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Abstract:

The economic crisis caused by the Covid-19 pandemic has led to a widespread recession. Its

socio-economic impacts could potentially be devastating and long-lasting. Europe has been

especially hit. To try to mitigate the negative economic impact, EU Member states have taken

fiscal and monetary measures to an unprecedented extent. In this context, this study aims at

examining the unequal impact of the pandemic across eight EU Member States. It finds that

the impact in terms of GDP and unemployment has differed greatly amongst the countries

examined, with southern countries being substantially more impacted, particularly in terms of

GDP growth. The study then analyses the measures taken by the countries to limit the

pandemic’s negative socio-economic consequences. To do so, it groups the measures into four

categories depending on who they target: companies and self-employed, individuals,

households or the public sector capacities. Finally, the study takes a normative turn to discuss

whether the countries’ socio-economic responses have been “fair”, using Rawls’s Theory of

Justice which is one of the most influential theories in the field of distributive justice. It finds

that while a priori most measures can indeed be considered “fair”, it is too soon to conclude -

as it depends on how they will actually be implemented.

Key words: Covid-19 pandemic,  socio-economic impacts, European economies, Fiscal and

monetary measures.
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Glossary:

● Economic measures: for the purposes of this paper will be defined as the fiscal and

monetary measures taken by the national governments as well as some changes in

regulations.

● Fiscal measures: government measures having an impact on its budget either in

spending or tax revenue.

● Fiscal packages/stimulus packages: a group of fiscal measures designed to stimulate

the economy. In the context of this study, fiscal packages refer to the publicly

announced measures taken by a Member State to foster economic growth during the

recession caused by the pandemic.

● Automatic stabilisers: ongoing fiscal instruments whose goal is to offset the natural

fluctuations of the economy’s business cycle.

● Monetary measures: measures taken by the monetary authorities at the state level or

by the European Central Bank to control interest rates and money supply to achieve

macroeconomic goals, as for example fostering economic growth during a recession.

● Sovereign debt interest rates: interest rate at which national states can issue debt. It

represents their cost of financing.

● Sectoral composition/ structure: for the purposes of this paper will be defined as the

structure of an economy, meaning the share of the different economic sectors in the

overall GDP.

● Gig economy: is a flexible market system in which predominantly short-term workers

and freelancers are hired instead of the traditional long-term employees. Some

examples include food delivery companies such as Uber Eats or Deliveroo.

● Zombie companies: companies that are currently operating but are not financially

viable without state support and thus the risk of bankruptcy is high.
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1. Introduction:

The economic crisis caused by the Covid-19 pandemic has led to a widespread recession. The

lockdowns and the mobility restrictions imposed by countries around the world have had a

huge socio-economic impact and have disrupted the global supply chains:

Although the global economy is growing again after a 4.3% contraction in 2020, the

pandemic has caused a heavy toll of deaths and illness, plunged millions into poverty,

and may depress economic activity and incomes for a prolonged period. (World Bank,

2020)

Europe has been especially hit by the pandemic and its socio-economic impacts could

potentially be devastating in the short-term, medium and even long-term. Due to the slow

rollout of the vaccination campaign in the EU, restrictions are likely to stay in place, at least

in parts, until summer 2021. A full economic recovery to pre-pandemic levels in terms of

GDP/ capita, GDP growth and unemployment may take a long time.

To try to mitigate the negative socio-economic impacts of the Covid-19 crisis, EU member

states have taken economic measures to an unprecedented extent and have mobilized fiscal

resources of equally unprecedented amounts.

In this context, this study aims at examining the unequal impact of the pandemic across eight

EU Member States and at analysing the economic measures that these states have taken in

order to limit the pandemic’s negative socio-economic consequences. On this basis, the study

then assesses whether these measures have been fair based on Rawls’s Theory of Justice

which is one of the most influential theories in the field of distributive justice.

Taking into consideration the huge financial efforts undertaken by the national governments

to foster the recovery, analysing not only the measures and its impacts but also their

redistributive effects seems particularly important and key for effective policy making.
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2. Methodology:

2.1. Research question and objectives of the study:

This paper’s main objective is to reply to the following research question (RQ):

RQ: “To what extent is the different economic impact of the Covid-19 pandemic across

European countries associated1 with different national economic responses and to what

degree have these responses followed Rawls’s theory of justice?”

Crucially, the research question lays out three objectives: First - using available data- to prove

that the degree of the economic shock caused by the pandemic has been substantially different

across eight EU Member States. Second, analysing the countries’ economic responses. In this

paper, “economic responses” refer to the fiscal and monetary measures that national

governments have taken to deal with the economic shock caused by the mobility-restriction

measures put in place to stop the spread of the pandemic. Lastly, this study takes a normative

turn to comment on the morality of these responses. To do so, “Rawls’s theory of justice” -

one of the main theories in the field of distributive justice - is applied to economics. In other

words, the third objective of this paper is to comment on whether the countries’ economic

responses can be considered to be “fair” under a Rawlsian perspective. A fair response would

entail that those individuals and companies that have been particularly affected by the

pandemic, together and the most “vulnerable” members of society, are protected in a targeted

and deliberate manner.

For feasibility reasons, the time frame of this study - covers only the year 2020 in a selection

of eight Eurozone countries, starting in January 2020 when the first Covid-19 case was

reported in Europe. Expanding the time frame is not possible because, at the time of writing,

most of the data for the year 2021 has not been published yet.

The countries covered by this study are the following: Belgium, France, Germany, Greece,

Ireland, Italy, the Netherlands, and Spain.  This selection is based on the following

1 This study does not aim at establishing a casualty relation between the economic impact of the Covid-19 pandemic and the
different economic responses by EU Member States. Whereas one could indeed have led to the other, the goal of this study is
simply to provide an overview of both, without establishing casualty or correlation.
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considerations:  first of all, this list includes the major economies of northern Europe

(Germany, the Netherlands and Belgium) and the main economies of southern Europe

(France, Spain and Italy). This choice is important because - as will be explained later in this

paper - northern economies have been less affected than the southern ones. To make the study

more representative, two small countries (in terms of GDP) have been added, one from the

North (Ireland) and one from the South (Greece). According to Sapir (2020), economies in

which tourism plays a major role (e.g. contribution to GDP or people employed in this sector)

have been more affected than countries where it played a lesser role. Because of this, the

inclusion of Greece in addition to Spain and Italy - all three specialising to a high degree in

tourism - allows verifying this phenomenon. Greece is also interesting because it is the second

most affected country in terms of GDP decline (-8.2% of GDP) after Spain (-10.8% of GDP)2,

but has a relatively low number of Covid-19 cases (Stewart,2021). This preliminarily

indicates that even countries that did not suffer a major epidemic impact - in terms of the

number of Covid-19 cases- can still be significantly affected by the pandemic’s

socio-economic consequences. Because it is the only country whose GDP grew in 2020 (by

3.4%)3, Ireland, being the “deviant case”, can help to understand the reasons for its successful

management of the pandemic’s economic impact.

2.2 Structure of the study:

This study consists of two main parts. Phase 1 consists of empirical research,  and Phase 2 is a

normative discussion. Phase 1 uses data to show the unequal impact of the Covid-19

pandemic on European economies and qualitatively analyses the countries’ economic

responses. Phase 2 discusses the economic responses under a Rawlsian theoretical framework.

The study is therefore interdisciplinary 4 as well as of mixed nature - empirical and

theoretical. Another key element is the triangulation of the findings through the carrying out

of two interviews with two economists - Alessandro Trevisan and Antonio Teixeira -   who

are currently working at the EU Commission. In these interviews, Chattam House Rules were

applied and thus their ideas and insights have been used during the elaboration process of this

study but are not explicitly mentioned and will not be quoted.

4 As stated before,  Rawls’s Theory of Justice is a theory belonging to the field of distributive justice - thus a political theory-
wich is combined in this paper with an economic empirical study.

3 See Table 1 in the  findings section of this paper.
2 See Table 1 in the  findings section of this paper.
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With all the above in mind, the following section will discuss more in-depth the structure of

Phase 1 and Phase 2.

