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Covid’s Impact on Women and Girls around the World 
 

A report released by the United Nations confirmed what everyone in women-serving-
organizations suspected; Covid-19 has disproportionately impacted the daily life of women and 
girls.i  Every aspect of life from health to finances and social protection has been negatively 
exacerbated by the Covid pandemic. Despite equity efforts from the last decade, a large number 
of women around the world still earn less, work in less secure jobs, are able to save less, and are 
more likely to be employed in the informal sector than men. The pandemic has led to increased 
lay-offs and pay-cuts for more women than men and has pushed women from paid work to 
increased unpaid work. School closures and household isolation have moved the bulk of child 
care responsibilities to women. This greater care demand at home has further led to increased 
pay cuts and lay-offs for women. This economic impact of the pandemic has not only caused a 
reduction of the number of women in labour force participation but has also limited women’s 
abilities to support themselves as well as their families.ii  Compounded economic impacts are felt 
especially by women and girls who are generally earning less, saving less, and holding insecure 
jobs or living close to povertyiii. Unpaid care work has increased, with children out-of-school, 
heightened care needs of older persons and overwhelmed health services.  

 
Across every domain, from health to the economy and beyond, the impacts of COVID-19 

are exacerbated for women and girls simply by virtue of their sexiv.  
 
The International Monetary Fund (IMF) is projecting a global contraction of output in 

2020; the economic tremors will be felt in both developing and developed countries such as the 
United States and Canada.v A report from the Royal Bank of Canada revealed that women’s 
participation in the Canadian labour force declined by 4.7% between February and May.vi 
According to the same report, as many as 1.5 million Canadian women lost their jobs in the first 
two months of the pandemic. What is even more staggering is that women accounted for 45% of 
the decline in hours worked. A large number of these layoffs were in the small and medium 
enterprises (SMEs) and Statistics Canada revealed that out of the SMEs that had to lay off 
employees in the midst of the pandemic, a large number or 40.6% of them were owned by 
women.vii In addition, women-owned businesses laid off a disproportionately higher percentage 
of 62-80% of their employees – a figure much higher than 45% observed by many businesses in 
Canada. viii   

 
One of the contributing factors to these staggering statistics is the fact that more than half 

of all female workers are employed in the “5 C occupations” – caring, clerical, catering, cashiering, 
and cleaning occupationsix. The Organization for Economic Co-Operation and Development notes 
that that since women make up for as much as 70% of the healthcare workforce, they are leading 
the fight against Covid-19x.  Many of those jobs put women at increased risk during the 
pandemic and under increased stress when it comes to looking after children who have been 
home from school and day care. Some of those jobs will not return until well after the pandemic 
is over.  In addition to having a disproportionate impact on economic lives of women, the 
pandemic has also directly and indirectly affected the health of women. Covid-19 has led to a 
reallocation of the healthcare resources and priorities such as mental, sexual and reproductive 
health services. This has greatly affected women’s ability to gain timely access to healthcare 
services.  
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Rural Women in Nova Scotia 
 
Women living in Nova Scotia are not exempt from these bleak statistics. As the provincial 

association of Women’s Resource Centres, our centre staff were on the frontlines observing the 
impact of the pandemic on women in rural Nova Scotia.  The danger to rural women facing violence 
is higher than ever due to the COVID-19 crisis, but the number of victims reaching out for support is 
decreasing, troubling the agencies that help them. Social-distancing measures during the pandemic 
can put women into even tighter quarters with their abuser, further limiting their ability to reach 
out for help.  
 

Our clients came to us with concerns about increased violence, particularly gender based in 
their homes. Women who are living in domestically unstable situations told us they have “stayed 
put with nowhere else to go”.  COVID-19 measures are aggravating the isolation rural women 
already face in difficult situations. During the pandemic our Centres have seen a change from 
programming needs to increased demand for information, emotional support, and advocacy. 
 
Increase in information needs included: 

 Calls/questions about general information regarding the pandemic impact and government 
support programs (e.g., CERB) that could help. 

 Clients needed information and navigation about rental arrears for clients on income 
assistance. As the moratorium on evictions did not apply to them since their income hasn’t 
“technically” been affected by COVID-19, but so many other expenses arose. 

 Information on how deferred payments for people on fixed incomes could leave them in 
much more precarious financial situations when restrictions related to the pandemic are 
lessened, and there is less government and community support needed to help clients make 
informed decision   

 As the ability to get through to government support organizations on phone was lengthened 
to hours or days, wait times significantly increased which delayed decision making, and 
increased phone bills to crippling amounts. 

 Internet and or cellular service access is limited for women and girls as a result they miss 
out on everything from educational opportunities, government updates, employment 
notices all of which adds to the feelings of isolation. So the centre staff became an 
information resource. 

