definition, which means couples will be able to meet in hotel rooms.” (Ng, 2020) 

We must do better than this. 
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 The Covid-19 Economy: Deep Recession and 

Socially Unequal Outcomes 

This paper was released on 10 October 2020 

The Pandemic Summary Timeline – 7 August to 10 October 2020 

8 August – Compulsory face-coverings are now required in a wide range of locations. A slogan "Don't 

kill Granny" is introduced to try and maintain social distancing. 

10 August – Test and trace starts to move towards being more locally enacted. 

13 August – A-level exam results are published, and the moderation by OFQUAL results in a significant 

reduction in expected grades, particularly for more disadvantaged students. 

14 August – While the government expresses some optimism about infection levels, SAGE are more 

worried that the situation in not under control. 

17 August – The algorithmic moderation of the A-level grades resulted in outrage, and the Government 

abandons the algorithm and revises the grades based totally on teacher assessments. 

18 August – Public Health England will be replaced by a new National Institute for Health Protection. 

The Government appoints Baroness Dido Harding to chair the Institute. 

2 September – Plans to ease lockdown in parts of Manchester are deferred as cases spike. 

8 September – Cases continue to rise, and new restrictions are to be imposed from 14 September, 

restricting most social gatherings to the ‘rule of 6’ maximum. 

9 September – The Prime Minister announces that ‘Covid Marshalls’ will be appointed to help people 

conform to restrictions, and there will be expanded mass testing in ‘project Moonshot’. On 10 

September medical experts doubt the efficacy of ‘Moonshot’. On 16 September some local authorities 

doubt the feasibility of ‘Covid Marshalls’. 

14 September – The lack of tests for teachers worries headteachers in the process of reopening 

schools. 

18 September – Rising infection levels are resulting in the Government considering a short lockdown. 

22 September – the Prime Minister announces new restrictions lasting for up to 6 months. 

24 September – a new version of the NHS test and trace App is released. 

28 September – Anyone refusing to self-isolate as required may be fined up to £10,000. 

4 October – As students return to universities the forecast spike in infections occurs across 

universities, particularly Manchester and Newcastle. 
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By 10 October there are major concerns over the rate of infection increases in the North. 

Source: Derived from Wikipedia123 

7.1 Looking back at Paper 7 

At the beginning of October when Paper 7 was released, we were still in what could be described as a low 

intensity stage of the pandemic. August and September had been months when the when the virus was 

only a problem in certain localities in the north.  As we pointed out earlier, the Prime Minister was telling 

people that they would have it all under control “by Christmas”. People were taking their holidays in August 

and finding a way to forget about the pandemic - though with warnings ringing in their ears about a possible 

winter of discontent to come. The epidemiologists, in their normal way, had continued to dampen down 

expectations indicating with growing emphasis that there would be another rise in the trend of infections.  

Government was still going for its hyped straplines – this time the “Moonshot” approach to testing, once 

again “world class”. Test and trace was now believed to be underway - with Dido Harding now in charge of 

the entire public health community dealing with the pandemic. By mid-September, however, the mood was 

darkening as cases were climbing just before the universities were due to open - regardless of warnings 

from the “science” of the effects of half a million young people moving around the country. Schools had 

been fully re-opened. 

Towards the end of September there was more news of hotspots, chiefly in the old industrial towns and the 

inner  cities of the north. Week by week, steps toward a potential new lockdown were having to be 

considered. The predicted spikes in the university towns were there for all to see. Hotspots continued to 

rise in prominence. At this point, only the south east looked to be in line with the optimistic climate espoused 

by the government. We were on our way to the long predicted second wave. 

Paper 7 turned its focus, once again, to the economy and the effects of the pandemic and the lockdowns 

across different segments of the economy and spaces and of places within it. The retail and hospitality 

sectors continued to be the most affected, but the paper gave particular prominence to the plight of the arts 

and cultural industries. The geographical window also revealed that there were new geographies of 

economic and social deprivation emerging in locations where this had not been the case before the 

pandemic.  

• By September, restoring the economy had risen in profile and, although people were warned to 

be careful, the sense of the government message was that they should go back to work wherever 

possible (This advice was rescinded as the second wave moved in). 

• Paper 7 set out the latest data on just how serious and long term the recession was likely to be 

(Three months on and with new promise by the Prime Minister of an Easter endpoint after more 

lockdown, the economic situation has worsened)  

• On 24th September, the Rishi Sunak announced his Winter Economy Plan (Treasury, 2020b) to 

subsidise the wages of people in work and replace the furlough scheme at the end of October (Cue 

another rapid readjustment when it was discovered that it would not do what was planned).  

 
123 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Timeline_of_the_COVID-19_pandemic_in_England  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Timeline_of_the_COVID-19_pandemic_in_England
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• More people with the opportunity to work from home were increasingly taking it board for the 

long term and estate agents were picking up on the ex-urban flow. The central cities remained 

eerily quiet with people still keen to avoid the commute (The “great return” has not yet materialised). 

•  In the background, the new digital technologies, the internet and cloud, AI, robotics, 3D 

manufacturing and video conferencing were already laying down a path to new ways of working 

and of generating revenue. New opportunities were exploding (There were new jobs but also jobs 

were being replaced) 

• The situation remained particularly dire for the hospitality sector with forecasts of as many as a 

million jobs to be lost once the support packages came to an end.  In effect, the bulk of the sector 

was still surviving largely through the contribution from the public purse (A new open-ended 

lockdown is now in place with more closures certain to follow)  

• Paper 7 opened a window for the first time on the dire conditions to be found across the arts , 

culture, entertainment and events cluster. Many of those active in it had tended to fall  through 

the net of the Chancellor’s support schemes.  

• Jobs for many of the lowest paid in the traditional shopping segment of retail were being lost in 

large numbers as many of the well-known brand name chains began to go into liquidation or at 

least into major restructuring.  

• Real poverty – already too high before the pandemic – had expanded dramatically. Redundancies 

were held back by the furlough scheme and as yet, unemployment was not climbing significantly 

(This is still the case thanks to the furlough scheme)  

• The intention remained to close the furlough scheme on 31 October - with a cliff edge” to be 

faced (As we now know the cliff-edges were moved backwards stepwise - now to April 2021).  

• The government’s own forecasts were indicating that we would be facing (even without a second 

and third wave and more lockdowns) up to 7 million unemployed with 50% of them in the younger 

age groups. 

• Paper 7 emphasised the pressing need for some form of basic income support – Universal Basic 

Income (UBI) or Minimum Income Guarantee (MIIG) as a nationally adopted and publicly 

administered scheme (While this has risen in profile we see no movement from government). 

• All of this served to make the, still active, government slogan of “levelling up” a shallow and 

meaningless discourse facing a massive decline in the national fortunes and, in particular, in the 

fortunes of all those in society already suffering disadvantage wherever they lived. 

The paper concluded, once again, with a plea that the entire benefit system should receive close scrutiny 

in the light of the circumstances current at the time and for what was already clearly known about the likely 

situation in the future. It also repeated the argument the severe outcomes from entering the pandemic with 

high levels of inequality and in particular health inequality tell us a great deal about why the UK had such a 

poor pandemic record compared with its peers. Looking back from the end of the year, we see little sign 

that any of these critical lessons has deflected the juggernaut of government policy from its U-turn strewn 

original pathway.  
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7.2 Prologue – The context for this paper 

In our previous papers we covered the impact on society and economy of the Covid-19 pandemic, the 

lockdown, and the resulting and ongoing restrictions on mobility and social interaction. We also looked at 

changing behaviours as a result of the pandemic, ranging from a reluctance to use public transport or go 

to an office workplace, dramatic shifts towards more online retailing, the move to ‘staycations’, the adoption 

of social distancing. As the months passed, the government opened the door to greater mobility to 

reawaken the economy. At first, it encouraged moving back to old mobility behaviours and going back to 

work, while recommending wearing a mask and washing hands. Then it went into reverse and told us to 

work at home where we could, required local lockdowns, and put a 10pm curfew on pubs and restaurants. 

This was a period of confused policy proposals and rapid U-turns as the virus faded and then reasserted 

itself - not the least being the about-face move to allow grandparents to undertake informal childcare on 

September 21 (BBC, 2020c). Testing and track and trace turned out to be the disaster that virtually 

everybody foresaw. Once better data finally emerged; more “hotspots” were revealed - but initially 

successful measures to focus on them locally ran into the centralised Pillar 2 testing fiasco (still on-going 

with “lost” cases now being backfilled, and with a simple oversight that Excel files have a maximum size 

losing more cases early in October (Kelion, 2020)).  

We still wait for local players to have an appropriate role. The schools opened (and then started to close 

again with in-house infections and testing failures). Businesses began to operate again but found those 

workers who could, unwilling to take on travel risk and choosing to work from home. The government 

demand to ‘return to the office’ was immediately discarded when the civil service unions reacted and has 

now been completely overtaken. Public transport was declared fit for use, but people remain suspicious. 

Once again, those who can, avoid it.  

Half a million students began to migrate to universities during late September to form new high-density 

groupings of susceptible young people: for example, 20,000 students coming to the city of Durham, where 

in the city centre some streets are 65-80% houses of student lets (Havery, 2020). As predicted, case 

clusters emerged rapidly and continue to accelerate. While a university can exert some control within its 

premises, it has little power over behaviours outside in rental properties (many in already identified hotspot 

localities). In Manchester and Strathclyde new students were required to isolate in their halls for 14 days, 

and strictures on socialising for all students were announced across universities. On October 2nd, the 

University of Northumbria announced that 770 students had tested positive (BBC, 2020h). The story of high 

and accelerating infection rates in university centres evolves by the day. 

The past few months have, then, been a toxic mix of U-turns, the declining credibility of a central 

government often surprised by entirely predictable events, a loss of trust and endless confusion as to what 

people are supposed to do. Complex rules, which have been hard to explain for Ministers put up for media 

interviews and even for the Prime Minister himself124, have left the population anxious and uncertain. It has 

been a shambles. Against this background, the first hints of an emerging recovery have become 

exceptionally fragile. The truth is dawning that we are going to be in this for a long haul.  

 
124 https://www.legislation.gov.uk/coronavirus  

https://www.legislation.gov.uk/coronavirus
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Consistent with this, some well-informed voices are encouraging us to see the pandemic not as something 

that will go away - even when a vaccine arrives (McKenna, 2020). Covid-19 is envisaged as just the latest 

in a continuum of global health challenges that have been emerging for decades but that, up to here, have 

been geographically contained. The view from this perspective is that we will probably have to learn to ‘live 

with it’ (Triggle, 2020), since the virus or one of its many potential successors will be with us for the long 

run.  

While a vaccine as a techno-fix, or some other “world beating” one-shot policy solution, may be attractive 

as a palliative; it would be naïve to visualise it as the “holy grail” to bring the crisis to an end. If this is the 

perspective for the future we face, it changes things fundamentally and we should use the catastrophe of 

the pandemic as an opportunity to think again about the kind of society we and our successors might 

collectively want to live in – especially facing the over-arching challenge of climate change. 

A rational place to start would be by reinstating a sense of immediate concern about global public health, 

and to consider how the huge advances in epidemiology and disease prevention of the last century could 

have become overtaken by complacency. Remember that the ‘cure’ for cholera in the City of London, 

mapped by John Snow in the 1850s (Begum, 20216), was not just ‘fixed’ by the “Moonshot” technology of 

clean water supply systems. It also required action to address what we would now call the “social 

determinants of health”. Poverty, then and now, lays the ground for the existence and transmission of 

contagious diseases of all kinds.  

It is not without significance that since the 1970s - as Picketty (Piketty, 2020) shows in detail - extreme 

levels of social and spatial inequality became widely tolerated in the advanced nations under the accepted 

political economic model of the time. We should not be surprised how fast a lethal virus infection took off 

and made its way into and through societies that had come to tolerate low and precarious incomes, poor 

housing, restricted access to health care and a clustered geography of what is termed ‘multiple 

deprivation125’. All it needed for Covid-19 to take off, was a fully integrated, dynamic, globally linked world 

of fast air travel and a relative decline in the importance ascribed to public health. What was containable in 

the 19th Century using street by street “track and trace”, is a today a global and local challenge of epic 

proportions even with the advanced technologies currently available to us. 

We have struggled in writing this paper find some firm ground to stand on. The context has been changing 

by the day. When we first began trying to envisage what might be longer trends in the economy, it was 

possible to be mildly optimistic as recovery started. But over the weeks, the prospects have darkened. What 

has changed most is that the time horizon for even a modest recovery has been lengthening. The short 

term is becoming long term. This is against a picture of unstable and turbulent events and government 

chaos. We will still, however, be looking in the first part of the paper to read off from the short term some 

hints about those long-term trends that might tell us about the post-Covid-19 economy. Our frame of 

reference is employment – which jobs are being lost and which might survive or emerge in the future.  

Whereas in past papers we spoke of the ‘new normal’, we now think in terms of; i) the ‘journey towards 

coping’ and ii) the ‘journey toward a new order’. While the idea of some ‘new normal’ implies a describable 

end-condition, we see no such thing. We are facing a process in motion – one of travelling but not arriving. 

This fits with the idea of a fast-evolving, complex, dynamic system in a constant process of becoming. At 

the very least such a perspective stops us swallowing the notion of some ideal state that sound adherence 

to the rules of the market will lead us towards. Until there is a realisation of the need to change some of the 

fundamentals of the way we live, firefighting outbreaks looks as if it might sadly become the norm.  

 
125 https://maps.cdrc.ac.uk/#/geodemographics/imde2019/default/BTTTFFT/10/-0.1500/51.5200/  

https://maps.cdrc.ac.uk/#/geodemographics/imde2019/default/BTTTFFT/10/-0.1500/51.5200/
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In the second part of the paper, we follow on from employment to show how the recession will exaggerate 

trends in the labour market that deepen and extend multiple disadvantage and poverty. For the world of the 

future, indifference to extreme, spatially localised economic and social inequality is going to have to change. 

Perhaps this might be because there is a fundamental change in general views about social justice. More 

likely, however, it will come from pure pragmatism. Our neighbours’ health (globally as well as locally) – as 

we now see every day - can have a profound effect on us and our life opportunities.  

Whatever the stimulus, there is an urgent need for better housing, better financial security, better access 

to health care, better education, and opportunity for those disadvantaged under our present arrangements. 

Such a transformation of economy and society will, of course, be a contested process, with a struggle 

between winners and losers, the powerful and the powerless. An important starting point might be to realise 

that Covid-19 offers an opportunity inclusively to co-design any new paradigm and not just to let the 

prophets of economic efficiency prioritise market forces to take us where they will.  

In the weeks of September 7th, 14th and 22nd, we found ourselves going back into UK “lockdown by stages” 

with strict limits on mobility covering whole sub-regions in the West Midlands, the North East and Lancashire 

and around 13 million people living under restrictions. Trying to write a paper looking beyond the virus and 

the chaotic moves to deal with it is like a scary fairground ride – mostly in the dark with regular disturbing 

images thrown in to scare you. We will do our best to shine a light on what we see might coming towards 

us. We are probably going to have to acknowledge that the legacy of the past may turn out to be a poor 

guide to the future. 

7.3 The Largest Recession on Record? 

7.3.1 The prospectus in August 2020 

The prospects for recovery looked poor at the end of August, with some forecasts predicting, for example, 

a huge £22 billion loss just in tourism revenue during 2020 (BBC, 2020f). By August 11 nearly 750,000 jobs 

had already been lost across the UK economy (Strauss, 2020). In June and July, the early notices of 

forthcoming redundancy required by Employment Law saw 300,000 jobs listed for closure later. By the 

middle of August, the Office for National Statistics (ONS) had declared; “It is clear that the UK is in the 

largest recession on record" (AFP, 2020). Output (GDP) had contracted by more than 20% in just two 

quarters. There was a small bounce back in the second quarter as lockdown was partially eased and pent-

up demand in the retail sector produced a sharp upward shift.  

Overall, however, the economy had seen a massive hit – particularly to the retail and hospitality and the 

travel and tourism sectors (BBC, 2020e, Subramanian, 2020). At this point, the Bank of England was 

forecasting an economic contraction of 9.5 percent and an unemployment rate of 7.5 percent by the end of 

the year rising to as high as 9 percent in 2021 – describing this as “the worst recession for 300 years” 

(Giles, 2020).  

The Bank was, however, standing ready with a massive expansion of Quantitative Easing (QE) and was 

hoping for a faster recovery than had been the case with the 2011 recession. The Office for Budget 

Responsibility (OBR126) projected the numbers of the unemployed to be in the range of 3-4 million (but with 

the possibility of 7 million as the worst-case estimate) over 2020, 2021 and 2022. The UK represented the 

worst performer among the G7 countries (Eaton, 2020). The OECD forecast was that unemployment will 

 
126 https://obr.uk/  

https://obr.uk/
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reach a near-record 11.7% by the end of 2020 (Farrell, 2020). That would rise to 14.8% should there be a 

second wave of Covid-19, meaning more than one in seven workers will be left without a job127. 

7.3.2 September 2020: The prospects darken 

At the beginning of September, spirits were still beginning to rise. There had been a recovery from the 

disaster of a 20% loss of output in April. The following quarter had seen a fall of only -7.6 percent in the 

three months to July. The Chancellor’s “Eat out to Help Out” scheme and the loosening of lockdown rules 

had seen activity expand and output improve. By the end of the first week in September, however, the case 

count for the virus had begun to grow again. A week later, on fears of an imminent second wave, the 

government went into action to declare limited lockdowns in hotspot areas. In quick succession, new and 

hard to interpret rules were coming back to restrict the movement and interaction of people in the cities and 

those sub-regions with rising case counts.  

Seven days later, the restrictive rules expanded again to a current situation where half of the population of 

northern England and two-thirds of the population of Wales are under some form of containment128. The 

virus was, once again, moving faster than the government’s efforts to contain it. We are now in a position 

where there is a widespread expectation of some form of new national lockdown and panic buying has 

returned to the supermarkets. 

For the recovery of the economy, this renewed expectation of some future closedown is devastating. It 

comes as we enter the last 100 days of the end of the Brexit negotiations. Uncertainly is as extreme for 

business as it is for the community at large. A bulletin released by the Society for Motor Manufacturers and 

Traders (SMMT) offered a powerful perspective on conditions in a sector where recovery was quick to take 

off but which is now extremely concerned about its post-Brexit future: 

• “UK car production declined -44.6% in August with 51,039 units rolling off factory lines. 

• Production so far this year is down -40.2% with a loss of 348,821 units worth more than £9.5bn to 

UK car makers.” (Guardian, 2020) 

Late in September we were told; “Hospitality has been hit particularly hard by the pandemic and multiple 

trade bodies had warned earlier this week that a quarter of the UK’s 100,000 pubs, bars and restaurants 

could close, with the loss of 675,000 jobs, unless they were given sector-specific support” (Davies, 2020). 

Another report forecast up to 900,000 further job losses once the government support measures were 

relaxed (McAllister, 2020). The Bank of England forecast for unemployment before the latest round of 

restriction was for it to rise from its current 4.1% to 7.5% by the end of the year. There is now a concern 

that it will rise as high as 10 percent under the conditions now facing the country with over 3 million out of 

work. 

And then there is Brexit. The Credit rating agency S&P Global presented its economic forecast on 24th 

September, cutting its economic growth forecasts for the UK and saying that the country’s economy was 

now likely to slump by almost 10% this year (Ignacio, 2020). S&P noted that “a hard Brexit leading to new 

import and export tariffs, as well as non-tariff trade barriers” would add another layer of challenge for 

European companies and be “especially detrimental for the UK economy” (REUTERS, 2020). Whatever 

the “bounce” forecast for 2021, it is clear that two years of massive financial losses are not going to be 

recovered quickly. 

