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Abstract

The pandemic’s devastating socioeconomic impacts have held a mirror to our 
society, illuminated pre-existing fault lines across economies, and compelled us 
to question our understanding of what it means to be vulnerable. Our study was 
designed in line with this perspective, and to explore sources of household economic 
vulnerability to the pandemic and the subsequent economic crisis in Sri Lanka. 
The overall study collected and analysed quantitative data from a random sample 
of 4,000 households and 72-in depth interviews from respondents in nine and six 
districts respectively. This report synthesises the findings of the quantitative and 
qualitative studies that were undertaken and published separately. 

Both quantitative and qualitative findings concur that not many households had 
contracted the COVID-19 virus. The incidence of virus-induced hospitalisations 
was even lower, and casualties were very few. But, the expressions of psychosocial 
stress due to enduring economic uncertainties and isolation from social distancing 
measures was pervasive. The economic crisis had aggravated these impacts, 
as reflected in respondents’ perceptions of uncertainty about the future in both 
studies.

The impact of the pandemic on households was predominantly channelled through 
labour markets. Households reliant on informal jobs were therefore significantly 
more vulnerable to income insecurity. The impacts of the economic crisis were 
channelled through the commodities market via price hikes and shortages of 
food and other essential goods. Our quantitative analysis shows that vulnerability 
to food insecurity was higher among households with lower incomes and those 
without quasi-assets. However, in the context of our quantitative findings, we 
posit that vulnerability to food insecurity was a more significant issue during the 
economic crisis than the pandemic. The poorest households with unfavourable pre-
existing conditions at the outset were affected by economic vulnerability and food 
insecurity both during the pandemic and the economic crisis. While we observed 
that asset-based coping strategies or reliance on social networks for financial 
assistance was more common during the pandemic, the uptake of detrimental and 
extreme measures had increased during the economic crisis. Such behaviours were 
more pronounced among households already grappling with pre-existing drivers 
of vulnerability.
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In the light of our findings, we call for a more holistic approach to vulnerability 
within policy realms, and for vulnerability to be meaningfully integrated into the 
broader macroeconomic development agenda. Driving sustainable and inclusive 
economic growth that can foster entrepreneurship, drive investment and create 
decent jobs is critical in this regard. Expanding the formal sector and updating 
existing labour laws would also promote a pro-poor economic environment. We 
also call for stronger and more updated education policies and pedagogy, better 
financial inclusion and literacy, and further improvements to the newly designed 
Aswesuma social protection programme. We also highlight the importance of 
strengthening climate action, improving emergency response mechanisms and 
existing policies on disaster-preparedness using the rich lessons the pandemic and 
the economic crisis have afforded us.  



1

1.   Introduction

This research study was conceptualised during the pandemic, inspired by a renewed 
global interest in the issue of vulnerability among development practitioners, policy 
makers, industry leaders, environmental advocates, civil society organisations 
and the research community. The growing consensus on the need to reimagine 
vulnerability, design a new normal, and not return to ‘business as usual’ gave us a 
strong impetus to design a large mixed-methods study that delved into experiences 
of household vulnerability in Sri Lanka during the pandemic, and to explore reasons 
underpinning potential heterogeneities in such vulnerabilities. While the design of 
the study was underway, the economic crisis began unfolding, which compelled us 
to extend our focus on its impacts as well for the completeness of our study and 
the relevance of its findings. This synthesis paper consolidates the findings of the 
quantitative and qualitative components of the broader study, which have been 
published separately.

Context

The COVID-19 pandemic, quite apart from its devasting effects on human life and 
health, has also been an economic crisis, the effects of which have not only set 
the clock back on many years of progress in global poverty alleviation (Alkire et 
al., 2021), but  may likely  reverberate for years to come, potentially jeopardising 
the achievement of the Sustainable Development Goals set for 2030 (Gurara et 
al., 2020; Tateno and Zoundi, 2021). According to International Monetary Fund 
(IMF) estimates, the pandemic would have cost the global economy over USD 12.5 
trillion by 2024 (Reuters, 2022). The global economy contracted 3.2 percent as 
over 90 percent of countries saw their output levels decline, and about 97 million 
were rendered newly poor by the pandemic in 2020 (World Bank, 2022b). Across 
the richest and poorest countries, the burden of the pandemic’s impacts was 
disproportionately higher on already vulnerable individuals and groups (Ibid). 

In Sri Lanka, the pandemic broke out in three waves in 2020 and 2021. The 
government managed the first wave effectively, both in terms of controlling the 
spread of the virus and supporting individuals that were affected by the safety 
protocols (Amaratunga et al., 2020; World Bank, 2021). However, during the second 
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and third waves, there was a rapid surge in the number of cases, hospitalisations and 
deaths, underpinned by a complex interplay of more aggressive virus mutations, 
inadequacies in available healthcare resources, and the government’s reluctance 
to impose lockdowns (Amaratunga et al., 2020; Weerasekera & Hewage, 2021; 
Fowsar et al., 2022; Katella, 2023; Rannan-Eliya et al., n.d.). As of mid-January, 
2024, a little less than nine months after the pandemic was officially declared over, 
the total number of confirmed cases and fatalities stood at 672,734 and 16,893 
respectively.1 

Although Sri Lanka, along with the rest of the world, rebounded in the first half 
of 2021, as vaccination drives helped gradually bring the pandemic under control, 
this growth was short-lived. Sri Lanka’s largest economic crisis started unravelling 
towards mid-2021, triggered by proximate challenges from the pandemic and the 
2019 Easter Attacks, but owing to deep-rooted structural economic weaknesses as 
well as many years of imprudent policy decisions, responses, and actions. From a 
modest growth of 3.5 percent in 2021 from a low base in 2020, Sri Lanka’s economy 
declined 7.8 percent in 2022 (Central Bank of Sri Lanka [CBSL], 2023)).2 

The combined effects of the pandemic and the economic crisis led to an increase 
in Sri Lanka’s poverty headcount ratio3  from 11.3 percent in 2019 to 25 percent in 
2022 (World Bank, 2023). More recent estimates from LIRNEasia (2023) suggest 
that about 4 million have been made newly poor between 2019 and 2023. Overall 
inequalities as well as vulnerability to income shocks have increased between 2020 
and 2022 (Walker et al., 2023). The exacerbation of income poverty is reflected 
in non-income statistics as well. For example, there has been a deterioration in 
child and maternal health indicators, both at the national and district level (Family 
Health Bureau, 2024), pointing to potential adverse impacts of household food 
insecurity.

1 Data as of 15 January 2024. See updated statistics on World Meter available at https://www.worldometers.
info/coronavirus/country/sri-lanka/

2 See, among others, George et al., 2022; Ramakumar, 2022; World Bank, 2022a, for a detailed discussion of 
Sri Lanka’s recent economic crisis.

3 The proportion of individuals living below the poverty line of USD 3.65 per capita based on 2017 purchasing 
power parity.
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Motivation

In the light of the pandemic experience, The Lancet (2020) poses the important 
question of what it is to be vulnerable, as who is at risk of becoming vulnerable 
depends on measures adopted to contain and contract external shocks. 
Furthermore, the unique attributes of the ‘new poor’4, compared to the ‘old poor’5  
(refer to Nguyen et al., 2020; Sánchez et al., 2020; Atanda and Cojocaru, 2021) 
not only raise questions about the sustainability of current poverty alleviation 
strategies, but also highlight the naiveté of traditional definitions and classifications 
of poverty. Importantly, the widening and deepening of poverty and heightened 
vulnerability have illuminated that conventional definitions of non-poor may not 
accurately reflect the economic realities faced by people worldwide. Moreover, the 
pandemic’s disproportionate impact on individuals already grappling with various 
vulnerability traits underscores how pre-existing disparities in the distribution of 
economic gains have exacerbated their economic hardships.