Phase 1: To measure the differentiated impact of the economic shock caused by the

pandemic across the countries a range of different indicators can be used such as GDP

growth, GDP at Purchasing Power Parity (GDP PPP), unemployment rates, price indexes

(CPI and PPI), consumer confidence, retail sales, trade balance, foreign direct investment

(FDI) etc. This study will focus on two; GDP growth and unemployment rates.  The reason

behind this choice is the following:

● GDP is the most commonly used indicator because it provides information about the

size and performance of an economy. The growth rate of real GDP is often used to

measure its health because it is widely recognised that an increase in real GDP growth

indicates that the economy is doing well. However, this indicator is also often

criticised because it only measures the total output/ production of goods and services,

but an economy can grow and at the same time perform poorly in other variables that

are commonly associated with society’s wellbeing such as good governance, quality of

institutions, provision of social services etc. It also solely measures the country’s total

wealth and does not take into account inequalities, wealth distribution, and does not

measure the informal economy. Albeit these shortcomings, it is still the most complete

and widely used indicator and therefore suitable for this study.

● Unemployment is traditionally closely related to crises because it tends to be high

during such it.  At the peak of the worldwide recession that began in 2008, the

International Labor Organisation (ILO) declared that unemployment had reached the

highest levels since the Great Depression (Öner, 2020). However, the measure has

some limitations, too: official unemployment rates do not capture the totality of the

economy as the workers in the informal economy are not counted in the national

statistics as they are by definition not legally registered. Considering that the share of

the informal economy is between 13 per cent and 30 per cent of GDP for the eight

selected countries, this is quite relevant (see appendix 1). Another aspect it misses out

on is how long workers that do have a job work; it could very well be the case that

unemployment rates decrease or stay stable, but working hours decrease too.  Finally,
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employment conditions are not measured either. Thus, it does not capture a

deterioration, as illustrated by the debate around the workers in the gig economy, who

often gain low salaries and lack social cover and insurance.

The analysis of the countries’ economic policy responses to the economic shock caused

by the pandemic is done based on data extracted from the EU Commission database laid out

in the EU Commission (2020) document. 5 This document contains the economic measures

taken by the national governments in 2020 - that have an impact in this same year- and aim to

mitigate the socio-economic consequences of the pandemic. These measures include mostly

fiscal measures, changes in regulations, and some monetary measures. This data has been

qualitatively analysed and operationalised.6 The results are shown in Table 3 (see findings

section),  which lists 18 categories of the most common types of economic measures that have

been used. To triangulate the findings, a report published by the European Central Bank, also

analysing the early fiscal and monetary measures taken by the Eurozone countries - as a

whole -  in 2020, will be used.7

This analysis nevertheless has the following limitations; the first limitation is the lack of data

availability in the same manner for all the countries under study. This is mainly because

governments do not publish a consistent track record of all the economic measures they take,

making data collection challenging. Moreover, even the measures publicly announced as part

of the Fiscal Packages were often substantially revised thereafter (Haroutunian et al. 2021, 5).

The use of one single document and the triangulation of data aim to address these

shortcomings, but some measures might have been missed. There is also no comprehensive

data on the length during which each measure was implemented.

7 While the study conducted by the ECB - See Haroutunian et al (2021) -   does not analyse each country individually it
provides the general tendency of the Eurozone countries, which in itself is useful to “double-check” the findings of this study.
The ECB’s study can in a way been seen as complementary to this study because while it discusses general patterns this
study looks at eight of the Eurozone countries individually.

6 To see how the information of the EU Commission database contained in the document “EU Commission (2020)” has been
operationalised  and see appendix 3.

5 The selection of only one document as the basis of the analysis has been done on purpose for feasibility reasons. By using
only this document comparison can be made across countries. Because the same source is used as well as a similar level of
details are provided.

10



Summing up, the data and documents used in Phase 1 are the following:

Phase 2: will discuss whether countries’ economic responses have been “fair” under a

Rawlsian perspective by using Rawls’s book, A Theory of Justice (1971). In addition, this

paper will provide some policy recommendations. The literature review - located in the

following section - will discuss in-depth Rawls’s theory to facilitate the understanding of

Phase 2.
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3. Literature review and theoretical framework:

A growing number of articles address the impact of the Covid-19 crisis on the European

economies.  But most articles cover either a specific topic or a partial explanation of why the

Covid-19 pandemic has affected countries differently and only a few articles cover the

economic impact of the pandemic on European economies as a whole. Most of the literature

tends to focus on the differences linked to the sectoral structure of the economy and, in

particular, the weight of the tourism sector. The same issues - to an even more considerable

extent - are valid for the articles concerning the measures taken by the different Member

States. There are no academic articles comprehensively tackling the subject of this research.

However, I present in Appendix 2 the list of the main articles consulted.

Because of all the above, the purpose of this literature review is to serve the second half of the

research question - Phase 2 - by explaining Rawls’s Theory of Justice and how some authors

have translated it to an economic context.

3.1 Theoretical framework: A Theory of Justice by Rawls

Rawls’s book A Theory of Justice (1971)  is one of the most influential political theories of

the late 20th Century. This theory is rooted in the liberal and contractual schools of thought. It

integrates Lock’s and Rousseau’s ideas regarding the creation of a “social contract” between

individuals and the state as well as elements of Kant’s “categorical imperative”. Crucially,

Rawls sees individuals not as a means to an end but rather as an end in themselves. He,

therefore, argues that the state is morally obligated to preserve each individual’s dignity.

Rawls's main contributions to distributive justice are his ideas on what an ideal society looks

like. He claims that such society should be based on “fairness” and establishes two principles

that are necessary for the creation of this fair society:

The first principle relates to the political rights of each individual (e.g. freedom of

expression), which should be guaranteed to each person to the broadest extent possible

without interfering with these same rights of other individuals.

The second principle, “the difference principle”, tackles the distribution of economic and

social rights. While Rawls argues that the system should be mainly egalitarian, a fair system
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can tolerate inequalities only if they make all -including the “least advantaged” - be “better

off” than if all resources were shared equally (Rawls, 1971,86). In this regard, Rawls’s idea

aligns with the mainstream economic assumption that wealth in a society is not limited but

can be expanded by increased productivity (e.g. through technological inventions). To achieve

this, incentives that foster increased productivity, such as higher salaries, are necessary.

According to Rawls, higher salaries would be an effective way to “increase the pie” but this

newly created wealth should be distributed in a manner that benefits all equally - especially

the least advantaged. For example, a higher salary of a doctor is compatible with a just society

as long as his/her higher earnings contribute to improved quality and access - for everyone -

to healthcare, and as long as all members of society could actually choose and have the same

opportunity to become a doctor (Birnbaum, 2010).

3.2 Applying Rawls’s theory of justice to economics

Rawls’s theory is not often used in an economic context since it usually belongs to the social

psychology field of distributive justice; however, some authors claim that it should be applied

to an economic context as it can provide useful insights. Lamont and Favor (2017) argue that

it is a common misconception amongst academics to consider economics and distributive

justice as two distinct disciplines. Economic theory, they argue, should be purely factual and

refrain from providing moral arguments - because economists only use one moral theory and

philosophers in distributive justice work with more. Therefore, they see both disciplines as

complementary; while  economics explains the functioning of the market, distributive justice

tools can be used when it comes to deciding how resources will be fairly distributed and

studying the moral implications of different economic policies. Thus, one could argue that

Rawls’s ideas, as influential as they are in distributive justice, should be used when designing

economic policies, especially during a socio-economic crisis such as the current pandemic, as

resources are even scarcer than during normal times.

Rawls’s Theory of Justice can also be applied to economics to legitimise the existence of the

welfare state. When Rawls points out that economic rights can be distributed unequally across

society to increase its wealth but have to benefit the most vulnerable individuals, he advocates

- indirectly -  for a redistributionist tax system that benefits the lower-income classes

(Musgrove, n.d. ,5). If the incentives to create an increase in the economy’s productivity are

higher salaries, taxes are an optimal tool to redistribute this increased wealth in a fair manner.
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Moreover, Rawls argues in his book that the welfare state is indeed the best system because it

comprises the best elements of a market-based economy and strict egalitarianism. Instead of

focusing on how much a given individual can earn, Rawls argues that the focus should lie on

redistributing wealth. The best way to do so is through the welfare states’ social policies (e.g.

unemployment benefits, healthcare, education etc.) (Musgrove,n.d.,5).

If we were to apply Rawls’s difference principle to the current pandemic- in that case, we

could assume that inequalities (in this case meaning unequal economic and social assistance

amongst individuals and companies) could be justified as long as they benefit the most

severely affected by the crisis and thus the most vulnerable or those individuals belonging to

vulnerable socio-economic groups (already before the outbreak of the pandemic). Moreover,

we could argue in favour of policies that protect the welfare state. Phase 2 of this study (the

normative discussion) will deal with these issues.

Phase 1:

4. Findings

Through the collection and analysis of data, Phase 1 of the paper will firstly look at the

unequal economic impact of the pandemic on the eight countries’ economies and secondly,

study the countries’ economic responses.