 
127 https://news.sky.com/story/coronavirus-crisis-where-jobs-have-been-lost-across-the-uk-12029604 
128 https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/local-restrictions-areas-with-an-outbreak-of-coronavirus-covid-19  

https://www.theguardian.com/business/2020/sep/23/nearly-a-quarter-of-pubs-and-restaurants-fear-collapse-by-christmas
https://www.theguardian.com/business/2020/sep/23/nearly-a-quarter-of-pubs-and-restaurants-fear-collapse-by-christmas
https://news.sky.com/story/coronavirus-crisis-where-jobs-have-been-lost-across-the-uk-12029604
https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/local-restrictions-areas-with-an-outbreak-of-coronavirus-covid-19
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7.3.3 An economic and a social crisis 

By any standard, the UK finds itself in the first stage of a damaging economic and social crisis, not just in 

relation to Covid-19, but facing the unknown threat to arrive from a potential “no-deal” Brexit (Ainger et al., 

2020). Some commentators suggest that in the short run this will see the economy lose up to a quarter of 

its productive potential in addition to that coming from the pandemic. Early talk of a fast and V-shaped 

recovery is long behind us. Most commentators rightly point to a slow emergence from the recession (Elliott, 

2020a). The common early view that the virus would still be active amongst us until at least the Spring of 

2021 is beginning to give way to the prospect of a much longer journey. Until more is known about the 

outfall of Brexit, the shape of the recovery will be highly uncertain and investors will be holding back on 

their plans.  

It is clear, however, that the number of available jobs in the UK (and indeed globally (Jones, 2020)) is going 

to be significantly reduced in absolute terms over at least the next three years. There will not be enough 

jobs available to make new offers to a high proportion of the young people leaving school or college. Indeed, 

the poor job prospects may well have encouraged school leavers to go into university wherever possible, 

with many universities further oversubscribed after the examination grade fiasco (UCAS, 2020).  

Without a fundamental shift in the philosophical basis of policy, it will be difficult to address the levels of 

inequality that had built up in the country even when the number of people in employment was at an all-

time high. Waiting for a market-based expansion to produce positive job growth is not going to be anywhere 

near sufficient to cover even the most recent job losses. This would spell disaster for an unacceptably large 

share of the population. There is a sense that government is as slow to grasp the extremity of the social 

crisis building up in front of us as it was in dealing with the early stages of  Covid-19. 

7.3.4 Benefit claims rising sharply 

In the two weeks prior to January 2020, some 94,000 unemployment benefit claims had been made in the 

UK. By the two weeks before 31st March the claims figure had risen by a factor of 10 to 950,000129. Many 

of these new claimants had no prior experience of losing their job and were thrust into job search (JSA) 

and Universal Credit for the first time. In January 2020 there were 2,453,716 households receiving Universal 

Credit. By May 2020 (the latest statistics) the number was 4,239,779130 That increase was while the 

furlough support scheme was fully operational.  

The workers for whom severance came quickly and with no cost to the employer were those already in the 

precarious labour market where contract terms carried no guarantees beyond the work already in hand. 

One of the attractive features of the non-standard, zero-hours contract for employers is that hiring and firing 

can be matched flexibly and virtually instantaneously to demand shifts. This is likely to constitute a group 

of people for whom the planned withdrawal of the £20-a-week emergency boost to tax credits will see 

average incomes fall by £600. This is, however, an average that includes pensioners and others who might 

be less powerfully affected. In Scotland, the south of England and the East Midlands, around one in four 

non-pensioner households are set to lose over £1,000 This would rise to one in three in Northern Ireland, 

Wales, West Midlands, and the North of England (Elliott, 2020b). 

Around a third of all benefit claimants are young people. Another hard-hit group is the over-50s, effectively 

forced into early retirement to live on benefits. In May 2019, there were 206,502 over-50s on Universal 

Credit. By March of 2020, the number had risen to 304,379 and by May the number had more than tripled 

 
129 https://www.statista.com/statistics/1107124/coronavirus-uk-benefit-claims/ 
130 https://stat-xplore.dwp.gov.uk/webapi/jsf/tableView/tableView.xhtml  

https://www.statista.com/statistics/1107124/coronavirus-uk-benefit-claims/
https://stat-xplore.dwp.gov.uk/webapi/jsf/tableView/tableView.xhtml
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over the past year to 659,649 (Bentley and Gibbons, 2020). Many have had no prior experience of losing 

their job and will be thrust into job search and Universal Credit for the first time. 

7.3.5 Real poverty grows 

To see how the pandemic has added to levels of poverty in the UK, we have to turn to the Social Metrics 

Commission (SMC, 2020), since the UK government no longer publishes data on poverty. In 2018-19, 

around 14.4 million people in the UK were living in poverty. This was, of course, at a time when 

unemployment was low and the rate of employment was high. About 4.5 million people (7%) were in deep 

poverty, and 7.1 million people (11%) were in persistent poverty. This means that they had lived below the 

breadline for at least two of the last three years (Butler, 2020). Around 4.5 million children were estimated 

be living in poor households at that time. Among the BAME population, it was suggested that about half 

were living in poverty. That sets a pre-Covid-19 baseline against which the added impact of today’s 

recession and job loss should be measured.  

The latest data from the Social Metrics Commission confirms that the largest employment impacts from the 

pandemic have been felt by those already in the deepest levels of poverty. Two in three of those employed 

prior to the crisis but still in deep poverty, had experienced some kind of negative job change (reduced 

hours or earnings, been furloughed or lost their job). This compares to one in three (35%) of those who 

were employed but not in poverty. Around 20% of those previously employed people experiencing deep 

poverty were reported to have lost their jobs.  

For those still in work, hours or pay have been reduced as a result of the Covid-19 crisis. There is a real 

danger that, with the pandemic, both the incidence and the severity of poverty could increase to extreme 

levels. As we have pointed out before in our fourth paper, the map of deaths and cases from the virus has 

a strong visual correlation with that for multiple deprivation. It is hardly a surprise to see that the new 

hotspots for Covid-19 contagion closely match the map of relative and absolute poverty in the UK.  

7.3.6 The Chancellor’s “Plan for Jobs” and “Job Support Scheme” 

In response to this evolving jobs crisis, the government has moved twice. Recognising the jobs situation, 

the aim was to lessen the immediate damage. On 8th July 2020, Rishi Sunak announced his “Plan for Jobs” 

to offset the effects of the lockdown and the pandemic on employment (Treasury, 2020a). This was 

presented as the second phase of a wider plan to “support the recovery”. The first was a planned “£160 

billion support package, which included £49 billion of extra funding for the country’s vital public services 

including the NHS”. The furlough scheme as it was called, was to pay up to 80 percent of the wages of 

nearly 12 million people and to support over a million businesses through grants, loans and rates cuts. 

There were also what were termed “shovel-ready projects” and plans for “greening our infrastructure”. Later, 

an extended apprenticeship scheme was added to encourage employers to take on more young people 

(Kickstart131). The details of the scheme are set out in section 7 of this chapter. 

Impressive though such a programme was, three critical questions immediately arose. The first, given the 

issues discussed above, was whether the considerable sum of money announced was going to be enough 

to prevent job losses on the scale projected. Since unemployment remained relatively low (4.1%) over the 

lockdown period and redundancies were held back, the plan did work well for the short term it was designed 

for. For what we have just seen as the projected path for unemployment (“of the order of 2-3 million” Sunak 

himself suggests), the concern that it needed a much longer time horizon than the end of October was well 

 
131 https://kickstartjobs.uk/ and https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/kickstart-scheme  

https://kickstartjobs.uk/
https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/kickstart-scheme
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founded. A huge lobby of opinion moved to press for it to be extended – but without success132. On 5th 

October we heard of yet another piecemeal replacement initiative called JETS (Job Entry Targeted Support 

Scheme) for externally provided “job coaching” for the unemployed (Leishman and Jones, 2020). 

A second question was how comprehensive the cover would be. We have now learned that at least 300,000 

people for various reasons were unable to make use of the Chancellor’s scheme. The third issue was to 

how quickly it could work given the speed with which jobs were being lost and benefit claims were rising. 

Once again, there was some success here, with the scheme working quickly though the employers in a 

distributed way. As recovery began to emerge and the construction and manufacturing sectors began to 

take their people back and withdraw from the scheme, there was some hope that “bridging” this way might 

work. But the ever-present threat was of a “cliff edge” to come at the end of October. With the prospect of 

a second wave and new lockdowns, hopes of an early end to the crisis were dashed and this saw the 

Chancellor move again. 

On 24th September, the Rishi Sunak announced his Winter Economy Plan (Treasury, 2020b) to subsidise 

the wages of people in work and replace the furlough scheme at the end of October. Under the new scheme, 

businesses have the option of keeping employees in a job on shorter hours to avoid making them 

redundant. The Resolution Foundation has offered a powerful critique. It points out that: “it would cost a 

firm £1,500 to employ one full-time worker on £17,000, but more than £2,000 a month to employ two half-

time workers on the same full-time equivalent salary” (Resolution, 2020). It would be cheaper to have fewer 

workers on full-time contracts than more workers part-time..  

The Institute for Employment Studies was concerned that the latest package; “falls short of what is needed 

to prevent unemployment spiralling upwards during the winter” (Inman, 2020b). A key feature of the entire 

bundle of government expenditure to create jobs is the assumption that it will be private sector employers 

that will be the active agents (as with track and trace). The schemes have been largely well received but 

an obvious critique is that they will surely not be anywhere near enough to deal with the threat of three 

million unemployed. 

There is no sign that the government will countenance a scheme under the banner of what, in the EU 

context, would be called Active Labour Market Policy133 (ALMP). During the high unemployment phases of 

the 1970s and 1980s the European Union and Member States moved to support the unemployed workforce 

by a raft of direct measures to introduce training, community-based activities and schemes to assist the 

young and the disabled. In the UK, examples also existed for the earlier period in the Youth Training 

Scheme (YTS) and the Youth Opportunities Programme (YOP). Both received a good deal of criticism, but 

they offered lessons to be learned. It will not be sufficient to sit back with the Job Support Scheme in play 

and just let things play out. The cost to society and perhaps to public order will simply be too great. 

 
132 On 5th October we hear about yet another piecemeal replacement initiative called JETS (Job Entry Targeted 

Support Scheme) for externally provided “job coaching” for the unemployed LEISHMAN, F. & JONES, A. 2020. Job 

Entry Targeted Support: New employment scheme to help those 'out of work' because of Covid-19. Cambridgeshire 

Alive. Published October 5. Available: https://www.cambridge-news.co.uk/news/uk-world-news/government-job-

scheme-employment-coronavirus-19049108. [Accessed October 5 2020].. 
133 https://www.oecd.org/employment/activation.htm  

https://www.oecd.org/employment/activation.htm
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7.4 Economic Shock: Cascading Effects 

7.4.1 Time space compression gives way to time space dispersion: Key areas of the 

economy facing economic shock  

In the background as the recession made its way through the economy, Covid-19 was also bringing about 

a profound shift for people in terms of the space and time aspects of their lives. What we can call time 

space compression was the essence of things at the beginning of 2020. We pressed together on trains, 

tubes and in cars at “rush hour”. We occupied the rent-efficient spaces in busy offices from “nine to five”. 

We squeezed through the gates of football grounds at “kick-off time”. We booked tables in busy restaurants 

at “lunchtime”. We crowded into airport check-in desks at “flight time”. The virus changed all that. Those 

businesses that measured their success in terms of passenger load factors, seat occupancy ratios, 

customer footfall, number of restaurant “covers” and so on were devastated as a public health crisis turned 

the time space compressed world inside out.  

Beyond the emergency stop that was lockdown, time space dispersion became the new requirement. 

Coming together in numbers at designated places and times was heavily proscribed. We know the rest – 

offices and trains emptied, venues closed, events were cancelled, sports grounds rang hollow and shops 

stumbled on with limited footfall. This represented a shock of some enormity – long established business 

models went out of the window and with them the revenue streams and legacy data that management 

accounts could bank on to determine their competitive weight in the marketplace.  

But on the old cliché that “every crisis presents an opportunity”; beyond that shock came the first stages of 

response. Just how should a business find a way to go forward in a world of time space dispersion? When 

the pandemic hit, we were already on a steady pathway toward another revolution – the digital 

transformation or the Fourth Industrial Revolution. The new digital technologies, the internet and cloud, AI, 

robotics, 3D manufacturing and video conferencing were already laying down a path to new ways of working 

and of generating revenue. New opportunities were exploding. Ways of using them were already beginning 

to emerge - both to add to efficiency and lower wage costs and to open up entirely new markets and ways 

to find and tap them.  

In this section we need to put some flesh on the bones of the aggregate data of the second paper. For 

doing this, we found the established idea of sectors in the Standard Industrial Classification too limiting134. 

We want to focus on those areas of the economy where time space transformation has had its most 

powerful effects - where the shock of the pandemic worked its way through connected multipliers to cascade 

out beyond the core to other business, people and places. We want to see what hints we can gather about 

how the crisis and the response to it might  reconstitute the world of business and employment for the 

longer run. In doing so we have to risk cutting across accepted sector definitions and standard data and 

depend more on publicised headline events. We make no attempt to be comprehensive and just focus on 

three activity groups135: 

 
134 Before his Winter Plan statement, the Chancellor was being pressed from many quarters to take a “sectoral” 

approach to his proposed job support measures. His response was that sectors were too difficult to define. For our 

purposes in writing the next section of the paper, we agree with him. 
135 We have a problem with “hospitality” - the hotel and accommodation industry – which the Collins dictionary 

defines as follows: “The food and hospitality industry is about providing food, drink and accommodation. It also 

involves entertainment, fitness and leisure”. For our purposes, we want to associate part of it with the airlines and 

airports group. The same applies to that part of tourism associated with airlines, airports, and international travel.  

https://www.collinsdictionary.com/dictionary/english/hotel
https://www.collinsdictionary.com/dictionary/english/accommodation
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• Airlines, airports, travel and associated activities; 

• Consumer retail, food supply, household goods and associated logistics; 

• Arts, culture, entertainment, performance and events, tourism and associated activities 

To provide material to link our story to the second theme of the paper, we want to emphasise that a 

substantial proportion of the associated jobs in those groups are to be found in the lower paid and lower 

skilled segment of the occupational spectrum. We are as interested, for example, in conditions for the 

“quarter of Slough’s working-age population” that is “ employed either directly in aviation or indirectly 

through industries such as logistics and hospitality” as we are in the pilots and crew in the airline sector 

(Ford, 2020). We want to see the effects on places like Crawley or Luton as unanticipated patterns of job 

loss appear (Harris, 2020). 

7.4.2 The airline, airport, travel, and tourism group of activities 

For this complex and highly integrated set of activities, there had been no prior warning of the devastation 

to come. Growth seemed assured. The investment plans of airlines, airports (with planned new runways 

and expanded terminals), aircraft manufacturers, hotels and tourist operators were shaped for long term 

steady growth. Some changes were in progress. The, decades long, development of the hub and spoke 

network was beginning to shift in favour of direct point-to-point travel with smaller fuel-efficient aircraft. This 

was, like so much of the change before the pandemic, making its way slowly into practice. The pressure to 

be more fuel efficient and environmentally sensitive was drawing the major players into agreements to limit 

emissions. This was “normal” evolution - with the new technologies opening a variety of new possibilities 

and their adoption taking time. 

The shock of Covid-19 on the whole system was sudden, dramatic and is still very much ongoing (Anon, 

2020a). Something of the sheer scale of the impact on the airline industry can be grasped from a dedicated 

Wikipedia page listing around 30 affected airlines136. The scale is quite devastating in terms of bankruptcies 

and service reductions. In addition, aircraft manufacturers such as Airbus are reported as being in financial 

peril (Anon, 2020b). All airlines have grounded aircraft, made staff redundant and attempted to shore up 

their finances. British Airways is continually having to reduce its staff headcount (Armitage, 2020). Virgin 

Atlantic, having had to negotiate a rescue package, has shed over 4,000 jobs (Caswell, 2020).  

The earlier questions about the future for airport hubs have quickly turned into real actions. Virgin (BBC, 

2020g) and British Airways have both moved to close their Gatwick hubs. Specialist airports have struggled. 

London City Airport has announced that it is shedding one third of its employees (Whitehead, 2020). Major 

airports like Heathrow have also seen substantial job losses. Regional airports, such as Newcastle137 and 

Manchester are responding in the same way with significant redundancies.  

Looking outwards to the connections in the linked international travel and tourism industry; Hays Travel 

announced large redundancy programmes at the start of August. STA travel joined them in closing out jobs 

in late August (Murphy, 2020). These are just the headlines of closures, redundancies and job losses in an 

industry cluster that is under extreme pressure (BA confirmed on 16th September that it is in a struggle to 

survive). Constantly changing decisions at country level about whether returning travellers should 

quarantine, have truncated the hopes for a quick recovery and set back budget airlines - just as Ryanair 

(Hayhurst, 2020), EasyJet and others were starting to take to the air again.  

 
136 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Impact_of_the_Covid-19_pandemic_on_airlines 
137 https://www.airportwatch.org.uk/uk-airports/newcastle-airport/newcastle-airport-news/  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Impact_of_the_COVID-19_pandemic_on_airlines
https://www.airportwatch.org.uk/uk-airports/newcastle-airport/newcastle-airport-news/
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Upstream of these events at the industrial end of the production complex, a restructured supply chain for 

aero engine servicing and repair by BA and other airlines in July and August produced losses in the South 

Wales aerospace cluster (Bellis, 2020). GE aerospace closed its factory near Caerphilly (Harris, 2020). 

Other losses affected Rolls Royce in Derby and Airbus in Chester. Rolls Royce announced the closure of 

its Barnoldswick plant in Lancashire with the loss of 350 jobs. Perhaps more significant than this, however, 

was the indication that the company will be moving a significant part of its engine components manufacture 

to Singapore. For the longer run, all airlines are struggling to forecast what consumer travel behaviour will 

look like on the other side of the pandemic. Established booking and pricing models based on legacy data 

from the past are no longer a guide to an uncertain future138.  

While airport-based Covid-19 testing is scheduled to begin soon (Wilson, 2020) to help re-open routes, 

there is every indication that job losses will continue into the long term. The airline industry generally is 

working on 2024 as the first possible date by which passenger numbers might be expected to recover to 

pre-virus levels. It is likely that some premium travel will be restored more quickly but there is great 

uncertainty about the shape of the holiday trade. The threat of a continuing risk from the virus as well as 

the impact of recession on disposable incomes makes consistent forward planning impossible. For the 

budget airlines, the position of the “boomer” population that chose to holiday widely and often is a key part 

of any forward calculation. Virus risk will play more heavily than disposable income here.  

A critical issue is how far business travel will adapt - as the new communication technologies put in place 

during the crisis continue to redefine the meaning of space and the need for face to face contact. Will a 

structural shift have taken place that will change the whole basis for how international business is 

conducted? Will “working from home” have a second meaning, one that envisages people not travelling as 

much out-of-country to transact business? Facing such a level of uncertainty, one thing that seems already 

clear is that airline consolidation is inevitable; with fewer, larger carriers able to take the hit and continue 

going forward. This has already begun with many small airlines disappearing in the US and Europe. Some 

air travel may return strongly as a premium product provided by the elite airlines - but even the premium 

trans-Atlantic routes (worth $9 billion a year) are under threat (Georgiadis and Bushey, 2020) until a testing 

solution is in place.  

As pointed out earlier, this is about more than just the airlines. They are a key part of a whole assemblage 

of elements that make up an integrated cluster of activities and provide jobs and incomes spanning the full 

range from the most basic ones in airport retail and off-site food preparation to the most highly qualified 

pilots, engineers and systems designers. Knowing about losses among airlines, travel agencies and airport 

hotel groups from headline events tells us only a small part of the story.  

Integral to the whole economic complex are job multipliers that spin out upstream to engine and avionics 

manufacture and maintenance and downstream to a wide variety of directly procured associated activities 

(ramp services, baggage handling etc.) and associated activities (coach services, airport catering). A 

classic example of this is the announcement on 22nd September by the pub chain Wetherspoons that almost 

half of its 1000 workers employed at UK airports will lose their jobs (McLoughlin, 2020). The much lauded 

job multiplier effects of airport development can work both ways - as the residents of places like Slough, 

Crawley and Luton are currently finding out.  

If the wider employment multipliers are added in, we are talking about the equivalent of “city-scale” job 

networks for the largest airports (Heathrow, Gatwick and Manchester, for example) with tens of thousands 

of connected jobs. Numerically, the majority of those employed are at the lower end of the pay/skill scale. 

We see “shock” headlines of Heathrow shedding 1100 jobs and Gatwick 1400 - but these just skim the 

 
138 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=H_akzwzghWQ 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=H_akzwzghWQ
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surface. In what we will be turning to later in this chapter, it is essential to understand that the damage from 

closure and redundancy will run far wider economically and socially than can be captured by a sector label 

like air travel and tourism. Impossible accurately to count, considerable job losses are building among that 

pool of people at the lower end of the pay and income scale already struggling to find work– many of them 

living in relatively expensive housing environments. We will see this again later when we describe the new 

places being added to the list of local areas in difficulty. 

