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Abstract 

This study describes patterns in employment by gender in the wake of COVID-19 pandemic. It relies on 
data from the Labour Force Survey and proposes a year-over-year approach that compares monthly 
employment numbers from March 2020 to February 2021 with numbers in the same months of the 
previous year. The analysis shows that women tended to be more affected by the COVID-19 pandemic 
than their male counterparts. On average over the study period, women accounted for 53.7% of the 
year-over-year employment losses. The differences by gender were disproportionately driven by 
employment changes in the services sector. For example, of the 2.7 million employment losses in 
April 2020 relative to April 2019, 75.6% (over 2 million) were in the services sector. The study then 
explores the role of firm size to find that, within the services sector, employment losses among small 
firms were disproportionately high and that female employees in small firms were more severely hit than 
were their male counterparts. Hence, women employed in small firms represented 23.6% of 
pre-COVID-19 total employment but accounted for 37.9% of the year-over-year decline in employment, 
while their male counterparts represented 21.9% and 23.6%, respectively. 
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Introduction 

The COVID-19 pandemic has disrupted societies and working habits around the world. In Canada, the 
labour market has been severely affected, with millions of Canadian workers experiencing either loss of 
employment or reduced working hours (Conference Board 2020a; Conference Board 2020b; 
Statistics Canada 2020; Grekou 2021). 

An important aspect of the COVID-19 pandemic is its disproportional impact across genders 
(Statistics Canada 2020). This paper studies gender employment gaps using data from the Labour Force 
Survey (LFS) to analyze the patterns in employment by gender, industrial sector (goods or services) and 
firm size.1 It proposes a year-over-year approach that compares employment from March 2020 to 
February 2021 with employment from March 2019 to February 2020. 

The study shows that the impact on year-over-year employment losses was consistently more severe for 
women than for men.2 It finds that the services sector disproportionately drove the overall employment 
losses and that women were more affected than men in that sector. However, it finds that women in the 
goods sector were less affected than men in that sector, but this does not affect the trends because 
women are markedly overrepresented in the services sector. Employment in firms in the services sector 
with fewer than 100 employees was the most severely hit, and women working in that firm–size category 
were disproportionately affected. 

The study adds to the growing body of evidence on the differences by gender of the effects of the 
COVID-19 pandemic. The study provides an important contribution for policy: small firms in the services 
sector have been a main driver of the decline in employment since March 2020. The fact that this decline 
has been more severe for women requires attention and could be targeted for the recovery. 

Section 2 presents the employment concept of the study. Section 3 discusses overall differences by 
gender. Section 4 analyzes the employment gaps across industrial sectors, while Section 5 adds the firm 
size dimension. Section 6 concludes. 

Definition of employment 

In this study, and in the remainder of this paper, “employment” refers to the concept defined in this 
section. Employment is not seasonally adjusted and employees are restricted to individuals aged 15 and 
over living in provinces but not in the territories. All classes of work are retained as are individuals at work 
and individuals absent from work.3 Because the focus of the study is on the business sector, individuals 
working in the public administration sector (North American Industry Classification System code 91) are 
excluded.4 All other industries are retained, including those employing a significant number of the public 
service, such as educational and health services. 

All results are statistically significant at 1%. 

                                                
1. See Section 2 for the definition of employment used in the study. 
2. Other countries have also experienced similar gender differences. For example, in their study of data from China, Italy, 

Japan, South Korea, the United Kingdom and the United States, Hai-Anh and Nguyen (2020) find that women were more 
likely than men to permanently lose their job because of COVID-19, with heterogeneous effects across countries. 

3. The results are qualitatively similar when the class of workers is restricted to paid employees (i.e., after removing all types 
of self-employed and private workers). 

4. In the LFS, the occupation industry is available for the main job only. 
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Overall differences by gender 

The effect of COVID-19 on employment in Canada was severe. Employment in April 2020 was 2.7 million 
below April 2019 levels, which represents a 15.5% drop on a year-over-year basis (Chart 1). 

The year-over-year patterns show a steady recovery in employment from May to November 2020 
(especially from May to September) and another dip in December 2020 and January 2021 due to the 
reintroduction of severe restrictions to cope with the increasing number of COVID-19 cases that had 
begun in September 2020. For all months except August, women were more negatively affected than 
men (Chart 2 and Table A1 of the appendix). Specifically, while women accounted for, on average, 47.3% 
of employment pre-COVID-19 (i.e., March 2019 to February 2020), they were disproportionately affected 
by employment losses due to COVID-19 during the period from March 2020 to February 2021. 

