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Introduction

In 2020, societies and economies were 
operating in the situation of  pandemic caused 
by the Covid-19 virus. Its impact is and was 
multidimensional. It affected all aspects of  
social life and the economy.

Above all, the pandemic has affected the 
health of  the population. It led to numerous 
cases of  often serious illnesses and even de-
aths. The disease also caused many side effects, 
which have not yet been fully recognised. 

The economy has been comprehensively 
affected. National income has decreased as 
compared to previous years. Many sectors of  
the economy have been forced to signifi cantly 
reduce their activities or even close down. 
Bankruptcies have become commonplace. It 
became necessary to reduce employment. 

Large groups of  the population became 
impoverished; both employees and entrepre-
neurs. There was also noted a threat of  aggra-
vating social inequalities.

In this diffi cult situation, the main chal-
lenge for national policies was to care for the 
health of  the population. At the same time, 
intensive efforts became necessary to sustain 
economic development, economic activity of  
citizens and to ensure an adequate standard 
of  living. Many measures were taken to limit 
redundancies and to enable a rapid relaunch 
of  the economy after the pandemic, as well as 
to provide a subsistence support for people 
for whom there was no or only limited work.

These three main challenges facing go-
vernments: the health of  the population, the 
economy and the standard of  living of  popu-
lation are interdependent. It is diffi cult to 
predict the far-reaching effects of  the pande-
mic in these areas, which is still ongoing. Ad-
mittedly, there are indications that it will soon 
be defeated by the vaccination of  large parts 
of  the population, but it is still necessary to 
continue protective policies in these three in-
terrelated spheres.

  * The text draws on work carried out by the International Cooperation Department of  the Social Insurance Insti-
tution. 
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Health protection

Protecting the health and lives of  citizens 
has, of  course, become a priority for all go-
vernments. In this regard, preventive and in-
tervention measures have been taken, which 
have evolved in response to the evolving si-
tuation.

In terms of  prevention, countries have 
gradually introduced many restrictions to li-
mit the spread of  infections by reducing the 
extent of  exposure to the virus. This included 
bans on gatherings and restrictions on priva-
te contact, at school, in commerce and in 
cultural and leisure institutions, and at work 
through the widespread use of  remote wor-
king. An extreme solution was the lockdown 
of  entire economies, applied in some coun-
tries even several times.

In terms of  medical intervention, health 
service was being prepared to treat infected 
people. Adequately prepared medical staff  
and health centres were organised while main-
taining safety for doctors and nurses. In many 
countries, sometimes following the recom-
mendations of  specially established coordi-
nation committees, logistics plans have been 
prepared to make the most effi cient use of  
existing resources in the health service. Over 
time, the process of  testing and, from the end 
of  2020, of  vaccination against coronavirus 
has become important.

The situation has evolved as the number 
of  infections increased. Governments have 
responded on an ongoing basis to the chan-
ging situation, to diffi culties and bottlenecks 
in access to medical care. In practice, this me-
ans – as noted in many countries – less invo-
lvement in treatment of  other diseases.

For example, in Bulgaria, in November 
2020, the government announced the redirec-
tion of  the entire potential of  the healthcare 
system to the fi ght against coronavirus and 
allocated a further BGN 81 million to imple-
ment additional measures in the fi ght against 
COVID-19. In addition, the authorities esta-
blished the so-called Unifi ed Medical Proto-
col of  Action (a type of  procedure for dealing 
with the pandemic) and involved general prac-
titioners in the fi ght against coronavirus.

The additional funds of  BGN 81 million 
as part of  the supplementary measures anno-
unced by the Minister of  Health came from 
the reserve of  the National Health Insurance 
Fund. They have been allocated, inter alia, to 
the establishment of  COVID zones at Dia-
gnostic and Consultation Centres and to the 
fi nancing in November and December 2020 
of  general practitioners directly dealing with 
coronavirus patients. The Prime Minister, du-
ring a remote cabinet meeting, demanded that 
his ministers work “at full capacity” and requ-
ested the Health Minister to ensure the possi-
bility of  donating blood plasma from patients 
who have contracted COVID-19 not only in 
Sofi a but also elsewhere in the country.

From November 2020, every general prac-
titioner has been receiving BGN 1,000 for 
treating citizens with COVID-19. According 
to the government, the additional remunera-
tion was aimed to motivate general practitio-
ners to monitor patients, prescribe therapies 
and check the state of  health of  citizens.