Thus, despite its devastating impacts, the pandemic presented to the world a small 
window of opportunity to reimagine vulnerability, brainstorm a new normal and to 
build back better. We were inspired by the collective congruence towards this goal, 
as reflected in the large quantity of literature spawned in a short period of time, 
and decided to undertake a systematic investigation into the issue of pandemic-
induced vulnerability in Sri Lanka. We anticipate our findings would contribute 
to the growing body of literature on the topic and strengthen evidence from the 
Global South and South Asia. In retrospect, we believe that our findings could be 
even more pertinent in the aftermath of Sri Lanka’s economic crisis which has 
opened up space to question and reassess conventional wisdom.

Research questions

In line with our overarching objective of exploring household experiences of 
vulnerability during the pandemic, we devised several research questions that 
were investigated in the quantitative and qualitative studies. In order to provide  

4 Individuals were not poor at the outbreak of the pandemic, but fell below the poverty line during the 
pandemic.

5 Individuals who were already living below the poverty line at the beginning of the pandemic.

Introduction
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a clearer framework for presenting the synthesised findings later, here are the 
condensed research questions:

1. What were the health, economic, social and psychological impacts of the 
pandemic on households? How did intersectional vulnerabilities and gendered 
impacts manifest?

2. How were the impacts of the economic crisis similar to or different from the 
impacts of the pandemic?

3. What were the coping mechanisms households adopted to mitigate the health, 
economic, social and psychological impacts of the pandemic? What coping 
strategies were employed during the economic crisis?

4. What was the role of social capital, institutional support and social protection 
programmes in mitigating the impacts of the pandemic and the economic 
crisis?

5. How has the pandemic and the economic crisis affected the subjective-well-
being of respondents?

6. What are the predictors of household vulnerability to income and food 
insecurity?

The remainder of this paper is organised as follows: in the next section, we provide 
an overview of the methodology followed in the quantitative and qualitative 
components of the overall study. We briefly discuss the concept of vulnerability, 
the bedrock of our study, and outline our data collection methodology, with a brief 
background on the process of developing data collection tools, our sampling methods 
and the analytical procedures followed. In Section 3, we bring together the findings 
of the quantitative and qualitative studies into a synthesised discussion, unpacking 
the household experiences of the pandemic and the subsequent economic crisis, 
and the drivers of the nuances in how households have responded to the diverse 
impacts of the shocks. In Section 4, we reflect on the concept of vulnerability in the 
light of our findings, and outline some policy reflections in Section 5. 
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2.   Methods

Defining	vulnerability

Vulnerability is an expansive and dynamic concept that eludes a universally 
accepted definition (Zhang et al., 2020). Intrinsically, it refers to the risk of having 
to experience a negative outcome stemming from an exogeneous event beyond 
one’s control. Thus, vulnerability is made up of an external side comprising an 
external risk or stress that an individual or household faces, and an internal side 
of defencelessness or the inability to cope with the shock without damaging losses 
(Chambers, 1989). In social sciences, vulnerability is often discussed in relation 
to the risk of falling into poverty or facing adverse economic outcomes. Thus, by 
construct, vulnerability is a continuous and forward-looking state (Alwang et al., 
2001) and therefore unobserved and tricky to decipher. 

The lack of an unambiguous definition, coupled with its latent nature, makes 
vulnerability much less amenable to quantification compared to ex-post measures 
of welfare such as poverty or nutrition, which can be measured externally through 
income, expenditure or anthropometric measures. Thus, operationalising 
vulnerability in quantitative assessments is a challenging task, both in terms 
of identifying what factors can proxy the concept and establishing thresholds 
demarcating the point beyond which a person or household is vulnerable to poverty 
or adverse economic outcomes. Unlike in quantitative empirics, which require a 
precise definition of vulnerability for analysis, qualitative research methods allow 
for greater flexibility to explore the concept. 

In the quantitative research study, we refrain from using traditional measures such 
as income or expenditure-related variables to proxy vulnerability. Instead, we use 
responses to perceptual questions about income and food consumption to proxy 
vulnerability to income and non-income deprivation (Oxford Poverty & Human 
Development Initiaitve [OPHI] and United National Development Programme 
[UNDP], 2023). Specifically, we proxied vulnerability to income insecurity using 
the following perceptual statements: (i) income is lower now compared to two 
years ago; (ii) income is not enough to get to the end of the month; (iii) cannot 
manage with current income; (iv) the respondent is worried about job losses; and 
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(v) the respondent is worried about income loss in the future. Vulnerability to food 
insecurity was captured using the following perceptual statements about the quality 
and frequency of food consumption: (i) households could not afford to eat protein 
at least once a day, (ii) households cut portion sizes regularly due to financial 
constraints in the past six months, (iii) households skipped meals regularly due 
to financial constraints in the past six months, and (iv) households perceived they 
regularly could not afford to eat a balanced meal in the past six months.

We take on a more expansive and exploratory approach to vulnerability in our 
qualitative research study and look at it from the respondents’ perspective, rather 
than imposing our preconceived notions on it (Chambers, 1989). We probed into 
the economic and social experiences of the respondents prior to, in the midst of, 
and in the aftermath of the pandemic to explore drivers of vulnerability, through 
increased exposure and sensitivity to and/or reduced adaptive capacity. In doing 
so, we attempted not just to examine the immediate effects of the external shocks, 
but also to unpack how pre-existing conditions had contributed to their experiences 
navigating the shock impacts. 

Tools

As mentioned earlier, we used a mixed methods approach to our data collection 
and analysis. The quantitative data was collected using a household survey 
questionnaire which comprised several schedules on household composition and 
demographics, income, expenditure, assets and debt, perceptions and experiences 
of the pandemic and the economic crisis, as well as possible coping strategies used 
by and safety nets availed to households. A semi-structured interview guide was 
used for the qualitative data collection. It included questions about the impact of 
the pandemic and the economic crisis on households and respondents in relation 
to their livelihoods, hobbies and pastimes, travel and household activities and 
subjective well-being. We also probed into safety nets and protection measures 
that were available to respondents during the pandemic. Both data collection 
instruments underwent several rounds of revisions and were vetted for ethical 
implications by an ethical clearance committee appointed for this project.  
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Sampling 

The quantitative research component collected primary data using a household 
survey questionnaire from a random sample of 4,000 households from nine 
districts, one from each province. We selected Colombo, Kandy, Galle, Jaffna, 
Ampara, Kurunegala, Anuradhapura, Badulla and Ratnapura districts because they 
had the highest confirmed cases of COVID hospitalisations in each province as of 
June 2022 (Epidemiology Unit of the Ministry of Health, 2022). We used sample 
weights from the 2019 Household Income and Expenditure Survey (Department of 
Census and Statistics [DCS], 2022) as a guide to decide the proportion of households 
to be allocated to each district (See Appendix Table 1 for sampling proportions). 
The sampling frame was a list of all roads in the nine districts published by the 
Road Development Authority by road classification6. In each district, we allocated 
50 percent of our sample to main roads and the remainder to secondary and minor 
roads. Once the stretches of roads were selected at random, we conducted our 
survey by travelling along these selected roads, covering distances of between 1 and 
1.5 kilometres along each road. Our starting point was approximately 1 kilometre 
from where the road began. We selected households located on either side of these 
roads, as well as those situated on private roads branching-off from the four road 
categories. From the starting point, every other household meeting our criteria for 
the respondent7 was interviewed.8 A final sample of 3,914 households, excluding 
those with missing and inaccurate data, was submitted for analysis.