4.1 The unequal economic impact of the Covid-19 pandemic across countries

To study the unequal economic impact, the first and most important indicator is GDP

growth. Table 1 shows GDP growth (in%) for the year 2020. Table 1 clearly illustrates that

the pandemic has impacted European economies to a different extent.
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Table 1:

For some, such as Spain and Italy, GDP has fallen

very steeply by -10.8 per cent and -8.9 per cent,

respectively. Others, such as Germany and the

Netherlands, suffered a lower drop (-4.9 per cent and

-3.7 per cent, respectively). Only one economy,

Ireland, has grown. Thus, in 2020, the economic

shock caused by the restrictions put in place to deal

with the pandemic spread has clearly varied across the

board. Moreover, we can see a clear pattern: northern

European countries seem to have been less affected

than southern countries, as their GDP has fallen by

considerably less. While Spain, Italy, Greece and France all experienced an exceptionally

high GDP decline of over -8 per cent, Germany, the Netherlands, and Belgium’s GDP fell by

somewhere between 3.7 to 6.4 per cent, which is still a significant decline but definitely less

severe in comparison.

Different reasons could explain this pattern: according to the literature on this topic, the most

important one is the economies’ sectoral composition. What is meant by sectoral composition

is how much an economy relies on each economic sector. The latter is important because the

mobility restrictions and lockdowns taken - especially in the first half of 2020 - have affected

sectors differently. While in some sectors, economic activity has continued almost entirely

through teleworking (e.g. business services or education), activity in other sectors had to stop

completely because of their high reliance on face-to-face interactions (e.g. the tourism and

hospitality sector). It turns out that according to the data provided by Fana et al. (2020)8 -

except for Ireland - southern countries employ more workers in those sectors that had to fully

close during the lockdown phases of the pandemic. In addition, the most affected countries,

Spain, Italy, Greece and France, also rely more on the tourism sector than the remaining

countries (Odendahl and Springford, 2020,2). Thus, this could confirm the consensus within

the literature that economies that depend more on the tourism sector have been more severely

affected.

8 See appendix 4
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Another factor that can explain this GDP pattern is the length and strictness of the lockdowns,

as mentioned earlier. Sapir uses an econometric model to prove that the differences in GDP

losses were between 30 and 50 per cent explained by the strictness of lockdowns

(Sapir,2020,5). During the first wave of Covid, countries such as Spain and Italy dealt with

very high numbers of Covid cases and had - therefore - to implement longer and more severe

lockdowns than, for example, Germany or Belgium.

Regarding Ireland’s GDP growth, it can be considered the “deviant case”  - as it is the only

country in Europe whose GDP grew in 2020, a possible explanation could of course be that

the country implemented particularly effective economic policies to deal with the pandemic's

socio-economic impacts. This will be discussed in the next section.  However, other factors

could potentially explain this as well; Ireland’s pharmaceutical industry and business services

grew in 2020 (Flanagan, 2021). As mentioned before, some economic sectors were less

affected than others, and these two are definitely amongst the less affected.  In addition,

Ireland’s reliance on large US companies - who use the country’s economy as a gateway to

European countries and to avoid high corporate tax - could also be an explanation (Jolly,

2021). Large companies are usually more resilient during economic downturns. As will be

explained later on in this paper, European economies depend largely on small and

medium-sized companies (though including Ireland), and these have been severely affected

by the crisis. Finally, and maybe more importantly, over the last years, the GDP growth for

Ireland has been substantially higher than for the other countries. In 2015, Ireland’s GDP

grew as much as 25 per cent9. Because the country had a strong growth trajectory before the

pandemic, this might explain the sustained growth - albeit lower - despite the economic shock

caused by the pandemic.

9 See appendix 5
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The second factor this paper looks at are unemployment rates. Figure 2 shows the

increase in unemployment in 2020 (as a % of the active population).

Figure 2:

Source: Eurostat database

As the data shows, the impact of the pandemic has been varied as some countries’

unemployment rates have increased whilst others’ have decreased. Surprisingly - except for

Spain - those countries that have been the most affected in GDP decline (Italy, Greece and

France)- have seen their unemployment rates decrease. The latter is surprising because

unemployment is expected to rise during deep recessions - as mentioned earlier in this paper.

Even for the countries for which unemployment has grown, it has not increased that much

compared to the hit in GDP these countries have experienced. For example, Spain

experienced the highest increase (of 2.5 per cent), but this increase seems relatively moderate

considering its GDP fell by -10.8 per cent.

Two reasons could explain these surprising findings: first, as discussed in the methodology

section, the indicator has its limitations. For instance, it does not capture those workers that

work illegally in the so-called informal economy(or shadow economy). The Covid-19 crisis

has significantly impacted the informal economy (Webb et al. 2020, 2). This could be due to

the nature of the jobs in the informal economy, many relying on face-to-face interactions but
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also because workers working in the informal economy - thus illegally- did not benefit from

the support measures offered by the government. Thus, even if unemployment in the informal

economy would have increased, it would not appear in the national statistics. Nevertheless, an

increase in unemployment in the informal economy could have impacted GDP growth (by

definition of the formal economy). Workers in the informal economy who lost their jobs saw

their incomes reduced, and as a consequence, their consumption fell. This could have

contributed, at least to some degree, to GDP declines. This idea becomes even more relevant

if we look at estimates of how much the informal economy contributes to the overall GDP in

each country. For all the eight selected countries, its contribution lies between 15 and 30 per

cent which is quite significant (see Appendix 1). Interestingly, Italy’s and Greece’s informal

economies contribute to as much as 30 per cent of their overall GDP. Considering that these

two countries saw a significant GDP drop, this could tentatively explain why their

unemployment rates do not seem as affected.

A second even more- important reason, as will be explained in the next section, is that all

eight countries have spent an unprecedented amount on economic measures that were

aimed at safeguarding employment (e.g. short-term work schemes) and avoiding a

significant rise in unemployment. These measures were announced in the Fiscal Emergency

Packages put forward by countries to deal with the immediate consequences of the pandemic

at the beginning 2020 but were extended during the second Covid wave. They will cease to

have effect in 2021 and beyond and we could expect unemployment to rise at that time.

All in all, unemployment rates confirm an unequally heterogeneous impact of the Covid-19

pandemic but these numbers for 2020 could be “artificial” as workers have been kept

employed with money and schemes put forward by the state. But as these end, companies that

have been severely affected might not be able to keep those workers employed and

unemployment might thus rise quite significantly in the short to long term.
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4.2. The European countries’ economic responses to the economic shock caused by the

Covid-19 pandemic

The results of the analysis on the type of economic measures - taken by the national

governments of the eight countries in this study - explained in the methodology section of

this paper -  have been summarised in Table 3.10 Table 3 illustrates - for each country - with a

tick (✓) whether a specific type of measure has been taken or not. The different colours mark

the purpose of such measures, depending on whether they aimed at benefiting/ supporting; (1)

corporations and self-employed workers (blue), (2) individuals (green), (3) households

(yellow), or (4) measures that increased the budget of the education or healthcare sector (red).

Table 3: Typology of economic measures

10 For a description of how the categories in Table 3 have been created and what kind of measures they include
see appendix 3.
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The first and foremost conclusion that this table provides is that the countries have taken

similar economic measures overall. The table shows only a few categories where states

haven’t taken at least one measure of that specific kind. For example, category 2 and 5 counts

to these exceptions, which will be discussed later on in this paper. This finding is coherent

with the conclusions of the study conducted by the European Central Bank (ECB) which

analyses in depth the fiscal and monetary measures taken by the Eurozone countries. It

concludes that since the same exogenous economic shock hit the Eurozone countries, their

fiscal responses were similar and resembling instruments were employed. (Haroutunian et al.

2021).

Measures targeting companies and self-employed:

A crucial finding that Table 3 provides is that all countries have taken numerous measures

that supported the companies and the self-employed that have seen their revenues fall

dramatically due to the crisis - either because they were not allowed to operate during the

lockdown or because demand for their product/ service has fallen steeply.  Measures that fit

into this category have mostly been of two types: the first type focused on protecting the

viability of these companies by providing financial assistance in the form of bonuses and

money transfers. In the case of self-employed people, these measures covered their lost

income- partially or fully.  The second type - liquidity support measures - aimed at avoiding

liquidity shortages for these companies. The latter include, amongst others, tax deferrals, state

guarantees, and the provision of affordable loans. For example, all countries implemented

some sort of tax deferral or reduction for companies. In addition, all countries used public

guarantees to facilitate access to loans.

