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Abstract 

The COVID-19 pandemic has profoundly disrupted global labor markets, intensifying pre-existing 

socioeconomic inequalities worldwide, particularly in developing countries like Southeast Asia. This paper 

explores the multifaceted impacts of the pandemic on employment structures, regional labor patterns, gender 

disparities, and the interrelations among labor, health, gender, education level, and environmental conditions. 

Drawing from a range of empirical studies and labor force data, the analysis is structured into four key areas: 

The impact of COVID-19 on employment structure and regional patterns, The impact of Covid-19 on labor 

market, gender disparities, Economic Growth and Unemployment Pattern and the pandemic impact on Labor, 

Health, Gender, and the Environment. The findings reveal that vulnerable groups, such as women, informal 

workers, and those with lower education, were disproportionately affected. This study also discusses policy 

implications, emphasizing the need for inclusive labor policies, investment in education and health, and gender-

sensitive recovery strategies to foster sustainable and equitable economic growth in the post-pandemic era. 

Keywords: COVID-19 pandemic, labor market, gender disparities, economic growth, unemployment pattern  

 

I. Background and Statement of the problem 

The sharply rising economy of Southeast Asia has become a key player in the global economy, due to 

its strategic location and abundant labor market. Despite the impressive economic growth in Southeast Asia over 

the past few decades, job loss, income loss, and income inequality remain persistent issues. Due to the COVID-

19 pandemic, there have been significant job losses in hard-hit sectors such as tourism, retail, and construction, 

and some job growth in higher-skilled services sectors. The pandemic has intensified these challenges, disrupted 

labor markets, and disproportionately affected vulnerable groups such as women, informal workers, and low-

skilled workers. The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on employment and livelihoods in Asia and the Pacific, 

hit the poor and vulnerable, including women, migrant workers, and daily wage laborers, the hardest, and the 

pandemic has been a huge setback. This paper examines and reviews two analytical questions: What are the 

determinants of labor market inequality in Southeast Asia, and how has COVID-19 affected the existing labor 

market in the region?   

The heterogeneous effects of the COVID-19 pandemic, particularly the effects of the lockdown, on 

labor markets have been studied in several countries. Otherwise, in developed nations, the most vulnerable 

workers who were particularly affected during the pandemic were low-wage-earning women (Cajner et al. 2020; 

Cowan 2020; Montenovo et al. 2020), young workers aged 20 to 24 (Montenovo et al. 2020), and minority and 

non-native workers (Couch et al., 2020). All these workers had a higher chance of being unemployed, switching 

to part-time work, decreasing their working hours, and leaving the labor force. The purpose of this paper is to 

systematically explore the theoretical and methodological framework, which is presented, providing insights 

into drivers of labor market inequality. Moreover, empirical evidence is examined to highlight the impact of 

Covid-19 on labor markets in the region. Finally, this paper intends to provide a conclusion to mitigate labor 

market disruptions caused by Covid-19 and intends to provide valuable insights for developing and 

implementing effective labor market strategies for the region. The rest of the paper is organized as follows: 

Section 2 describes the theoretical framework and methodology, Section 3 presents empirical evidence from 

selected studies, and the conclusion in Section 4.  

 

 

 

 



 
The 15th BENJAMIT Network National & International Conference 
The 15th BENJAMIT Network National & International Conference 
(Artificial Intelligence : A Driving Force For Sustainable Development Goals) 

203 

 

Thonburi University, Bangkok, Thailand 
May 15, 2025 

 
 

II. Theory and Methodology 

2.1. Theoretical Framework 

The COVID-19 pandemic has caused a global health crisis that has quickly turned into a major shock 

to the economy and labor market, culminating in a never-before-seen global job crisis (Lee et al., 2020). Unequal 

opportunities in life, as one aspect of “inequality” are objectionable to almost anyone if they abstract from their 

own position. By the same token, if rising inequality brings sufficient benefits to the least advantaged, then it 

may be considered Justified (Ravallion., 2018). The significant causes of labor market inequality are shaped by 

economic structures, urban-rural disparities, gender, and educational and skills disparities. The key idea of 