The qualitative component of the study conducted in-depth interviews with a 
purposive sample of 72 respondents selected from six districts, namely Colombo, 
Kurunegala, Matara, Badulla, Trincomalee and Kilinochchi. These districts are, 
respectively, among the worst, moderately and the least affected by the COVID-19 
pandemic, as reflected in the number of reported confirmed cases as of June 2022. 
Respondents were selected based on their demographic, economic, household and 
spatial characteristics as well as their livelihoods and the economic sectors they  

6 Road categories A and B are main roads and C and D comprise secondary and minor roads.  
7 The respondent is the principal female of the household. She is either the head of the household or the wife 

or primary female relative of the head of the household. Age range: 18-70.
8 Due to COVID and challenges of the economic crisis, we were unable to use approaches that would have 

strengthened the randomisation of the sample, such as applying a longer sample interval and covering 
stretches longer than 1.5 km, or following the right-hand rule for sample selection.

Methods
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were engaged in. A total of 12 in-depth interviews were conducted per district (See 
Appendix Table 2 for sample overview).

Analytical approach

We carried out a descriptive statistics analysis and regression analysis with our 
household survey data. The descriptive statistics analysis delineated patterns in 
respondents’ experiences of and perceptions about the pandemic, their subjective 
well-being, and changes in household income and expenditure including essential 
expenses such as food, healthcare, education and housing. Next, we implemented 
several regression analytical procedures such as logistic, ordered logistic, and 
ordinary least squares (OLS) models to look for relational patterns between outcome 
variables denoting household vulnerability to income and food insecurity and the 
predictor variables, which were chosen based on a review of extant literature on the 
topic. Broadly, our predictor variables comprised the demographic and educational 
characteristics of the head of the household, labour market characteristics of the 
household, characteristics of the household members, household assets, debt, 
access to social capital and spatial characteristics. 

In the qualitative study, we followed a thematic approach to data analysis. We 
examined the reasons for the ways in which households experienced the impacts 
of the pandemic and the subsequent economic crisis and their responses to the 
impacts, both real and perceived. We applied an intersectionality approach 
(Crenshaw, 1989) across the data coding process to unpack differences in impacts 
and potential variations depending on respondents’ own and their household 
characteristics.

Limitations

A few limitations of the quantitative and qualitative research components that 
the reader must keep in mind are as follows: first, both studies cover only a few 
districts, although the pandemic and the economic crisis affected all parts of the 
country. Drivers of vulnerability among people in other districts could have been 
different to what we found in our household survey data and in-depth interviews. 
Moreover, the selection of districts for this research study as a whole was informed 
by the severity of the health impact of the pandemic, proxied by the number of 
hospitalisations and confirmed cases across the country. However, the subsequent 
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economic crisis might have had different impacts spatially. Secondly, pre-existing 
socioeconomic weaknesses were not part of our research-site selection criteria, 
although such conditions may have played a deterministic role in the impacts of 
the shocks on households. Instead, we only looked at COVID hospitalisations and 
confirmed cases in guiding our district selection. Thirdly, the scope of vulnerability 
examined in this research study is by and large limited to the possible impacts of the 
pandemic (and the economic crisis). Our analysis does not focus on other potential 
external stressors such as climate change, government policy changes (such as the 
ban on chemical fertiliser, although the qualitative data allowed us to examine this 
briefly), natural disasters or external geopolitical tensions, although they may have 
also played a role in influencing household socioeconomic vulnerability.

A few limitations specific to the quantitative research study are outlined next. First, 
our household survey data collection process was significantly challenged by both 
the pandemic as well as fuel shortages. The resultant mobility restrictions may 
have led to some biases in sample selection as we only covered a relatively smaller 
stretch of the total road length of the randomly selected roads. Secondly, our 
econometric analysis examines vulnerability to income and food insecurity using 
responses to perspectival questions. Typically, vulnerability is a forward-looking 
concept. However, we do not attempt to forecast the types of households that are 
vulnerable to income or food insecurity in the future. Instead, we only attempt to 
understand the characteristics of households that have been vulnerable to income 
and food insecurity, based on our definitions of what these variables constitute. 
Thirdly, we also do not make causal linkages between household characteristics 
and their vulnerability to income and food insecurity. Finally, in this particular 
research study, we have not looked at other essential expenses related to health 
and education which may also provide useful insights into household vulnerability.

In the qualitative study, although we have considered an array of employment 
types and economic sectors for respondent selection, there may have been other 
employment arrangements that were significantly impacted by the pandemic 
which we did not include. Next, although I conducted the data analysis, I was not 
involved in conducting the actual interviews. The loss of context, therefore, might 
have resulted in a limited understanding of the participants’ use of nuance and 
idioms in local languages, as well as their emotions. Finally, as is typically the case 
with any qualitative analysis, the findings emerging from the study are context 
specific.

Methods
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3.			A	synthesis	of	findings

The pandemic: health impact

Both quantitative and qualitative findings consistently show a low incidence of 
households contracting the virus. Thankfully, COVID-induced hospitalisations 
were few, and only a very small handful of households had experienced COVID-
related deaths. The qualitative research study offers some insights into the 
underlying reasons that are likely to have contributed to these encouraging 
statistics. Although there was a heightened fear of contracting the virus at the 
outset, most respondents managed to proactively respond to the situation as more 
information became available to them. Most respondents appear to have followed 
the safety guidelines issued by the government, especially in the first wave of the 
pandemic, and also to have actively sought to bolster their immunity using home-
based remedies, better nutrition and stronger health-seeking behaviour. Most 
respondents had also obtained the recommended vaccines, although there were 
concerns about their effectiveness in creating immunity against the virus as well as 
potential side-effects.

However, among those who had either contracted the virus themselves, or had 
household members who contracted it, the emotional impact was remarkably 
pronounced. In our in-depth interviews we came across a number of respondents 
who were afraid of passing on the virus to family members, especially small children, 
the elderly and those with compromised health conditions. Many respondents also 
spoke of the fear of being sent away for quarantine, loneliness and isolation, and a 
sense of discrimination from within the community. Feelings of anxiety about being 
separated from children, and guilt over being unable to take care of household 
activities were particularly prevalent among women.

Overall, the pandemic and its prevention protocols have led to detrimental effects 
on respondents’ psychosocial well-being. The findings from the qualitative study 
indicate that the sudden and drastic change in the way of life was a significant 
adjustment for most respondents. Findings from the qualitative study show many 
respondents struggled with the collapse of spatial boundaries due to lockdowns and 
curfews, albeit in different ways. We found that more men than women experienced 
stress related to job and income losses, and felt restless within the confines of home. 
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While many respondents experienced loneliness as they were unable to meet with 
relatives or attend family functions, this sentiment was stronger among a handful 
of respondents who were unable to attend important life events such as weddings 
and funerals of close relatives. Several women, especially those who were caring for 
small children or who were in quarantine during the pandemic, expressed feeling 
overwhelmed as they struggled to manage household responsibilities without the 
help of relatives. This sentiment was stronger especially among women whose 
close family lived away.

While the handful of respondents with diverse sexual orientations and gender 
identities in our qualitative sample was used to living isolated lives in general, 
mobility restrictions further cut down their limited social interactions and access 
to pastimes. They were also concerned about the possibility of their identities being 
exposed to their communities while attempting to secure food supplies or seek job 
opportunities, as this would jeopardise their personal safety. Elderly respondents 
living alone and the only person with a disability in the qualitative sample expressed 
feelings of loneliness and a sense of abandonment, as they felt isolated from the 
rest of the community.