Another relevant finding is that all governments designed measures that supported small

and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) in a targeted manner. In other words, a large number

of support measures were exclusively designed to support SMEs. This decision reflects the

consensus that SMEs have been severely affected by the pandemic because - unlike big

corporations - they are more vulnerable to economic shocks. Due to their size and ownership

structure, SMEs have significantly less human, financial and technical resources to face such

shock (Juergensen et al. 2020). Since SMEs are often referred to as being “the backbone of

the European economy” (according to the “Annual Report on European SMEs”, SMEs made

up 99.8% of all European companies and provided two-thirds of total employment in 2019
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(Muller et al. 2019) it appears logical that governments supported these entities in an

increased manner.

Moreover, another aspect of the countries’ economic responses is that “short-term work

schemes” (“ERTE” in Spain, “Kurzarbeit” in Germany, “Chômage partiel” in France..) have

been used at an unprecedented scale. Their functioning was broadly similar in all countries.

The governments covered - although to a varying extent - the salaries of those workers whose

companies’ could no longer afford to maintain them employed as a direct result of the

pandemic. In some cases, these companies were also exempted from paying worker’s social

security contributions. Some governments paid companies compensations directly, and in

other countries, workers had to apply for unemployment benefits11 Despite these differences,

all these schemes aim at reducing a severe increase in unemployment and the subsequent

distress of the economy as a whole. Thus, they safeguard employment and the survival of the

most affected companies, and very importantly, they stabilise consumption, which stabilises

the economy and drives economic growth. These schemes also avoid the lengthy process of

re-hiring new employees and thus should foster faster recovery because, technically, the

workers remain employed during the duration of the measures (Haroutunian et al. 2021).

However, not all companies were eligible for such schemes. For most measures - in all

countries - companies had to prove that they had been severely affected by the Covid-19

pandemic and were viable companies before the pandemic broke out. In other words, they had

to prove that they have had substantial revenues in 2019 or before. The rationale behind this

was not to keep unviable firms alive and not to contribute to the number of “zombie

companies” (Financial Stability Board, 2021, 18). The Covid-19 pandemic could therefore

have speeded up the closure of non-profitable companies.

Measures targeting individuals (employees):

Measures in this category targeted those individuals (i.e. employees) most severely affected

by the pandemic. The measures that fit in this category are more heterogeneous - than the

measures targeting companies - but they are still broadly similar. Apart from Germany and

Ireland - all countries have taken at least one of the following two measures: one-off measures

(e.g. payments or bonuses) to certain quality groups or payments to essential workers,
11 This difference is relevant because how generous unemployment benefits are, varies   across countries.
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targeting population segments considered especially vulnerable to the crisis. In addition, some

countries have opted for providing financial support for the lost income of employees

(notably Greece, Ireland and Spain). Others have increased the unemployment benefits of

those already unemployed before the crisis or extended the application criteria for

unemployment benefits to reach more people ( e.g. Belgium, Germany and Italy).  All of the

above-mentioned measures shared the same objective; to financially support those

individuals  most vulnerable or affected by the crisis. Another measure in this category

consisted in facilitating access to liquidity and financing- for individuals. To fulfil this end,

Belgium, Ireland and Italy have issued public guarantees to facilitate individual’s access to

loans. Lastly, all countries have reduced the VAT (Value-added tax) rate in order to maintain

purchasing power and in the hope that increased liquidity would increase spending, which is

essential for the economy’s recovery.

Measures targeting households and families:

All eight countries have taken measures to support families and households directly. As

schools shifted to an online education system during the lockdown, families increasingly

struggled with taking care of the kids and, in most cases, continuing to work from home. A

common measure has also been to provide support to households in precarious situations.

These were very varied and included amongst others; support to pay for including

gas/electricity bills support, bonuses, bans on home evictions, social housing for homeless

and vulnerable groups etc. It is important to note that the measures that support vulnerable

households have a higher macro-economic impact than measures aimed at supporting

households’ purchasing power in a generalised manner. By targeting those that have a higher

propensity to consumer (i.e. lower income groups) economic activity can be fostered.

(Haroutunian et al. 2021,8).

Measures concerning states’ budgets in the health care and the education sectors:

With the exception of Ireland, all countries increased their health care budget in

2020.12Increasing health care capacities has been key to avoiding as much as possible the “life

12 In 2021, Ireland too announced an increase in its health care budget, but its intersting to note that it did not increase it in
2020. One of the reasons might be because it had already increased its budget in 2019.
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vs. economy” trade-off and has therefore been also an important priority in all countries.

However, only Belgium, Ireland, Italy and the Netherlands have increased their investments

in the education sector during the pandemic.

Differences across countries:

After having laid out extensively all the similarities across the countries, there are two main

differences worth mentioning: firstly, Germany is the only country that has implemented a

support measure targeting  explicitly big corporations provided that they can prove that they

are relevant to the market. The so-called “Economic and Stabilisation Fund”,

(“Wirtschaftsstabilisierungsfonds” ), provides financial support in the form of credits to those

companies that are either of major size (i.e. turnover of  €46 Mio. or at least 249employees) or

can prove in specific ways that they are significant for their economic sector or security of the

economy. Nevertheless, although Germany is the only country that specifically targeted big

corporations in general, the other countries covered by this study have taken specific

measures for the aviation sector, being a sector of strategic importance. All governments have

provided significant financial support to major airlines in the forms of loans, loan guarantees,

credit guarantees and state aid and others. Amongst others, Germany has supported Lufthansa

and Condor; France and the Netherlands, Air France and KLM; Spain, Iberia, Vueling and Air

Europe; Ireland, Ryanair; Italy, Alitalia; Belgium, Brussels Airlines and Greece, Aegan

Airlines (IISD, 2020).

Secondly, Ireland’s response is particular since it has focused largely on providing support to

the most affected companies in the form of know-how and training. While other countries

may have also implemented some similar measures, Ireland’s approach seems to have centred

around this idea. Some of its measures include:

● “Business Financial Planning Grants” that assists companies in developing a

Business Sustainment Plan and engaging in the services of an approved

Financial Consultant.

● “LEAN Business Improvement Grant” provides companies with quick access

to expertise to review and optimise operations in the context of this pandemic

and helps them identify the key measures they need to take to ensure their

continued viability.
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● “Act on Initiative” provides companies with 2 days of free consultancy

services. Source: European Commission, 2020

To conclude the analysis on the economic measures taken by the countries, in general

terms, all countries have shared to a lesser or greater extent the following priorities: first, the

majority of measures taken aimed at supporting the most affected firms and protecting

employment. The extensive use of short-term work schemes is proof of the latter. Based on

the data provided by Figure 2, these schemes have been effective in avoiding a major rise in

unemployment rates and in some countries have even led to a reduction at least in the short

term (the year 2020), but might rise again in the mid to long-term as the schemes come to an

end.  A second priority has been to support the most affected and vulnerable households

and individuals. And thirdly, all countries have increased their health care capacities to

better cope with the epidemic impact in order not to have to take severer restrictions and

longer lockdown periods. These three priorities are also reflected in the study carried out by

the ECB, which finds that the composition of the measures taken by the Eurozone countries is

as follows:

Chart 4:

Source: extracted from Haroutunian, Osterloh, and Slawinska 2021,p.g. 6

The Covid-19 pandemic was considered an exogenous shock that hit “healthy” economies.

Therefore, according to Haroutunian et al. (2021), measures taken aim to minimise as much

as possible insolvencies or the exit of healthy firms from the market and preserve the
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pre-crisis economic structure. This is why many of the measures taken to support companies

were aimed at those companies which had not only been very impacted by the pandemic but

were also solvent before the crisis to avoid slowing down recovery.

5. Discussing further factors influencing the effectiveness of policy

measures:

As seen in the previous section of this paper, if we look only at the type of measures taken,

the eight countries’ responses are mainly similar. However, other factors are likely to

influence the effectiveness of the countries’ economic responses. They are, inter alia, (1)

fiscal spending (i.e.the amount of money spent on the measures) and (2) the use of automatic

stabilisers, (3) differences across welfare states and (4) quality of governance.

5.1.Fiscal spending:

Graph 6:

Source: European Central Bank, retrieved from Haroutunian et al  2021, pg.3.
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As illustrated by Table 6, the amount spent on measures aimed at dealing with the economic

impact of the pandemic has been of unprecedented size in all countries. It roughly, doubled

the fiscal stimulus during the Global Financial Crisis (GFC) in 2009.13

The second observation we can make is that countries have reacted quickly to the crisis in

general terms, mobilising fiscal stimulus measures since the beginning of the pandemic. As

early on as mid-March, the four largest EU countries (Germany, France, Spain and Italy)

announced their first emergency packages (Haroutunian et al. 2021).