Employment and benefi ts

The division of  tasks undertaken by go-
vernments into those sustaining employment 
and those introducing social benefi ts can be 
considered, to some extent, as arbitrary. Pay-
ment of  additional benefi ts has been often 
aimed to support employment and, in turn, 
employment could constitute an entitlement 
to benefi ts. Such a division shows, however, 
that instruments used were aimed fi rst of  all 
at supporting employment or mainly at impro-
ving the material situation. It is therefore more 
a question of  indicating these two aspects ra-
ther than creating a very precise, exclusionary 
division of  the types of  measures taken.

Employment

Since the beginning of  the pandemic, co-
untries have taken measures to support em-
ployment in such a way that employees for 
whom there was no full-time work could work 
a limited number of  hours for a wage similar 
to the previous one or that, if  necessary, they 
could stop working while retaining a substan-
tial part of  their wages. As an example of  the 
latter solution, “furlough” in England can be 
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mentioned, where people temporarily leaving 
their jobs were paid 70% of  their previous 
earnings. The furlough is fi nanced by the state 
budget.

While initially the time horizon for such 
programmes was a few months, they are now 
expected to operate for some time still in 
2021.

Employment supporting measures intro-
duced by individual states can be divided into 
several groups:
– short-term work (partial unemployment 

schemes),
– temporary redundancies – the already men-

tioned furlough in England, also used in 
Denmark,

– additional measures: emergency cash trans-
fers, additional incentives to undertake 
training, additional subsidies for selected 
sectors of  the economy or fl exibility in gran-
ting benefi ts.
As a consequence of  the long duration of  

the crisis, the following modifi cations of  pre-
viously introduced solutions were needed:
– increase in benefi ts and support for em-

ployers (higher replacement rates and hi-
gher subsidies),

– easier access to benefi ts (shorter admini-
strative procedures or loosening of  access 
conditions),

– extending the programmes to additional 
sectors, and extending the time horizon for 
benefi ting from these programmes,

– support for employees to adapt to the lon-
ger duration of  the crisis, support for 
retraining, higher benefi ts for persons on 
short-term contracts, consent to work for 
other employers.
In France, for example, the so-called par-

tial unemployment scheme will be extended 
until mid-2021. The personal scope of  the 
scheme has also been extended so that people 
on time-limited, daily or hourly contracts 
could benefi t from it. In addition, access to 
benefi ts is provided within 48 hours.

Similarly, Germany will continue its short 
work programme, while increasing the repla-
cement rate from 60% to 70% and, after 
a longer period, to 80%. This so-called Ku-
rzarbeit will run until December 2021, with 

the assumption that it will allow for pre-
serving at least 1 million jobs. 

In the UK, the furlough scheme has been 
extended until the end of  March 2021. The 
amount of  payment has been increased to 
80% of  salary (up to a maximum limit of  
GBP 2.5 thousand). The right to part-time 
work for the current employer has been also 
introduced.

The furlough scheme applicable in Den-
mark was changed in September 2020 to 
a scheme more favourable to benefi ciaries. 
It allows the employer to distribute work ac-
cording to current need with reduced hours 
of  work and compensation for lost earnings 
from unemployment insurance funds.

To complement the mentioned schemes, 
vocational training programmes are being in-
tensifi ed in Denmark, Germany and Spain.

Trade unions are involved in efforts to ma-
intain the protection of  employees.

In Austria, the Federation of  Trade Unions 
(ÖGB) has sought to launch a further stimu-
lus package in connection with the pandemic 
and high unemployment. In addition to VAT 
reduction and investment bonus already im-
plemented by the government, ÖGB pointed 
to the need for additional investments, espe-
cially in the areas of  local government, public 
transport, digitisation and education, housing, 
as well as environmental and energy policy. At 
the end of  September, almost 409,000 unem-
ployed and trainees were registered with pu-
blic employment services, which is an increase 
of  22% compared to the same month last 
year. In comparison, only around 67,000 va-
cancies were directly available. 

Due to the expected economic slowdown 
in the autumn and winter, in October 2020, 
the short-term work programme was not 
expected to be terminated – as previously 
planned – at the end of  March 2021. Addi-
tional aid packages are likely to be required for 
sectors that are severely affected by the pan-
demic, such as the “event” industry and city 
hotels.

