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Abstract: 
     The new coronavirus disease (COVID-19), which 
started in Wuhan, China in December 2019, rapidly 
spread around the world. It was identified as a global 
pandemic by World Health Organization. Millions of 
people have been infected and thousands of them have 
been killed by coronavirus. The world of work has surely 
been hit by this crisis; millions of people lost their jobs. 
Governments should act as quickly as possible to take 
social protection measures during the pandemic. In this 
article, social protection measures those can be taken by 
governments during COVID-19 pandemic, were 
investigated according to International Labor 
Organization (ILO) standards.  The first target should 
immediately be taking measures to prevent spreading of 
the virus. It is concluded that, according to ILO 
standards government obligations can be categorized in 
four groups for COVID-19 crisis response:  
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Introduction 
Coronaviruses are a large group of viruses that cause severe illness. They cause many diseases, 

especially the common cold. The Middle East Respiratory Syndrome (MERS) outbreak (2012), H1N1 

influenza outbreak (2009) and Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS) outbreak (2002-2003) have 

also been caused by coronavirus 1.  

A pandemic is defined as a worldwide spread of a new disease 2. COVID-19 is announced as the first 

pandemic caused by coronaviruses on 11 March 2020 3. The new coronavirus and its disease were 

unknown  before  the  outbreak  that  began  in  December  2019  in  Wuhan,  China.  The  World  Health  

Organization has named the disease caused by this new coronavirus as COVID-19 using the English 

abbreviation of "CoronaVirus Disease 2019". The disease is very contagious and has spread all over the 

world in a short time 4. As of 29 May 2020, 5 704 736 people have been infected and 357 736 have 

been died as a result of the disease 5. 

Authorities are taking quick measure to slow down the spread of the virus. These measures are usually 

damaging commercial life and it significantly affects workers. COVID-19 pandemic is the biggest 

global crisis after the second world war. According to estimations, the lockdown measures to prevent 

virus spread has affected 2.7 billion workers which is %81 of the entire world workforce. Global 

working hours declined %4,5 and expected to decline %10,5 than the situation before the crisis which 

can be seen in figure 1 6. 

  
 Figure 1. Estimated drop of working hours in different profile of countries. 

1,6 billion informal economy workers, the most vulnerable in the labor market, have been 

significantly affected by the measures taken against the COVID-19 pandemic. According to the 

economic and financial data, the sectors that the epidemic affected the most were accommodation & 

food services, manufacturing, wholesale & retail trade, real estate and business activities. More than 

half of all employers in the world operate in these most affected sectors 7. 

  
Figure 2. Most affected sectors during COVID-19 pandemic 
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This is one of the biggest crises in the modern era of the world. According to ILO’s Director-General, 

“ILO Standards are a useful decent work compass in the context of the crisis response to the COVID 

19 outbreak” 8. Governments, employers and workers have  

obligations during this pandemic. In this article, obligations and guidance for governments 

during COVID-19 pandemic, is discussed. 

 In the second part, international labor standards are introduced and the list of standards, those 

can be used during COVID-19 crisis, are given. In the third part of the article, guidance for 

governments is presented. Each measure is presented by providing supportive international labor 

standard. In the last part, social protection measure statistics around the world are analyzed.  

INTERNATIONAL LABOUR STANDARDS and CRISIS RESPONSE 

International labor standards (ILS) are legal instruments prepared by ILO's stakeholders 

(governments, employers, and workers) and set the basic principles and rights in the work life. 

Conventions (or Protocols) are legally binding international treaties member states those ratified the 

Convention in their national authority (normally the parliament). However, Recommendations are 

non-binding guidelines. In general, the basic principles are determined in Conventions. 

Recommendation completes the Conventions by providing more detailed instructions. There can be 

also Recommendation without link to any Convention 9. 

Crisis are indicators to see deficits of the current social protection systems. They serve as reality 

check to illustrate the limitations. Governments and international community should use crisis in 

order to establish permanent and strong social protection systems, instead of temporary and weak 

measurements 10.  

Social protection systems should not only work on immediate crisis responses, but also focus 

on the long-term developments. It is important to look beyond the crisis and design responses for each 

category of protection, prevention, promotion and transformation 11. 