7.4.3 Consumer retail, food supply, household goods and associated logistics; 

As with the air travel and tourism group of activities just described, the consumer retail, food supply, 

household goods and associated industries cluster of activities represents a dense network of inter-

connected businesses and job opportunities. In this case, change through the new technologies was more 

prominently underway before the pandemic. But, once again, the crisis provoked an immediate 

acceleration. The movement to online shopping was already happening and the high streets were already 

losing footfall. As before, there were some high-profile closure and redundancy events as the virus and 

lockdown hit. On August 18, Marks and Spencer announced that it was “cutting 7,000 jobs over the next 

three months across its stores and management. It said the coronavirus pandemic had made it clear there 

had been a "material shift in trade"” (BBC, 2020j). This came alongside suppliers like DW Sports, 

Debenhams and John Lewis and more recently H&M, adding to a long list of those either calling in the 

liquidators or significantly shrinking their outlets and workforce.  

From the list we set out in Paper 5, Intu, the shopping mall owner, which had signalled there were problems, 

finally succumbed. And, in business, there is always an upside for someone else’s downsides, since 

successful companies need accountants, as do failed ones (Clarence-Smith, 2020). Looking at the overall 

scale of change, a recent analysis by the Centre for Retail Research139 (8th September) reported that 

125,000 retail jobs had already been lost and 13,867 shops closed in the first eight months of 2020. 

The hospitality sector has been an early and continuing casualty. The decline has been relentless with a 

recent survey showing that revenues fell by two-thirds between June and the end of September (Inman, 

2020a). Releasing lockdown and the arrival of government subsidies to “Eat Out to Help Out” saw a brief 

upward shift but this petered out as the scheme came to an end after being massively oversubscribed to 

the tune of 100 million meals (BBC, 2020i). Pizza Express, with 73 store closures and 1,100 jobs lost (Gray, 

2020), has recently added its name to the list of high-profile retrenchments that we reported in the fifth 

paper (Chapter 5 here). Inevitably, the recent arrival of the 10.00 pm curfew across so much of the country 

outside the south east has had a devastating effect on small pubs and restaurants already in difficulty – 

with claims that the north is being “levelled down” and demands for additional support (Milne, 2020). 

For food suppliers linked to the offices of the city centres things have been particularly desperate. Pret a 

Manger has announced a move to shed over 2,800 workers and close half of its outlets (Sky, 2020). Much 

has been written about the fundamental business model re-think by Pret a Manger to move away from a 

city centre focus where Pano Christou told Sky News: "I think customer behaviour is going to change for 

good.” (Sky, 2020). Most businesses across the entire hospitality sector are carrying significant losses on 

their balance sheets and the winter season will probably see a rising toll of closures. Many will not reach 

the headlines but their disappearance will provoke widespread job losses.  

Seaside towns will be particularly hard hit and it is no surprise to see that Blackpool currently has the highest 

rate of unemployment in the country - even before the winter begins. Overall, the combined retail and 

hospitality sector saw a loss of 11 percent of its GVA between April and June – the largest of all the UK 

 
139 https://www.retailresearch.org/  

https://www.theguardian.com/business/2020/sep/09/almost-125000-uk-retail-jobs-lost-so-far-this-year-study-estimates
https://www.retailresearch.org/
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sectors. A recent observation from the owner of Next indicates that worse may be to come; “hundreds of 

thousands of traditional retail jobs may not survive in the wake of the coronavirus crisis” (Jack, 2020). We 

can also see the beginning of what may be a stream of high profile closures in the hotel industry as 

September 22 saw 6,000 jobs at risk in the Whitbread Group owner of the Premier Inn chain (Ascher, 2020). 

But there has been an upside. Tesco, for example, has announced that it plans to create 16,000 new 

“permanent” jobs (BBC, 2020m) and the Co-op that it is: “opening 50 new stores and creating 1,000 new 

jobs this year. The new roles come on top of the 1,000 posts added during lockdown as demand from 

shoppers increased” (BBC, 2020b). Most recently, Aldi (29th September) has announced the opening of 

new stores and the creation of 4,000 jobs. Amazon reports that it is about to open three new fulfilment 

centres in the North East and Nottingham with 7,000 new jobs. It is revealing that these part-time jobs are 

described as being “permanent” and “paid at £9 an hour” (BBC, 2020a). Significantly, for a potential future 

of industry consolidation, Amazon now sees an opportunity to move into food delivery. The shape of 

demand is shifting substantially with a surge in the in-store purchasing of DIY goods and a sharp fall for in-

store clothes purchases (BBC, 2020o).  

The shift to online represents a radical change in the type of tasks and the location of work in the retail 

sector. It represents one of those profound changes that we will expect to become established for the future 

as an industry-wide transformation of the consumer offer is facilitated by the possibilities of the new 

technology. New dis-intermediated internet options have seen consumers dramatically change what they 

buy, and how they buy (“M&S said total sales in its hard-hit clothing and home arm plunged 29.9% in the 

eight weeks since shops reopened, with store sales tumbling 47.9% and online surging 39.2%” (BBC, 

2020j)) as online purchasing accelerates rapidly (Smithers, 2020). It offers a clear example of space time 

dispersion. 

When it comes to employment, the occupational profile for retail and hospitality is heavily oriented toward 

relatively low wages and high flexibility as part of contractual terms. Part-time working is very much a feature  

of the standard task structure. This recommends itself to some workers where it fits in with their home life 

or career stage. Those with caring and family responsibilities and young people are highly represented in 

the workforce. The expectation would be that those closures and job losses we have just outlined will have 

a particular gender, demographic and locational incidence. This will also be true of the new jobs on offer. 

The questions are; “how many jobs overall?”, “on what sorts of terms and conditions?” and “where across 

the micro-geography of the country will the new jobs to located?”.  

Moving the bulk of the jobs into out of town “fulfilment centres” and tasks toward the drivers who service 

them will fundamentally change the pattern of employment opportunity. The reaction from retail and 

hospitality to the Chancellor’s Job Support Scheme was generally negative, since the bulk of the most 

threatened businesses are small and they see no benefit from it. For the larger players, however, the scope 

to create  “viable jobs” and use the scheme may be more attractive. A comprehensive re-shaping of the 

profile of employment is inevitable. The downside will be focussed on the current worker cohort and the 

upside on new hires.  

Geographically, retail and hospitality is an “everywhere” activity, spanning corner shops, high streets and 

shopping centres, high end city centre and designer outlets. Alongside them is dispersed warehousing and 

the logistics activities that service the movement of goods. Losses and gains in employment will have a 

widespread and differential spatial impact across the country as a whole. This will play out from the cores 

of the major cities and shopping malls through town centres to the local village convenience shop. For the 

distribution hubs for online, a national pattern of motorway-based nodes, already coming strongly into place 

before the crisis, will see a rapid expansion. We are looking at a new geography, the shape of which is still 

emerging. What was slowly evolving before the pandemic has now shifted into high gear. The debate is on 
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and too early yet to call. Cities and towns at all levels in the urban hierarchy are probably going to look 

significantly different in the next 5-10 years. 

7.4.4 Arts, culture, entertainment, performance and events, tourism and associated 

activities 

The group of activities and job opportunities across this set is enormous. It is just too broad to handle in 

anything more than sketch form. It belongs to a wide generic category called the Creative Industries that 

contributed £101.5 billion in value to the UK economy in 2017. The group includes everything from: 

advertising and marketing, architecture, crafts, design and fashion; through film, TV, video, radio and 

photography, IT, software and computer services, publishing, museums, galleries and libraries; music, 

performing; to visual arts to exhibitions, games and theatre.  

Like the air travel industry and retail and hospitality that we have just examined, the shock of the pandemic 

to those involved has been sudden and horrendous. The interconnections in this broad grouping are 

significant. Venues need performances. Performances need people, but enough to make a profit. Hence 

the decision to delay the release of the blockbuster new James Bond movie led to the closure of 

Cineworld140 cinemas globally early in October – insufficient audiences for the films they could show made 

it economically unviable to remain open and 45,000 people have lost their jobs (Wearden, 2020a). 

We are dealing in this “sector” (one can see the Chancellor’s difficulty with definitions) with a complex, 

integrated hierarchy of elements under a broad banner. Pyramidal in shape - narrow at the top and broad 

at the bottom – might be a way to describe it. Across the wide variety of elements present within it, different 

pressures and possibilities will play out post-Covid-19. The “old” model of time space compression is 

currently suspended - but this could be the opening to a revolution in form. Opening the door to a new, 

widely distributed and digitally served clientele for a time space dispersed marketplace will be a locus for 

innovation. This is already with us, of course, through the major media channels, network providers and 

streaming services. But the issue of the moment is the mayhem created by the shock of the pandemic. 

The first significant closures of institutions in the group came as early as 13 March with closure of the 

Wellcome Collection, the South London Gallery, the Institute of Contemporary Arts, the Photographers' 

Gallery and Amgueddfa Cymru141. Soon to follow were events such as the Edinburgh International Book 

Festival and on March 16 the enforced closure (under the Covid-19 Legislation) of theatres across the UK. 

There have been some attempts at re-opening, but the strict requirements on social spacing mean that 

capacity is reduced to about 15-20% of original, rendering the venues unprofitable. This is a group of 

activities is estimated to employ in excess of 290,000 people. Closure is producing a scale of job loss more 

than twice that reported above for the retail and hospitality sector. If the vast number of less prestigious 

performance venues for theatre and music were to be added, the “hard to count” scale of job losses is 

undoubtedly very considerable. 

The Creative Industries Federation (CIF) worries about a ‘cultural wasteland’ emerging from closures and 

redundancies (Bakare, 2020). The Financial Times reports that “Revenues are forecast to drop by £74bn 

in 2020 — a 30 per cent fall — while job losses are predicted to hit more than 400,000, according to research 

by the consultancy Oxford Economics” (Pickford, 2020). The Government did announce in July a “£1.57bn 

support package to help protect the futures of UK theatres, galleries, museums and other cultural venues” 

 
140 https://www.cineworld.co.uk/static/en/uk/blog/cineworld-cinemas-closure-faq-coronavirus-covid-19  
141 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Impact_of_the_Covid-19_pandemic_on_the_arts_and_cultural_heritage  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/South_London_Gallery
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Institute_of_Contemporary_Arts
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Photographers%27_Gallery
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Photographers%27_Gallery
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Edinburgh_International_Book_Festival
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Edinburgh_International_Book_Festival
https://www.cineworld.co.uk/static/en/uk/blog/cineworld-cinemas-closure-faq-coronavirus-covid-19
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Impact_of_the_COVID-19_pandemic_on_the_arts_and_cultural_heritage
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(BBC, 2020d). However, the proposed re-opening of some cultural venues with limited (socially distanced) 

audiences has now been put on hold with the September 22 clampdown.  

Trying to survive downstream of the now abandoned events and performances are large numbers of 

agencies (Lebrecht, 2020); technical support companies; creative teams (writers, designers) and many 

other backstage participants – many of them on non-permanent contracts. Alongside them are external 

companies handling sales, security, catering, and cleaning. Going wider still, as in the airline and tourism 

example, are currently negative income and employment multipliers cascading down to those hotel, tourism 

and hospitality activities142 locally that depend on the creative industries for their revenue and survival.  

As we have seen across the two groups of activities we looked at earlier, technological change was already 

working its way across all the elements of the creative industries. The UK was already highly technically 

advanced in animation, creative design and gaming - regarded as the industry leader in many specialist 

areas. Advanced audio and video techniques were already in use for supporting and streaming 

performances. Cinemas had moved to extend their scope, bringing the performances of the Metropolitan 

Opera143 in New York to high-quality sound and viewing facilities locally. This served to grow new audiences 

and no doubt also increased the desire for seeing live performance should the producers survive the crisis. 

For broad global discussions see (OECD, 2020) and (UNESCO, 2020). 

In a transformation already well under way before the shock of the virus, the major media channels, network 

providers and streaming services of products digitally were serving a remote and global audience. The 

arrival of the pandemic made this a highly profitable marketplace for the handful of key players since it 

provided an obvious escape from the onerous constraints of national Covid-19 sanctions. This is not only 

going on in the performance field. There are virtual reality tours through the National Gallery144.There are 

any number of online tutorials about the Mona Lisa145 - obviating the need to visit the congested Louvre in 

Paris and wait for your limited timeslot to view it in person146. Virtual reality will further open the door to new 

experiences in this form and these features are here to stay. 

An issue we have raised elsewhere may serve as a guide to what the future may hold in this case. Industry 

consolidation will probably feature highly. The strong will survive in industry that is uniquely disaggregated 

and heavily populated by small enterprises and sole traders. This will raise concerns about retaining the 

very creativity and innovation that gives the grouping its title. The loss of the seedbed could have very far-

reaching consequences. A key issue going forward will, then, be less about mode of delivery as about the 

preservation of quality content and creativity in a more oligopolistic format. How will the potential loss of 

talent and creativity at the bottom of the pyramid be offset and rebuilt?   

Inequality in the distribution of the positives and negatives of outcomes will, then,  be the name of the game 

for this complex cluster of activities just as it has been everywhere we have looked. The elite operators with 

scale and finance and those able to make best use of the digital technologies will best be able to survive. 

For the broad base of the sector pyramid where new talent is nurtured and where innovation takes place, 

already, lack of financial resilience could see swathes of small players go to the wall. Most threatened at 

the moment are performers in pubs and small clubs. These are forbidden from performing at present, and 

one estimate is that 64% of performers will leave the sector (Beaumont, 2020). 

 
142 https://www.hospitalitynet.org/hottopic/coronavirus  
143 https://www.metopera.org/season/in-cinemas/  
144 https://www.nationalgallery.org.uk/visiting/virtual-tours  
145 For example https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=e5F1v_osAV0  
146 https://www.louvre.fr/en/hours-admission-directions/admission  

https://www.hospitalitynet.org/hottopic/coronavirus
https://www.metopera.org/season/in-cinemas/
https://www.nationalgallery.org.uk/visiting/virtual-tours
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=e5F1v_osAV0
https://www.louvre.fr/en/hours-admission-directions/admission
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A relevant question for the future might be; “what shape would this broad and complex set of activities have 

to take to recover and survive?” If the dominant criterion were to be economic weight in the competitive 

marketplace - at a time of extended recession, truncated air travel and low disposable incomes - it might 

end up facing drastic rationalisation. In employment terms, the creative industries has an unusual 

configuration. In many respects it is still “craft organised” - with a wide variety of talented individuals and 

small enterprises. A lack of resilience here could – as with the pub performers example above – see a quick 

shake out of, hard to replace, talent.  

The sheer scale of the group of activities involved also draws in a “hard to count” but undoubtedly large, 

number of part-time, low wage and flexible workers. For those who  directly service performances, events 

and venues, work has ceased across a wide spatial footprint  (festivals for example). For a major city like 

London, at the top of the scale, the income and employment multipliers supported by international tourism 

and linked to the city’s cultural offer are considerable. Having it essentially “switched off” to wait for the virus 

to recede presents a scary prospect with a substantial cost to the nation147.  

As the UK entered a second significant infection surge at the end of September it was too early to say what 

the eventual impact would be. Those activities where the income stream is contingent on spatially 

compressed activities and dense occupancy will continue clearly to be seriously affected. Attempts are 

being made to recover. The National Trust is significantly shifting its focus and activities and shedding 

staff.148 The Royal Albert Hall is trying to survive against a 96% income reduction149. The Royal 

Shakespeare Company is trying to survive on donations and reserves (while also prioritising educational 

engagement)150. In the current climate of anxiety and uncertainty, the immediate prospects do not look 

good and it is hard to express optimism for the “hard Winter” the Chancellor confirms is to come. 

Against his stark warning, the Chancellor is judged to be making little contribution to keep things going here 

through his Winter Plan (Davies et al., 2020). Businesses such as theatres, music venues and event 

caterers now claim they will be left behind and struggling to make ends meet (Thorpe, 2020). Scottie 

Sanderson mourns the “catastrophic” effect the coronavirus lockdown has had on the events industry; 

“Bands, caterers, lighting engineers, security guards, cleaners, ticket vendors, and many others, have seen 

their world fall apart. Even when we get a semblance of normality again people will have moved on. All 

these companies will have folded. Even if there is a vaccine, there won’t be anyone to put the gigs on” 

(Davies et al., 2020). 

7.4.5 Employment Outcomes: Recession adds increasingly large numbers to the pool 

of the vulnerable 

Workers in the three production complexes we have just discussed were among the first to experience the 

most damaging short-term impact of the lockdown measures. It was a feature of the work tasks involved 

across the three activity complexes that large numbers of the workers were unable easily to distance and 

isolate themselves. They were involved in delivering a personal service to customers whose presence in 

numbers was essential to the business model. They were part of that wider cohort that included the “key 

workers” so widely praised for their diligence and sacrifice across the care, public transport and essential 

public services segments of the labour market.  

 
147 https://www.london.gov.uk/what-we-do/arts-and-culture/cultural-infrastructure-toolbox/creative-industries-supply-

chain-covid-19-impact  
148 https://www.museumsassociation.org/museums-journal/news/2020/08/national-trust-defends-restructure-plans/#  
149 https://www.royalalberthall.com/about-the-hall/news/2020/september/six-months-without-you/  
150 https://www.rsc.org.uk/news/coronavirus  

https://www.london.gov.uk/what-we-do/arts-and-culture/cultural-infrastructure-toolbox/creative-industries-supply-chain-covid-19-impact
https://www.london.gov.uk/what-we-do/arts-and-culture/cultural-infrastructure-toolbox/creative-industries-supply-chain-covid-19-impact
https://www.museumsassociation.org/museums-journal/news/2020/08/national-trust-defends-restructure-plans/
https://www.royalalberthall.com/about-the-hall/news/2020/september/six-months-without-you/
https://www.rsc.org.uk/news/coronavirus
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Many of the workers in the three groups of activities – but especially those in Arts, Culture, and 

Entertainment - operated across what has variously been called the gig economy, the sharing economy 

and platform work151 or were acting as sole traders or micro-businesses. Lockdown took the financial 

support from underneath them. The ability to earn an income simply ceased. Most were unable to take 

advantage of the provisions of the furlough scheme and the latest Jobs Support Scheme does little to help 

them (Davies et al., 2020). 

As we entered the Covid-19 crisis a large share of those in work in the three complexes were already in a 

precarious situation. A class term – the precariat (Standing, 2020) – living in poverty while still being in 

employment has been adopted to reflect this152 condition of vulnerability. Once work ceased, there was 

little or no financial resilience to absorb the shock. Many were dependent on low and intermittent wages 

just to pay their bills, put food on the table and get by. With the recession, they were joined by many 

newcomers to the condition whose jobs had been closed out. This was, of course, the group that had to go 

to work regardless of the risk to them, to their families and to their friends and neighbours. They did not 

have the option of staying at home or of avoiding public transport.  

For those still employed, should they be forced to go into quarantine, income stopped - belatedly this was 

a situation recognised by government with a minimalist subvention to provide income. It should not, then, 

be a surprise that this is still the segment of the population in difficulty. Earliest and hardest hit by the virus, 

the same segment of the population figures strongly in the new secondary outbreaks and hotspots. On top 

of this, for those who find themselves unable to continue paying rent or mortgages, will come a very real 

risk of homelessness – once the protection against eviction is removed (MHCLG, 2020).  

When a substantial shake-out of workers takes place such as the one we are seeing, workers losing higher 

status jobs tend to “trade down” the labour market to take jobs of a lesser standing (Harris, 2020). In this 

‘bump down’ process, they replace or shut out workers downstream of them in the occupational hierarchy. 

People in secure jobs across the three activity complexes above - where in many cases activity virtually 

ceased - quickly found themselves vulnerable and having to trade down to take whatever work they could. 

As the Daily Mirror saw it: “Secure jobs face a bloodbath as, despite furlough and Universal Credit being 

inundated with claims, the number of Brits in zero-hours work has actually gone up” (Bloom, 2020).  

As a result, for lower skilled or disadvantaged groups, jobs become even harder to find and durations of 

unemployment lengthened. Many slide into inactivity to add to the numbers already in a situation of 

disadvantage and precarity. Large numbers are pushed into dependence on a benefit system where the 

 
151 “At its core, the gig economy is based on application driven platforms that dole out work in parcels – driving, 

delivering, cleaning are the most popular – where work is sourced and delivered over the internet/cloud. It is modern 

form of piece work – paid by piece delivered/order fulfilled. It can also apply more widely to any work contracted over 

the internet and carried out remotely” KOBIE, N. 2018. What is the gig economy and why is it so controversial? 