Human capital theory highlights the role of education and skill development, which enhances worker 

productivity, resulting in better wages and job opportunities, is important in understanding both investment 

incentives and the structure of wages and earnings. However, unequal access to education creates barriers for 

disadvantaged groups, perpetuating income disparities. When children’s schooling entails the payment of fees, 

low-income cash cash-constrained households lean on culture to select the gender of children whose schooling 

will be sacrificed to enhance survival (Dessy et al., 2023). While workers with higher education and skills tend 

to secure better-paying and more stable jobs, while those with limited education are often relegated to low-

paying, insecure job and precarious roles. The higher education levels significantly correlate with higher-paying 

formal sector jobs, leading to wage disparity between skilled and unskilled workers.   

According to Becker theory, more schooling is crucial for escaping poverty and achieving economic 

growth at both national and individual levels. The lower level of education can only persuade low-skilled jobs, 

while achieving higher levels of education would lead to finding gender parity in skilled jobs. Labor market 

inequality is also reflecting significant regional disparities, with rural areas facing underdeveloped economic 

growth compared to urban areas. The most populated and urban cities must become hubs with opportunities in 

the formal and high skills jobs, but workers from rural areas are more likely to be employed in agriculture and 

informal jobs where wages are lower, and job security is weaker. Structural Inequality Theory emphasizes how 

historical and systemic factors embedded in economic systems perpetuate disparities across different 

demographic groups. Urbanization and industrialization have created disparities, resulting in the income gap 

between rural-urban areas with urban workers earning more than rural workers with secure job opportunities. 

For example, in Indonesia, about 60.5% of the Indonesian working population is employed informally, however 

informal employment is still viewed as one of the major problems for the local economy (Nazara., 2010). 

Moreover, gender gaps in labor markets also exacerbate inequalities. Women are overrepresented as 

contributing family members in low-skilled and low-productivity sectors and informal work arrangements. The 

gender inequality in the labor market can cause wage disparities and occupational segregation. According to 

Human Capital Theory, gender differences in employment and education contribute to mention inequalities. 

Human-capital factors, gender differences in location in the labor market, a factor long highlighted in research 

on the gender wage gap, remain exceedingly relevant (Blau et al., 2017). The effect of gender pay transparency 

as a measure to reduce gender pay discrimination within firms is challenging because it requires finding both 

exogenous variation in transparency and detailed information on employee wages (Bennedsen et al., 2023). 510 

million or 40 per cent of all employed women around the world work in hard-hit sectors compared with 36.6 per 

cent of employed men and 55 million or 72.3 per cent of domestic workers around the world were at significant 

risk of losing their jobs and incomes due to the lockdown and the lack of effective social security coverage (Lee 

et al.,2020). Moreover, women represent the bulk of frontline workers who face the direct risks of responding 

to the virus, they tend to be engaged in low-skilled and lower-paid jobs. 

In Myanmar, women appear to have higher returns to education, whereby both the composition effect 

and the wage structure effect suggest that female workers should have higher wages than male workers because 

female wage workers receive substantially lower wages than male workers all along the wage distribution 

(Hansen et al.,2022). The increase in female education as the main contributor to the decline of the gender wage 

gap from 1985 to 2017, and found that females are in far better positions than 20 years ago (Nakavachara., 2010). 

Unequal labor force participation is generally reflective of inadequate paid employment opportunities and 

unfavorable work conditions for women. 