Coping measures to deal with the pandemic-induced psychosocial stress were 
generally positive, although we observed some detrimental behaviours among 
men and children.  Many respondents, particularly women, resorted to religious 
and spiritual practices to find solace and to navigate pervasive uncertainty. Several 
women connected with relatives and friends on the phone, and took up hobbies 
such as reading, home gardening or watching TV, while a handful of them learned 
new skills. Many respondents also enjoyed spending time with family at home 
during lockdowns. However, we observed that, in many cases, men’s engagement 
with children was conspicuously limited to recreational activities such as playing, 
drawing or watching TV.

Women often bore the brunt of maladaptive practices adopted by men and 
children, especially if they lived in extended families with in-laws. A few men 
coped with their distress through maladaptive practices such as watching television 
for long periods, excessive alcohol consumption. going out in violation of social 
distancing guidelines and endangering the health of household members, or 
aggression towards female household members, particularly wives, in the form of 

A synthesis of findings
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verbal abuse, and in one case, physical abuse. We also noted that vulnerability 
to verbal and emotional abuse was higher among women who lived in extended 
families with in-laws. Women’s increased vulnerability to domestic violence during 
the pandemic is confirmed in the quantitative analysis. For example, as many as 
40 percent of the respondents strongly agreed or agreed that the pandemic had 
increased gender-based violence. Children coped with the isolation predominantly 
through excessive engagement with phones, video games, computers or TV, making 
it particularly daunting for parents, especially mothers, to discipline them to sit 
through online classes. Several women also expressed fears about the risk of small 
children consuming dangerous or age-inappropriate content online.

The pandemic: economic impact

Both quantitative and qualitative studies show that the economic impact of the 
pandemic was mainly transmitted via the labour market. The economic impact is 
predominantly revealed through income reductions. Close to half of the households 
in our quantitative sample had experienced a decline in income, while about a 
third reported stagnant incomes over 2020-2022. A similar pattern holds for the 
qualitative sample too, with most households having experienced income losses, 
some being unaffected by a change in income, and a small handful managing to 
increase their incomes during the pandemic. Both research studies indicate that 
agricultural and non-agricultural incomes had declined, compared to wages, 
which, for the most part, had remained unchanged. 

The incidence of job losses is comparatively much less. About 6 percent of the 
households in our quantitative sample had experienced job losses during 2020-
2022. However, as we found in our qualitative analysis, the loss of permanent 
jobs was quite rare. Most respondents who had lost their jobs were employed in 
temporary or casual work as informal sector workers. Several respondents engaged 
in self-employment or own account work were temporarily out of work, until they 
reconfigured their livelihoods in tandem with COVID health guidelines.

Households relying on incomes from casual or temporary jobs or jobs in the 
informal sector were at a higher risk of economic vulnerability compared to those 
who depended on formal sector permanent jobs, during the pandemic. Quantitative 
and qualitative findings show that the sector and tenure of employment are key 
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predictors of job and income security and, by extension, household economic 
vulnerability. In the quantitative analysis, we found that increased reliance on 
temporary and casual jobs, compared to permanent employment, made it more 
likely that a household was vulnerable to income insecurity. We also observed 
that the risk of income vulnerability was significantly reduced for government and 
private sector employees, compared to those who were self-employed.

These findings are corroborated in the qualitative analysis. For example, none of 
the respondents employed in government jobs or other formal sector jobs that 
could be performed remotely faced a risk of losing jobs or incomes. In contrast, 
most of the informal sector workers in our sample, such as daily-paid manual 
labourers, domestic aids, casual and temporary employees, had lost work due 
to the pandemic. Although the loss of work was temporary, as they managed to 
navigate travel restrictions to seek work after the first few months of the pandemic, 
the declines in income among such individuals were more permanent.

Unique business opportunities the pandemic presented benefitted a handful 
of households. In our qualitative study, we came across a few examples where 
respondents quickly adapted to the unique business conditions during the 
pandemic and managed to earn more income. We observed that close to a quarter 
of the households experienced an increase in non-agricultural income between 
2020 and 2022. As the economy was at a standstill during the economic crisis 
with very limited business prospects, we reasonably argue that the income gains 
reported by most of the households in 2020-2022 may be attributed to business 
opportunities that emerged during the pandemic.

Vulnerability to economic impacts was higher among households with children, 
persons with disabilities (PWDs) and the elderly. Both quantitative and 
qualitative studies agree that household demographics play a role in shaping 
the intensity of the economic impact of the pandemic. The quantitative analysis 
finds evidence in favour of a positive correlation between vulnerability to income 
insecurity and an increase in the number of children in the household as well as 
the presence of PWDs requiring extra medical attention. The qualitative study 
provides a few detailed examples to elucidate this relationship. In our interviews we 
observed that, in households with children, especially babies and toddlers, PWDs 
or elderly parents, working adults were discouraged from going out to work or seek 
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employment. This precaution was taken to avoid the risk of bringing home the 
virus and compromising the health of vulnerable family members. Furthermore, 
we observed that the presence of children made it harder for parents to cut corners, 
especially on basic necessities such as food, clothing and education, making it 
more difficult for households with children to get through the month on a reduced 
income. We also encountered cases where husbands who were the only income 
earners of the household had to forego work to take care of children because 
their wives required longer periods of recovery from the virus. The only PWD in 
our qualitative sample had no income and was not physically able to engage in a 
livelihood during the pandemic, placing her in a precarious economic situation. 
She had to rely entirely on the government, children and neighbours for support.

The quantitative study did not find that households headed by women were more 
vulnerable to income insecurity than those headed by men. Even in the qualitative 
interviews, we did not come across compelling evidence that the economic impact 
of the pandemic was greater for households headed by women. Although women 
heading their households discussed apprehensions about economic vulnerability 
during the pandemic, other concerns about safety, security and daunting prospects 
of adapting to and managing a hitherto unknown way of living without male 
support also featured prominently in their accounts.

Passive income has obviated some of the economic impact of job losses and/or 
losses of earned income on households. Both quantitative and qualitative findings 
agree that unearned income has helped cushion some of the negative economic 
impacts of the pandemic. The quantitative analysis showed that households 
receiving a pension income, rental income and remittances from abroad were 
less prone to income insecurity compared to households without access to such 
income. Furthermore, our qualitative analysis yielded strong evidence about the 
efficacy of social security payments such as Samurdhi, Elders’ Pay and chronic 
kidney disease (CKD) pay in enabling recipients to manage household expenses 
during the pandemic.

This unearned income served as a vital lifeline for those whose incomes had 
declined or dried up during the pandemic, while it was an effective additional 
income for households with a stable income. The qualitative interviews shed light 
on why these income sources were critical buffers against the shocks triggered by 
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the pandemic. As the pandemic sent economic shockwaves through households via 
its labour market impacts, the necessity of having access to incomes insulated from 
these adverse effects became paramount. As discussed earlier, wages from formal, 
permanent jobs, and incomes from livelihoods that could easily adapt to remote 
work were resistant to the pandemic’s disruptions. Unearned income was the 
only other income category that had largely remained resilient to the pandemic’s 
disruptions. While unearned income alone may not have been sufficient to finance 
all household needs, it nonetheless remained reliable and predictable. Pensions 
and remittances from abroad were a useful additional income source for large 
households living in extended families. For a handful of the poorest and most 
vulnerable households in our sample, social security payments received from the 
government constituted the only source of income for a few months during the 
pandemic.