The Austrian Federal Chancellor announ-
ced in October 2020 that, in addition to 
tackling the pandemic, he wanted to make 
the topic of  labour a central political issue 

Zofi a Czepulis-Rutkowska Selected aspects of  institutional responses to negative effects of  a pandemic in European countries



28 

STUDIA I PROBLEMY

ISSN 2299-2332 SOCIAL SECURITY. THEORY. LAW. PRACTICE NO. 12, 2020

over the next six months. In his view, in ad-
dition to the health crisis, a permanent eco-
nomic and labour crisis must be prevented 
by all means.

In Austria, the number of  long-term unem-
ployed, i.e. people unemployed for at least 
12 months, increased by 45% by October 
2020, compared to the same month of  the 
previous year.

Also in Croatia, extensive subsidies were 
introduced to sustain employment. Between 
September and December 2020, such subsi-
dies will continue to be paid in COVID-19-
-affected areas and assistance to micro-entre-
preneurs will be maintained.

Support for sustaining jobs affected by the 
coronavirus has been extended to all existing 
areas, such as passenger transport, accommo-
dation, catering and food service. These bu-
sinesses can benefi t from support of  up to 
4 thousand kuna (approximately PLN 2375) 
per employee, provided that incomes have 
fallen by at least 60%.

Support for micro-entrepreneurs amoun-
ted to 2 thousand kuna per employee for em-
ployers with up to 10 employees provided that 
incomes fell by at least 50%. 

In the Czech Republic, at an extraordinary 
meeting at the end of  September 2020, the 
government agreed on the form and princi-
ples of  further support for employment and 
entrepreneurship in a situation of  production 
limitation as a result of  the pandemic, which 
will be triggered in cases of  serious threat to 
the economy or industry. This was enshrined 
in the Employment Act. The main objective 
of  the programme that is coming to an end 
was to maintain employment when the eco-
nomy is closed down. Now the new measures 
are to support work and real economic per-
formance.

As part of  this support, the state will be 
able to take over part of  the employer’s costs 
related to its employees (wages, insurance 
contributions) during the downtime periods. 
The scope of  downtime at work is 20-80% of  
working time (i.e. 1 to 4 days per week) per 
supported employee. The labour offi ce will 
provide employees with funds through the 
employer.

The state support for the period of  unassi-
gnment is 70% of  the previous net salary. Its 
amount is constant throughout the period of  
support. The maximum amount is equal to 
the average wage in the national economy. 
The period of  support may last up to 12 mon-
ths for each supported employee.

Benefi ts

Many countries have also decided to intro-
duce intervention benefi ts that partly overlap 
with measures to support job retention. They 
can be classifi ed as follows:
– temporary cash benefi ts introduced for 

a limited period. Eligibility conditions vary 
between countries, but are generally linked 
to income, job loss or household size;

– one-off  benefi ts. These are intended for 
groups at risk of  hardship. Sometimes such 
benefi ts are paid to all members of  society 
to support consumption;

– social security institutions increase existing 
benefi ts, for example by doubling them for 
two/three weeks;

– early payment of  benefi ts. This form of  
support is mainly used for old-age pen-
sions;

– temporary relaxation of  eligibility condi-
tions. For example, income criteria have 
been relaxed in the case of  social assistan-
ce benefi ts or requirements to present rele-
vant documentation were reduced;

– extending existing benefi ts. Many countries 
have made efforts to increase access to be-
nefi ts. In particular, the idea was to extend 
these benefi ts to people in the informal 
economy.
In Germany, for example, in autumn 2020, 

the federal government decided to grant 
a child bonus of  EUR 300, in order to better 
support families during the pandemic. The 
fi rst instalment of  EUR 200 per child was 
paid in September 2020. The second instal-
ment of  an additional EUR 100 per child was 
scheduled for October. The child allowance is 
paid for all children who were entitled to fa-
mily allowance in September 2020. The child 
allowance is usually paid automatically by the 
relevant family benefi t fund. Only in rare, 
exceptional cases one will need to contact the 
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family benefi ts offi ce to receive the child allo-
wance. In the case of  newborns for whom 
neither the family allowance nor family sup-
plementary allowance has been determined 
and paid, a claim for family allowance will 
suffi ce. To receive the child allowance, a writ-
ten application must be submitted to the local 
family benefi ts offi ce of  the Federal Labour 
Agency.