Overall, Disparities in access to quality education and skill development have a significant effect on 

labor market inequalities, influencing earning potential and job opportunities. The decision to work in the formal 

sector or the informal sector is a distinct choice for women that should be accounted for in modelling their labor 

force participation decision (Gallaway et al., 2002). They also provide some confirmation of the inferiority of  
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the informal sector relative to the formal sector. Workers in the informal sector, often lacking access to social 

protections and rights, tend to face lower wages and job insecurity, exacerbating inequality (Chandran et al., 

2018). Formal sector workers tend to experience better working conditions and higher wages, contributing to 

wage disparity across sectors (Koh et al., 2020). In Philippine, It is plausible that while both males and females 

respond to parenthood by dropping out of school and entering the labor market to manage the increased domestic 

and economic responsibilities, the larger labor market response of fathers may be at least partly due to the 

influence of traditional gender roles as well as the possibility that males receive higher returns to labor market 

participation (Chakraborty et al., 2024). 

Moreover, the Covid-19 pandemic has exacerbated these existing disparities. The economic and social 

cost of lockdowns in the world’s poorest countries may be higher because of the disruption to economic activity 

in the face of public health threats as well as to people’s lives (Howell et al., 2021). These challenges and 

theoretical frameworks highlight the persistent role of economic structures, education gaps, and gender 

disparities in appearing labor market inequalities. The income risks for informal workers that is much higher 

during this pandemic compared to previous global crises of comparable scale (Lee et al., 2020).  

2.2. Methodology 

This paper employs a review of theoretical and empirical studies, focusing on labor market inequality and 

the effects of COVID-19 on existing inequalities. The inclusion criteria for selecting these papers were based on 

their relevance to the research topic. The data from the 2020 Indonesia National Labor Force Survey (Sakernas), 

covers over 290,000 observations across all provinces and most sub-provinces. By employing logistic regression 

analysis to examine the likelihood of income and job loss based on employment type, education, demographic 

variables, and access to telework infrastructure. Additionally, propensity score matching (PSM) is used to estimate 

the causal effect of COVID-19 mobility restrictions on job and income loss probabilities. The paper analyzes the 

key variables, including labor market inequality, which includes wages, gender, regional disparities, economic 

structure, skills, and education. The confidential individual Labor Force Survey (LFS) data from the National 

Statistical Office of Thailand (NSO) between 2020 and 2021 were used to analyze unemployment and absence 

from work, based on individual and firm characteristics. The paper also uses path analysis to emphasize a direct 

correlation between COVID-19 and poverty. These are analyzed to identify a nuanced understanding of labor 

market inequality and its drivers, and the approach is enough to highlight the COVID-19 impact on existing 

inequalities and thus answer the analytical question of this paper. This framework is based on the concept of health 

equity, considering the dimensions of human rights and equal access to healthcare. At the macro level, it is 

influenced by geographical, economic, and institutional factors. However, in this study, the focus was mainly on 

the supply side from the perspective of the providers, as there were challenges in collecting data across workers, 

who were key demand-side informants during the COVID-19 crisis. Moreover, the framework was applied by 

accounting for the effect of COVID-19 on the health system factors. 

 

III. Empirical Evidence 

3.1. The impact of Covid-19 on employment structure and regional patterns 

By analyzing Indonesia’s National Labor Force Survey 2020 data, which studied regional patterns of 

income loss and job loss, the most populated regions were experiencing the most substantial drops in activities 

because of lockdown measures caused by the COVID-19 outbreak (Putra et al., 2023). The study poses the 

following hypothesis: informally employed workers, such as ‘‘self-employed’’ and ‘‘temps’’, have suffered 

higher magnitudes of income loss and job loss than formally employed workers.  
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Table 1  The estimated coefficients and marginal effects of logit regressions for the income loss

 
 

Table 2 The estimated coefficients and marginal effects of logit regressions for the job loss 
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The findings indicate that People facing precarious employment conditions are also the ones who 

experienced idiosyncratic risks stemming from the initial COVID-19 outbreak. Among them, ‘‘self-employed’’ 

appear to be particularly vulnerable. Their chances of losing income are 25% higher than those of the regularly 

employed. And additionally marginal effect (ME) of income loss for the self-employed remains robust both with 

and without including the control variables. The situation is further exacerbated for the self-employed who reside 

in urban areas. They have higher probabilities of losing both income and job as compared to rural self-employed. 