Wired.com. Published September 14. Available: https://www.wired.co.uk/article/what-is-the-gig-economy-meaning-

definition-why-is-it-called-gig-economy. [Accessed July 6 2020].. 
152 Forbes in its Global Analysis (2015) in highlighting the rise of what it called the “temporary workers” phenomenon 

made the following arresting statement: “Mass hiring of temporary workers is not just a retail thing. It’s happening 

everywhere – all classes of work from the executive suite to field labourers in every industry across the globe”. In a 

study of the US Workforce 2020 the following are estimates of the use of temporary workers by different sectors 

showing the penetration of this form of working. In all, 82% of Retail employers used temporary workers. The 

equivalent for Financial Services was 81%; Healthcare 81% and Public Service Agencies 86%. It is suggested that 

the total share of self-employed workers in the US economy may rise to as much as 40 percent by 2020. Cited in 

LLOYD, P. E. 2019. Work and Employment in the Information Economy: Deep Transformations with Polarising 

Spatial Outcomes. Peter Lloyd Associates. Published December. Available: https://www.peter-lloyd.co.uk/papers-

and-blogs/. [Accessed February 3 2020]. 
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sanctions of the Job Seekers Allowance (JSA)153 drive them to search harder for jobs that are mostly 

impossible to find. We are hearing of thousands of applicants for a single low-level service job (Boyle, 

2020), and significant increases in the number of applications for the public sector jobs that are being 

advertised (Anon, 2020c). A recent survey suggests that currently as many as one third of the UK workforce 

is “job-seeking” (Spaven, 2020). 

As the distribution of the most negative impacts from the pandemic has become increasingly clear (largely 

impacting the young, the old and the socially deprived), questions about this appear to have been largely 

absent from the central policy agenda. The devastating effects of the pandemic and lockdown on the most 

marginal groups in society has generated no strong thread of government interest beyond extending local 

lockdowns in the worst hit communities154 - while pursuing a rhetoric of “levelling up” and Prime Ministerial 

references to the power of the “British spirit”. 

7.5 Geography: The Spatial Impact of Recession 

7.5.1 Continuing damage to the disadvantaged places: What price levelling up? 

Many of the country’s more vulnerable places rank high on the list of the most seriously impacted as 

infection, unemployment and poverty appear across local geographies. These badly hit places exist across 

the country, more in the north than the south. Many are those towns and villages that the government 

“levelling up” slogan seems to address. But losses are also strongly present in the major cities including 

London and the urban cores of the old industrial regions. Soundbite policies may have their place for 

aspiration - but will not substitute for some hard thinking about how to address general inequality as a 

defining feature of the advanced economies for past decades see (Piketty, 2020). While the spatial 

distribution of real hardship has far reaching importance, “levelling up” does not start and end with a 

geography of deprived places. 

As Andrés Rodríguez-Pose warned us back in the “better days” of 2018, the patterns of deprivation and 

poor jobs that existed then were more than just an economic risk: 

“The rapid rise of populism represents a serious and real challenge to the current economic and 

political systems. The stakes are exceptionally high and there is no time for business as usual. The 

array of solutions is, however, limited. Doing nothing is not an option, as the territorial inequalities 

at the root of the problem are likely to continue increasing, further stirring social, political and 

economic tensions.” (Rodríguez-Pose, 2018) 

These tensions will not have gone away, and the structural weaknesses that existed before lockdown – like 

so many things associated with the virus – will see a sharp intensification. The operation of the labour 

market for the most disadvantaged both generally and in the disadvantaged places was failing to offer the 

resilience needed to cope when we had high rates of employment, let alone a pandemic and a recession.  

In the case of the most deprived places, a study by the Joseph Rowntree Foundation (See Appendix 6.2) 

identifies those places that will find it hardest to recover from the economic downturn (Innes et al., 2020). 

JRF seeks to show where unemployment is likely to peak highest and for people to lose their jobs, against 

 
153 https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/jobseekers-allowance-sanctions-leaflet/jobseekers-allowance-

sanctions-how-to-keep-your-benefit-payment  
154 A new and perverse form of the phrase ‘punishment will continue until morale improves’ 

https://medium.com/swlh/the-beatings-will-continue-until-moral-improves-8b2614eb3ac4  

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/jobseekers-allowance-sanctions-leaflet/jobseekers-allowance-sanctions-how-to-keep-your-benefit-payment
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/jobseekers-allowance-sanctions-leaflet/jobseekers-allowance-sanctions-how-to-keep-your-benefit-payment
https://medium.com/swlh/the-beatings-will-continue-until-moral-improves-8b2614eb3ac4
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an estimate of how many job opportunities will be available locally155. What is interesting is how clearly the 

list in Section Appendix 6.2 picks up so many of those places outside the South East where Covid-19 case 

rates remain persistently high and are growing again with local lockdowns in place – Bradford, Knowsley, 

Tameside, Oldham, Pendle, Hartlepool, South Tyneside and Blackpool for example.  

Some of these places have a greater concentration of their jobs in the most hard-hit sectors in the old 

industrial regions but their chief feature is that they have local economies generally unable to meet the 

employment demands of their population. Some have special circumstances. In a case like Blackpool, now 

the “staycation” season has ended, and holiday resorts have returned to late-season mode, job losses are 

rising sharply as businesses still face strongly negative balance sheets (Partington, 2020). Places that 

generally have a heavy dependence on high street retail employers in poorer areas will also struggle to 

recover. Most of these areas have a high proportion of their local job offer in low wage precarious and 

flexible employment - the recent story of Boohoo and the clothing and textiles sector in Leicester offers an 

example of what this looks like (Nazir, 2020). People on low wages and insecure contracts are those more 

likely to lose their jobs first as we go forward into the winter season. Meanwhile: 

“Boris Johnson remains such an optimist that he at least pretended to spend his Scottish staycation 

in a tent. Since his return he is instructing us all to resume normal life, sustain the summer’s 

encouraging economic recovery (15% in Q3 anyone?), to help save Pizza Express and all those 

deserted city centres. Up to 3.5 million still-furloughed jobs are at risk as the economy adjusts to 

new normal.” (White, 2020) 

The story is by no means just about the deprived towns. The bulk of the population most likely to suffer 

from the post-lockdown recession is in the major cities and the suburbs surrounding them. Seven in the 

JRF list of most challenged places are in Greater London (Brent, Barking and Dagenham, Newham, 

Harringay, Ealing, Waltham Forest and Enfield). It is not just the old textile, coalfield and steelworks towns 

of the North that are suffering, Covid-19 has merely added to their existing economic woes. What is 

happening is that sectors that support some of the “regular” working population are facing redundancy and 

job loss in virtually every town and city across the nation and it is the people already in a situation of 

precarity who are least able to cope. The Chancellor’s latest programme to support employees in “viable 

companies” will do little to help them.  

Whatever levelling up might mean, then, it should not be forgotten that it is in the cities (the conurbations) 

that most of the people experiencing growing distress are to be found. These are likely to be those for 

whom precarious work is generally the norm. They find work in low paid manufacturing or processing, in 

the local personal services, public transport, construction or in the care economy. They are drawn to the 

major cities by the high prospects of work with low barriers to entry but living costs see them having to 

cluster together in places where rents are affordable. They occupy rented accommodation in deprived 

neighbourhoods with low levels of public space. They have to travel on public transport. They inhabit those 

localities that are easily identifiable in those hotspots and clusters for the new spikes of Covid-19 that drive 

the news cycle on the state of the virus.  

Many are to be found among the nation’s BAME population. These places are, inevitably, those at the top 

of the list for the most pernicious effects of the post-lockdown recession. As we enter the winter with a 

projected sharp rise in infections, we should worry about an existential threat to the national economy and 

to the stability of civil society with 3-4 million or more forecast to be unemployed.  

 
155 The methodology for calculating these variables is not set out. 
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7.5.2 Signs of distress in the more affluent areas 

Retail, hospitality and associated services, pubs and clubs and local theatres and festival venues are being 

devastated by the pandemic. These operate across all the spaces of the UK. While the poorest places will 

be badly hit, a new set of spaces with problems is already appearing. We have already explored the losses 

among those external activities linked to the operation of airports. This additional level of distress where 

previously affluent places are not exempt comes on top of those regional imbalances between the north 

and the south that were always to be seen under the “old normal”156.  

While the number base is small (reflecting how rare a resort to Job Seekers Allowance, JSA, was before 

the pandemic), the list of towns with more than a doubling of JSA claim rates between March and June 

2020 is not one we have been used to seeing (See section 1.7). Even the most affluent places are 

experiencing a sharp rise in unemployment and in applicants for Universal Credit. Indeed, places that had 

virtually no history of unemployment and where recourse to Universal Credit was low are appearing at the 

top in percentage change terms. When places like Guildford, Redhill, St Albans and Harrogate appear at 

the top of a list dealing with unemployment and benefit claims, and Slough and Crawley see sharp rises 

something worrying is going on.  

7.5.3 An inadequate benefits system 

In the face of a recession on the scale that has been described, the jobs the disadvantaged need are not 

going to be readily available on a scale needed to provide the basic conditions of life. A massive increase 

in the demand on foodbanks tells its own story (Bowman, 2020, Roberts, 2020). While the Chancellor has 

extended the embargo on evictions, this will simply put back the time when many will lose their homes as 

well as their livelihoods (Borland, 2020, BBC, 2020k). Still the legacy rules of JSA push people to look for 

jobs that are not going to be there and we now have a £250 million government scheme to provide job 

coaching in a situation where thousands already apply for a single job (Wearden, 2020b). Many among the 

families will be those young people whose life chances have already suffered through the impact on their 

learning of the lockdown. Not here are those home facilities that could keep education going while the 

schools were closed, and their children are most in need of help over lost schooling – yet it seems that 

“catch-up tutoring” is not to be available until the Spring of 2021 (Ferguson, 2020).  

A benefit system constructed in a period of high employment and low unemployment is hopelessly 

inadequate for the current circumstances and will be even more out of touch in the future. Working at home 

means that knowledge is much more agile and mobile than before – businesses in some sectors may now 

recruit the most able applicants from anywhere in the country. A new approach to job search is needed by 

the benefits system when the world has changed so radically. The convention for someone without a job, 

and receiving benefits, is that they must search for jobs within a certain distance of their residence: “You'll 

generally be expected to travel up to 90 minutes each way to work - if you won't be able to, explain why, 

For example, if you can't sit on a bus for that long due to a back problem. Ask to limit your travel time to 

what is manageable for you”157.  

That sounds simple, but it does assume that the public transport will be available in time for you to go to 

work and to return – many of the precariat jobs involve ‘unsocial hours’ working, and bus networks beyond 

major cities have been rationalised over recent years and many now find their viability threatened (UTG, 

2020). To find jobs more widely, those on benefit may have good knowledge and skills, but also may be 

unable to be easily mobile. Moving from one rented home to another can be challenging both logistically 

 
156 https://news.sky.com/story/coronavirus-crisis-where-jobs-have-been-lost-across-the-uk-12029604 
157 https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/benefits/help-if-on-a-low-income/jobseekers-allowance-jsa/help-with-your-jsa-

claim/preparing-for-your-jsa-interview/  

https://news.sky.com/story/coronavirus-crisis-where-jobs-have-been-lost-across-the-uk-12029604
https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/benefits/help-if-on-a-low-income/jobseekers-allowance-jsa/help-with-your-jsa-claim/preparing-for-your-jsa-interview/
https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/benefits/help-if-on-a-low-income/jobseekers-allowance-jsa/help-with-your-jsa-claim/preparing-for-your-jsa-interview/
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and when housing costs in the destination location are higher. Mass unemployment is certain in the short 

term. Acknowledging this, even the Economist states in its issue of August 22, that: “The DWP should be 

brushing up its knowledge of active labour-market policies. If mass unemployment is on the way, it’s going 

to need some ideas that work” (ECONOMIST, 2020). 

There is a demand-side issue adding to all this. Job loss, wage reduction, hollowing out and bump down 

acting in concert will see a massive fall in personal disposable incomes and public (tax base) revenue. 

Indeed, the generalised loss of spend across the population will reduce still further the potential for 

businesses to restore balance sheets and sustain or create new jobs. Public receipts will fall from the loss 

of tax revenues with public expenditure at unprecedented levels. Waiting for a V-shaped recovery, going 

back to what we had before and generally “hoping for the best” is, on the evidence set out here, a 

dangerously inadequate “strategy” (should what we currently see from government be dignified by the use 

of the word). But we do need to relegate sound bites to the party-political agenda they are designed for and 

begin to look at what some elements of a real strategy for the crisis might contain. We turn to this in the 

conclusion. 

7.6 Conclusion  

Facing the future, it would help to start by acknowledging the scale of the difficulties ahead. This we have 

tried to do in the paper. What we have described above is - in the currently most used word in the English 

language – unprecedented. Taking its literal meaning, the word suggests that we cannot fall back on 

previous experience as a way to think forward. Neither can we just wait and see while firefighting our way 

forward. This chimes in with what the businesses we talked about are already having to do. Legacy practice 

and legacy data have lost not all - but a substantial part of - their value for seeing the way forward.  

Taking the positive, an opportunity presents itself imagine the future on different lines. As a society, for 

example, we could begin by establishing the principles we would insist on for a post-Covid-19 world. From 

the perspective here, this would be to accept nothing less than an inclusive and sustainable system that 

would capture the buy-in of a majority of the electorate. This is, of course, about politics - principled and 

democratic. The means to achieve it would as always be the stuff of political debate. We will not indulge 

ourselves by pursuing this further in the paper. 

On the basis of what has been presented here, however, we can make some observations about what 

might need to be done to get us beyond the necessary fixes for the short term and on to something more 

fundamental. First, it looks increasingly clear that even beyond the crisis, there will not be enough jobs of 

the quality needed to maintain decent employment for a significant share of the population. It follows, that 

an expectation that all those able-bodied people in the working age groups to be in some form of paid work 

is not reasonable. Continuing to run a benefit system on the basis of this is patently absurd. Having JSA 

claimants continue to search for paid jobs where over three-quarters of a million jobs have been lost just 

so far158 simply makes no sense. It is still not known how many closures and redundancies will arise as 

furlough ends but losses will continue. The House of Commons Treasury Committee has also argued 

against planned cutbacks in benefit; “The Government has raised Universal Credit and made it easier to 

access. However, these changes are time-limited for a year. The Government should consider extending 

the measures increasing the generosity and accessibility of Universal Credit put in place in March 2020” 

(COMMONS, 2020). While writing this Shell announced 9,000 job losses (BBC, 2020l) and TSB nearly 

 
158 The rules for compulsory job search and coaching were suspended at the beginning of the pandemic but re-

installed three months later. 
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1,000 (BBC, 2020n). Running a legacy welfare system that assumes the widespread job availability of 2019 

in the face of all this has no functional basis.  

Looking beyond furlough; there is at the very least a powerful case for some form of basic income support. 

Whether this comes in the form of Universal Basic Income (UBI) or Minimum Income Guarantee (MIIG) or 

any other similar format is less important at this stage than an acceptance in principal that only a nationally 

adopted and publicly administered scheme to provide a floor of income support to every worker and 

household in need is going to be necessary. This would be entirely consistent with the “general protection 

of human dignity” enshrined in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948), Art. 25; and the 

International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (1966).  

Such a scheme should be as simple and quick to administer as possible. As the New Economics 

Foundation argues (NEF, 2020), it would do more than support disadvantaged people; the demand stimulus 

from it would serve as a vital fiscal stabiliser for the economy. There may be room to debate the “universal” 

character of such a programme or its conditionality but a Europe-wide study of such schemes (Roosma 

and van Oorschot, 2020) shows that they would have wide popular support. Its vital role would be to provide 

disadvantaged people with the necessities of life at a time when poverty is already far too high in the UK. 

Indeed, the more disadvantaged areas of England are four times more likely to be locked down now than 

other areas (Barr and Halliday, 2020). That says more about conditions than it does behaviours. 

A second powerful message is that, if past employment practices continue, the open labour market jobs on 

offer to an unacceptably large segment of the population will increasingly to be low-wage, low-skill, low-

attachment ones. These place large numbers of people in a condition of precarity where wage income is 

below that needed to sustain a decent livelihood (the in-work benefits system already acknowledges this). 

In a previous paper we reported the growing concerns about the scale of insecure work set out by the New 

Economics Foundation and the Living Work Foundation (Jaccarini and Krebel, 2020); “millions are at risk 

of slipping into low-paid, insecure work as the economy recovers from coronavirus”. At the start of the 

pandemic over 5 million UK workers were in, what the report described then, as insecure work. This is a 

good point to repeat the quotation from Wallace Stephens and the RSA (2019) that we used in the first 

paper:  

“30 percent of workers don’t feel like they earn enough to maintain a decent standard of living (up 

from 26 percent in 2017). Almost one in four workers sometimes have trouble meeting their basic 

living costs because of income volatility (24 percent, up from 19 percent in 2017). Moreover, a 

significant number of workers lack financial resilience – 36 percent would struggle to pay an 

unexpected bill of £100; 59% would struggle to pay an unexpected bill of £500. A further 45 percent 

don’t expect to have enough in savings and pensions to maintain a decent living of living in 

retirement. While 32 percent are concerned about their levels of debt.” (Wallace-Stephens, 2019) 

If that was then; it is hard to imagine what might be the case now. This presents clear evidence for a 

complete re-think. Simply allowing “market forces” to promote the colonisation of the UK labour market by 

jobs that consign people to precarity and insecurity cannot be allowed to propel us into the world beyond 

the pandemic. Not the least of this is because it will be society at large (through the State) that will be 

expected to assume (directly or indirectly) the growing burden of the downside risk when low wages and 

job insecurity let growing numbers of people to fall below the threshold of household survival.  

We can see the price we have collectively pay when health inequalities place a substantial segment of the 

population at risk of disease. The idea that we should have to spend public resource through enhanced 

income support just to allow labour costs in the marketplace to be so low as to “price us back into 

competitiveness” is outrageous. If we need to think about income support in the new future, we should also 



 

Peter Lloyd and Michael Blakemore        170 

be taking a long hard look at the terms and conditions on which a substantial segment of the nation’s 

workforce is employed. 

And then there are the ‘places’. Going forward there is no reason to believe that those at most risk of 

insecure work, unemployment, poverty and poor health will not be those already found in the areas/places 

suffering from significant disadvantage. Because we can observe the problem as presenting itself in 

geography – “left behind places”, “those inner cities”, “multiply deprived areas”, does not mean that the only 

solutions are to be locally deployed. Having a decent and non-punitive system of income support and for 

regulation to ensure fair wages and conditions would be vital to lift the burden from the concentration of the 

most deprived in blighted places. But this is not to say that acting locally does not bring substantial benefit 

on its own terms.  

A part of any re-think has to take a more sensible view of the governance system we need to find a better 

balance between the central and the local. Covid-19 has provided us with some valuable, if painful, lessons 

about how far a highly centralised system of governance can go in dealing with things that happen in the 

complexity of the local grounded world. As yet, we still wait for government to recognise the power of the 

local in dealing with the virus. We concentrated on this in Paper 6 making the point that; “facing a variable 

and flexible entity like the virus – simple and central control in the hands of a largely closed managing group 

can only go so far”. Recent events with track and trace bear this out. We raised then the issue of 

orchestration and suggested that sound policy should be co-designed with local players rather than 

centrally imposed. 

We need not just concern ourselves with governance but also with the benefits in an uncertain world to 

come from the connectedness of people, from the strengths that arise from the networks they inhabit, from 

the benefits of horizontally organised organisation and institutions, from the trust that can be initiated, 

worked on and sustained. This comes best locally (but conceived through networks as well as locations). 

Covid-19 has provided the opportunity for this to flourish and for people to become aware of the power of 

coming together locally for mutual support. There is much more to be said on this but, for the moment, in 

an already over-long paper, it would be best to refer readers to the very recent work of Hilary Cottam in her 

excellent paper on “Welfare 5.0” (Cottam, 2020). 

Finally, if Covid-19 has taught us anything, it is that we cannot go on disregarding those people in our 

society who are struggling just to survive. Up to here, the health conditions that tend to come from being in 

that situation – diabetes, heart disease, obesity, and so on – could perhaps be pigeonholed as problems 

only for those concerned (just so long as there is a publicly financed health system in place that - 

expensively – will do its best to help them). The pandemic has been a wake-up call. We have had to come 

to the realisation in a pandemic-prone world that our neighbour’s health can become our problem too. In 

this sense, there is hope for a broader realisation of our social obligations to each other once we accept 

that we are indeed “all in this together”. As part of the re-think, our sense of individualism needs re-

positioning in a world that understands the importance of our connection to others .  