 
Emotional support demand included: 

Some of our clients expressed anxiety around the large amount of information and 
misinformation circulating daily. Helping our clients navigate this information overload and 
attempt to help them with anxiety and uncertainty was an urgent and essential role. Of great 
concern for us and our clients was maintaining the mental health of women during isolation with 
reduced access to supports. We saw an increased need for safety discussions and emotional 
support around domestic violence in some of our centres.  During the pandemic: 
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 New clients were consistently reaching out looking for counselling support.   
 Clients expressed fear and worry they won’t be able to get necessities. And there we saw 

increased requests for support with basic necessities (groceries, rent, etc.) while services 
and resources were shut down. Furthermore, some clients expressed specific concerns for 
programs like meals on wheels. 

 Increasing pressure on women in domestically stressed situations, few options for 
transition housing or transportation to transition housing. 

 Women experienced increased anxiety, and expressed worry about further isolation, loss of 
income, and uncertain outcomes in terms of when this will end and what will be expected of 
them in terms of making payments. They are dealing with loneliness due to social 
distancing. 

 Those in over-crowded living situations are desperate for opportunities to socially isolate. 
 Those without shelter are desperate for a place to use the washroom, eat, rest. 
 Transportation has been a challenge because transit was shut down/limited and cab 

services were limited at the beginning. 
 
Advocacy efforts also included: 

Pandemic support for clients included advocacy efforts in bringing issues of injustice or 
disproportionate impact to the attention of our municipal, provincial and federal decision-makers 
as well as to our sister women serving organizations. On occasions we:  

 Helped to make sure clients did not lose access to basic necessities such as housing and/or 
utilities during the pandemic. 

 Contacted local authorities on behalf of a client re: harassment/impersonation.  
 Access to high speed internet for all of Nova Scotia. 
 Even when broad-band internet services are available in rural areas, the cost of internet 

services is prohibitive for families living on fixed incomes so we advocated for phone cards 
etc. 

 Dissemination of hygiene packages provided for those in need with no contact delivery. 
 Arrangement for grocery and gas cards. 
 Supporting people to access financial aid. 
 Shared widely $50 additional funds for those on income assistance available on March 20th. 
 Through community connections shared ways to support one and another and connect and 

get food as needed from our local food banks. 

 

Women’s Resource Centre’s Response to COVID-19 in Nova 
Scotia 

To comply with the provincial state of emergency, the centre offices were closed to the 
public. However, supports were offered by email, web and phone; making sure to check-in more 
frequently due to the added layer of isolation. Particularly to women experiencing anxiety and/or 
facing adversity regards to housing, poverty, food insecurity, etc. 
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Like many organizations, the Women’s Centres had to innovate, adapt, and transform the 

way we work. The following section summarizes the obstacles the Women’s Resource Centre’s 
faced, and how they overcame them to ensure the women in Nova Scotia continued to be supported 
throughout the pandemic. The various pressures and challenges included financial, technological, 
service delivery, human resource and administrative elements. 
 
Financial 

Financial support for the nine centres is a combination of centre level grant writing and 
donations and support from the NS Advisory Council on the Status of Women.  At the onset of the 
pandemic all centres experienced abrupt budgetary constraints due to individuals and corporations 
not having as much funds to give; which unexpectedly and greatly impacted donations.  In fact some 
centres needed to purchase supplies since donations stopped so suddenly. All centres across the 
province had to incur added expenses for purchasing equipment, software, and services that would 
allow staff to work from home while continuing to offer programming and support. Without the 
emergency financial support from the NSACSW, offering remote work from home options and 
virtual service provision would not have been possible, though for some centres the cost to 
purchase equipment surpassed this one time grant. 
 
Technological 
 The technical challenge of going from a bricks and mortar organization to a virtual 
one was overwhelming for staff and clients.  We realized that many staff had unreliable or 
outdated equipment at home, so equipment was taken from centres or purchased where possible. 
We need to expand our technology software for example, funds were needed to buy additional 
zoom accounts (approximately $100 per year). 

 Out of necessity and urgency many staff used personal cells for client phone calls which had 
various implications so new phones and plans were needed 

 Working remotely for the direct services team has been a challenge in terms of not having 
the technology (laptops, etc.) or physical spaces in people’s homes to set up a private home 
office. 

 Many of the aging population are less familiar with online platforms and some clients do not 
have access to technology. 

 
Service Delivery 

Going virtual was not without its risks, and difficulties.  Meeting online is physically and 
mentally challenging for both our clients and staff who are used to meeting face to face with clients, 
and not spending 7-8 hours a day on a computer. Even though meeting virtually is working to the 
best of everyone’s abilities, some clients still prefer to meet face to face, which meant that some 
clients were opting to wait until they could come into the centers. While some clients had limited or 
no privacy at home, particularly with children being home from school and spouse’s working from 
home or not working at all- seriously impacted the opportunity for our clients to receive care. In 
addition: 
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 The learning curve is steep for some to use online meeting platforms. 
 Not being able to see a woman during a conversation can make it difficult to see their state 

of being.  
 It is hard to build a relationship, and build trust over the phone or virtually. 
 