ILS are powerful tools for crisis response in order to minimize the effects and to set up stable, 

long term social protection systems. Many different standards can be used during crisis. Specifically, 

“Employment and Decent Work for Peace and Resilience Recommendation, 2017 (No. 205)” stresses 

that crisis response should respect human rights and the rule of law, including respect for labor rights 

and international labor standards. The list of standards for crisis response: 

 “Employment Policy Convention, 1964 (No. 122) 

 Social Protection Floors Recommendation, 2012 (No. 202) 

 Medical Care and Sickness Benefits Convention, 1969 (No. 130) 

 Social Security (Minimum Standards) Convention, 1952 (No. 102) 

 Occupational Health Services Recommendation, 1985 (No. 171) 

 Discrimination (Employment and Occupation) Convention, 1958 (No. 111) 
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 Reduction of Hours of Work Recommendation, 1962 (No. 116) 

 Employment Injury Benefits Convention, 1964 (No. 121) 

 Employment Promotion and Protection against Unemployment Recommendation, 1988 

(No. 176) 

 Protection of Wages Convention, 1949 (No. 95) 

 Employment Promotion and Protection against Unemployment Convention, 1988 (No. 

168) 

 Nursing Personnel Convention, 1977 (No. 149) 

 Migration for Employment Convention (Revised), 1949 (No. 97) 

 Migrant Workers Recommendation, 1975 (No. 151)” 

 

GOVERNMENT GUIDANCE by INTERNATIONAL LABOUR STANDARTS 

Governments should act as quickly as possible to take decent measures and to prevent spread of 

virus. The question, during crisis, should be “how the world can get the most benefit?” instead of “how 

can my country get the most benefit?” in order to reduce the global impact 12.  

Developed countries and developing countries do not provide social protection in the same 

way. Developed countries usually provide social protection by social security contributions and payroll 

taxes. However, it is limited for developing countries to provide same benefits 13. Even though there is 

still no clear image of the impact of the virus, economical challenges are already obvious. Many 

developing countries’ economies depend on tourism, commodity exports and foreign investments. It is 

not hard to predict that most of them will face with major economic recessions. Governments of 

developing countries should particularly provide cash and food supplement 14. 

Providing Decent Healthcare Services 

Healthcare 

Main ILO standards for healthcare are “Social Protection Floors Recommendation, 2012 (No. 

202)”, “Medical Care and Sickness Benefits Convention, 1969 (No. 130)”, “Social Security (Minimum 

Standards) Convention, 1952 (No. 102)”. According to these ILO standards, all COVID-19 infected 

employees (including wives and children) should have access to essential healthcare services. 

Healthcare services include curative & preventive treatment, general practitioners & special 

practitioners care, necessary medications, and medical rehabilitations.  

Privacy 

“Occupational Health Services Recommendation, 1985 (No. 171)” ensures that privacy of 

employee should be kept private and it should never be used for any kind of discrimination against 

employee. Personal health data of the employee can be transferred to others only with individual 

employee’s informed consent. ILO code of practice “Protection of workers’ personal data” gives 

detailed guidance about privacy of workers 15. 
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Discrimination 

There is discrimination against people from certain countries where the virus is more spread. 

“ILO Discrimination (Employment and Occupation) Convention, 1958” forbids all kinds of 

discrimination in labor employment and occupation, including racial harassment. Racial harassment 

does not have to be physical or verbal. Non-verbal misbehave based on race is also categorized as racial 

harassment 16 . Discrimination based on “health status” is also subject to “ILO Discrimination 

(Employment and Occupation) Convention, 1958”. Legal measurements against discrimination based 

on health status should also be taken. 

Regulating Economy and Work 

Regulating Economy 

Full, productive and freely chosen employment should be promoted by members according to 

“ILO Employment Policy Convention, 1964”. Governments should take measures aimed for 

stabilizing economy, unemployment and local economic recovery. Moreover, sustaining minimum 

wage levels is also another measure, in order not only to protect the most vulnerable ones but also keep 

demand high and contribute to economy 17. 

Regulating Working Hours 

In national emergency cases, the reduction of working hours can be permitted by regulative 

authorities, according to “The Reduction of Hours of Work Recommendation, 1962”. COVID-19 is 

not only national emergency but also global crisis. Since it is transferred from people to people, 

crowded areas (such as workplaces) are especially at risk. To prevent virus spread and to protect 

people, governments may decide to limit working hours. 

 

Providing Benefits for Workers 

Occupational Disease Payments 

According  to  “Protocol  of  2002  to  the  Occupational  Safety  and  Health  Convention,  1981”,  

occupational disease “covers any disease contracted as a result of an exposure to risk factors arising 

from work activity”. COVID-19 can be identified as occupational disease, in the case of being exposed 

to virus in work environment or work-related activities. Along with decent healthcare, occupational 

disease victims should be entitled their compensations according to “Employment Injury Benefits 

Convention, 1964”. Spouses and children are considered as standard beneficiary, in case of employee’s 

death as a result of occupational disease. 