7.7 Appendices 

7.7.1 The Chancellor’s programme to support jobs and businesses 

SUMMER ECONOMIC UPDATE: PLAN FOR JOBS 

“The plan will also create tens of thousands of jobs through bringing forward work on £8.8 billion of new 

infrastructure, decarbonisation and maintenance projects 
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This includes a £3 billion green investment package that could help support around 140,000 green jobs 

and upgrade buildings and reduce emissions. 

As part of this package homeowners and landlords in England will be able to apply for vouchers from a 

£2 billion Green Homes Grant scheme this year to pay for green improvements such as loft, wall and 

floor insulation that could save some households hundreds of pounds a year on their energy bills while 

creating thousands of jobs for tradespeople. 

And a £1 billion programme will make public buildings, including schools and hospitals, greener, 

helping the country meet its ambitions of achieving Net Zero by 2050, whilst investing in our future 

prosperity. 

In addition, £5.8 billion will be spent on shovel-ready construction projects to get Britain building. This 

includes: 

• £1.5 billion for hospital maintenance and upgrades 

• £100 million for our local roads network 

• over £1 billion to start to rebuild schools in the worst condition in England, plus £760 million 

this year for key maintenance work on schools and FE colleges 

• £1 billion for local projects to boost local economic recovery in the places that need it most 

• £142 million for court maintenance to repair around 100 courts across England”. 

 

THE WINTER JOBS PLAN 

Job Support 

• Workers must work a third of their usual hours, paid by their employer as normal. 

• For the time they are not working, the government will pay a third of their usual pay, and the 

employer will pay a third of their usual pay. 

• Including the pay for the hours they are working; the Treasury says this means workers will get 

77% of their usual pay. 

• The scheme will be targeted at businesses that need it most – all small and medium-sized firms 

– but only for big companies if turnover has fallen by a third. 

• The scheme will run for six months starting in November. 

• Firms can claim both the jobs support scheme and the jobs retention bonus. 

• A grant for self-employed workers will be extended on similar terms. 

BUSINESS LOANS 

• A “Pay as you grow” scheme to help companies repay state-backed business loans. 

• Loans extended from 6 to 10 years reducing repayments with an option for interest-only 

payments and suspension for firms in “real trouble”. 

• All of the state-backed loan schemes extended until the end of 2020 with a new loan guarantee 

programme to begin in January. 

• VAT bills can be spread over 11 separate payments. 
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• Businesses will be required to cover 55% of the wages of workers on the programme (on the 

furlough scheme the most they have to cover is 20%). 
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7.7.2 The Potentially most challenged places post-Covid-19 

 Source: JRF analysis (Innes et al., 2020) of OBR coronavirus analysis, Business Register and Employment Survey 

(via NOMIS), Institute for Employment Studies’ Weekly vacancy analysis, and ONS claimant count and vacancies 

time series. 
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 Covid-19: Widening Inequalities and 

Changing Futures 

This paper was released on 23 November 2020. 

The Pandemic Summary Timeline – 11 October to 23 November 2020 

14 October – Three new lockdown ‘tiers’ are put into action in England from 16 October. This leads to 

challenges from area such as Manchester and London about the tiers applying to them.  

20 October – Manchester is placed into Tier 3 (the highest) in spite of arguments from local politicians 

of the economic and social damage that would result. 

22 October – A Nightingale hospital opens in Manchester. 

23 October – The Prime Minister is how only hopeful that some ‘normality’ may occur over Christmas. 

26 October – Northern Conservative MPs ask the Prime Minister for a clear lockdown exit ‘roadmap. 

28 October – There are calls for a coherent UK-wide policy over Christmas. One does not appear. 

30 October – There are media reports that the Prime Minister is about to announce a country-wide 

lockdown in England. These reports are indicative of the leakage of information from the Government 

in advance of formal announcements, particularly announcements to Parliament. 

2 November – The month-long lockdown starts. The Prime Minister argues that without this measure 

there would be a "medical and moral disaster" and assures the country that "without a shred of doubt" 

the lockdown would end on 2nd December – it does not. 

3 November – A mass testing programme is announced for Liverpool. 

4 November – The growth in infections and hospitalisations results in the NHS being placed on the 

highest level of alert. 

10 November – A further 67 locations for mass testing are to be opened. 

11 November – A programme of testing students is announced to allow their return home at the end of 

term. 

17 November – The end of the England lockdown on December 2 is being reviewed in the light of 

infection levels and rates. 

21 November – The Government announces a new 3-tier lockdown system from December 2. 

Source:  Derived from Wikipedia159 

 
159 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Timeline_of_the_COVID-19_pandemic_in_England  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Timeline_of_the_COVID-19_pandemic_in_England
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8.1 Looking back at Paper 8 

It is profoundly depressing that, in Paper 8, we wrote what we thought might be a final contribution to the 

unfolding tragedy of Covid-19 in the UK - only to discover that perhaps the worst is yet to come. Beyond 

the year end, with the rollout of the vaccines, the hope was that the “sunny uplands” would be in sight just 

over the horizon. The paper was designed as a summation of the key themes of a story we had been telling 

month by month over the past year and, it was a Conclusion to the collection of the papers.  

Its two main themes had emerged early and become more clearly defined through the papers as the crisis 

evolved.  

• First, the pandemic was (is) a complex, dynamic and fast-moving process that hits the ground 

differentially for people and places. To tackle it effectively beyond the emergency stage demands 

an approach that has the requisite variety to see and deal with complexly configured outcomes as 

they arise.  

• Second, and following on from this, the local level of governance and policy implementation 

must be a key element of any meaningful intervention. 

In November, when the paper was written, we were again in lockdown. Once again, this had come late in 

the face of the acceleration of the second wave. Once again, there had been scrambled last-minute 

adjustments to the introduction and modification of yet another system (this time ‘Tiers’); and to the endpoint 

of the Chancellor’s job support schemes. Once again, there had been prior promises overtaken and U-

turns, hardly even to be remarked upon, as a confused month ran its course. Once again, the dire portents 

for non-compliance were read out from the three “pulpits” at the heart of government. For the population at 

large, a weariness was evident. Yet more confused messages and warnings of the consequences of non-

compliance were being built upon a platform of growing mistrust in the competency of the government to 

deal with the crisis. One day before the end of the year and with Brexit in the government’s eyes having 

been “done”; a further 20 million people heard that that had been placed in Tier 4 – the highest level of 

lockdown; that the return to college had been delayed; and that secondary and many primary schools would 

not be opening as planned. The roll out of the Oxford- Astra Zeneca vaccine was announced at the same 

time – overlaying the bad news with something good. 

• In the previous month, test and trace continued on its under-performing way. Mass testing (the 

“Moonshot”) was suddenly thrown into action in Liverpool. As usual, there was no prior attempt to 

warn the local population or consult. Tents with army personnel suddenly appeared at key 

locations. Analysis came afterwards from an academic research group scrambled into place to 

perform it. (Looking back with the benefit of this analysis, we see that around half of the population 

of Liverpool took up the offer of a quick test - the half that did not turn up was mainly constituted by 

those in the poorest circumstances and those with the least mobility to access the testing sites).  

• That this should turn out to have been so was no surprise to anyone understanding the local 

situation. Indeed, our own papers (not knowing about the mass testing proposal) would have 

predicted the situation that unfolded - where those probably most in need of a test were the ones 

who failed to turn out.  

• We had already suggested with others that some form of meaningful income support might be 

needed to persuade people to take a test. Some prior thought about design from the known 

features of the population might have made for a better outcome. The mass test did, however, have 

its value, as case outcomes fell sharply (The mass testing programme has now been rolled out to 
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other cities – following the practice of those countries that were able to control the virus in its early 

stages).  

• Paper 8 used its position as the end summary of the series to reinforce some of the broader 

messages that had emerged over the preceding year. It brought back the significance of the way 

the technologies of the digital transformation had been applied to provide a ready-made solution 

to the “distancing” requirements of the pandemic. But the thrust of the paper was to emphasise 

that, at root, this solution was available to some – the better off – and not to others. – the more 

disadvantaged. The technological solution to Covid-19 was an accelerator of many things – not 

least social inequality along the lines of class gender and ethnicity. 

• The paper deployed the idea of a “syndemic” to make its continuing point about the ‘concatenation 

of harms’ that perhaps as many as one-third of the UK population were experiencing under the 

pandemic.  

• While the everyday news focus on cases, hospitalisation and deaths provided the headlines for the 

Covid-19 story, other stories about growing mental health issues, the scourge of loneliness, 

the rise of poverty, and the general scourge of anxiety were relegated to the Vox Pops and 

supporting items of the news media. Our view throughout the paper series has been that this is 

part of the main story and not just a matter of collateral damage (Looked at from the present 

vantage point, the extremities of these syndemic conditions among the least advantaged in society 

are destined to become even worse during the first half of 2021, and it is the more urgent that a 

differentiated strategy to deal with the worst affected). 

Just after Paper 8 was published, the Chancellor produced his long-awaited Spending Review. The 

expectation that this would map out a strategic course out of the crisis was sadly frustrated. The greatest 

concern seemed to be state of the public finances. Grand spending plans to cope with the outfall of the 

pandemic were rolled out but, on closer scrutiny they turned out to be the same ones that had been 

launched at the beginning of the year with little value added. Embedded in the statement was the fact that 

the pathway of public spending cuts that had been set out before the crisis would continue – with local 

authorities still forced to reduce their expenditure. On top of this, fiscal rectitude demanded that public 

sector pay (outside the NHS) would be frozen. There was not a word about the position of the benefit 

system in the face of Covid-19. 

• The sorry story that remained as we passed through Christmas when it was all to be “under control”, 

is that against a disaster of such magnitude and complexity, we have a government in power that 

is still locked into its original pathway of centralised interventions, strapline messages and 

over-dependence on its immediate political and social circle. 

• We still await a full recognition of the real severity of the immediate and predicted impact of the 

crisis on the lives and livelihoods of a very substantial proportion of the population.  The strategy 

of waiting to see what the recovery looks like seems to be the only one in place. 

• Meanwhile foodbanks are overwhelmed, child poverty is rising fast and the aim still seems to 

be to exert downward pressure on the Universal Credit and Housing Benefit budgets. 

Month after month – along with many, many others – we have striven to get messages across about the 

complex drivers of the pandemic process and the differentiated outcomes that they produce. We have 

called repeatedly for a more socially sensitive and locally applied approach. We have called for strategic 

rather than reactive thinking in respect of the economic crisis that we know already is to come. We have 
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called for more reflection, more listening and more respect to be given to the intelligence of the population. 

Tragically it has fallen on deaf ears. On the last day of 2020, we have a government congratulating itself 

that a Brexit deal has been agreed. Perhaps the greatest benefit of this will be that the government will be 

free to spare a lot more of its available capacity to look back at the pandemic record and devise a better 

and fit-for-purpose strategy to deal with the third wave and the even deeper recession to come. 

 

8.2 The “Second Wave”: Confusion, drastic measures and a loss of trust 

8.2.1 U-turns, lockdown, and confusion in England: Lives disrupted 

In the first week of November, following yet another spectacular U-turn, the policy to deploy the basic rules 

of infection control in England shifted suddenly and unevenly. From a short-lived situation where people 

could still come together in groups (in October with a magic number of 6 and three ‘alert levels’160) the 

country was thrust into a  second lockdown161. Under lockdown people could still go to work, and young 

people could go to school or college. Shopping was only for “essential goods”, with the demand to “stay 

home” again, and only make “necessary” journeys. And, drivers would be wise to understand the legal 

definition of what is ‘essential’, since if their journey resulted in an accident and the journey was ‘non-

essential’ insurers could invalidate their policy (Nelson, 2020). Restaurants, pubs, and gyms (and even 

children’s sports activities) were closed. Medical needs could still be met - but with almost daily 

announcements about the regulation of access, and the pressure on hospital waiting lists for non-Covid-19 

treatments (Triggle, 2020).  

As has been so often the destabilising case, as soon as the rules were announced, there was an early U-

turn - pubs could sell beer for ‘take-away’ (Butler, 2020). This was followed soon after by a reversal of the 

decision about the provision of meals for disadvantaged children (Richardson, 2020). No wonder people 

are anxious and confused. The government narrative returned to that of the beginning of the pandemic. 

Still “following the science”; we are invited to respond as good citizens to models and graphic depictions of 

the threats to come from unchecked virus transmission. If not, deaths would rise, and the NHS would be in 

danger of being overwhelmed (BBC, 2020b). The social bargain with the people that the NHS would be 

“saved” if we comply is now on the table again. Initially there was strong trust in this process with the SAGE 

committees providing independent scientific advice.  

More recently (September and into October) the relationship between SAGE and the UK government has 

clearly broken down. The ‘scientists’ are now going public with their own views of the progression of the 

pandemic, and the government is in political contests with cities and regions (such as Manchester on 20 

October with a deadline for decision imposed by the government) over levels of lockdown that seem to 

change by the hour. See (Moore and MacKenzie, 2020) for a wider discussion. 

To run the same script - with the same podium headlines - shows just how far removed the English 

government has become from a grasp of where the citizenry currently find themselves. Also, in Northern 

Ireland the first minister admitted they "Could do better" (McCormack, 2020a). People are overloaded with 

information and with different stories in a world of fast-moving print and social media 

(Venkataramakrishnan, 2020). They are bemused by the complexity and variability of the advice and have 

 
160 https://www.gov.uk/guidance/local-covid-alert-levels-what-you-need-to-know?priority-taxon=774cee22-d896-44c1-

a611-e3109cce8eae  
161 https://www.gov.uk/guidance/new-national-restrictions-from-5-november  

https://www.gov.uk/guidance/local-covid-alert-levels-what-you-need-to-know?priority-taxon=774cee22-d896-44c1-a611-e3109cce8eae
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/local-covid-alert-levels-what-you-need-to-know?priority-taxon=774cee22-d896-44c1-a611-e3109cce8eae
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/new-national-restrictions-from-5-november
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become more questioning of both its provenance and its efficacy. They are shocked by the levels of political 

patronage evident in the allocation of massive amounts of public money to companies for track and trace 

and other tasks: the National Audit Office was very critical of the lack of transparency in this process (NAO, 

2020). The Prime Ministerial press conference announcing the November lockdown did little to convince 

the population that they had a government in control (Cable, 2020, Turnidge, 2020). 

Ten months on from the start of the pandemic, we still do not hear that government is listening to social 

and behavioural science specialists telling us about how people are experiencing the pandemic162. Since 

the people are the active agents for virus control, the propensity for them to be able or willing to take the 

required action is vital. The goodwill of the population – so badly damaged at the outset by the Dominic 

Cummings fiasco – is a vital variable for positive outcomes and there is some evidence that this has 

significantly leaked away (Doward, 2020).  

In November, raising the level of fear and anxiety does not seem to work in the same way as before, and it 

remains to be seen how the citizenry will respond as another real-time lockdown experiment gets under 

way. Most recently, on the basis of another centrally conceived idea, the people of Liverpool were targeted 

in an experimental programme of mass testing (BBC, 2020f) with the army heavily involved. As seems to 

be usual, this came without warning to the people or effective consultation with specialists in the field, and 

with limited success given the huge investment of money and resources:  

“The other problem Liverpool throws up is getting people to take the tests. Despite Jurgen Klopp’s 

best efforts, just over 130,000 tests have been carried out. Some 400,000 adults live in Liverpool 

and more work there. That level of testing will reduce the spread of the virus, but it may not have a 

dramatic effect on transmission.” (ECONOMIST, 2020) 

8.2.2 Narratives in flux: From saving lives and the NHS to the economy and back again 

On the arrival of the latest lockdown, people heard from media reports that for weeks the English 

government had not been listening compliantly to its scientific advisors. It seemed that the government was 

beginning to worry more about the economy and the public finances. Then came the sudden about turn as 

the concern switched back to the load on the NHS. Government disarray was further emphasised with 

respect to the support people could expect to cope with the new measures. Only a week after highly 

publicised battles between the northern city mayors and the government over small additional sums of 

money to support Tier Three, the government announced that furlough in England was to be extended for 

a further month163. That was on the Monday. 

By the Thursday, another rushed announcement declared that the original furlough scheme would be 

extended to the end of March 2021 (BBC, 2020j). This was barely 5 hours before the old programme was 

due to expire. To make things worse, the three devolved administrations of the UK were (in the face of the 

same “science”) going their own way (Shrimsley et al., 2020). Bizarrely, Wales was about to leave its own 

“circuit breaker” lockdown just as England entered its one month-long version (Johnson, 2020). Scotland 

continued to plough its own furrow with a five Tier programme of sub-regional restrictions164, as did Northern 

Ireland (McCormack, 2020b). Meanwhile there were warnings that hospitals were coming under pressure 

and ICU bed capacity was reducing. 

Nothing could be more damaging for public trust and compliance at a time when people are being asked 

once more to forego their basic life freedoms. People are rightly confused (BBC, 2020e). Even the basics 

 
162 We hope government has them even if they are not in the public domain 
163 https://www.gov.uk/government/news/furlough-scheme-extended-and-further-economic-support-announced  
164 https://www.gov.scot/coronavirus-covid-19/  

https://www.gov.uk/government/news/furlough-scheme-extended-and-further-economic-support-announced
https://www.gov.scot/coronavirus-covid-19/
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were being questioned by uncertainties arising from research. How long should people quarantine – 14 

days, 10 days or what (BBC, 2020c)? Do limited curfews work? Is it, or is it not, risky to go on a bus 

(Culbertson and Aguilar-Garcia, 2020)? How well do masks work? Will a vaccine be successful, and so on. 

Failure at the centre is leading to information overload and to increasing exhaustion among the people 

(Venkataramakrishnan, 2020).  

Opportunistic politicians are picking up on the climate of uncertainty. Capitalising on resistance to lockdown, 

the Brexit Party is mutating to become the Reform Party and oppose lockdown. Meanwhile there were 

warnings that hospitals are coming under pressure and ICU bed capacity was reducing, although, once 

again, those forecasts were seemingly not fully supported by the evidence (Knapton, 2020).  

8.2.3 A climate of uncertainty and a cruel paradox 

Ongoing research, and a growing tendency to scepticism and finger-pointing in the media, have both played 

a role in raising the level of uncertainty about what really works and just how to apply it in different situations. 

The science itself has been shown (as it should) to be debatable. It should have been clear at the outset 

that one of the problems of “following the science” (even if there is such a thing as “the” science) is that it 

can never produce the simple clear answers that people and policymakers need. By contrast with this, a 

total lockdown gives governments a clear and universally applied lever and a relatively simple to understand 

message that looks like direct action. This is, of course, just so long as the people are willing or can be 

coerced or be frightened enough, to comply. However, lockdown is a measure with potentially devastating 

economic and social consequences.  

There is, then, a cruel paradox to be faced. The lockdown measure is simple and uniform. But the impact 

of it is not just for the economy as a whole. It has highly specific and strongly differentiated social as well 

as economic effects on particular segments of the population and the places where they live. There is 

evidence that it is highly gendered (BBC, 2020d). For some, the threat of the virus is set against their 

survival in other contexts. Bargains “for the good of the NHS and the nation” can be easily entered into by 

some in society but for others, those facing issues around food survival, the care of their children and 

precarious mental health, such grand acts of national solidarity can ring hollow.  

More awareness is needed about the differentiation in society not just of the risks from Covid-19 contagion 

but also of the collateral effects of sanctions and lockdowns on those segments of the population for whom 

low income, disabilities (Sharman, 2020), or loneliness are life issues:  

“The week after the clocks went back saw Britain's highest levels of acute loneliness in the 

pandemic, Office for National Statistics figures suggest. The start of November, with darker 

evenings, saw 8% of adults who were "always or often lonely" - representing 4.2 million people.” 

(Coughlan, 2020) 

Furthermore, mental health outcomes (Lintern, 2020) may be “life threatening” in a different sense. Where 

these effects bear directly on the willingness or ability to comply with the rules, they can significantly 

influence the process of contagion165. And, with Brexit to come, levels of extreme poverty will increase 

(Rodger, 2020). 