The pandemic: impact on children’s education

The shift to online education has led to a decline in the quality of delivery and 
exacerbated inequalities in access to education for poorer households. Both 
quantitative and qualitative studies concur that the shift to online education has 
resulted in a decline in the quality of education delivery. The qualitative analysis 
demonstrated that the role of disciplining children to sit through online classes 
shifted from teachers to parents, predominantly mothers, thereby adding to 
women’s unpaid care burden during the pandemic. Several women also spoke 
of children losing interest in education and wanting to give up studies to pursue 
employment opportunities. 

In addition, the non-availability or inadequacy of laptops, tablets or smartphones, 
internet and data connectivity issues, interruptions to electricity supply challenged 
participation in online classes, especially for children in poorer households. We 
noted in the qualitative analysis that in a few extreme situations, children could 
not participate in online classes at all or for prolonged periods of time, as parents 
could not afford to buy electronic devices that would enable children to participate 
in online classes. The lack of adequate physical space and privacy was an additional 
challenge children from the estate sector line houses had to grapple with. Increased 
internet and electricity bills added to difficulties in financing household expenditure 
among the poorest households.

A synthesis of findings
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The pandemic: coping with economic impacts

Unearned income, access to assets and social capital played a deterministic role 
in the type of coping strategies households adopted to finance the income gap 
during the pandemic. Both qualitative and quantitative findings reveal that many 
households had resorted to coping mechanisms during the pandemic to compensate 
for the income shortfalls they experienced. We found in the qualitative study that a 
number of households took up asset-based coping strategies, mainly withdrawing 
savings and pawning jewellery, or received help from friends and relatives abroad, 
and in a few cases, elsewhere in Sri Lanka. Several respondents who were employed 
in domestic and casual labour benefitted from financial assistance extended by 
their employers during the pandemic. We also came across a handful of examples 
where employers had provided financial support to their former employees.

In the qualitative analysis, we observed that for several respondents, withdrawing 
savings was a more acceptable option than pawning jewellery, a pattern that is 
vaguely mirrored in the quantitative data, in that a relatively higher proportion 
of households had withdrawn savings than pawned jewellery (Figure 1). Harmful 
coping strategies such as cutting down on essential expenses, borrowing from 
neighbours, relatives or worse, money lenders, and reducing food consumption 
were less common during the pandemic, although a handful of the poorest 
households were driven to such extreme measures during the pandemic. The 
poorest households had to eat food that was freely available or skip meals because 
they had no income.
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Figure 1: Proportion of households adopting coping strategies

to such extreme measures during the pandemic. The poorest households had to eat food that was 
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Emergency responses, social protection measures and 
safety nets

Although the government’s proactive measures to curtail the spread of the 
virus was well received, the abruptness of the responses left households with 
little lead time and no guidance to adjust to a new way of life. In our qualitative 
analysis, we clearly observed that most of the respondents were appreciative of 
how the government handled the pandemic situation during the first wave and 
were empathetic of the learning curve that the government itself was on. However, 
the abruptness with which lockdowns, mobility restrictions and curfews were 
implemented made it difficult for households, especially those with small children, 
to secure necessary supplies, businesses to properly store their inventory, and 
shops to sell their perishable goods. Mixed and contradictory messages relayed by 
health authorities and the military also led to confusion and, in some instances, 
mistrust.

The vaccination drive was well received, but respondents were critical of the 
government’s failure to provide relevant information about the vaccine. Our 
qualitative data shows that many respondents found the vaccination drive to be 
well organised. Many of them received timely information about when and where 
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the vaccination clinics would take place in their villages. Many respondents had 
obtained the recommended doses. However, several respondents pointed out that 
health officials were unwilling to provide pertinent information about the vaccine, 
such as potential side-effects and after-effects or the vaccine’s contents, which led 
to mistrust and the spread of misinformation about its potential adverse effects.

Some emergency responses to the pandemic were inconsistent with human rights 
principles. We found in the qualitative study that the government’s decision to 
make vaccinations compulsory in order for people to be allowed access to most 
places left many respondents disempowered and pushed to obtain the vaccines. 
Many respondents were disconcerted especially because the government failed 
to provide adequate information about the vaccines that would allow for them to 
make informed decisions. Several respondents also pointed out the insensitivity to 
religious values and beliefs in the government’s sweeping decision to cremate the 
remains of COVID-induced casualties.

The government’s financial and in-kind assistance appears to have been 
reasonably targeted and recipients of this support had benefited significantly 
from it. Both quantitative and qualitative findings concur that, by and large, the 
government’s cash transfers and in-kind assistance had reached deserving and 
the most vulnerable households. In fact, the government emerged as the most 
benevolent safety net for respondents during the pandemic in both our samples, 
surpassing other organisations and family/relatives by a significant margin. In 
the qualitative analysis, we observed that these cash transfers constituted the only 
source of income for a handful of households for 2-3 months during the pandemic. 
The distribution of dry rations was beneficial to households that received them, 
and especially practical for households in quarantine. However, in the qualitative 
analysis, we came across several criticisms about the standardised nature of cash 
grants and in-kind support, including not taking into account, at the very least, 
household sizes, poor targeting and favouritism.

The economic crisis: impacts

Unlike the pandemic, the impacts of the economic crisis were transmitted through 
the commodities market, resulting in far more pervasive adverse effects. Findings 
from both analyses agree that the adverse impacts of the economic crisis were 
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experienced almost universally. There was consensus among respondents from 
both qualitative and quantitative samples that the increase in the cost of living and 
shortages of essential commodities such as food, medicine, gas and fuel during the 
economic crisis caused far more household economic distress than the pandemic. 
In fact, in our household survey, most respondents identified 2022 as the most 
difficult year for their households. In contrast, only a little over a tenth considered 
2020 to be the most challenging year. Both studies confirm that the vast majority 
of the households struggled to get to the end of the month with their incomes, 
irrespective of their income levels.

The reduced purchasing power affected all households, but households with pre-
existing vulnerability traits appear to have been disproportionately affected. Both 
qualitative and quantitative studies confirm that households could no longer afford 
to purchase the kind of food they had bought prior to or even during the pandemic. 
Both studies also agree that in most households, expenditure on essential and non-
essential food, medicine and healthcare, clothing, transportation and education 
had risen. Furthermore, in the qualitative study, several respondents noted that 
the shortages of medicine had aggravated personal vulnerabilities, while gas and 
fuel shortages had added to the drudgery of household chores. A few respondents 
also discussed the strain tariff hikes in water and electricity bills had put on the 
household economic situation, especially among those with small children and 
the elderly. Importantly, both quantitative and qualitative studies consistently 
demonstrate that households grappling with pre-existing vulnerabilities, such as 
income and asset poverty, disability, poor labour market outcomes, low educational 
attainments, and weak social capital faced significantly greater challenges than 
households not burdened by such vulnerabilities.

Vulnerability to food insecurity was noticeably higher among households with 
unfavourable pre-existing socioeconomic traits. Findings from the quantitative 
and qualitative studies are in congruence regarding the greater precarity vulnerable 
households were placed in concerning food security. In our quantitative analysis, 
we found that household income was the single most important predictor of 
a household’s vulnerability to food insecurity, followed closely by quasi-asset 
ownership, mainly jewellery. The tenure and sector of job matter too, in that 
households relying on income from permanent jobs in the government or the 
private sector were less likely to become vulnerable to food insecurity, compared to 
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households that earn income from temporary or casual jobs in the informal sector. 
Numerous examples from our qualitative study confirm these quantitative findings. 
We encountered several households that lived on less food, freely available food, 
or did not eat at all; in some instances, parents cut down on or gave up meals in 
order to be able to afford to feed children. It is important to note that nearly all of 
these households were already poor before the economic crisis and drew income 
from informal and precarious forms of work such as casual labourers, daily maids, 
small-scale fishers, petty traders or subsistence self-employment.