Administration & HR 
 The health of our clients is, without a doubt, a priority for everyone at the Women’s 

Resource Centres. However an additional stress and level of concern was added to our Executive 
Directors- the health and well-being of our staff. Like many employers, we struggled with how to 
balance providing support and flexibility to our staff, while upholding our responsibilities to our 
boards, communities and clients.  We know that without our staff, we cannot exist, but the 
pandemic offered both administrative and human resource management hurdles that had to be met 
without much of a drop in service provision.  

 Some staff were in self-isolation (after having returned from travel or because they are 
vulnerable to getting seriously ill if infected) and others were dealing with the stresses of 
new financial strains for their family or increased childcare so working from home is not 
easy for everyone. 

 Supporting staff on an ongoing basis with their own anxiety, stress, and challenges was 
important so that they can bring their best selves to their work. 

 Challenge administratively of developing business contingency plans and pandemic plan to 
move centres into the future while dealing with ever changing directives, needs and 
supporting teams. 

 Policy development, pandemic planning and business contingency plans all take time and 
are most successful with collaboration. 

 Higher supervision needs of team with increased policy needs at the same time. 
 Challenge of balancing books and completing reports for fiscal year end when many 

activities were cancelled/postponed in the last two weeks of March. 
 Challenges with navigating consent to speak on behalf of clients without signed consent 

forms. Clients asking to consent verbally over phone. 
 

 

Lessons Learned 
 No one hopes the second wave of Covid-19 happens, nor does anyone want to plan for the 

next emergency, but it would be imprudent not to document at least some of the lessons learned 
from 2020. 

1) Guidelines will need to be adapted.  Each of the Women’s Resource Centres adapted 
and implemented the provincial pandemic guidelines. With diverse programming, 
service delivery, and a variety of in-house skill sets, rolling out a standard pandemic 
plan wasn’t possible. So, work from home policies, pandemic response plans and 
business contingency plans were developed at each centre.  We recognize that, having a 
living emergency plan document at each centre will be good practice.  
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2) Communication is Key.  With the abrupt departure from our bricks and mortar centres 
we each relied on communication tools among and between centres and staff. For 
example in many cases, our Executive Directors had daily contact with staff scheduled in 
house and contact as needed with those working from home. Using tools like Zoom and 
other online applications (Facebook, twitter) to share information and to do regular 
check-ins became critical quickly. Scheduling more frequent check-ins with clients via 
phone and messenger services kept the support going. These communication processes 
allowed us to provide a forum for information exchange and organizational 
development among Women’s Centres. 

3) Building the Plane while Flying It is Possible.  Helping clients navigate new 
information in almost real time, highlighted how as staff we have to be quick learners, 
and be willing to take risks and make mistakes with respect to information sharing and 
admitting we don’t know. Keeping up with new programs being put in place such as 
sickness benefits and EI proved challenging but achievable within our network of 
shared resources. In record time we created and or amended websites and social media 
channels for clients to reach support workers for telephone or email appointments, or 
to place an order for hygiene products, or for various resources such as government 
benefits, other agencies offering services, and updated info on COVID-19.  We even 
developed screening tools to determine if phone/online counselling was 
appropriate/safe, and if not, have been referring to other community supports. 

4) Self-Care is an Antidote. Providing and learning coping strategies for uncertainty and 
anxiety to our clients drove home the need for self-care for our staff.  Recommending 
more grounding and mindfulness tools and the importance of exercise to ourselves and 
staff was never more important. Providing flexible, and understanding work 
environments is good medicine. 

5) Listening Is As Important And Talking.   As trusted and valued members of our 
community, women who were impacted and sister organizations looked to us to be 
resources.  We listened to their needs in order to respond appropriately and with 
limited resources available at the time. Local community organizations continued to 
stay in touch and updated documents have been circulated frequently and other 
supports could be identified. 

Conclusion 
During the pandemic, women in Sydney, Port Hawkesbury, Antigonish, New Glasgow, Truro, 

Sheet Harbour, Lunenburg, Annapolis Royal and Tri Counties—were able to receive support and 
advocacy, covering everything from hygiene products to sexual assault support. The Women’s 
Resources Centres in Nova Scotia never closed- we adapted so we could provide essential care and 
support to women in need.  Throughout the pandemic we continued to address societal barriers 
affecting women and girls that was exacerbated by job loss, social isolation and distress caused by a 
pandemic. We never stopped advocating for changes that would have a positive impact on clients, 
their families, and communities by lobbying for better cell phone and Wi-Fi coverage and universal 
childcare.  In every client call and meeting we applied trauma-informed anti-oppressive, gender-
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based and a rural lens to our work that created trusting and constructive relationships allowing 
women to get the support and service they needed when they needed it.   

 
We used the established collaborative practices with other non-government organizations and 

diverse communities, and engaged with elected officials to inform policy around pandemic support 
including emergency transportation needs facing rural women. We hope this document helps to 
articulate a common voice about the activities, concerns, and needs of Women’s Centres in Nova 
Scotia as a result of the pandemic. We hope it enhances the visibility and credibility of Women’s 
Centres in Nova Scotia and provides a feminist voice for women’s concerns during the pandemic in 
preparation for the second wave, or the next emergency. 
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