While the national lockdown measure was decreed by the Prime Minister as definitively short-term (until 

December 2nd), the effects on many will undoubtedly have longer term consequences from which they will 

 
165 For example, the government offers £500 to support those individuals forced by track and trace to quarantine. But 

the rules for qualification are stringent and limited to those both in employment and claiming benefit. Single parents 

who have to care for children returned home from school are not covered. 
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struggle to recover. This will be the case for some individuals and groups but also in the wider societal 

context. The long duration of the hiatus in what was considered to be “normal” life may serve to shift some 

fundamentals with profound and long-term ramifications. Tipping points may be passed at this stage that 

will be hard to recover from – not just in the economy but in the functioning of society as a whole.  

We may not yet know enough to be sure how many things will pan out, but this should not stop us making 

an attempt to deal with those things that are staring us in the face. We should take seriously the advice 

from the Independent SAGE group that shows clearly that a ‘sticking plaster’ approach to the pandemic will 

not suffice. Simply responding to ‘this and that’ pressures of society, health, economy, public perceptions 

and behaviours, just shuffles the crisis around:  

“The Covid-19 economic crisis is likely to further increase health inequalities unless the social 

safety net is improved. While the UK government has taken steps to mitigate some of the 

distributional impacts of COVID- 19, there is an urgent need for additional action to reinvest and 

rebuild capacity in all public services linked to a strategy for full employment and resource 

redistribution.” (IS, 2020) 

We want to open this up in what follows as something that is immediately obvious about the current 

situation. The virus is having it most pernicious effects on those least able to deal with it and the measures 

to control contagion make things worse for them. We start by taking a broad view on how the arrival of the 

pandemic and the revolution in the digital technologies came together to provide some in society with a 

relatively easy pathway for coping with the crisis while others were left to struggle with its malign effects.  

8.3 Technology amplifying difference  

8.3.1 Possibilities for some: Networked and virtual people in fluid time and space 

A vital part of our collective ability to cope with Covid-19 has come from the availability of a comprehensive 

suite of communications technologies (Hutchings, 2020). Through this, it has been possible for those with 

access to information and communication technologies (ICTs – but many do not have access (Nguyen et 

al., 2020)) to adjust key aspects of their economic and social activity and cut down their physical contacts 

to offset contagion. For the last 20 years as the Fourth Industrial Revolution emerged, we could not have 

known how lucky we would be when a global pandemic hit. Most of us were already into mobile phones, 

streamed entertainment content, Facebook, Instagram and WhatsApp. Business meetings using Zoom, 

Skype and Teams were already in play; making possible national and international connections that only a 

very short time earlier would have normally required travel to a physical location. They provided ready-

made solutions to avoid physical contact for those people and companies able to adopt them.  

Before the pandemic, while the technical capability existed to do things differently, it was widely accepted 

that physical movement with a given rhythm over the working day was the norm. Routinely, people joined 

the rush hour to spend a day with others in a workplace while muttering about the traffic or crammed public 

transport. They accepted that would take hours out of the day just to get from home to work and back. The 

work-life balance (Barslund, 2019) was a regular subject for discussion. On the social side, people tended 

to accept and value the “atmosphere” and social value (Muir, 2012) of a busy but not too crowded pub or 

entertainment venue. The crowd was part of the anticipated experience at a theatre or a sports event. The 

micro-motives of people at every level broadly reflected the established order of things; commuting, 

queuing, following the timetables of public transport, meeting for a coffee, mixing with the crowds in sports, 

cultural and other events. Change was on the way with the possibilities of the new technology, but while it 

was transformational, it was incremental.  
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Coping with Covid-19 demanded a profound transformation in this stablished ecology of work-home-play 

where people had previously aligned themselves around what we might call space time congestion. When  

lockdown brought the nation to a standstill; bringing the “old normal” to an abrupt halt, it was quickly realised 

that for some at least, life could quicky adjust. For this group, a wholly new alignment of life presented itself 

as an option to cope with the arrival of the virus. It would still be possible to gather safely together without 

number, space or time restrictions. Those who needed to, could just “dial up” their use of digital network 

communications technologies and work from home. They could still get together in virtual groups or crowds 

with wide variety – international if needed.  

People with the right kit and resources could still watch football, watch concerts or binge on Netflix. While 

the ability to travel and connect with others in physical space was dramatically curtailed, it was still possible 

to have the world at the fingertips through a networking device. They did not physically have to go to “where 

it is or where others are” (whether it is the office, the theatre, the seminar or just a ‘get-together’ of friends, 

the bus stop or the railway station).  For the luckiest ones, work could carry on and normal income continue 

to flow. This was one way that life – the urban variant of it at  least – could be  lived. 

This acceleration in the adoption of the new technologies and new behaviours in response to the virus has 

profound implications not just for the present crisis but also for the future. By no means everything will 

change, of course. Some things will revert to the old order. But the digital revolution pushed forward under 

the pandemic has thrown open the door to a new set of widely available options not just for people but for 

the businesses that employ them or the retailers that provision them. A significant re-alignment in the use 

of space and time has become more feasible – one with profound implications. What this will look like is 

hard yet to predict clearly from a process still in motion. What we can see clearly already, however, is that 

- if left to play out for itself - this new and exciting set of possibilities will be available to some but not all and 

the upside and downsides of the process will be allocated differentially across economy and society.  

8.3.2 Opportunity for some but not all: Difference by occupational and social status 

In the previous section, the Covid-19 situation was being described largely from a perspective biased 

towards technologically savvy, city dwelling, probably office based, probably middle class, probably 

professionally skilled, workers and their families.  Taking a wider view of the population would immediately 

throw into sharp relief how partial and socially loaded a view this is. For a substantial share of the population 

– the low paid, the financially fragile, the young and unemployed, the old and dependent, the ethnically and 

culturally diverse still facing discrimination – many aspects of this would look like an inaccessible world. 

Yes, a large proportion would probably be on Facebook and use Netflix and streaming services and have 

a smart phone. Their lives would have been changed by the new technologies. But; as for being able to 

cope with the pandemic by adopting the new technologies to work from home (with a resulting reduction in 

public transport use in (ONS, 2020a)) and able to carry on earning a decent salary (even if on furlough) 

through having the necessary kit; this is not an option available for others.   

In occupational terms, this less adaptable group would tend to comprise workers in the lower paid reaches 

of the public services and in particular the “key” workers in health and social care. It would include taxis  

where “One in five black cabs has been taken off London's roads since June due to a lack of passengers 

during the coronavirus pandemic, research reveals” (BBC, 2020g)”, bus and train drivers, shop assistants 

and waiters; teachers; bar staff and pub entertainers; cleaners, food handlers and sandwich makers; 

garment and small factory workers; warehouse pickers and packers. Furthermore, consider that teachers 

are key workers who are placed in front of potential super-spreaders (i.e. children and young adults) with 

only minimal PPE: the Education Secretary in Scotland even seems to condone refusal to wear masks by 

schoolchildren (Anon, 2020).  
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Many of the private employers for this group would be small with a significant share of the workers from 

ethnic minorities (Wallis, 2020), who are self-employed, those on zero hours contracts or in the gig 

economy. These are  people who would still have to turn up at a place of work at a given time and probably 

use public transport to get there. They would largely work in activities where close contact or face-to-face 

interaction is essential and where lockdown means closure. Many, by virtue of low rates of pay and loss of 

income on furlough would find themselves increasingly anxious about moving toward ‘precarious’ living 

(Jones, 2020).  

The bulk of this place and time constrained occupational group where face-to-face contact is essential is 

likely to be in the lower paid and insecure part of the labour market that existed before the virus. They could  

not readily use the virtual and networked possibilities of the new digital technologies to shield them from 

the downsides of the pandemic. They are more at risk from recession. Their children cannot easily do their 

school lessons online at home. Responding to government requirements to change their way of living is 

intrinsically more difficult for them. It is not simply a matter of their willingness to comply. 

For large numbers of the workers in this set of activities it has been furlough – “temporary, timely and 

targeted” that has kept them afloat during the crisis (Elliott, 2020b). In the first phase of the scheme with 

8.9 million people at its peak, there was wide variety by sector and by age group. Significantly for our 

argument here, four out of five hospitality workers were furloughed at some point and this was 10 times the 

rate for the finance sector. Administrative and support services, arts, education and recreation, retail and 

wholesale trade and construction figured prominently in the early months alongside the badly hit hospitality 

and travel industry (ONS, 2020c).  

Up to 80 percent of pay was available to a maximum of £2500 a month for those who worked at least 33 

percent of their usual hours.  Under the new scheme from November, only 20% of usual hours is required 

to benefit and the top up from firms is reduced from 33% – to just 5% (Partington, 2020). Few would doubt 

that credit is due to the Chancellor for what is a lifesaver. For the people involved, however, incomes 

inevitably shrunk. There was the ever-present threat that their employer would go under and that they would 

be made redundant. New lockdowns and restrictive “Tiers” are an existential threat. Any balanced cost-

benefit analysis of future restrictions should factor in the social costs and their distribution as well as the 

economic ones. 

For this substantial segment of the occupational distribution; the “old” normal was a time when employment 

rates were high, unemployment was low and consumer spend was buoyant. This represented a time when, 

despite low wages, the line could be held against financial stress. Facing deep recession and uncertainties 

about the shape and timescale of recovery, the prospects for many on the lowest rungs of the ladder are 

poor, if not disastrous. Even where furlough helped them to cope, albeit with reduced income, job loss 

would see them shifted to the limited support of the benefit system. Faced with this, many will be inclined 

to carry on earning when and wherever they can – even if they have to take on more personal contagion 

risk to do so. 

8.3.3 Diverging opportunities challenging social cohesion 

There is, then, much more going on than just Covid-19 and the recession associated with it. The ongoing 

revolution in digital technologies has meshed with the responses to the pandemic potentially to open up a 

pathway to a wider, more fundamental, change in the social order. This could be one with dangerous 

portents for social cohesion if it is not recognised and measures are not quickly taken to offset the more 

extreme long-term outcomes. Draconian controls on human interaction deployed across the full range of 

behavioural, social, and spatial processes in society have had a highly selective impact.  
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The rules and sanctions of physical distancing have very different meanings and implications wherever they 

land. Stories and symbolic references are attached to them – about what might work and what might not; 

about who does and does not break the rules; about the people who make the decisions and with what 

motives; about who might be suffering the least or the most; about who thinks they do and do not have to 

comply with the policy of the government and so on (Sodha, 2020). Pushed to extremes and set in a context 

where “fact” is easily manipulated to suit sectional interests, to generate ‘fake news166’. and where social 

media can corral thinking to self-reinforcing pathways (Ferrara et al., 2020), a door can open to conflict and 

political opportunism. 

As recent events in the USA have shown, people who feel that they tend to get the worst of things on all 

counts are a solid political constituency with considerable democratic weight. Even a President like Trump 

can have 75 million people vote for him. The politicians of the right have not been slow to recognise that 

political capital can be made out of Covid-19 stories, of a loss of personal freedom, of being “left behind” or 

being overridden by “others’” (Pantucci, 2020). Post-Covid-19 and post-Trump, the politics of the next 

decade will likely pit cohesion against division in a way not seen since the Second World War. 

8.4 Covid-19 selects for the vectors of economic disadvantage 

8.4.1 Lockdown impacting “foundation economy” jobs and the low paid 

It is hard to put numbers on that set of occupations we saw in the previous section as making it hard to 

avoid the worst effects of Covid-19, although the Office for National Statistics (ONS) is aiming to measure 

the economic impact167. From an economic perspective, this wide set of jobs crossing the public and private 

sectors could account for as much as 30 percent of the working population in the capital and 40 percent in 

the other cities and urban regions, with many occupations involving more women – thus risking a further 

worsening of gender inequalities:  

“Indeed, evidence from other countries shows us that furlough and its impact on gender equality 

cannot be viewed in isolation. Short Time Work schemes are more likely to be successful at 

supporting women’s employment when there are other supportive measures in place, such as 

family support policies, retraining programmes and high-quality job search services. The UK is 

unfortunately still a laggard in each of these areas – childcare is still the most expensive among 

developed countries, expenditures on active labour market policy measures are among the lowest 

and the privatisation of job search services has met considerable criticism.” (Cook and Grimshaw, 

2020) 

To a significant extent, the occupations that make up the set dominated by low pay and close interaction 

map onto what has come to be called the foundation economy. It represents the part of the economy that 

provides the essential goods and services for everyday life: 11% of these are non-UK nationals, with Brexit 

and immigration restrictions looming (ONS, 2020b). This covers the public utilities; food processing and the 

activities associated with it; travel and transport, retailing and distribution; and, of course, health, education, 

and welfare (Miller, 2017). (The standard sectoral perspective draws attention to the retail and hospitality 

element, but it goes much wider than that). While the “key” workers are still going to work and risking 

infection in parts of it, other elements are suffering the negative effects of lost incomes from lockdown as 

they depend on furlough. Relatively low rates of pay are normal for the bulk of the workforce.  

 
166 https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/topics/cjxv13v27dyt/fake-news  
167 https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/healthandsocialcare/conditionsanddiseases#publications  

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/topics/cjxv13v27dyt/fake-news
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/healthandsocialcare/conditionsanddiseases#publications
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Much of the employment in this segment of the economy is dependent on public expenditure; particularly 

through those services the Local Authorities directly or indirectly provide. Another of the deadly paradoxes 

of the moment is that while the Chancellor is pouring money into his furlough scheme, the Local Authorities 

are still dealing with the expenditure cuts and job restraints coming through from the demands of the 

government’s austerity programme (Halliday, 2020a). It is hardly any wonder that the recent confrontation 

between the city mayors and the government revolved around additional funds to cope with the extra needs 

generated by the pandemic and further lockdown (LONDON, 2020, BBC, 2020a).  

Health and social care accounts for a large proportion of these “foundational” jobs – a large proportion paid 

at below the real living wage (Booth, 2020). The main employers are the NHS, the Local Authorities, private 

care homes and social care providers, the charities (Dudman, 2020) and community organisations. Outside 

the NHS and the care economy, for those activities that are dependent on local footfall and consumer 

spend, lockdown is disastrous for the businesses concerned and many workers find themselves going from 

furlough to redundancy.  

Indeed, anticipating the end of the government furlough scheme before its last-minute extension in early 

November, many local employers were forced to declare redundancies. Lockdown, recession and now 

lockdown again is devastating for what are, for the most part, labour-intensive small businesses and sole 

traders. The recent sharp uplift in the numbers of redundancies has seen a rise of unemployment to 4.8 

percent (Elliott, 2020c) and over 300,000 people were made redundant in the three months to September 

2020. Across all businesses it was reported on November 19, that “one in seven companies fear they are 

at risk of collapse in the next three months. The survey found that some 14% of British businesses said 

they have "low or no confidence" that they will survive the next 12 weeks” (Marris, 2020). We should be 

concerned that the likelihood is that many those losses will fall in those areas of the economy populated by 

workers already struggling to make ends meet. 

8.4.2 Covid-19 infection rates by place through the lens of occupational structures 

What we have been able clearly to see throughout the pandemic is that those northern cities showing the 

highest rates of infection tend to have economies that depend heavily on the sorts of occupations we have 

just been talking about (Halliday, 2020a). It is no coincidence that Lancashire and the 10 boroughs that 

form Greater Manchester were the ones that drove the debate about resources to support people through 

yet another phase of lockdown (Kirwen, 2020). A substantial proportion of the jobs and incomes of their 

residents is generated through those service-based, close-quarters activities that tend to keep the virus in 

play. As each day goes by, the local Directors of Public Health have been begging government to wake up 

to realities on the ground both in terms of the delivery of effective track and trace and financial support from 

the Treasury (Calkin, 2020).  

This is, however, not just about the northern cities and the northern ‘red wall’ places that voted Conservative 

in the last general election (Hanley, 2020, Mattinson, 2020, Thorp, 2020). All the major cities offer intensive 

job opportunity for people working at the bottom end of the occupational hierarchy from cleaners, reception 

workers, and security guards to shop assistants to cafes and sandwich shops. In the face of Covid-19, 

when city businesses and their office workers exercised the choice to reconstruct their space and time 

schedules to work from home, the impact on this segment of the labour market became near catastrophic 

(Giles and Thomas, 2020). As we pointed out in the previous chapter, the major airport hubs also employ 

and indirectly support many people in low paid service activities168. Jobs were lost and the income 

multipliers supporting significant employment in the towns local to them were sharply reduced. 

 
168 https://www.airport-technology.com/news/covid-19-uk-airport-job-losses-shutdowns/  

https://www.airport-technology.com/news/covid-19-uk-airport-job-losses-shutdowns/
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So, while much has been written about the problems for low paid workers in the cities and towns of the old 

industrial regions, the pandemic and lockdown have triggered a condition of increased vulnerability for 

those who work in low wage, face-to-face and close quarters activities wherever they are. Covid-19 has 

shown more clearly how the economic system we choose to live under is capable of delivering a whole 

cohort of workers to a precarious existence. This can be as true in Slough, Luton and Croydon and the less 

well-off London Boroughs as it is in the old industrial towns of the North. This is a significant problem for 

the future. Recession and the long path to recovery will see large numbers join the ranks of the unemployed 

even as the virus comes under control. A general loss of spend in the economy overall will set a 

macroeconomic context where, without active government attempt at demand stabilisation, unemployment 

will continue to remain high – much of it in the local areas we have been describing. 

By any measure, there is an imbalance in outcomes from the pandemic and the policies to control it that 

negatively affects a substantial share of the nation’s population. The future prospects of those dependent 

on local jobs will depend critically both on the level of public expenditure the government sees fit to deploy 

in the recovery169 (and we await the Chancellor’s spending review); on ways to raise the scale and 

distribution of consumer disposable demand; and on the fortunes of sectors like travel and tourism. The 

overall prospects are poor and even Andy Haldane the Chief Economist at the Bank of England is 

expressing his serious concern that one of the features of the recovery will be a sharp increase in levels of 

social and geographical inequality170. “Levelling Up” as a government catchphrase, looks entirely empty 

given what is at stake when such a large proportion of the working population will find it hard to recover 

from the pandemic.  

The UK entered the pandemic with one of the highest levels of inequality among the most advanced nations. 

All the indications are that on the other side of the event, we may find ourselves in a situation where 

inequality will grow to pass critical limits unless the dangers are recognised early and acted upon.  

“Covid-19 has accentuated Britain’s deep class and generational divisions. While the middle 

classes have been safely working from home, the working classes have been at far greater risk by 

driving the buses, delivering parcels and keeping the supermarket shelves stacked.” (Elliott, 2020a) 

An economic strategy to deal with this prospect is vital even while the pandemic is still uncontained. The 

Chancellor’s reluctant and late moves to extend the furlough scheme do not even begin to address what 

will be needed beyond March 2021. 

8.4.3 High density living in high transaction spaces 

There is another important contrast with respect to the suburban dwelling, office-based workers we 

described earlier as being able to ride out the Covid-19 storm and those less well positioned in the labour 

market with greater exposure to Covid-19. The less advantaged groups we have just been talking about 

have a distinctive geography at the local level. This is linked closely to their position on the earnings ladder.  

A substantial proportion will live in rented accommodation and in areas of dense housing with limited access 

to green space and good quality air. They are likely to be found either close to the location of their jobs or 

using public transport regularly to get to work. They probably have a social life that favours close inter-

 
169 Already starting on November 20 with ‘proposals’ to freeze public sector pay (with some exceptions over certain 

key workers, but that was immediately controversial) BBC. 2020i. Sunak faces backlash over public sector pay 

freeze. British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC). Published November 20. Available: 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-55011477. [Accessed November 20 2020].. 
170 Andy Haldane: Interview on Channel 4 News, 10th November 2020 
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personal interaction and family links centred perhaps round a pub, a mosque, a church, or a community 

centre.  

These are not normally people for whom a loss of wage income is sustainable for any length of time. If they 

are to feed their family, they have to go to work – often regardless of the risk or even of the rules for self-

isolation. Job Seekers Allowance (JSA) under the Universal Credit programme is still constructed around 

low rates of benefit designed to incentivise people to find work. Expecting those with no prospect of 

employment and struggling to put bread on the table for their families to take a Covid-19 test and, if positive, 

to quarantine for two weeks is a failure to grasp the reality of their lives171. We noted earlier the stringent 

rules attached to the cash support scheme for people forced to quarantine. At this point, then, we want to 

add into the susceptibility equation the way the spaces for living occupied by people on low incomes bear 

heavily on how challenging it can be to follow the rules recommended to avoid contagion. To put it simply; 

the lower wages that come with a job in the close contact personal services we have just discussed tend 

to follow through into high densities of occupation.  