There are at least two factors that were crucial to making these early and significant fiscal

responses possible. The EU Commission activated the general escape clause of the Stability

and Growth Pact (SGP) very early on (March 2020), thus temporarily removing the ceiling of

fiscal spending. Therefore, countries could spend unprecedented amounts to deal with the

health crisis and support those individuals and companies that had to close down or saw their

revenues plunge as a consequence of the lockdowns. Thus, this is a very different scenario to

the GFC in 2008/2009, where the EU imposed strict austerity measures. Another reason states

were able to mobilise such large spending is that as of today the economic shock caused by

the pandemic has not developed into a substantial increase in the cost at which EU Member

States can finance their debt. Unlike the 2008 crisis where the sovereign debt interest  rates

increased considerably for those countries that had been severely hit (Spain, Ireland, Italy and

Greece), as of the time of writing,  sovereign debt interest rates have remained relatively

stable for all countries, including those most severely affected (see appendix 6). The decisive

response of the European Central Bank, as well as the EU Recovery Funds and the initiative

of ensuring a common debt, have been major reasons why credit ratings have remained stable

for all countries.

While the data in Graph 6 provides a general overview based on the Draft Budgetary Plans

(DBPs) for 2021 that the Member States have submitted to the Commission, they might not,

in all cases, fully reflect the reality. The definition of what counts as fiscal measures might

13 Even though the 2008 crisis and the present crisis can not be fully compared to one another because the current
crisis has resulted from a truly exogenous shock, which can not be claimed about  the 2008 crisis, comparing the fiscal
spending of both is still useful because fiscal spending during these two crises has been of unprecedented size
regarding  the last decades.
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vary from country to country: Whereas the EU Commission considers short-term work

schemes as a part of the automatic stabilisers (and thus are not counted in the graph), Spain

has counted these measures as discretionary fiscal measures, meaning extraordinary measures

that were implemented to deal with this pandemic. Consequently, Graph 6 shows very low

spending levels for Spain, but in its national Recovery and Resilience Plan, Spain estimates its

spending for support measures at 10% of its GDP (see appendix 7).  Moreover, the DBPs

were published in autumn 2020, and as a consequence, measures taken from that date

onwards are not included. In Spain’s case,  a significant part of its fiscal spending occurred

only late in 2020 because the lifting of national regulations on a national fiscal ceiling in place

required parliamentary approval that could only be obtained in October 2020 (Carreño,2020).

Thus the full spending might not have been counted in Graph 6. Moreover, measures will also

not have had a strong impact in 2020. Therefore, even if Spain’s spending was considerable, it

would not have necessarily reduced the pandemic’s economic impact in the year under study.

The delayed occurrence of fiscal measures could also explain why Spain’s GDP decline has

been so steep in 2020 (over -10%) and its unemployment rates have increased the most

(+2.5%).

Automatic stabilisers:

Automatic stabilisers are ongoing fiscal instruments whose goal is to offset the natural

fluctuations of the economy’s business cycle. These policies are created once and are applied

without the need for parliaments to authorise them each time they are used.

(Investopedia,2021). The most common automatic stabilisers are progressive corporate and

personal income taxes. These are automatically decreased during a recession and increased

when the market recovers. A further example is increased unemployment benefits (Ibid). The

important point for his paper is that any of the fiscal measures governments have taken in

2020 to deal with the pandemic’s impacts have been taken “on top” of the fiscal automatic

stabilisers that were already in place. Since Member State use different automatic stabilisers

(Mohl et al. 2019), the economic response of the countries will also differ depending on how

extensive these are and what they cover. Automatic stabilisers have played a significant role

in the overall economic response of the countries, as they account for almost one-third of the

budget deficit in 2020 (Bouabdallah et al. 2020).
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Differences across welfare states:

Similarly, the welfare measures that countries have taken as part of their effort to deal with the

socio-economic impacts of the pandemic, have been taken additionally to those measures that

were already in place. The latter differ across countries, as welfare states differ across the

selected countries. As we can see in Table 7, the expenditure on social protection in 2018

greatly differs amongst countries. Spain and Greece spend significantly less than the

Netherlands, Germany, France and Belgium. Ireland and Italy being in between. This

differentiated spending can also lead to differences in how effective the discretionary

measures are. Countries that spend generally more on their welfare systems might have more

resilient welfare structures.

Table 7:

Source: Eurostat database

Governance:

Governance is another important factor for the efficiency of support measures. The

effectiveness of the countries’ economic responses does not only depend on the type of

measures announced and the actual spending levels, but also on how effectively they are

implemented. Bureaucracy, corruption and fraud can impede or reduce the positive impact on

the economy. As with the other factors previously discussed in this section, the quality of

governance differs between countries. There are numerous indexes to measures these

differences in governance, one of them being Transparency International’s Corruption

Perception Index (CPI).  The CPI  ranks 180 countries by the perceived level of public sector

corruption. The eight countries selected in this country rank very differently: The Netherlands
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on rank  8 is closely followed by Germany. Italy ranks the worst with the 59th position. Spain

(32) and Greece (52) also rank relatively low, pointing at significant differences at least

regarding the (perceived) level of corruption amongst the 8 countries and suggesting that the

impact of economic measures might be better in countries with lower levels of corruption,

such as the northern European countries.

Table 8:

Source: Transparency International database

Phase 2:

6. Have European countries’ responses been “fair” under a Rawlsian

perspective?

This section will discuss whether the economic responses to the pandemic could be

considered “fair” under a Rawlsian perspective. Based on the arguments laid out in the

literature review on how to apply Rawls’s ideas to an economic context. I argue that to be

justified, they must fulfil one of these two conditions:

● The measures target specifically those groups in society that are most vulnerable -

either because of their socio-economic status (e.g. low-income groups) or because

they have been affected by the pandemic in an increased manner. These groups could

include companies, self-employed, employees, households etc.
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● The measures do not target the most vulnerable / most affected groups but aim at

supporting agents that are not amongst this category but will indirectly lead to an

improvement of the situation of the most affected/ vulnerable.

The analysis conducted in this study provides enough evidence to believe that,  overall,  the

first condition was indeed met by the economic measures the countries’ governments took - at

least this is true for the way these measures were designed. In other words, policies were

aimed at improving the situation of the companies, individuals and households that had been

particularly affected by the pandemic. Some of the examples - thoroughly addressed in the

findings section - that illustrate this statement are the following:

To support those individuals that had been most severely affected by the pandemic, short-term

work schemes were mobilised to an unprecedented extent, covering the wages of those

workers who would have - otherwise - become unemployed. Moreover, one-off transfers and

bonuses were given specifically to those most vulnerable groups of the population (e.g.

seasonal workers). Whereas a lot can be said about the measures that were taken to support

individuals, perhaps the measure that illustrates this argument most clearly are the measures

that were aimed at supporting households in precarious situations such as banning home

evictions, gas/ electricity support bills and increased social housing. These measures target in

a deliberate and undeniable manner those individuals that are most vulnerable.

To support the most affected companies, a variety of measures were taken including

short-term work schemes, liquidity schemes, direct financial assistance etc. These measures

focused on the most vulnerable companies, the SMEs. However, for many of these measures,

companies had to prove that they were viable prior to the pandemic, which has potentially

significantly reduced the reach of those measures, excluding companies that were not viable

prior to the crisis. In this sense, these measures leave out some companies that should have

been supported under a Rawlsian perspective since they belong to the most affected and thus

“vulnerable” sectors.

Using the second criteria to justify the measures taken by national governments is more

difficult. There is in fact only one country using explicitly the reasoning behind the second

30



condition. This is the case of Germany, which designed a measure to target big corporations,

which were not supported because they were especially vulnerable or affected by the crisis

but because of their sheer importance to the overall economy. However, many other countries

did take general measures to support the overall economy, which in a way could be

considered as following the second criteria. The analysis shows that this objective was behind

several measures. Here we should include the measures that were aimed at maintaining

national economic activity and the medium-term viability of the production structure. A

well-functioning economy is necessary to ensure the economic well-being of all social

groups. For example, while the specific worker that has lost their job can - and should- be

supported it is equally important to address macro-economic issues such as boosting

economic activity- which in turn - should provide increased employment opportunities. The

kind of measures governments have taken in this regard include,  for instance,  a reduction in

the VAT rate.