Another group that sustained a large damage due to the COVID-19 pandemic are the ‘‘temporarily employed’’. 

Although they are 11% less likely to lose income than self-employed, their associated probabilities of income 

loss and job loss are, respectively, 14% and 1% higher than for regulars. 

3.2. The impact of Covid-19 on labor market gender disparities  

The confidential individual Labor Force Survey (LFS) data from the National Statistical Office of 

Thailand (NSO) between 2020 and 2021 were used to analyze unemployment and absence from work, based on 

individual and firm characteristics (Chairassamee et al., 2022). They find that less-educated workers and the 

elderly were more likely to be absent from work. Additionally, workers in large firms were more likely to be 

unemployed, suggesting that the pandemic disproportionately affected large firms rather than micro, small or 

medium-sized enterprises. The results also vary based on industry, such as agriculture, manufacturing, and 

services. 

 

Table 3.  The Effects of the Pandemic on the Thai Labor Market by Sector 

 
The findings show the effects of the pandemic on the labor market by sector. Female workers in this 

sector had a 0.8 per cent lower chance than male workers to lose their jobs; however, female workers had a 

higher chance of being absent from work. Concerning different education levels, workers in the agricultural 

sector who held less than a college degree were more likely to lose their jobs. In the services sector, however, 

less-educated workers had a higher chance of being absent from work than college workers. Surprisingly, in the 

manufacturing sector, workers who held less than a high school diploma were less likely to be unemployed. The 

Blinder-Oaxaca technique, which can illustrate how the gender earnings gap at a time point can be decomposed 

at their mean values (Nakavachara., 2010). That method allows an entire distribution of earnings to be 

decomposed into an unexplained portion and a portion explained by the differences in the distributions, the 

observable characteristics of males and females.  
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Table 4  Blinder–Oaxaca (1973) results on gender earnings gaps 

 
The finding results show that a substantial increase in the education of females was the major source of 

the narrowing of the gender earnings gap in Thailand from 1985 to 2005. In fact, in the wage and salary sector, 

improvements in the education of female workers surpassed that of male workers. In later years, females have 

possessed superior observable characteristics compared to males, but did not earn higher income than males due 

to unobservable factors. However, these unobservable factors have been changing in ways that have improved 

the position of females in the Thai labor market. 

3.3. Economic Growth and Unemployment Pattern 

The path analysis found a direct correlation between COVID-19 and poverty, with a coefficient of (-

0.31) (Sukamdi., 2024). Economic growth is an intervening variable that does not statistically function because 

its direct effect is smaller than its path coefficient and determinant coefficient.  

 

 
Figure 1 Path analysis’s result of the relationship between COVID-19 case, economic growth,  

unemployment, and poverty 

 

The findings demonstrate that the path analysis reveals that COVID-19 has an impact on unemployment 

both directly and indirectly through economic growth. The lockdown policy has prevented commercial domains 

from using their laborers for a considerable amount of time. On the other hand, because of their restricted 

mobility, workers in the informal sector are unable to move around freely. The author found the result that 

COVID-19 and poverty have a negative relationship both directly and indirectly. These findings carry substantial 

implications for economic development and preparedness in the face of future pandemics.  
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3.4. Comparison between pandemic and other infectious diseases and their impacts  

Various diseases and outbreaks, the main affected world regions, the time, and the number of infections 

and deaths as estimated by various sources (Bloom et al., 2022). They indicate the prospect of reemergence 

exists should containment efforts be relaxed in the case of some diseases, which is particularly true for 

poliomyelitis. Unfortunately, in this context, efforts to rein in COVID-19 through social distancing and 

lockdowns might lead to reductions in vaccination against other diseases, which could foster their reemergence. 