For those places where older 19th Century housing stock attracts those on limited incomes (the Lancashire 

mill towns we talked about earlier for example), we need to envision terraces of densely packed houses 

with front doors opening directly onto the street and a yard at the back. These are still very much part of 

the housing stock for those on low incomes.  Distancing, contact, and quarantine rules here need to be set 

in context – not least where access to open spaces and children’s play areas is hard to find. Similarly, 

former council estates of older vintage – despite the best intentions of planners and architects with tight 

space constraints to work with – also offer affordable accommodation to low-income tenants. Here, 

“planned in” spaces may be more available by design - but staircases, corridors and (often dysfunctional) 

lifts challenge both social distancing and common-space cleaning requirements.  

When it comes to private rented housing, high land values close to city centres tend to demand high density 

occupation to deliver a market return to landlords. Multiple occupation premises and multi-occupancy living 

is a normal feature of housing in the inner cities. Across the board, the shape and condition of the housing 

stock and its surroundings shapes contagion risk. For those on low incomes this tends to deliver a higher 

risk profile. 

8.4.4 Combined and additive risk factors 

Mapping the virus and the probabilities of contagion into these living spaces demonstrates how this 

becomes an additive factor - raising the level of contagion risk for people whose work and modes of 

transport already make it hard for them to follow the mandates of the government; however willing they 

may be to comply. The playing field is far from level. If distancing and the regular and effective cleaning of 

surfaces are the best defences against living space risks. How, we need to ask, does this play out across 

the environments we have just highlighted? Understanding local contexts is critical. For the past nine 

months over seven papers, we have been arguing for a strong local component to be added to measures 

for the control of the virus. Only now is policy being connected better to the local level – but even then 

mostly in relation to using local public health to add grounded context around the still in place and failing 

national track and trace system. There are mass testing programmes in the major cities. Once again there 

is a clever slogan – “Moonshot” – but sitting behind it a failure to consult either the recognised experts on 

mass testing or fully to grasp why it might be that the people who are most at risk will fail to come forward 

(Toynbee, 2020). 

 
171 There is a small £20.00 per week “Covid uplift” payment attached to benefits, but it has a time limited life. 
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There is both a socio-economic and socio-geographic dimension to be accounted for in understanding 

contagion risk. This, as even the earliest epidemiological studies recognised, can only be interpreted and 

acted upon locally. The elements that underpin risk both for individuals and for the community are 

connected and additive (Halliday, 2020b). Those least well equipped to withstand the economic effects of 

the pandemic and - by virtue of known patterns of health inequality, least able to resist the more extreme 

medical outcomes - are clustered together in living environments with higher risk. Several times in past 

papers we have pointed to the co-incidence of the maps of multiple deprivation, Covid-19 cases and severe 

health outcomes. There is a condition of co- causality here that works through as a syndemic. The Lancet 

defines this as follows and nothing could more succinctly capture the argument of this paper: 

“a conceptual framework for understanding diseases or health conditions that arise in populations 

and that are exacerbated by the social, economic, environmental, and political milieu in which a 

population is immersed.” (Lancet, 2020) 

UK residents have been living in one of the western world’s most unequal societies (Goulden, 2020). Now 

and over the months to come they will be witnesses to what this brings to the forefront when an economic 

shock on the scale now being predicted plays out. That there will be echoes of the Great Depression of the 

early 1930s will spotlight how far the nation has regressed since the progressive times that followed the 

Second World War. We cannot blame the technologies. They were there beforehand and what they do is 

what we choose for them to do. The aim here has been to show how this is working under Covid-19 to the 

even further disadvantage of those at the bottom of the income hierarchy. We have become participants in 

a real space time, economic and social experiment with long run implications that must surely change the 

way we envision the world our offspring will find themselves having to live with. 

8.5 Conclusions 

8.5.1 Taking on board class and age bias in outcomes  

The dice for the worst risks of Covid-19 are loaded along class lines. The evidence is clear that the most 

disadvantaged are suffering the worst outcomes of the pandemic. Those at the lower paid end of the labour 

market, and to occupations that require close contact with others172, whose travel choices are limited to 

public transport and whose living spaces deny them the opportunity easily to socially distance are in the 

front line for continuing risk of infection. Some within this set have to deal with other influences that 

exacerbate their vulnerability: the BAME population for example, which has a case incidence three times 

the rate to be expected given the black and minority ethnic share of the population overall (Durham, 2020, 

Patel et al., 2020). It goes without saying, of course, that if age is added to the set, Covid-19 has particularly 

dire referents for the oldest in the community across the board. 

We should not, however, forget the special position of the young in all this because of their less prominent 

position in cases and infection rates. By virtue of the way the virus selects for age, there is a tendency to 

underplay their special difficulties. Young people face losses of things particularly importance to them. They 

find themselves restricted to a close-quarters home-based life: being shorn of a stable education and 

reasonable prospects for work; having to forego physical social contact with friends (and for many of those 

in low-income households - without the means to connect digitally); facing a future shrouded with 

uncertainty. Their position should be given as much voice as the most disadvantaged as a part of our 

 
172 Not the least being the risks taken by those processing the Covid-19 tests in what clearly were very poor 

conditions – shown on 16 November in the Channel 4 documentary 

https://www.channel4.com/press/news/dispatches-uncovers-serious-failings-one-uks-largest-covid-testing-labs  

https://www.channel4.com/press/news/dispatches-uncovers-serious-failings-one-uks-largest-covid-testing-labs
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society that requires particular attention in the face of the pandemic - not least because it is the young who 

will pay the long run future costs (Cocco, 2020).  

8.5.2  System complexity and a ‘syndemic’ 

To move forward effectively, there is a need to adopt a more rounded perspective on the situation 

confronting us. There are both short-term and long-term problems to deal with and we need to organise 

ourselves to address both, even while the current crisis is upon us. A first critical step would be to 

acknowledge the highly complex and integrated nature of the problem. While there is a national obsession 

about cases, hospital admissions and deaths, the synergies and complex interactions that drive the fast-

moving dynamic system being surrounding Covid-19 are being downplayed.  

Without being too technical, the discussions above show what some of the essential causal inter-

connections in the system might look like. They do not normally appear in the epidemiologists’ standard 

macro-models, but they do have power in conditioning outcomes. Complexity does not, of course, make 

for simple media messaging and government inspired straplines. It does not produce tidy numbers on two-

dimensional graphs. As pointed out earlier, Covid-19 is syndemic in form. This brings other health 

conditions into the infection and outcome equation but also the “the social, economic, environmental, and 

political milieu in which a population is immersed”.  

Part of the problem with the policy response to the pandemic up to here has been its incorporation into the 

simplified messaging of campaigning politics. This brings in a tendency to over-emphasise some things at 

the expense of others and to over-simplify core messages. Eventually people come to see this as at being 

at odds with the complexity in what they see around them and diminishing returns set in.  Lurching from 

one lockdown to another, with collateral effects that are additive for each drastic move, one problem 

(infection) elides into another (recession and social distress). The trade-offs between them are complex 

and seeing this as a binary problem (health versus economy) makes for flip-flop responses that are de-

stabilising and dysfunctional and forfeit trust. 

8.5.3 Matching policy governance to complex reality 

The view from this paper is that central government is simply too far away from the grounded reality of the 

pandemic to design and implement fully effective intervention. It has a role and a critical one but it cannot 

and should not attempt to do everything from the centre. This is not about the politics of devolution (Hardly 

helped by reported allegedly negative views of the Prime Minister on devolution on 17 November (BBC, 

2020h)), but of taking on board how little can ever be known at the centre about the vital nuances of what 

Covid-19 looks like at local level where the infections happen. Locking down whole administratively 

determined geographies (Counties and Strategic Local Authorities) was a step toward decentralisation, but 

Covid-19 does not respect local and regional government boundaries. 

A clearer view of the detail at the lowest possible level of resolution is needed. Only by engaging the 

“bottom-up” sensitivities that can come by engaging with and involving a wide community of local actors is 

it possible to capture the “ground truth” of the pandemic in context. The Tier system was, of course, swept 

away by pulling the “big lever” of national lockdown but the questions about its ability to map effectively 

onto the progression of the virus locally will still be with us when moving to the next stage, with rumours of 

a move to “District level” lockdowns. 

Very early in the progression of the pandemic it should have been obvious to the national politicians that 

the  parts of the county that combined both the highest virus case rates and the highest levels of multiple 

deprivation were in the most impoverished parts of the northern conurbations. A deeper appreciation of 

why this was the case would have served to avoid unhelpful diversions such as the argument in some 
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quarters was that tiered lockdown was “just further punishment for the North” while the “well off” South 

could keep its economy running.  

Cases are higher in the north and for very clear reasons. An up-front recognition of this as a justification for 

compensatory resource was precisely what the Mayors were arguing for. In the event, a battle about small 

money and of differential power between North and South dominated the headlines. This was quickly 

dropped through the imposition of a national lockdown, but it will surely return come December with the 

root issues untouched. There are critical issues of resource allocation and effective multi-level policy 

governance still outstanding. We have to hope that somewhere in government the “circuit- breaker” is being 

used to formulate a more nuanced pragmatic strategy with a better sense of pandemic geography. 

8.5.4 Going to where the most affected people and groups are 

A common response from the epidemiology community, all the way from the WHO to the regular academic 

interviewees on national and local television, to the question; “how do we get case rates to fall back?” is 

“people should follow the rules of distancing, quarantining and hand washing”. Based on this paper a rider 

to this would be; “easier said than done” for some people. This would suggest that an obvious route for 

policy intervention to deal with this issue is to find meaningful and effective ways of “making it easier” for 

people living precarious lives in areas of risk to comply.  

The colloquial phrase “going to where people are” can be understood in two senses. First, it can mean 

“where” in the socio-economic order and in work-home life. Second, it can refer to geographical location 

and setting. In the paper we have separated out the two – although they are intrinsically inter-related. This 

grounds debate on dealing with the virus and its effects from the side of its social and spatial practicalities 

both of which play into each other.  

Whatever the shape of the bounce back, we are going to continue to have to confront the issue of levels of 

income inequality in the UK, starting from a low point. In 2014, the UK had the dubious status of being the 

only country in the G7 group of leading economies where inequality had increased this century (Treanor 

and Farrell, 2002).  More recently, the OECD found the UK 2016/17 to have some of the highest levels of 

income inequality in the EU (Robertson, 2018). Witnessing the events of 2020, society is going to have to 

ask itself whether, in the interests of all, we can allow an even more extreme situation of inequality to prevail. 

Furlough, that was to cease as planned at the end of October and is now extended to March 2021, has its 

focus on supporting jobs. It has been and still is welcome. But it is another “big lever” from the centre that 

is not sensitive to the finer detail of what sort of jobs are being preserved and lost while attempting to “keep 

afloat as many viable boats as it can”.  

Around 300,000 people (mostly in small and new businesses) are estimated to have fallen through the job 

support net. Furlough as a scheme cannot have a sense of the wider realities of the functioning labour 

market. As we have seen, it runs in parallel with Treasury-led programmes to cut public expenditure year 

on year under austerity. So many of those public sector low pay “foundational” jobs important to local 

workers are caught up in this. Furlough also maps awkwardly into the platform and gig economy and the 

mass of sole traders whose situation does not fit its guidelines. It works wonderfully, of course, for “working 

from home” professionals and office workers.  

Furlough, then, has structural biases that can widen not narrow income inequalities. How far, do we 

imagine, is it really penetrating the arena of those close contact service jobs that are most strongly affected 

by lockdown and that support large numbers of the low paid? We have yet to see the fine details but the 

sudden stop-start in early November may have been too late to stop redundancies in many of the most 

marginal small businesses in this group. The unemployment rate has now risen to 4.8 percent with 

projections that it may reach as high as 7 percent in the coming year. Furlough will need to end at some 
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point, and up to 300,000 workers will “slip through the cracks” of the Chancellor’s support schemes. Trade 

Unions are vociferous about the risk to jobs (UNITE, 2020). The world has changed and a debate Is needed 

about how to support a large share of the population at an acceptable minimum level of income over the 

next years until and even beyond full recovery.   

8.5.5 Providing income support 

For the segment of the population highlighted in this paper, as the recession deepens they will find 

themselves joining the scramble to find jobs while having to depend on the meagre provisions of Jobseekers 

Allowance (JSA) and the other provisions of Universal Credit. While the virus is here, this will do little for 

their ability or willingness to comply with strict distancing and quarantine rules with rents to pay and families 

to support. Connecting high unemployment to the risky situation for the bulk of the workers affected, would 

point to a further deepening of their precarity and social distress.  

As an illuminating recent example, the school meals debate has served to raise public awareness of the 

scale of child poverty in the country. A reduction still further in the incomes of those already struggling will 

face many more with a choice between quarantine compliance and feeding their children. Can it really be 

good policy to make it even harder for the most disadvantaged to maintain a basic living when we want 

them to be tested and quarantining when positive? Removing the £20 a week Covid enhanced payment 

makes no sense at all from this perspective. 

This should bring government at the national level forward to a decision point. For some time, the 

introduction of a Universal Basic Income scheme has been on the agenda and rising in profile. Facing both 

the short term and the long, we have arrived at a position where serious consideration must be given to 

some method of providing basic income support outside the base expectation that most people should  be 

able to find a reasonable job. Government argues that Universal Credit is already in place to do this, but 

the context has drastically changed. At the very least more, not less, income support is needed to enhance 

the effectiveness of infection control. For the recovery and the long term, broader issues of inequality in a 

post-Covid world will have to be addressed in a wider political framework..  

There has, indeed, been a recent parliamentary debate on this, the outcome of which is informative. In 

response to a petition to “Implement Universal Basic Income (UBI) to give home & food security through 

Covid-19 …” considered in an oral evidence session of the UK Parliament Petitions Committee on 17 

September 2020… The UK Government said; “a Universal Basic Income ‘does not target help to those who 

need it most’, stressing additional support provided during the coronavirus outbreak, such as the Job 

Retention Scheme and changes to Statutory Sick Pay and Universal Credit” (Loft et al., 2020). It may be 

that UBI is not the definitive answer but we are not convinced that the current raft of measures just outlined 

meets the real requirements of those who need it most and will be fit for purpose in the deep recession 

ahead. 

8.5.6 Active labour market policy 

As discussed in Paper Seven in our series, the next two to perhaps three years will likely see many fewer 

jobs on offer than workers looking for employment. There will be new jobs, of course, and even now there 

are reports of shortages in some sectors and places but, on balance, there may be at least 3 million 

unemployed people, and a substantial share of the unemployed total will be in the younger age groups. 

The “bump-down” process, as those previously in higher skilled and better paid jobs trade down to lower 

levels in the labour market, will probably expand the numbers of the current lower paid in the unemployed 

total. This will come on top of a structural component as job losses and gains select for different sectors 

and occupations. It is a reasonable expectation that the burden of job loss, unemployment and time spent 

out of work will tend to fall on those with lower skill and previously on low pay.  



 

Peter Lloyd and Michael Blakemore        199 

Those “trading down” might have the effect of provoking a much-needed increase in productivity with their 

better skills background while taking lower pay. But hoping that this will boost job creation and expanded 

labour demand will inevitably be a slow game in the climb out of recession. We have been here before, of 

course, but maybe not on the scale of what is about to be confronted. The experience of the late-1990s is 

the most recently relevant and it is, perhaps, time to dust off the playbook for what was done and what 

lessons were learned. At the very least there is a need to do something at scale for the young and the 

already disadvantaged. It would take another paper to do this justice so we will restrict ourselves here to 

recovering just one idea that may have some value under the present conditions. 

The Active Labour Market Policies (ALMP) of the European Union were brought in during earlier phases 

high unemployment in the 1990s. They were different because they were based on measures conceived 

both centrally and locally - but articulated and delivered locally. The policy was able particularly to take on 

board the issues of young people and the long-term unemployed and inactive whose normal job horizon 

was the immediate local labour market. It was a creative approach, consonant at the time with the popularity 

of working locally in partnership and developing the social economy.  

What emerged was a creative flowering (through EU Structural Funds support) of large numbers of projects 

across the participating Member States. The jobs to be filled were in the interstices of the regular labour 

market. They were based on things that were seen to be needed locally but that did not stack up in balance 

sheet terms in the private sector or were not feasible where local public funds were under pressure. Many 

of these jobs were able to offer the unemployed a first stepping-stone into work (in the lexicon of the time - 

Intermediate Labour Market (ILM) jobs) -building bridges into normal employment). 

What we would now recognise as environmentally-friendly jobs figured strongly in those policies – recycling 

and refurbishment (the circular economy); environmental improvement  and energy conservation (green 

jobs), for example. But large numbers of job creating projects run by social economy organisations and the 

voluntary sector came in to fill gaps in the health and social care and family support sectors (part of the 

foundation economy). The needs were there to be filled by a programme that gave the double benefit of 

meeting local social and environmental needs with the added bonus of activating the unemployed at a time 

of crisis. Many young people were drawn into the programmes in their locality (learning their way into work 

for the first time) and it was a short step to integrate them into more formal learning programmes to build 

their skills.  

Across the European Union, ALMP is still in place and in a position to be expanded again to meet the needs 

of the crisis (CoR, 2020). The issue that always has to be confronted with this kind of approach is how to 

scale it up to the level needed to meet the demands of the jobless. Thirty years on, much has been learned 

about how to achieve this.  The best outcomes arise where there is a solid base to work from in the 

organisations of local and national civil society. The difficulty in the case of the UK in introducing such a 

scheme is that, politically, the programme comes from roots that are the polar opposite of a regime of hyper-

centralisation where the organisations of local civil society are routinely undervalued. This should not mean 

that in a time of revolutionary change, sound approaches of whatever provenance should not be up for 

consideration. 

During the 1990s, the UK had its programme matching the principles of ALMP. However, today, the 

infrastructure to build on is no longer so readily mobilizable at the scale required. At the moment, UK job 

support is predominantly dedicated to meeting the needs of local employers under a market forces 

philosophy. These needs should be met, of course. But in the circumstances to be faced, while necessary, 

this is going to be nowhere near sufficient – particularly for the most disadvantaged places whose 

economies tend to struggle even in the best of times. There needs surely to be a direct programme 
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alongside the business-led agenda to raise skills, confidence and aspirations in the workforce regardless 

of the shape of the local economy.  

But, even this, post-Covid-19, will not be enough. We argued for this in Paper Six in the context of skills 

development and a provision for lifelong learning, New publicly supported programmes are needed locally 

and at scale to recruit the unemployed into meaningful work along the lines we have just discussed. It is 

not that there is not much needing to be done – to feed the green jobs agenda, to add to the care economy, 

to improve energy efficiency in homes, to improve the physical infrastructure. What needs doing will be 

obvious to people and to voluntary and charitable organisations on the ground. They need to be supported 

by the necessary central resources and support and allowed the creative freedoms to help build actions at 

local level and set them in a context of skill-building for the new economy. 
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 Conclusions – As we enter 2021 …. 

9.1 Bringing the story up to date 

9.1.1 Fast moving events in December 

We cannot leave the story of Covid-19 without bringing things up to date through the month of December 

2020. This this was a month that saw a crisis similar to that in March and April rear its ugly head once more. 

As we had been indicating in Paper 8 in mid-November, cases of Covid-19 were beginning to rise rapidly 

again (Roxby, 2020, BBC, 2020d, McKie et al., 2020). What was not apparent at that that time was the 

arrival of the new and more contagious variant form of the virus (Giles and Burn-Murdoch, 2020, Craig and 

McGuinness, 2020). By the beginning of December, this new form was widely spread throughout the South-

East of England. It was thought to have occurred first (although the precise origin of the variant was not 

clear at the time of writing) in Kent and then spread through Essex and around the M25 northern circuit. 

From that point on it began to spread out across the London area as a solid red stain on the ONS map of 

cases (ONS, 2020). It was reported that the second variant is around 70% more transmissible than its 

predecessor.  

While this was going on in South, however, the North was going in the opposite direction. Case counts 

were falling in those areas that had already been allocated to Tier 3 and there was a general sense that 

the restrictions had worked. The binary distinction that we had lived with between North and South through 

the autumn was turned on its head. The South-East was now the area of greatest concern while the North 

West (previously the problem case) was seeing case levels fall. Merseyside, that had been among the 

greatest areas of concern in October-November (when it entered Tier 3 and was subjected to mass testing) 

had seen a dramatic drop in the incidence of the virus. 