Shortages of inputs, increased cost of inputs and reduced purchasing power 
further jeoparadised informal sector livelihoods. Although the erosion of the real 
value of money had a widespread impact on the purchasing power of incomes, 
in the qualitative study, we observed that households with wage incomes were 
comparatively better off because they relied on predictable incomes received at 
regular intervals. In contrast, households that relied on agricultural or non-
agricultural incomes faced the double jeopardy of an increased cost of living 
and reduced or volatile incomes. For example, the sharp surge in agrochemicals, 
fertiliser and seed costs had significantly increased the initial investment cost for 
some farmers, making farming an unfeasible, or at least a risky, livelihood. The 
non-availability and sharp increase in the price of fuel had brought the livelihoods 
of trishaw drivers to a standstill. In addition, sharp price increases, along with a 
decline in purchasing power, resulted in reduced incomes for businesses selling 
non-essential goods and services. For example, shop owners who sell beauty 
products and cosmetics, salon owners and beauticians, and bookshops selling 
school supplies saw their sales drop significantly. Casual labourers and daily maids 
found it hard to secure work as people could not afford to pay for their services. 
Even food-based businesses were adversely affected as people had cut down on 
their essential expenses.

The economic crisis: coping mechanisms

The uptake of negative coping strategies was rampant during the economic 
crisis. Findings from both quantitative and qualitative studies confirm that, not 
only had more households taken up some measures to cope with the increased cost 
of living, such measures were more extreme and detrimental among vulnerable 
households. In the quantitative study, we noted that most households had cut 
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down on non-essential food like chocolates and biscuits, and reduced the intake of 
milk with sugar (Figure 1). Many households in both samples had also cut down on 
transportation and recreational expenditure, and reduced electricity consumption. 
In our qualitative analysis, we observed that such austere behaviours were prevalent 
during the economic crisis, unlike during the pandemic, when asset-based coping 
strategies were more prominent, as was reliance on social capital for financial 
assistance. 

By the time the pandemic hit, households had most likely depleted savings, 
already pawned jewellery and exhausted help from social networks, which would 
reasonably explain why many households had to take up more extreme measures to 
manage household expenses. Cutting down on food consumption, expenditure on 
food, education and medical requirements, and resorting to informal borrowings 
are all distress-induced coping mechanisms with long-term implications on a 
household’s human capital endowment and economic situation. In the qualitative 
analysis, we found elaborate examples of respondents resorting to extreme and 
detrimental adaptation measures. In addition to reducing the number of meals 
a day, several households had resorted to radically cutting down on food intake, 
stopping the use electrical devices, and even selling assets such as refrigerators 
and computers to meet household expenses. A few households had fallen into debt 
traps, constantly borrowing from friends, relatives and informal lenders to finance 
expenses and repaying them once they had received an income. Several households 
have also had to resort to cutting down on children’s educational expenses. An 
example of an extreme adaptation measure related to education reported from the 
estate sector was children dropping out of school to search for work in Colombo. 
In the quantitative analysis, we noted that only a small proportion of households 
had taken up outmigration for work as a coping strategy, underscoring the limited 
labour market opportunities that were available to households.

Divergent vulnerabilities: layered impacts, gendered 
experiences and other intersecting challenges

The idiosyncratic shocks spawned by the pandemic created especially 
unfavourable outcomes for those who were affected by them. It is clear that 
the experiences of the pandemic’s impacts – in relation to virus contractions, 
psychosocial impacts and economic ramifications – were heterogeneous across 
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households, as evidenced in our quantitative and qualitative findings. Not all virus 
contractions had escalated into hospitalisations and an even fewer number has 
resulted in deaths. By and large, our quantitative findings do not indicate that the 
virus contractions or hospitalisations were a strong determinant of household 
vulnerability to income or food insecurity. Nonetheless, we find that idiosyncratic 
economic shocks from the pandemic, such as job losses, have had a significant 
detrimental effect on household income security. 

A more nuanced picture emerges from the qualitative study. We observed multiple 
challenges respondents faced when they or household members had contracted the 
virus. The loss of income for households in quarantine was especially detrimental to 
those that were already economically vulnerable. We also observed that respondents 
who contracted the virus were affected by feelings of uncertainty, fear, isolation and 
discrimination. One poignant example from our qualitative sample clearly depicts 
the extent of vulnerability unleashed by the pandemic. The COVID-induced death 
of a husband, who was the primary bread winner of the household, led to significant 
income and non-income deprivations in the household. The widow had to take 
up multiple extreme measures of cutting down on food, transportation expenses, 
educational expenses for the child, and the use of electricity, while grappling with 
the death of the husband. Her grief was compounded by the fact that his remains 
were cremated, contravening the Muslim tradition. This is a powerful example of 
how the confluence of health and economic impacts of the pandemic might lead to 
long-term household economic destitution.

Pre-existing conditions played a deterministic role in how the economic 
shocks unravelled in households and how they responded to the impacts. Both 
quantitative and qualitative studies have clearly shown that household income, 
human capital endowment, labour market achievements and asset ownership were 
important determinants of how a household was affected by the pandemic and the 
measures taken to mitigate and adapt. Although we did not delve too deeply into 
it, the recovery is also most likely shaped by a combination of these factors. In both 
studies, we observed that higher educational outcomes often lead to formal sector, 
permanent employment with protection from labour laws, or other skilled work 
that can be adapted to online platforms and scaled to meet pandemic-induced 
conditions. Such jobs are also likely to create enough income to promote asset 
creation and strengthen social networks, which in turn can act as buffers against 
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socioeconomic impacts of external shocks. Individuals with high labour market 
achievements were also likely to live in Colombo or suburban areas, or in urban 
areas in other districts, with better infrastructure, services, connectivity and access 
to markets which can further catalyse their overall well-being.

Both quantitative and qualitative studies show that, in contrast, households with 
low and sporadic income were also usually characterised by poor labour market 
outcomes, low educational outcomes, asset poverty, weak social capital and other 
non-income deprivations. Systemic challenges such as persistent discrimination 
against certain groups of individuals (such as persons with disabilities, persons with 
diverse sexual orientations and gender identities, and ethnoreligious minorities) 
can exacerbate unfavourable economic conditions in households. Maladaptive 
behaviours, such as gender-based violence and alcoholism, also emerged as drivers 
of unfavourable pre-existing conditions in a handful of households within the 
qualitative sample.

Both quantitative and qualitative studies confirm that households with unfavourable 
pre-existing conditions were more vulnerable to the impacts of the pandemic and 
economic crisis. The qualitative analysis further elaborates that households that 
were left worse-off during the pandemic, were thrust further into vulnerability 
during the economic crisis.

Intersecting drivers of vulnerability also contributed to the heterogeneity of 
the impacts of the pandemic and economic shocks. Although both qualitative 
and quantitative studies concur that the financial affluence of a household was 
a significant predictor of its experiences of economic vulnerability in the face of 
external shocks, we observe that the more intangible and individualistic experiences 
of vulnerability were shaped by complex social and cultural factors. For example, 
we found in the quantitative analysis that the pandemic was by and large a gendered 
experience. Most women agreed that, overall, the pandemic was worse for women 
than for men, and that it increased their unpaid care burden. Many women also 
thought that the pandemic catalysed more gender-based violence. Moreover, 
although a sizeable proportion of women agreed that women had opportunities to 
work from home, much fewer women believed the pandemic had created economic 
opportunities for women. These observations are by and large substantiated in the 
qualitative study.
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The qualitative study also demonstrated that the pandemic experience was 
particularly harsh on individuals with diverse sexual orientations and gender 
identities, whose safety was constantly at risk of being compromised as they were 
forced to go out into the community in search of work. Loss of jobs and income, 
difficulties in finding new work, a lack of acceptance within their own families 
and circles of relatives, and living away from home further complicated their 
economic vulnerabilities. The experiences of the only PWD in our sample paints an 
evocative picture of the multiple vulnerabilities she had been grappling with. These 
encompassed a lack of income, physical impairments that hindered her ability to 
engage in any income-earning activity, often inadequate or non-existent nutrition, 
and constant reliance on children and neighbours for food and financial support 
and the Grama Nildhari for social security income.