 

Table 5  Important Infectious Diseases, Notable Outbreaks over the Last Decades, and Their Human Toll 

 
In the absence of complete and reliable evidence, much of the analysis on the economic burden of COVID-

19 remains somewhat tentative. The authors focus here on a selection of studies that illustrate the scale of the issue. 

The finding shows that corresponding to the very strong behavioral and policy- induced reductions in consumption 

and labor supply that are rooted in the fast spread of a new and dangerous pathogen, and consumption goods are 

produced with labor only, and both production and consumption entail the risk of infection. 

3.5. The pandemic impact on Labor, Health, Gender, and the Environment 

The developing and rapidly growing literature on the economic consequences of COVID-19 to 

summarize the literature on the socioeconomic consequences of COVID-19, focusing on those aspects related 

to labor, health, gender, discrimination, and the environment (Brodeur et al., 2021). Their study delved into the 

research related to the economics of COVID-19 that has been released over a short period. Before covering the 

impacts of COVID-19, they documented the most popular data sources that are exploited to measure the known  
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cases and deaths resulting from COVID-19, as well as the social distancing activities. They found that declines 

in consumer and investor confidence reinforce negative multiplier effects in a downward spiral between labor 

and output markets, which can be partially attenuated by stimulative fiscal and monetary policies. They also 

focus on the impact of the pandemic and the social distancing measures on outcomes in four areas: the labor 

market, mental health and well-being, racial and gender inequality, and the environment. In terms of the labor 

market outcomes, research has shown that there is a high degree of heterogeneity in the pattern of job losses. 

This contributes to the disproportionate effect of the pandemic on workers in certain industries and occupations, 

many of which have a relatively high concentration of lower-skilled and/or less educated workers. 

 

IV. Conclusion 

This paper illustrates the heterogeneous effects of the COVID-19 pandemic in the existing body of the 

labor market inequalities of Southeast Asia Countries. Significant macroeconomic after-effects of pandemics 

persist for decades due to reductions in the relative labor supply (Jordà et al., 2020).  The labor markets in this 

region have been severely affected by the COVID-19 epidemic, which has changed job patterns and exacerbated 

already-existing social inequities. The disparate effects across genders, regions, wages, education, economic 

structure, and skills have been emphasized in this paper. Unstable worker groups with low skills and informal 

jobs suffered disproportionately, losing their jobs during and after the pandemic (Putra et al., 2023). The most 

vulnerable categories were highlighted in the region’s ongoing gender and educational disparities. 

Due to many empirical findings that address the inequality of the labor market, many empirical findings 

indicate the need to strengthen labor protections, access to education, and technology that benefits both urban 

and rural populations. The disproportionate effect of the pandemic on employment, industries, and occupations, 

many of which have a relatively high concentration of skill / low-skilled, and educated or less educated workers 

(Brodeur et al., 2021). While discussing labor market disparity in the region going forward, empirical studies 

prove that policy interventions that prioritize gender equality, education, digital inclusion, and inclusive 

economic growth will be essential. By addressing these factors, Southeast Asian countries can unlock their 

potential for increased sustainable post-pandemic labor markets without inequality, wage gaps, and skills. 

Additionally, offering skill-development initiatives to meet the labor demands following the pandemic. 

Furthermore, encouraging women to enter higher-paying fields and leadership positions can help to advance 

efforts for gender equality. To provide more thorough insights into sustainable and potent economic growth in 

Southeast Asia, additional study is required to delve further into labor settings, national regulations, and new 

labor market trends. Labor market policies can effectively decrease the level of inequality if they focus on 

enhancing the efficiency of formal job search methods (Horvath et al., 2018). The pandemic has brought 

attention to how vulnerable labor markets are, but it also presents a chance to address systemic injustices. 

Southeast Asia can create a more robust and inclusive labor market that can survive future economic shocks by 

promoting sustainable labor policy and utilizing regional cooperation. Overall, these findings suggest how to 

approach improving the inequality of the labor market and how we can improve the impact of COVID-19 on 

the labor market in the region to avoid labor market disparities. 
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