At the onset of the pandemic, in March 2020, employment losses for women accounted for 62.5% of 
overall employment losses (Table A1), possibly linked to the allocation of family responsibilities in 
households and the fact that the many people perceived restrictions as being temporary. The losses were 
more balanced over spring 2020 and until September. However, from October 2020 to February 2021, 
women accounted for 56.4% of the year-over-year employment losses, on average, with a peak in 
November at 59.6%.5 Over the study period, women accounted for 53.7% of the year-over-year losses 
in employment. 

Therefore, despite a recovery, women’s employment has been consistently more affected than men. The 
sections below further analyze these employment gaps by industrial sector and firm size. 

 

                                                
5. When focusing on paid employees, the women’s peak in November reaches 77% of the total loss in employment. 
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Sources: Statistics Canada, Labour Force Survey and authors’ calculations.

Chart 1
Monthly employment from March 2019 to February 2021, by gender
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Goods and services sectors 

Women are more concentrated in the services sector than men. In February 2020, the services sector 
(excluding public administration, as described in Section 2) represented 89.8% of employment among 
women compared with 68.3% for men. Furthermore, women accounted for 54.6% of employment in the 
services sector but 22.7% of employment in the goods sector. 

The analysis of the within-sector gap in employment losses by gender due to COVID-19 reveals different 
patterns. On the one hand, from March 2020 to February 2021, employment of women in the goods 
sector was relatively less affected than that of men, with the exception of June 2020 and February 2021 
(panel A of Chart 3). On the other hand, employment of women in the services sector fell more than for 
men (panel B of Chart 3). 

With the exception of June 2020 and February 2021, the year-over-year employment losses due to 
COVID-19 were less pronounced for women than for men in the goods sector. A possible explanation 
could be that a higher proportion of female employees were employed in business, finance and 
administration occupations in the sector. These occupations were, in general, less affected by restrictions 
for onsite workplaces and offered a greater ability to work remotely during the pandemic (Dey et al. 2020, 
using data from the United States). 

The extent of the decline in employment in the services sector vis-à-vis the goods sector is evident when 
comparing their year-over-year changes (Chart 4). For example, of the 2.7 million employment losses in 
April 2020 relative to April 2019, 75.6% (over 2 million) were in the services sector. This could be 
explained by lockdown measures, which were more severe for service industries.6 

                                                
6. Grekou (2021) finds that the reduction in hours worked in services sector industries (e.g., arts, entertainment and recreation, 

and the accommodation and food services) was greater than in the goods sector. Variations in lockdown restrictions led to 
significant differences observed across provinces. 
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Within the services sector, women were significantly more affected (panel B of Chart 4). Over the 
March 2020 to February 2021 period, the year-over-year employment losses for women were, on 
average, 1.8 times larger than for their male counterparts. In addition, in March and November 2020, the 
year-over-year drop in employment among women was more than two times that of their male 
counterparts (2.6 times and 2.1 times, respectively). 

Although the high concentration of women in the services sector is an important factor in the 
disproportionate effect of COVID-19 on women’s employment, the large differences in employment loss 
by gender within that sector remains unexplained. The next section investigates the differences by gender 
further by breaking down the year-over-year employment changes by size of employer and industrial 
sectors. 
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Firm size and industrial sectors 

The previous section showed a disproportionate effect of the pandemic on women’s employment in the 
services sector compared with the effect on their male counterparts. This section shows that patterns 
across firm size within that sector are also important.7 

In the year before the pandemic, small firms (those with fewer than 100 employees) accounted for 45% 
of employment in the services sector (top panel of Table 1) and experienced more severe declines in 
employment than in the services sector as a whole (middle panel of Table 1). Furthermore, women 
employed in small firms represented 23.6% of pre-COVID-19 total employment (top panel of Table 1) but 
accounted for 37.9% of the year-over-year employment losses (bottom panel of Table 1). Men employed 
in small firms were also slightly overrepresented in total employment losses (23.6%) relative to their share 
of pre-COVID-19 employment (21.9%). Moreover, female employees in small firms were more severely 
affected than their male counterparts in all months studied except August 2020 and February 2021. 

Table 1 suggests that the situation was different for large firms (firms with 500 or more employees). This 
group of firms has been consistently underrepresented in the year-over-year change of employment after 
the pandemic. For example, on average, over the year following the start of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
men and women employed in large firms accounted for 11.3% and 18.0% of the year-over-year change 
in employment, respectively (bottom panel of Table 1). These are significantly lower than their average 
share of total employment in the months prior to the start of the pandemic (18.5% and 24.6%, 
respectively; top panel of Table 1). 

The changes were more consistent for medium-sized firms. Remarkably, they posted employment gains 
from August 2020 to February 2021 for men and from August 2020 to January 2021 for women, relative 
to the same month in the previous year (middle panel, Table 1). 