In summary, the pandemic may have caused temporary vulnerabilities through 
its impact on the labour market, but the ensuing economic crisis extended these 
vulnerabilities, and unfavourable pre-existing conditions may have transformed 
them into more enduring challenges. The polycrises Sri Lanka experienced, with 
the 2019 Easter Attacks, the pandemic in 2020-2021, and the subsequent economic 
crisis created an exceptionally challenging economic landscape for households to 
navigate. However, the qualitative findings clearly showcase that many households 
that were living a life close to their perception of a good life were significantly 
diverted from it at the time of the data collection. The nuances in the difficulties 
households experienced during the pandemic had morphed into exacerbating 
challenges during the economic crisis.

We have already established that, while almost all households struggled during the 
economic crisis, the severity of challenges was still divergent. Both qualitative and 
quantitative findings agree that many respondents were worried about their future 
and their children’s future. However, reflecting on findings from both studies, 
especially the qualitative analysis which produced more nuanced insights, we posit 
that the poorest households at the outset of the pandemic were left significantly 
worse off during the economic crisis. Next, households that could manage with 
their incomes before the pandemic also found themselves struggling to make ends 
meet during the economic crisis. We surmise that these are the types of households 
that had likely sold assets, withdrawn savings deposits and fixed deposits, and even 
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pawned jewellery to make ends meet. Financially well-off households also likely 
faced a deterioration in their economic conditions, but their asset endowment 
may help them recover more quickly than other households. Thus, we argue that 
the ability of a household to bounce back on its own from transient vulnerabilities 
that the pandemic had catalysed (and which the economic crisis exacerbated) 
is dependent on the pre-existing socioeconomic characteristics of a household. 
Without such resilience, households might linger longer in poor and vulnerable 
conditions, or worse, risk being pushed further into chronic poverty.

A synthesis of findings
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4.   Reimagining vulnerability in the light of COVID-19

The seismic shockwaves the pandemic sent through global economies have shone 
a bright light on the weaknesses in economic growth models, governance, and 
structural and institutional frameworks the world over. Its sobering socioeconomic 
impacts have urged us to introspect on, challenge and re-examine conventional 
ideologies and assumptions underpinning existing socioeconomic systems. Our 
research study was aimed at using this brief window of opportunity to explore 
predictors of household vulnerability to the pandemic (and the subsequent 
economic crisis) and to generate findings that can contribute to the discourse on 
reimagining vulnerability. 

Our findings highlight the inherently ambivalent, relative and context-specific 
nature of vulnerability. While the transmission of impacts of both the pandemic 
and the economic crisis was largely influenced by policy responses to address them9, 
how these covariate shocks manifested idiosyncratic shocks at the household level 
has been predominantly determined by a household’s pre-existing attributes, 
very broadly, its economic status, labour market strategies, demographics 
and composition, and capital endowment. At the individual level, gender, age, 
health and impairment conditions, sexual orientation and gender identity, and 
employment or livelihood strategy have shaped experiences of socioeconomic 
vulnerability. Households with unfavourable attributes have been more vulnerable 
to income and food insecurity due to the shocks of the pandemic and the economic 
crisis. Similarly, at the individual level, persons with more vulnerable attributes 
bore a greater burden of the impacts of the shocks. Moreover, these pre-existing 
attributes have influenced the type of coping strategies available to individuals 
and households. In the absence of financial assets and social networks that could 
support them financially, households were compelled to resort to negative and 
detrimental coping strategies, some with long-term adverse implications.

Thus, our findings underscore the importance of taking on a more holistic approach 
to the understanding of vulnerability. It is not experienced in a vacuum, nor is it 
an isolated and abrupt outcome emerging from a shock, although it is spotlighted 

9 For example, decisions to impose lockdowns and mobility restrictions in the context of the pandemic, and to 
limit imports, tighten monetary policy, free float the rupee, increase electricity tariffs, prices of gas and petrol 
to contain the economic crisis.
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during and in the immediate aftermath of a shock. While proximate issues such 
as, in this case, mobility restrictions or sharp increases in the prices of essential 
goods and services, may generate transient unfavourable economic outcomes for 
households, how these short-term challenges morph into long-term adversities 
is a function of a household’s pre-existing socioeconomic characteristics. Thus, 
vulnerability is a continual and ongoing dynamic process shaped by a complex 
array of structural and systemic factors that create differential opportunities 
for individuals and households to develop human capital, succeed in the labour 
market, and build assets and social capital.

Our findings demonstrate that vulnerability lingers closely behind poverty. While 
we can measure whether individuals are poor or not, it is much harder to quantify 
if they are vulnerable or not. Not all non-poor are equally non-poor. Therefore, 
traditional classifications and thresholds of poverty need to be reassessed in the 
light of potential income and multidimensional vulnerabilities that individuals and 
households grapple with. 

Moreover, our findings confirm the plethora of evidence globally that failing to 
address drivers of economic and other forms of vulnerability makes it much more 
difficult to keep individuals and households from sliding (back) into (deeper) 
poverty when a shock disrupts the normal social order. Therefore, the imperative to 
address vulnerability extends beyond isolated policies focused on social protection 
and safety nets for the poorest households. It must be seamlessly integrated into 
national poverty reduction strategies, transcending conventional interventions 
that are narrowly aimed at poverty alleviation. 

However, embracing vulnerability as a fundamental component of comprehensive 
poverty reduction strategies underscores the importance of a sustainable, equitable 
and inclusive macroeconomic development agenda. Such an integrated framework 
can foster a robust and effective platform for addressing both structural and 
systemic fault lines that discriminate against various groups and individuals and 
proximate challenges through generous safety nets and stronger shock response 
mechanisms. Furthermore, a better stewardship of nature, greater focus on human 
well-being and a rights-based approach to development are critical values for 
creating enduring solutions that enhance human resilience to shocks (Hedding et 
al., 2020; Erdelen & Richardson, 2021). 

Reimagining vulnerability in the light of COVID-19
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5.			Policy	reflections

In conclusion, we outline a few policy considerations based on our findings and 
reflections on vulnerability. First, we recognise that economic growth is a necessary, 
but insufficient condition for alleviating poverty and reducing household economic 
vulnerabilities. Therefore, achieving and sustaining a rate of economic growth 
that can effectively support poverty reduction is a fundamental pre-requisite for 
addressing poverty and vulnerability. Yet, economic growth cannot effectively lift 
people out of poverty and keep them out if the gains are not distributed equitably 
and if sectors that create decent jobs and livelihood opportunities do not expand. 
Sri Lanka’s recent economic growth has exemplified these challenges. Not only has 
the economy failed to register strong growth since 2010-11, it has also experienced 
widening inequalities; moreover, expanding sectors has not led to significant job 
creation.

Promoting inclusive and sustainable economic growth requires strong geographic 
connectivity and integration with local, regional and international markets. 
Strong, reliable and robust physical and digital infrastructure is fundamental to 
enhancing such inter- and intra-country integration. Local businesses, including 
micro, small and medium enterprises require better financial inclusion, access to 
markets, information technology, and supportive government policies to thrive 
and contribute effectively to economic growth and employment generation. 
Furthermore, consistent long-term policy direction, political stability and a clear 
separation of political and economic agendas are vital for fostering investor 
confidence, both locally and internationally, and in turn spurring economic 
development.