Customer service in social security institu-
tions has been adapted to pandemic operating 
conditions. The measures taken in this regard 
can be divided into the following categories:
– increased use of  digital channels, including 

e-services, mobile services and data sha-
ring services;

– a pragmatic approach to reach all popula-
tion groups in particular through call cen-
tres to provide services to those who do 
not use digital channels;

– fl exibility and adaptation as regards the re-
quirement to appear in person at the offi ce 
or to use paper documents;

– redeployment of  staff  to other posts in 
social policy institutions according to the 
requirements of  the situation.

Economy

During the pandemic, countries took me-
asures with shorter and longer time horizons 
to stop the economic collapse and to prepare 
for future recovery. This was done through 
the aforementioned plans for supporting em-
ployment, but also through other measures 
such as direct funding for the sectors most 
affected by the pandemic. Many countries 
have also prepared investment programmes 
for the future in selected areas of  the econo-
my. In this respect, countries are trying to take 
measures aimed to increase the innovative-
ness of  their economies. Investments are 
planned in new technologies, as well as in edu-
cation and health care.

Governments realise that the economy, 
education, health care or social security insti-
tutions must make greater use of  electronic 
tools (for example by using remote working). 
Of  course, the use of  technology goes bey-
ond communication methods and a wider 
impact on economies can be expected.

For example, in Spain in October 2020, the 
government presented a plan to get the coun-
try out of  the worst economic crisis in deca-
des. Spain plans to create more than 800,000 
new jobs over the next three years thanks to 
the funding it will receive from the EU rescue 
plan to help the pandemic-affected economy. 
The country will use EUR 140 billion of  aid 
from the European Union between 2021 and 
2026. Spain will allocate the fi rst part of  aid in 
the amount of  EUR 72 billion between 2021 
and 2023 to fund “projects that can be imple-
mented within three years and that promo-
te modernisation and job creation”. Almost 
a third of  all the money received from the EU 
will go to the digital transformation of  the 
economy and more than 37% will be used to 
switch to greener energy sources in line with 
targets set by the European Commission. The 
government has warned that Spain’s GDP will 
fall by 11.2% this year and unemployment will 
rise to 17.1% in 2020 (from 14.1% last year) 
and will only fall to 16.9% in 2021. 

In Belgium, in November 2020, the go-
vernment focused on support for the self-em-
ployed workers. It approved 38 measures to 
reduce the fi nancial burden on businesses and 
the self-employed workers, which include:
– deferral of  tax payments, 
– extension of  certain tax benefi ts for com-

panies, 
– resumption of  the possibility of  staying on 

the so-called temporary unemployment due 
to force majeure, 

– doubling the droit passerelle compensa-
tion package for self-employed workers in 
a sector that has been closed down, 

– deferment of  the payment of  social securi-
ty contributions, 

– facilitating the temporary secondment of  
workers from closed businesses to work in 
the care sector.
Certain economic sectors, as already men-

tioned, were particularly affected by the anti-
pandemic restrictions. These include services 
related to tourism. In Belgium, for example, 
the tourism industry is in a very diffi cult fi -
nancial situation and is demanding govern-
ment support. According to the Horeca Brus-
sels Federation, 80% of  hotels remain closed, 
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restaurateurs have noted an 80% drop and 
catering companies – a 90% drop in turnover. 
In addition, the Federation reports that 3,000 
jobs were liquidated in 2020 and another 
10,000 jobs are likely to be lost in 2021.

So far, the Belgian government has alloca-
ted EUR 20 million to support this branch of  
the economy, which is described by the repre-
sentatives of  the federation as a drop in the 
ocean of  needs.

Conclusion

2020 has become a test year for govern-
ments and societies in terms of  interrelated 
and interdependent measures to protect the 

health of  the population, ensure adequate li-
ving standards for citizens and sustain func-
tioning of  economies.

Different countries have taken measures 
of  different forms and scales due to existing 
differences in the structure of  their econo-
mies and their levels of  development, but as 
for the trends, they were of  a similar nature. 

Currently, all are waiting for the majority 
of  the population to be vaccinated in order 
to return to normal functioning. It is to be 
expected, however, that some of  the changes 
that have been introduced, primarily involving 
new technologies, will permanently alter eco-
nomies and societies.
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