As the month of December proceeded, the alarm surrounding the new variant form of the virus grew quickly. 

Over time, many of the central London hospitals had been forced to move to Covid-19-only case admissions 

(Jooshandeh, 2020, Paduano, 2020, Joshi, 2020). Their intensive care units (ICUs) were filling rapidly 

toward capacity. The recently part-decommissioned Nightingale Hospital was being rapidly refitted after 

Christmas to be brought back into use (Triggle, 2020, King, 2020, Goodwin, 2020, Lindsay, 2020). As 2021 

opened, case levels were running at over 50,000 a day – exceeding the levels of the first wave peak. 

Hospitalisations were rising fast (BBC, 2020e, BBC, 2020h, Foster and Parker, 2021). Deaths (a lagging 

indicator) were still growing relatively slowly. Most of this enhanced contagion was still in the South-East. 

But by this time, the wave had been spreading out to parts of the West and East Midlands and along the 

south coast toward Portsmouth and Southampton. The country had been regularly warned about "dark 

times ahead" for the middle of all the winter. Nothing had prepared us for what was unfolding as Christmas 

approached. 

9.1.2 Behind the curve once more 

Yet again, government was slow to react. The warnings from the medical and epidemiology communities 

had been rising rapidly since the beginning of the month. By December 14th they had risen to a crescendo. 

The Mayor of London was calling for schools in the capital to be closed (BBC, 2020a). A third wave of 

Covid-19 was upon us. Following the pattern so familiar to us as we have recorded how the government 

has operated throughout the crisis, these voices were ignored until the pressure was extreme (Cameron-

Chileshe, 2020, Duncan et al., 2020). “Following the science”, as we have seen many times through the 

book, had been side-lined whenever it cut across the apparent need of the government to feed the public 

with its own messages.  
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The Prime Minister had declared that it would be “inhuman” to cancel Christmas and was sticking to that 

line. While advising people to adopt shorter, smaller celebrations, he continued with an easement of 

restrictions that the science community believed to be nothing short of disastrous (BBC, 2020f, Cole et al., 

2020, Craig and McGuinness, 2020). On December 16th he firmly resisted calls to “cancel Christmas” 

though he did indicate that it might be necessary for schools to start up later in January. The Christmas U-

turn came on December 19th - resulting in a mass rush to railway stations on 20th December as the capital 

emptied of those trying to get home before the embargo (Roach, 2020). The eventual outcome was a 

national lockdown from 6th January 2021 for an indeterminate period with 60,000 new cases reported. 

9.1.3 Overpromising and a fast U-turn 

Over-promising and then dashing those promises has been such a feature the ten months of our scrutiny 

of the government’s pandemic actions, that it betrays an inability to learn even the simplest lessons (Eaton, 

2020, Editorial, 2020, Heffer, 2020, Parker and Pickard, 2020). A survey conducted early in December 

found 57% of respondents unwilling to trust the government to manage the crisis (SKY, 2020). In parallel 

with the worsening conditions surrounding the virus, government was still absorbed with “getting Brexit 

done”. The month end saw serious blockages at the Port of Dover as the French government reacted 

sharply to the threat of imports of the new variant virus (BBC, 2020i, Tolhurst, 2020, BBC, 2020c). 

Meanwhile, the news media were swamped with the “deal -no-deal” story while the virus was extending its 

grip. CNN on 21st December described Britain as facing an abyss of overlapping crises (McGee, 2020).  

The Government acted finally with a plan - on 23rd December - with 6 million more people entering the 

highest level of restrictions (BBC, 2020b, BBC, 2020d). Calls for another lockdown including school closure 

rose on 27th December. On the very final day of the year, a further 20 million people in England were added 

to the toughest tier of Covid-19 restrictions - with the Midlands, North East, parts of the North West and 

parts of the South West prominent among them. We were back to partial lockdown with all of the collateral 

problems that we documented throughout our essays. This lasted just over a week before it was swept 

away by a full lockdown. 

9.1.4 The schools lead the debate 

A great deal of the debate at the end of the year was on the topic of education. Should all schools be closed, 

should primary schools remain open, should there be differential restrictions from place to place 

(Richardson, 2020a, Weale, 2020, Richardson, 2020b, Grover, 2020, Gallagher, 2020, Elgot, 2020, BBC, 

2020g)? The first announcement on 31st December was that secondary schools across most of 

England were to remain closed for an extra two weeks for most pupils (DfE, 2020, Stewart and Halliday, 

2020). More than a week later the confusion still reigned (BBC, 2021c, Boseley et al., 2021, BBC, 2021d). 

Selective borough-level closures of primary schools in London were announced as the year opened. In 

another spectacular U-turn only 24 hours later, the selectivity criterion was removed (Dickens, 2021). With 

two days to go before the new term opened, parents and teachers across the country were still unsure of 

what was to happen and with conflicting advice (BBC, 2021d, BBC, 2021b, Martin, 2021). Primary schools 

outside the restricted areas opened for just one day before the announcement of full closure. The 

government has repeated this sequence of events time after time, and issue by issue, over the entire period 

of the pandemic crisis. 

9.1.5 Vaccine deployment – another U-turn 

Trust was further damaged with a U-turn for the application of the Pfizer vaccine. This was first approved 

on the basis of a first injection followed by a second booster three weeks later. The logistics of distributing 

and applying the vaccine were always going to be challenging with controversy as to who gets it first (Neville 

et al., 2020). This was exacerbated by a sudden decision by the government (approved by the government 
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scientists, but not by the manufacturer of the vaccine, or the doctors who would give the vaccine) to delay 

the second dose to 12 weeks, and use existing stocks to give more people a first dose (DAUK, 2020, Davies 

and Geddes, 2020), or even to ‘mix and match’ vaccines (Mancini and Neville, 2021). Whatever the 

scientific justification (or not), the disagreements among the health community will hardly have reassured 

citizens. More confusion and more uncertainty. 

9.1.6 One bright spot – self isolation payments arrive 

The condition of the most disadvantaged in the face of the virus and the economic shutdown has been a 

strong theme in the book. There was some good news to report here. We had argued in Chapter 8 that it 

was foolish not to recognise that what might be keeping people away from testing schemes might be the 

costs of lay-off to their family if positive. The Liverpool testing study appeared to confirm this. On December 

10th, self-isolation payments were attached to the use of the tracing App at the rate of £500 a week. Small 

though this is, it will be very welcome to those at the margin and certainly better practice for infection control 

in deprived communities. Studies in December reinforced what we had been saying about the BAME 

community living in congested conditions – confirming that they faced around 7 times the risk of infection 

compared to others in the same areas (Maddison and Schwendel, 2020, Jack, 2020, Boseley, 2020, 

Marmot et al., 2020, Quinn and Pidd, 2020, Romei, 2020).  

9.1.7 Brexit done 

The good news that lifted the spirits of the nation during what would, without it, have been one of the darkest 

months since the crisis began, is that the vaccine in its different forms is now with us. It is to be hoped that 

the light at the end of the tunnel will soon be flooding the nation with renewed hope. Brexit, for what it is 

worth is also “done”. We are where we are, and it is time to move on to make the best of it. We have 

resolved ourselves to seek out the positives when we return to writing during January 2021. 

9.2 Recovering the wider lessons from the pandemic experience 

9.2.1 Remembering the global context 

We began our series of papers with a reminder of the international context for the emerging pandemic. 

After spending so much time on the specifics of the English case, we have to return to the global context. 

Covid-19 gave us the opportunity fully to take on board how globally interconnected we are and how events 

in one small corner of the planet can come to affect us all. No more can we ignore what might be happening 

“in a faraway country of which we know nothing” (a remark made about Czechoslovakia by Neville 

Chamberlain in 1938 that captured why we were so unprepared for the Second World War). What happened 

in Wuhan also shattered the lives and prospects of millions around the world, but it also needed a sense of 

history to understand what was going on (ECONOMIST, 2021a, Picken, 2021).  

Experts tell us that shocks may well happen again if we are not more internationally watchful and prepared 

(Mügge, 2021, Ahuja, 2021, Giles, 2021, Deaton, 2021). If we did not fully grasp this before, we certainly 

have to do so now. The global ecosystem is one we humans share and we need to be wary of what else 

neglect might leave us open to. Post-pandemic, how can we not drastically raise our concern for the planet 

in the face of global warming? 

9.2.2 Valuing human social interaction 

In the same vein, Covid-19 taught us that we need to be more aware of the importance to us all of human 

social interaction. Only when it had to be taken away to save us from a calamity, did we come to realise 

just how important a role close and social contact with others plays in our lives. Yes, we sort of knew it – 
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but who will not look back on 2020 and remember what it was like not to be able to share the same 

comfortable space with our friends, family, co-workers, fellow supporters, classmates, church friends and 

so on? As with the global case, the pandemic provides us with a chance to look carefully at those things 

we value – those things important to our lives and wellbeing that are not mediated through a money 

marketplace. This is just one aspect of where the experience of living through 2020 (and now it seems most 

of 2021) must surely have an impact on the weight we ascribe to what we truly value, and how we engage 

with ‘community’ (Youngs, 2020, Ridley, 2021). 

9.2.3 Valuing the public realm and the public service 

 A vital component of the learning from the shock of Covid-19 will surely have been how we value those 

things that we normally consume in common, as public goods available to all. Because it is hard to measure 

their value in money terms, we have not found the means to challenge an economic system that under-

rates them. We are talking here about public services – items of value that do not appear in measures of 

national GDP (Mügge, 2021) - but ones so important to our social wellbeing that we cannot do without 

them. This we should have learned. They are mostly delivered by those key workers we clapped for every 

Thursday night.  

These are of course the very same people (outside the NHS) that had their, usually low, wages frozen in 

the Chancellor’s Autumn Statement. We cannot have it both ways. Either they are so valuable that we have 

to find a way to reward them properly or government can reach out to cut their real wages when the national 

accounts need attention. One of the most powerful lessons of the pandemic experience has to be, therefore, 

that there is something wrong with the way the value of the public services is measured and evaluated and 

that something should done about it. We need to remember that it was not always like this and to recover 

the lessons of more progressive times in the past. 

9.2.4 Limits to Neoliberal market forces approaches 

This takes us on to a more general issue. Are we still willing - post-pandemic - to accede to the view that 

money measures of value as traded through market processes are sufficient by themselves to set the basis 

for what is valued in our society? We have learned for the last 50 years to go along with the idea that the 

market is the arbiter and that the public sector, with its burdensome taxes, is something that should be 

reduced to a minimum. Has 2020 changed our view that public expenditure is to be rated as somehow 

inferior to what goes on in the private sector and should be attributed lower value for our society? This idea 

of “private sector good; public sector bad” has had a spectacularly difficult ride over the last year as the 

stories of “test and trace” and the procurement of PPE have emerged.  

In many ways the depressing story we have told in the book, about how the outbreak of Covid-19 was 

managed in England has roots in an ideological belief that recourse to private business was going to serve 

the public better. This involved an unchallenged decision to turn away from those already specialised in the 

field of public health in their public service roles. After what we have lived through, this sort of false 

proposition about differences in value and effectiveness as between the private and the public sectors is 

going to be much harder to defend (Giles, 2021). 

9.2.5 Centralised policy management unable to cope with complexity 

Another ideological position that has failed the test of the pandemic experience is the, once again binary 

idea, that management from the centre is good and devolved management working more locally from 

bottom up is bad. People have seen, and suffered from, the clear inability of a centralised system of 

government to cope with a complex, fast-moving situation. Across the eight papers in the series (and what 

we have just said about events in December) we have illustrated how grand ideas about “world beating” 
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this and that and uplifting promises about how things will be, have foundered on contact with reality in 

context and on-the-ground. Declarations about “following the science” and strapline messages about what 

people must do to avoid the worst outcomes, tended to work best just once – at the outset.  

From that point on, the complexities of the real events as they were projected across a variable landscape, 

made the simple look banal. Perhaps giving a strong message to the people from the centre was necessary, 

but, as was learned time after time, it was very far indeed from being sufficient. What the people saw around 

them was the complexity of reality. What they got from the “three podiums” messages and the big graphs 

looked to be a world away from their practical “need to know” about what was going on around them. To 

their credit, people generally played the game, but as we look back, there are serious questions to be asked 

about the whole system of governance in the country.  

9.2.6 Accepted political discourses found wanting 

Facing a current tendency for contemporary politics to swing toward the popular and to the liberal centrist 

right, Covid-19 may have done us a favour. Popular has not been an adjective well suited the way Trump 

and Johnson have been seen to manage the pandemic and we have seen how far a liberal centrist 

approach has limits for managing efficiently in the world that now confronts us. As to the issue of “left” or 

“right”, both have been short of real relevance in the light of events. At the very least, the post-Thatcher 

generation will have surely grasped that the statement of that time that; "there is no such thing as a society” 

is a travesty. Coming together as a society, has been revealed as both a protective and a life enhancing 

force under the pandemic. As to “right wing”, we have seen a Tory government deploy state funds to the 

support of labour and social protection on an unprecedented scale. This is not something even faintly 

imaginable just a year ago.  

We have witnessed that it is entirely possible for a right-wing government to assemble and spend billions 

to tackle a problem when it is big and challenging enough. This is something that the drive for fiscal propriety 

in the last 50 years would have absolutely ruled out. The IMF, and even the OECD, have now sanctioned 

the approach (Giles, 2021). Future claims that “the money is not there” when it comes to public expenditure 

for what society deems is needed, can never play so strongly again. It was there in 2008, of course, in 

bailing out the finance sector. But it is there again in 2020, supporting workers on furlough, and the world 

of global finance capital did not collapse; it thrived. We still have to wait, it seems, for a coherent view from 

the left on any and all of these paradigm shattering discoveries. 

9.2.7 The realisation of how powerful the State can be 

What we have also discovered through the virus event is that the ability of government to alter people's 

lives is immense. The ability to influence the economy was, of course, accepted - but within a paradigm 

that had us willing to believe that government was there simply to support the market and interfere as little 

as possible beyond that. Covid-19 has just shown us what power and influence is available to government 

when it decides or is forced to act. This is of course, a double-sided coin. The immense power we can now 

see so transparently looking back at the pandemic, can be used for good or evil. Who would have believed 

a year ago, for example, just how much of our personal freedom we would have been willing to forego at 

the say so of the government? (EP, 2020, Woodcock, 2020, NAO, 2020) This was, done of course, under 

a liberal minded, Tory government.  

The Covid-19 experience in the UK has provided us with a live experiment on how a democratic society 

goes about coping with a massive, fast moving and complex crisis. It has been challenging but, by right, 

we have the freedom to be critical of it. When we make comparisons with the more authoritarian and 

surveillance- based countries to see how the virus was managed - generally more successfully - we need 

to be aware of the trade-off that exists between gains in efficiency and wider losses in personal freedoms. 
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We have seen that the modern world is complex, dynamic, and intrinsically interconnected. The over-

simplified messages of a charismatic leader could not see us cope here with a crisis on the scale and 

complexity of the pandemic. For authoritarian surveillance societies, compliance with the view of the 

“leader” is easier to come by but the price to be paid may have to be a very high one.  

9.2.8 The new technologies moulding space and time in selective ways  

Across the papers, we have learned a great deal about the technologies of the Fourth Industrial Revolution. 

What we have clearly been able to see is that the possibilities for remote working have changed key 

elements of economy and society in dramatic ways. We were lucky to have them at our disposal at the 

beginning of 2020. We have pointed to the potential of the new technologies to change the entire space 

time relationship. This has profound implications for the future, and the pandemic has served to accelerate 

processes that were already in place or in prospect. Papers 5 and 7 looked at the balance between the job 

replacing, and the job creating, possibilities of the new wave and for the need to re-imagine what skills we 

are going to need and how to take steps to create them. We touched several times on how geography 

would be moulded by the possibilities of the technologies revealed through the pandemic experiment on 

how they might be used for better social and environmental outcomes..  

The cities will surely experience significant change post-Covid. There will be major changes contingent on 

the shift of consumer, worker and employer choices and we will need a new geographical imagination to 

take it all on board.  We are already seeing what online shopping is doing to town centre shop-based retail 

(FT, 2021, ECONOMIST, 2021b, Thomas, 2021, BBC, 2021a). Paper 8 had an important point to make 

about how the option to use the communications technologies was capable of playing into inequality across 

social groups. Workers whose activities are based upon the processing of information and content rather 

than real goods and the provision of services have been able with relatively little difficulty to transform their 

lives to cope with the pandemic. They have been able to segregate themselves spatially, working from, 

home and leaving those without the same capabilities to experience a greater risk of infection and loss of 

income from Covid-19. Leaving it to technology and market forces to arbitrate how this plays out will do 

nothing to slow the rising rate of inequality that we already face or confront the challenge of global warming. 

9.2.9 Valuing the contribution of labour 

Throughout all eight papers, we have been struck by the socially divisive way the modern labour market 

works to ascribe value to the time and effort put in by people. We looked in Paper 1 at the rise of the 

platform economy, and how international pressures and the new possibilities of the internet have led to 

enhanced demands for flexible workers and low pay. We could not know at the time, how far this segment 

of workers – already in precarious jobs – would find themselves among the first and worst hit when Covid-

19 struck (Rogers and Politi, 2021). In Paper 7 we added some observations on how – alongside retail and 

hospitality - a similarly flexible group of workers in the arts and cultural sector were taking a hard hit while 

being outside the job support schemes and receiving less support than in some other countries (Hopkins, 

2020, Savage, 2021).  

We have already commented on how poorly the contribution of those key workers who kept the system 

running in the pandemic were rewarded by those who determined their incomes from the public purse. We 

have described how those who work in the foundation economies of our local communities (in both the 

private and the public sector) are also invariably low paid and on non-standard contracts. Local demand 

pressure drives the marketplace, and for the poorer places in the economy, this tends to drive low pay and 

flexible contracting into many parts of the local economy to feed a debilitating cycle. Across the board, the 

people we have just been describing are those who suffer most from the ravages of the pandemic. On 

recovery, is this where we shall still want to be? Has the experience of Covid-19 made us more prepared 

as a society to challenge the steady creep of the low pay, low skill (and low need for training) component 
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into the national labour market? Questions for all of us – but what they reveal is the real and present danger 

of a one-way path to even greater inequality in our already unacceptably unequal society. 

9.2.10 Inequality laid bare – building back fairer 

 A popular theme in the early stages of the pandemic was ‘we are all in this together’. We found ourselves 

having to qualify it many times. Yes, the virus confronts everyone without distinction, but we have shown 

throughout all of the papers that its effects are differentially experienced across the population. A large 

segment of the workforce and society has experienced the worst of the outcomes.  This has been by virtue 

of their position in the labour market and the housing market, by their health status, by their social needs, 

and by their access to finance. The hope going forward has to be that we should have acquired a better 

understanding of why some in our society fare so much worse than others and how much we need to do to 

remedy it (Deaton, 2021, Johnson et al., 2021).  

A strong theme throughout the series of papers has then been, the sheer unfairness of the impact of Covid-

19 (Mazzucato, 2020, Wearden, 2020). The most privileged will come out of the pandemic largely 

untouched by the experience - beyond perhaps having had to forego their foreign holidays and their regular 

restaurant and theatre visits. Others will have been brought to the very margins of survival; queuing at 

foodbanks, living on the meagre payments of Universal Credit, finding themselves having to work and to 

live in high contagion risk environments, suffering the psychological harms of a life of constant stress and 

uncertainty. It is by any reasonable human standards not fair that this should be so and – to their discredit 

- a proper recognition of it has been largely absent from government as the pandemic has progressed. The 

UK entered the pandemic with among the highest levels of inequality in the advanced economies. When it 

leaves the crisis, that unenviable record will surely be considerably magnified. Whenever the recovery 

comes it would be “inhuman” (to use again the word deployed by the Prime Minister) to let the blight of 

inequality get worse. 

Going forward, we will start Series Two of our joint papers looking forward at the ways in which we can use 

the jolt of the Covid-19 experience to develop proposals for a future that will take on board the many lessons 

the eight papers have allowed us personally to learn. In the conclusions of each of the 2020 papers, we 

have tried, under the conditions as we saw them at the time, to look at some things we should do in practical 

terms. This will be the starting point. Beguiling though a return to “how it was” might look from a dark winter 

lockdown; the old normal was neither safe nor sustainable. We should look not so much for a “new normal” 

as a “new beginning”. That is where deo volente we propose to pick up the story in 2021. 
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