Growing the formal economy is also integral to promoting inclusive and sustainable 
development, as well as for creating decent jobs. Not only should economic growth 
drive jobs, more such opportunities should be created in the formal sector in 
order for the domestic labour force to effectively benefit from the expansion in 
the economy. A formal economy gives visibility to the labour force, safeguards 
their rights, and offers job security, while the government benefits from increased 
tax revenue and greater transparency and accountability in business operations. 
Informal business entities must be incentivised to transition into the formal 
economy through friendly and supportive policies, simpler regulations, inclusive 
finances and capacity building.
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Revisions to Sri Lanka’s labour laws in the light of evolving labour market conditions 
and business modalities are also critical to expanding the formal economy. The 
employment landscape is rapidly changing with increasing opportunities for remote 
work, part-time or flexible work, and other types of unique arrangements. However, 
Sri Lanka’s labour laws, while well-intended and biased in favour of employees, 
continues to remain outdated and even hold women back from seeking jobs that 
involve night shifts or factories. A careful review of labour laws to reasonably 
safeguard all types of employment, instead of remaining excessively protective of 
only certain types of employment, and to accommodate new and emerging types 
of employment arrangements is particularly important in the modern-day gig and 
talent economies.

We also underscore the importance of upgrading educational policies, pedagogy 
and methodology in line with the gradual shift to hybrid modalities of education, 
following the outbreak of the pandemic. Clearly, such a system would worsen 
inequalities in access to and the quality of education in the absence of proper 
infrastructure. Moreover, measures to close the digital divide, enhance computer 
literacy and IT skills among educators and parents, strengthen cyber security, 
and equip schools, universities and vocational training centres with relevant 
infrastructure are critical at a bare minimum if the country is to explore hybrid 
education modalities.

Moreover, we point out that the education system has to be enhanced not only to 
upgrade the quality and relevance of its existing pedagogy, but also to proactively 
address the emerging educational requirements of the youth and future generations. 
In particular, the vocational education sector should be empowered to keep abreast 
of the evolving landscape of business, technology and market dynamics to help 
produce a skilled labour force. We also highlight the importance of expanding the 
regional outreach of vocational and technical training, especially in rural and estate 
sectors. Importantly, traditional milestone examinations such as GCE Ordinary 
Level and Advanced Level must not be designed to exclude students from further 
education, but should be made connecting nodes for alternative educational or 
skills development pathways. 

While we recognise the improvements in the proposed new Aswesuma welfare 
scheme over its predecessor Samurdhi, we recommend that further ancillary 
measures to help households graduating from the welfare programme stay out 
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of poverty in the long-run should be made available. Packaging this programme 
with strategies to raise awareness among recipients on additional topics such as 
climate change, health and nutrition, gender equality, ethnoreligious coexistence 
and human rights, including those of persons with disabilities and those with 
diverse sexual orientations and gender identities, will enhance the overall impact 
and inclusivity of the programme.

Strengthening overall financial literacy among the general public is important 
to promote economic empowerment. Modules that teach money management, 
budgeting, and asset-building should be introduced into the school curricular, 
while adult financial literacy programmes should also be developed and rolled 
out through various grassroots level organisations. Such a programme as part 
of the Aswesuma welfare mechanism will be particularly helpful for vulnerable 
households to build a financial buffer for a rainy day. Simultaneously, the formal 
financial system of the country should be capacitated to develop lending models 
that can bypass collateral requirements and other stringent borrowing criteria 
to benefit more individuals, households and businesses. In addition, the formal 
financial sector must be empowered to build the entrepreneur community in Sri 
Lanka through skills building programmes.

The pandemic experience also highlights the importance of strengthening Sri 
Lanka’s climate change agenda. Concerted efforts to explore sustainable energy 
sources and leverage international expertise as well as private-public partnerships 
to invest in alternative energy sources are important. Better use of climate-smart 
technology and inputs in agriculture is also imperative.

The overall emergency-response policy framework needs further strengthening 
too. Policy responses to external shocks should not come at a debilitating cost to 
the general public. A multi-agency approach is critical to inculcate holistic response 
mechanisms and actions that take into account the impacts on different types of 
livelihood activities, different religious and cultural values and norms, as well as 
people’s psychosocial well-being. Strong communication strategies and improved 
access to and right to information are vital for garnering the general public’s 
support for emergency responses at times of crisis. Existing policies and action 
plans can be strengthened through the lessons from the pandemic and economic 
crisis experiences.
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Appendix

Table 1: Sample weights and distribution of the household survey

 COVID 

hospitalisations

HIES weight Reassigned

weights
Colombo 139,532 9% 21%
Kandy 22,199 6% 13%
Galle 45,686 6% 13%
Jaffna 12,329 3% 8%
Ampara 14,073 4% 8%
Kurunegala 31,504 6% 14%
Anuradhapura 15,057 3% 7%
Badulla 14,633 4% 8%
Ratnapura 23,702 4% 9%

Source: Epidemiology Unit, 2022; DCS, 2022; Author

Table 2: Summary overview of respondents

Skilled 
emp.

Agri. 
livelihoods

Self-
emp./ 
Small 

business

Temp./ 
Casual 
labour

Migrant 
workers

Unemp. / 
Inactive

Colombo
Male 1 0 1 2 0 1
Female 2 0 1 1 0 2
Transgender 0 0 0 1 0 0
Badulla
Male 1 3 2 0 0 0
Female 2 2 1 1 0 0
Matara
Male 2 2 1 1 0 0
Female 3 0 1 1 0 1
Kilinochchi
Male 2 2 1 1 0 0
Female 2 1 1 1 0 1
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Trincomalee
Male 0 2 1 1 1 0
Female 2 0 1 2 1 0
Transgender 0 0 0 1 0 0
Kurunegala
Male 1 2 1 2 0 0
Female 2 1 1 2 0 0

Source: Author
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This report synthesises the findings from separate quantitative and qualitative studies 
undertaken to examine the impacts of the pandemic and the subsequent economic crisis 
in Sri Lanka on household socioeconomic vulnerabilities. The primary data collected for 
the research study included a household survey dataset gathered from a random sample of 
4,000 households across nine districts and 72 in-depth interviews from six districts.

Both quantitative and qualitative findings concur that the pandemic had a significant 
negative socioeconomic impact on many households through a complex and overlapping 
interplay of proximate and pre-existing challenges. The extent and severity of the 
pandemic’s negative impacts were by and large determined by a household’s labour market 
strategies. Jobs and livelihoods in the informal sector were at a higher risk of being affected 
by the pandemic. The economic crisis led to more severe and widespread consequences 
among households. Many households were pushed to take up adverse coping mechanisms, 
with discernible gendered disadvantages. Both shocks had a significantly negative impact 
on respondents’ subjective well-being. Overall, the pandemic and especially the economic 
crisis have disproportionately affected households already facing unfavourable pre-existing 
monetary and non-monetary conditions.  

Based on our findings, we emphasise the need to perceive vulnerability as a persistent 
condition, rather than a fleeting event, that requires long-term interventions over short-
term remedies. We highlight the importance of promoting inclusive economic growth that 
can create decent jobs, promote regional development and encourage entrepreneurship. 
To minimise the adverse effects on citizens in the midst of chaos, there is a need for 
more proactive, cohesive and well-planned emergency responses. We also call for more 
comprehensive and benevolent but time-bound social protection measures to empower the 
poor and vulnerable.
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