A specific case is the aviation industry.  As discussed in the findings section, all of the

countries under study have supported their major aviation companies. These interventions

were frequently justified with references to the strategic importance of the affected airlines for

the economy. Still, many observers dispute this interpretation and in fact, it is doubtful that

these measures could fall under any of the two Rawlsian conditions as defined in this study.

All in all, it seems that by and large, the proposed measures follow the two conditions

mentioned which could be used to categorise them as “fair” under a Rawlsian perspective.

However, it is still too soon to conclude that this is the case, as the final result will depend on

the way they will be implemented. In this regard a number of factors should be considered:

First of all, economic and social policies implemented by states are bureaucratic and

sometimes technically complex, which could make it difficult for individuals with fewer

resources - for instance vulnerable groups and low-income households - to navigate this

bureaucratic burden and apply for these measures. This could create unwanted discrimination

by benefiting those individuals with more resources and knowledge - who can claim these

benefits more easily - instead of the most vulnerable.

Secondly, bureaucratic processes are lengthy and time-consuming which leads to a trade-off

between providing quick unbureaucratic support and avoiding fraud. This could also
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discriminate against the most vulnerable unintentionally as these are the people that have

lower savings and need assistance most quickly.  Moreover, when policies are decided at the

federal level but challenged through regional governments, as is the case for many policies in

some of the countries in this study, this also makes the process lengthier.

Thirdly, when implemented in practice, it is not clear how many citizens and companies these

policies truly reach. For instance, according to the Spanish newspaper “El País” only 1 in 12

business were able to apply to the €7 billion non-refundable payouts introduced by the

Spanish government in 2021 (Maqueda,2021).

In conclusion, the countries’ economic responses are in theory “fair” under a Rawlsian

perspective since they comply with the two conditions discussed in this section, but it is still

too early to claim whether or not these policies have truly benefited the most affected

companies and individuals. The latter will to a large extent depend on how these policies are

implemented in practice in the short and long- term.

7. Policy recommendations:

Based on the analysis provided in this paper, there are two preliminary and tentative policy

recommendations that are worth considering:

First of all, as shown in the normative analysis, the implementation of the different measures

will be crucial to determine whether the impact will be really are “fair” under a Rawlsian

perspective. It is therefore important to properly monitor if they are effectively benefiting the

vulnerable and most affected sectors of society. To do that, it could be useful to carry out

surveys on the matter.

Second, as Musgrove argues, Rawls’s ideas of a “fair” society could be used to justify a

redistributionist taxation system (Musgrove,n.d.,5). The analysis provided in this study shows

that the Covid-19 pandemic has been very unequal across society. A redistributionist taxation

system could be useful to finance to some extent the large fiscal stimulus that has

characterised countries’ economic responses. This could be a way to redistribute resources -
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inside society- in a manner that benefits the most vulnerable (as Rawsl’s argues should be

done).
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8. Conclusion:

This paper started by introducing data to prove that the impact of the Covid-19 pandemic has

differed considerably across countries. While in terms of GDP growth a clear heterogeneous

impact can be spotted, it is not so much the case with unemployment rates. Unemployment

has increased slightly for those countries that were less affected in terms of GDP and  has

even reduced for the countries that experienced the most severe GDP decline (except for

Spain). This points towards the conclusion that economic measures taken by the eight

Member States to reduce unemployment have been effective at least in the short term.

An analysis of the economic measures taken by the eight countries to cope with the Covid-19

pandemic has revealed that their responses have been in general terms similar regarding the

kinds of measures that were taken. Countries’ responses have shared three main objectives:

(1) supporting the most affected companies and safeguarding employment, (2) supporting the

most vulnerable individuals and households and (3) strengthening health capacities to better

face the epidemic impact of this crisis and thus avoid to the maximum extend the “lives vs.

economy” trade off. The analysis carried out in this paper has provided significant insights

into the countries’ economic responses but it should be complemented by factors that have not

been taken into account but have been discussed in the  section 5.3.

Lastly, this study has then taken a normative approach in which it has introduced one of the

main theories in distributive justice, Rawls’s Theory of Justice, providing an approach to how

this theory can be applied to a macro-economic context and how it can be interpreted in a

context of socio-economic crisis similar to the current one. This paper analysed whether

European countries have acted “fairly” under a Rawlsian approach, concluding that for the

most part they have, as they have supported those “most affected and vulnerable” in a targeted

manner. However, this support has been imperfect and to claim that the countries have fully

achieved their objectives and have acted “fairly” we need to broaden the scope beyond the

year 2020  to discover how the measures have been implemented in practice and their

long-term impacts.

All in all, this paper has provided a first insight into the very relevant topic of the

socio-economic consequences of the Covid-19 pandemic on European economies and the
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Member States’ responses to it. The contributions of this paper to the broader field of research

are various; first, it provides a numerical proof for the phenomenon that the pandemic has

impacted European economies differently.  Furthermore, by looking at the current economic

responses of the countries in a context of how the pandemic has impacted these economies is

very useful for academics and politicians. For policies at national and EU level to be effective

it is key to understand that this pandemic has impacted countries to a different extent, and it is

also important to get an overview of the current response and what can be improved. In an

effort to provide preliminary and tentative policy recommendations on what can be improved

this paper has turned to a theory of distributive justice.

However, this research has focused only on eight (Western European) countries; to

complement the findings, future research could be conducted on Eastern Eurozone-member

countries. There are many areas of this topic that have been left unaddressed by this research

which could be studied in future research. Such areas include amongst many others, factors

that could have played a role in determining the pandemic’s impact on the European

economies such as: quality of governance, pre-existing debt levels, epidemic impact and

pre-existing capacities of health facilities. Lastly, one of the main limitations of this research

is that it does not take into account how long different economic measures were implemented

for and how much was spent on each individual measure. For an advanced researcher with

sufficient  research capacities this could be an interesting topic together with establishing

which of the countries’ responses has been the most efficient  in softening the pandemic’s

socio-economic consequences.
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Haroutunian, S., Osterloh, S. and Sławińska, K., 2021. The initial fiscal policy responses of euro area
countries to the COVID-19 crisis. European Central Bank.
https://www.ecb.europa.eu/pub/economic-bulletin/articles/2021/html/ecb.ebart202101_03~c5595cd29
1.en.html[Accessed 4 May 2021].

IISD, 2020. European Airlines Bailout Tracker - Sustainable Recovery 2020. Sustainable Recovery 2020.
https://www.iisd.org/sustainable-recovery/trackers/european-airlines-bailout-tracker/ [Accessed 4 May
2021]

Investopedia 2021. "Automatic Stabilizer". Investopedia. https://www.investopedia.com/terms/a
automaticstabilizer.asp[Accessed 29 May 2021]

Jolly, Jasper. 2021. "Ireland Will Resist Global Corporate Tax Rate, Says Finance Minister". The Guardian.
https://www.theguardian.com/business/2021/apr/21/ireland-will-resist-global-corporate-tax-rate-says-
finance-minister . [Accessed 29 May 2021]

Jordà, Ò., Singh, S. R., & Taylor, A. M. (2020). Longer-run Economic Consequences of Pandemics (Working
Paper No. 26934; Working Paper Series). National Bureau of Economic Research.

https://doi.org/10.3386/w26934[Accessed 18 January 2021]
Juergensen, Jill, José Guimón, and Rajneesh Narula. 2020. "European Smes Amidst The Covid 10 Crisis:

Assessing Impact And Policy Responses. Journal Of Industrial And Business Economics 47, 499-510
(2020)". Springer Link. https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s40812-020-00169-4[Accessed 18
January 2021]   Kelmanson, Ben, Koralai Kirabaeva, Leandro Medina, Borislava Mircheva, and Jason

Weiss. 2019.