Payment in Case of Covid-19 Infection 

COVID-19 infected workers should be kept away from work environment to protect other 

workers. They should be granted sickness benefits according to “Medical Care and Sickness Benefits 

Convention, 1969”. Moreover, workers absent from work due to the quarantine purposes should also 
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be granted sickness benefits. If quarantine measures are not encouraged, workers may choose to work 

while they need to quarantine themselves. This might increase the risk of disease spread 18. 

Protection for Unemployed Workers 

Unemployed workers should have access to employment development measures such as 

employment services and vocational training according to “the Employment Promotion and 

Protection against Unemployment Recommendation, 1988”. In the event of bankruptcy or judicial 

liquidation of an undertaking under the influence of COVID-19, workers should be treated as 

priviledged creditors for their unpaid wages, as stated in “Protection of Wages Convention, 1949”. 

Wages of Workers for Working Hour Reduction 

Many workplaces reduced work hours as a result of COVID-19. Therefore, workers partially 

lost their regular income. Governments should take measures to provide benefits to workers who are 

suffered of their earnings due to temporary suspension of work hours with the guidance of 

“Employment Promotion and Protection against Unemployment Convention, 1988”. 

Protecting Special Groups 

Healthcare Workers 

Healthcare workers are at the most risk during COVID-19 pandemic. They should be 

specifically protected in order to win the battle against the disease. Governments may use “The 

Nursing Personnel Convention, 1977” as a guide to protect healthcare workers. According to 

convention, governments may improve current regulations to protect healthcare workers’ 

occupational safety.  

As mentioned in “Nursing Personnel Recommendation, 1977”, in order to eliminate the risks 

in the workplace, all possible should be taken. If risks are unavoidable, all possible measures should be 

taken to minimize risks such as using personal protective equipment, reduction of work hours, longer 

rest breaks and testing workers regularly. 

Informal Economy Workers 

Informal workers are unregistered. It is difficult for governments to reach them and informal 

workers are fearful of authorities. Most informal economy workers are entering this sector due to the 

lack of opportunities 19. 

Governments should rapidly start transition from informal economy to formal economy. Safety 

and health protection, social security, maternity protection, decent working conditions and a 

minimum wage should be provided for informal economy workers with respect to “Transition from 

the Informal to the Formal Economy Recommendation, 2015”. 
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Migrant Workers 

Migrant workers and their family should be able to reach decent medical services, such as 

COVID-19 testing. They should have adequate medical hygiene during their journey according to 

“Migration for Employment Convention (Revised), 1949”.  

Governments should take measures to protect migrant workers and they should be informed 

about  conditions  of  the  arrival  location,  in  the  language  which  they  can  fully  understand.  Migrant  

workers  who  are  lawfully  in  the  country  should  have  same  social  security  rights  and  benefits  as  

national workers, as mentioned in “Migrant Workers Recommendation, 1975”. 

SOCIAL PROTECTION MEASURES AROUND THE WORLD 

Up until 26 May 2020, 188 countries and territories have taken 1046 social protection measures 

in response to the COVID-19 crisis. The response rate around the world is 84.7%. The Europe and 

Central Asia is the region with the highest number of responses rate with 95.0%. Arab States are at the 

end of the list with least number of responses with 66.7%. Regional response rate to COVID-19 crisis 

can be seen in figure 3 20. 

 
Figure 3. Regional response rates to COVID-19 crisis 

Social protection measures can be classifed in 4 types; new programmes or benefits, social 

protection programme adjustments, social spending adjustments and improvements in 

administration. Share of each social protection measure type can be seen in figure 4 21. 

 
Figure 4. Share of social protection measure types  

Moreover, social protection measures can be grouped by function such as special social 

allowances/grants, measures addressing income/job protection, several social protection functions, 

unemployment protection, health etc. Statistics of social protection measure functional groups can be 

seen in figure 5 22. 
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Figure 5. Share of social protection measure functional groups  

CONCLUSION 

Crisis has surely adverse effects on the world. Thinking of the bright side, occurrence of global 

crisis has usually pushed social protection issue higher place on the international agenda 23. Crisis can 

be used to learn from current limitations and failures in the system so that stable and long-term 

systems can be planned. 

ILO is United Nations’ specialized agency. By using ILO standards, obligations of governments 

can be determined during COVID-19 crisis. In this article, we have classified obligations of 

government into four categories according to ILO standards; 

 Providing Decent Healthcare Services 

 Regulating Economy and Work 

 Providing Benefits for Workers 

 Protecting Special Groups 

Thanks to ILO standards, governments have concrete and reliable guidance for crisis response. 

All this information shows how 

 

important ILO's efforts in this regard are. However, the problem is the question of how much 

of ILO members respond to its efforts in a realistic and economic way. 
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