37

https://www.ft.com/content/65f22d03-fca2-4ac9-a4e4-65789e19cf9f
https://www.ft.com/content/65f22d03-fca2-4ac9-a4e4-65789e19cf9f
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/coronovirus_policy_measures_16_november.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/tec00115/default/table?lang=en
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/tec00115/default/table?lang=en
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/UNE_RT_M__custom_808391/default/table?lang=en
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/UNE_RT_M__custom_808391/default/table?lang=en
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/spr_exp_sum/default/table?lang=en
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/spr_exp_sum/default/table?lang=en
https://ec.europa.eu/jrc/en/publication/covid-confinement-measures-and-eu-labour-markets
https://ec.europa.eu/jrc/en/publication/covid-confinement-measures-and-eu-labour-markets
https://www.fsb.org/wp-content/uploads/P060421-2.pdf
https://www.fsb.org/wp-content/uploads/P060421-2.pdf
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2021-03-05/irish-economy-defies-pandemic-to-grow-in-2020
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2021-03-05/irish-economy-defies-pandemic-to-grow-in-2020
https://www.oxfordhandbooks.com/view/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780199645121.001.0001/oxfordhb-9780199645121-e-2
https://www.oxfordhandbooks.com/view/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780199645121.001.0001/oxfordhb-9780199645121-e-2
https://www.iisd.org/sustainable-recovery/trackers/european-airlines-bailout-tracker/
https://www.iisd.org/sustainable-recovery/trackers/european-airlines-bailout-tracker/
https://doi.org/10.3386/w26934
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s40812-020-00169-4


Kelmanson. 2019.“Explaining The Shadow Economy In Europe: Size, Causes And Policy Options- IMF
WorkingPapers". International Monetary Fund.
https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/WP/Issues/2019/12/13Explaining
the-Shadow-Economy-in-Europe-Size-Causes-and-Policy-Options-48821 [Accessed 29 May 2021]

Lamont, Julian, and Christi Favor. 2017. "Distributive Justice (Stanford Encyclopedia Of
Philosophy)". Plato.Stanford.Edu. https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/justice-distributive/
[Accessed 29 May 2021]

Ludvigson, S. C., Ma, S., & Ng, S. (2020). Covid19 and the Macroeconomic Effects of Costly Disasters
(WorkingPaper No. 26987; Working Paper Series). National Bureau of Economic Research.

https://doi.org/10.3386/w26987[Accessed 18 January 2021]Ludvigson, Sydney, Sai MA, and Serena
Ng. 2020. "Covid 19 And The Macroeconomic Effects Of Costly Disasters.NBER Working Paper No.
26987". NBER Working Paper. https://doi.org/10.3386/w26987[Accessed 18 January 2021]

Mariolis, Theodore, Nikolaos Rodousakis, and George Soklis. 2020. "The COVID-19 Multiplier Effects Of
Tourism On The Greek Economy - Theodore Mariolis, Nikolaos Rodousakis, George Soklis, 2020".
SAGE Journals. https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/1354816620946547[Accessed 18 January
2021]

Maqueda, Antonio. 2021. "In Spain, Just One In 12 Businesses Will Benefit From Coronavirus Direct
Aid". EL PAÍS. https://english.elpais.com/economy_and_business/2021-03-23/in-spain-just-one-in-12-

businesses-will-benefit-from-coronavirus-direct-aid.html [Accessed 29 May 2021]
Mohl, P., Mourre, G. and Stovicek, K., 2019. Automatic Stabilisers in the EU: Size & Effectiveness.

European Commission. https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/default/files/economy-finance/eb045_en.pdf
[Accessed 4 May 2021].

Muller, P., Robin, N., Schroder, J., Braun, H., Becker, L., Farrenkopf, J., Caboz, S., Ianova, M., Lange, A.,
Lonkeu, O., Mühlschlegel, T. and Pedersen, B., 2019. Annual Report on European SMEs 2018/2019.

European Commission.
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/cadb8188-35b4-11ea-ba6e-01aa75ed71a1/languag
een[Accessed 4 May 2021]

Mongey, Simon, Laura Pilossoph, and Alex Weinberg. 2020. "Which Workers Bear The Burden Of Social
Distancing Policies?". National Bureau Of Economic Research. https://www.nber.org/papers/w27085
[Accessed 14 February 2021]

Musgrove, Jody. n.d.. "John Rawls's Original Position And The Welfare State".
Academia.Edu..https://www.academia.edu/8730155/John_Rawls_Original_Position_and_the_Welfare_Sta
te [Accessed 29 May 2021]

Noel Barrot, Jean, Basile Grassi, and Julien Sauvagnat. 2020. "Sectoral Effects Of Social Distancing". Icier.
Unibocconi.It. http://www.igier.unibocconi.it/files/BGS_WP_20200404_(1).pdf[Accessed 18 January
2021]

Odendahl, Christian, and John Springford. 2020. "Three Ways Covid-19 Will Cause Economic Divergence In
Europe". Centre For European
Reform.https://www.cer.eu/publications/archive/policy-brief/2020/three-ways-covid-19-will-cause-econo
mic-divergence-europe[Accessed 18 January 2021]

OECD (2021), Long-term interest rates (indicator). doi:
10.1787/662d712c-enhttps://data.oecd.org/interest/long-term-interest-rates.htm [Accessed 30 May 2021]

Oliver Gourinchas, Pierre-. 2020. "Flattening The Pandemic And Recession Curves". CEPR.
https://voxeu.org/article/flattening-pandemic-and-recession-curves [Accessed 18 January 2021]

Öner, C., 2020. Unemployment: The curse of Joblessness.International Monetary Fund.
https://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/fandd/basics/unemploy.htm [Accessed 4 March 2021].

Palomino, Juan, Juan G. Rodríguez, and Raquel Sebastian. 2020. "Wage Inequality And Poverty Effects Of
Lockdown And Social Distancing In Europe. European Economic Review 129, 103564". Sciencedirect.
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S001429212030194X?via%3Dihub [Accessed 18
January 2021].

Pouliakas, Konstantinos, and Jiri Branka. 2020. "EU Jobs At Highest Risk Of Covid-19 Social Distancing:
Will The Pandemic Exacerbate Labour Market Divide?". IZA Institute Of Labour

38

https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/justice-distributive/
https://doi.org/10.3386/w26987
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/1354816620946547
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/default/files/economy-finance/eb045_en.pdf
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/cadb8188-35b4-11ea-ba6e-01aa75ed71a1/languageen
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/cadb8188-35b4-11ea-ba6e-01aa75ed71a1/languageen
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/cadb8188-35b4-11ea-ba6e-01aa75ed71a1/languageen
https://www.nber.org/papers/w27085
https://www.academia.edu/8730155/John_Rawls_Original_Position_and_the_Welfare_State
https://www.academia.edu/8730155/John_Rawls_Original_Position_and_the_Welfare_State
http://www.igier.unibocconi.it/files/BGS_WP_20200404_(1).pdf
https://www.cer.eu/publications/archive/policy-brief/2020/three-ways-covid-19-will-cause-economic-divergence-europe
https://www.cer.eu/publications/archive/policy-brief/2020/three-ways-covid-19-will-cause-economic-divergence-europe
https://data.oecd.org/interest/long-term-interest-rates.htm
https://voxeu.org/article/flattening-pandemic-and-recession-curves
https://voxeu.org/article/flattening-pandemic-and-recession-curves
https://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/fandd/basics/unemploy.htm
https://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/fandd/basics/unemploy.htm
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S001429212030194X?via%3Dihub
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S001429212030194X?via%3Dihub


Economics.https://www.iza.org/publications/dp/13281/eu-jobs-at-highest-risk-of-covid-19-social-distanci
ng-will-the-pandemic-exacerbate-labour-market-divide [Accessed 14 February 2021]

Prassl, Abigail Adams, Teodora Boneva, Marta Golin, and Christopher Rauh. 2020. "Inequality In The
Impact OfThe Coronavirus Shock: Evidence From Real Time Surveys". IZA Institute Of Labor Economic.
https://www.iza.org/publications/dp/13183/inequality-in-the-impact-of-the-coronavirus-shock-evidence-fr
om-real-t ime-surveys [Accessed 14 February 2021]

Rawls, J., 1971. A theory of justice. 1st ed. United States: Belknap Press.
Redmond, Paul, and Seamus Mcguinness. 2020. "Who Can Work From Home In Ireland?". ESRI Survey

AndStatistical Report Series N.87. https://www.esri.ie/system/files/publications/SUSTAT87.pdf[Accessed
14February 2021]

Sapir, André. 2020. "Why Has COVID-19 Hit Different European Union Economies So Differently?".
Bruegel.https://www.bruegel.org/2020/09/why-has-covid-19-hit-different-european-union-economies-so-d
ifferently/[Accessed 18 January 2021]

Sharma, Dhruv, Jean-Philippe Bouchard, Stanislao Gualdi, Marco Tarzia, and Francesco Zamponi. 2020.
"V-U-L-Or W-Shaped Recovery After COVID: Insights From An Agent Based Model".

https://ideas.repec.org/p/arx/papers/2006.08469.html [Accessed 18 January 2021].
Simonazzi, Annamaria, Andrea Ginzburg, and Gianluigi Nocella. 2013. "Economic Relations Between

GermanyAnd Southern Europe. Cambridge Journal Of Economics 37, Issue 3". Oxford Academic.
https://academic.oup.com/cje/article-abstract/37/3/653/1682391 [Accessed 18 January 2021]

Spanish government. 2021. "Spain's Recovery And Resilience Plan 2021 ("Plan De Recuperación,
Transformación Y Resiliencia”). Lamoncloa.gob.es.
https://www.lamoncloa.gob.es/temas/fondos-recuperacion/Documents/30042021-Plan_Recuperacion_%2
0Transformacion_%20Resiliencia.pdf [Accessed 29 May 2021]

Stewart, Conor. 2021. "COVID-19 Cases Per 100,000 In Europe, By Country | Statista". Statista.
https://www.statista.com/statistics/1110187/coronavirus-incidence-europe-by-country/

[Accessed 29 May 2021]
Stiglitz, J., 2014. Europe's Austerity Zombies. Project Syndicate.

https://www.universidadpermanente.com/iniciativas/sites/default/files/Europe_Austerity_Zombies_by_Jos
eph_E_Stiglit_Project_Syndicate.pdf [Accessed 4 March 2021].

Transparency International “Corruption Perceptions Index.”. 2021.
https://www.transparency.org/en/cpi/2020/index/nzl [Accessed 29 May 2021

Webb, Aleksandra, Ronald McQuaid, and Sigrid Rand. 2020. "Employment In The Informal Economy:
Implications Of The COVID-19 Pandemic | Emerald Insight". International Journal Of Sociology And
Social Policy. https://www.emerald.com/insight/content/doi/10.1108/IJSSP-08-2020-0371/full/html
[Accessed 29 May 2021]

World Bank "Global Economy To Expand By 4% In 2021; Vaccine Deployment And Investment Key To
Sustaining The Recovery". 2021. World Bank Press Release No: 2021/080/EFI.
https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/press-release/2021/01/05/global-economy-to-expand-by-4-percent-in
-2021-vaccine-deployment-and-investment-key-to-sustaining-the-recovery
[Accessed 14 February 2021]

39

https://www.iza.org/publications/dp/13281/eu-jobs-at-highest-risk-of-covid-19-social-distancing-will-the-pandemic-exacerbate-labour-market-divide
https://www.iza.org/publications/dp/13281/eu-jobs-at-highest-risk-of-covid-19-social-distancing-will-the-pandemic-exacerbate-labour-market-divide
https://www.esri.ie/system/files/publications/SUSTAT87.pdf
https://www.bruegel.org/2020/09/why-has-covid-19-hit-different-european-union-economies-so-differently/
https://www.bruegel.org/2020/09/why-has-covid-19-hit-different-european-union-economies-so-differently/
https://ideas.repec.org/p/arx/papers/2006.08469.html
https://academic.oup.com/cje/article-abstract/37/3/653/1682391
https://academic.oup.com/cje/article-abstract/37/3/653/1682391
https://www.lamoncloa.gob.es/temas/fondos-recuperacion/Documents/30042021-Plan_Recuperacion_%20Transformacion_%20Resiliencia.pdf
https://www.lamoncloa.gob.es/temas/fondos-recuperacion/Documents/30042021-Plan_Recuperacion_%20Transformacion_%20Resiliencia.pdf
https://www.lamoncloa.gob.es/temas/fondos-recuperacion/Documents/30042021-Plan_Recuperacion_%20Transformacion_%20Resiliencia.pdf
https://www.statista.com/statistics/1110187/coronavirus-incidence-europe-by-country/
https://www.transparency.org/en/cpi/2020/index/nzl
https://www.transparency.org/en/cpi/2020/index/nzl
https://www.emerald.com/insight/content/doi/10.1108/IJSSP-08-2020-0371/full/html
https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/press-release/2021/01/05/global-economy-to-expand-by-4-percent-in-2021-vaccine-deployment-and-investment-key-to-sustaining-the-recovery
https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/press-release/2021/01/05/global-economy-to-expand-by-4-percent-in-2021-vaccine-deployment-and-investment-key-to-sustaining-the-recovery
https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/press-release/2021/01/05/global-economy-to-expand-by-4-percent-in-2021-vaccine-deployment-and-investment-key-to-sustaining-the-recovery


Appendices:

Appendix 1: Size of the informal economy (as% of GDP) of EU countries in 2016

Source: Kelmanson et al (2019)

Appendix 2: List of the main documents consulted on the unequal impact of the

Covid-19 pandemic

As mentioned in the  methodology section of the paper, this appendix will include a list of the

main  articles that have been consulted in the working process of this study.  These articles all

deal with the unequal impact of the Covid-19 pandemic across European economies and can

be divided into three sub-topics: (1) the pandemic’s unequal impact across different EU

countries, (2) the pandemic’s unequal impacts across economic sectors (at national level) and

(3) the pandemic’s unequal impacts across-socio demographic groups ( also at national level).

1) The pandemic’s unequal impact across different EU countries:
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● Brodeur et al. (2020)

● Doerr and Gambacorta (2020)

● Fata et al. (2020)

● Odendahl and Springford (2020)

● Sapir (2020)

2) The pandemic’s unequal impacts across economic sectors (at national level):

● Dingel and Neiman (2020)

● Fata et al. (2020)

● Juergensen et al (2020)

● Pouliakas et al (2020)

● Remond and Seamus (2020)

3) Unequal impact across socio-demographic groups:

● Farré et al. (2020)

● Palomnio et al. (2020)

● Prassl et al. (2020)

Appendix 3: Operationalisation of the data on economic measures extracted from the

EU Commission (2020) document

This appendix will explain how the Table 3 (see findings section) has been created as it has

been a major part of the research process. As explained in the methodology section of this

paper - to create this table - the EU database on Fiscal and Monetary measures taken by EU

Member States to mitigate the socio-economic impacts of the pandemic (laid out in the

document EU Commission,2020) has been analysed.

The first step in this operationalisation process (the creation of Table 3) has been to define

four broad categories according to the beneficiaries of these measures. These categories  -

each marked by a different colour - are the following: The colour blue refers to all those
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measures that aim at supporting companies and self-employed individuals. The colour green

includes those measures aimed at individuals (in most cases employees). The colour yellow

refers to those measures that were aimed at supporting households and families (mostly those

household and families belonging to vulnerable/ low socio-economic classes). Lastly, the

colour red englobes two specific measures which are the increase in the public budget for the

healthcare sector (measure 17) and the education sector (measure 18). Although the last two

categories do not benefit a specific segment of the population (like the other three categories)

it was still key to include these measures because, especially measure 17 is essential to

combat the Covid- 19 pandemic and its socio-economic impacts. By increasing health care

capacities, governments can avoid  having to implement even stricter lockdowns and

social-distancing measures which would make the pandemic’s consequences even greater.

The second step has been to identify different sub-categories for each of the four broad

categories. These sub-categories reflect two things: first, an even narrower definition of the

beneficiaries of the measures and secondly, the specific nature of the measures. For example,

in the first broad category (measures aimed at companies and self-employed) the more

detailed level of beneficiaries are:

● self employed individuals

● SMEs

● Big corporations

By nature of measures of this same category (blue) the sub-categories are the following:

● financial support for lost incomes

● Short-term work schemes

● Public guarantees

● Tax deferrals

Please note that measures concerning the tourism sector are not defined as such, but allocated

to the corresponding sub-category. This has been decided to avoid “double-counting”.
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Another measure that  may need a particular comment is category 11 (“one-off measures as

emergency payments to certain qualifying groups”). This category includes bonuses and one

of financial assistance to certain, pre-defined, segments of the populations such as temporal

workers, workers working in the tourism sector etc.).

Appendix 4: Share of workers employed in those sectors that has to close down as a

result of the lockdown measures imposed in early 2020 to halt the spread of the Covid-19

pandemic (in % of total population)

Source: Fana et al (2020)

Appendix 5: GDP growth of European countries from 2008 to 2019:
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Source: Eurostat database

Appendix 6: Sovereign  debt interest rates:

As explained in this paper, one of the reasons the eight countries covered could spend an

unprecedented amount is because their sovereign debt interest rates have remained low and

relatively stable during 2020-2021. This was not the case during the 2008 crisis, where

interest rates increased in a significant manner for those countries that had been most affected

by the crisis and decreased for the less affected countries. This appendix provides data on the

long-term interest rates for the countries concerned by this study from 2007 to 2020.

Long-term interest rates (Total, % per annum, 2007- 2020):

Source:  OECD (2021)

Appendix 7: Spain’s spending on liquidity support measures (as%of GDP of 2020) as

stated in Spain’s Recovery, Transformation and Resilience Plan 2021

Source: Spain’s Recovery, Transformation and
Resilience Plan 2021, p. 52 . The legend of the
graph has been translated from Spanish into
English.
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