The trends for the goods sector are provided for reference in appendix Table A2. In general, changes in 
employment in that sector were more proportionate compared with what was observed in the services 
sector. One of the exceptions is that men employed in small firms were the most affected and accounted 
for, on average, about half of the year-over-year change in employment (46.8%, bottom panel of 
Table A2), followed by men employed in large firms (22.5%). On the contrary, women employed in small 
firms were significantly less affected than their male counterparts except for February 2021. Again, this 
pattern could be explained by differences in occupations across gender, especially among small firms 
and self-employed individuals in the goods sector. As discussed in Section 4, it is possible that women, 
being concentrated in occupations that are more administrative in nature and would therefore have had 
a greater ability to work remotely, were less affected by onsite restrictions than were men.

                                                
7. It should be noted that the LFS provides information on the firm size class for employees but not for self-employed individuals. 

However, the self-employed tend to own small firms (Grekou and Liu 2018); as a result, this study assumes the self-employed 
work in small firms. Also, as mentioned in the text, the results are qualitatively similar when restricting the analysis to paid 
employees. 
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March April May June July August September October November December January February

Weighted 

average

Share of employment in base 

year, % (pre-COVID-19: March 

2019 to February 2020)

Firm size

Small firms, men 21.2 20.9 21.4 21.4 22.0 22.3 21.5 21.5 21.2 21.1 21.2 21.3 21.4

Small firms, w omen 24.2 24.1 24.0 24.0 24.2 23.6 23.4 23.2 23.3 23.3 23.0 22.9 23.6

Medium firms, men 5.5 5.5 5.5 5.5 5.7 5.6 5.3 5.4 5.2 5.2 5.3 5.4 5.4

Medium firms, w omen 6.5 6.5 6.6 6.6 6.5 6.2 6.5 6.3 6.5 6.4 6.6 6.4 6.5

Large f irms, men 18.5 18.8 18.4 18.5 18.2 18.1 18.5 18.3 18.7 18.8 18.7 18.7 18.5

Large f irms, w omen 24.2 24.2 24.1 24.0 23.3 24.2 24.8 25.3 25.1 25.2 25.2 25.3 24.6

Overall 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Year-over-year changes, % 

(March 2020 to February 2021)

Firm size

Small firms, men -3.4 -14.2 -13.6 -6.1 -6.7 -8.2 -4.2 -4.2 -3.4 -5.7 -7.0 -8.3 -7.1

Small firms, w omen -12.9 -24.6 -23.0 -14.4 -12.5 -7.4 -6.5 -5.7 -5.8 -6.8 -8.0 -4.9 -11.1

Medium firms, men -7.5 -15.8 -12.4 -9.9 -5.3 3.6 3.8 5.0 6.6 5.3 1.3 2.9 -2.0

Medium firms, w omen -4.7 -11.3 -15.6 -10.5 -4.2 0.6 2.4 7.9 0.4 3.8 -9.3 -1.1 -3.5

Large f irms, men -1.4 -10.3 -9.8 -6.9 -3.8 -2.2 -3.5 -2.6 -3.2 -2.6 -3.8 0.6 -4.1

Large f irms, w omen -0.9 -10.4 -9.1 -6.3 -2.4 -7.2 -4.5 -5.1 -2.6 -4.3 -3.8 -4.3 -5.1

Overall -5.0 -15.0 -14.1 -8.8 -6.3 -5.5 -3.8 -3.2 -3.0 -3.8 -5.6 -3.8 -6.5

Share of total change, % 

Firm size

Small firms, men 14.5 19.8 20.5 14.9 23.3 30.9 19.9 19.1 19.3 24.8 26.1 40.9 21.9

Small firms, w omen 62.0 39.6 39.1 39.3 47.8 29.4 33.4 27.9 36.8 32.4 32.2 26.2 37.9

Medium firms, men 8.2 5.8 4.8 6.2 4.8 3.3 4.5 5.6 9.2 5.6 1.2 3.6 5.2

Medium firms, w omen 6.0 4.9 7.3 7.8 4.3 0.6 3.5 10.4 0.8 5.0 10.7 1.6 5.6

Large f irms, men 5.0 13.0 12.8 14.5 11.0 6.6 14.1 9.9 16.0 9.8 12.6 2.5 11.3

Large f irms, w omen 4.3 16.9 15.5 17.2 8.8 29.2 24.5 27.1 18.0 22.3 17.0 25.1 18.0

Overall 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Table 1 

Employment distribution pre-COVID-19, year-over-year change in employment and share of the total change, by firm size and gender in the services sector

percent

Sources: Statistics Canada, Labour Force Survey and authors’ calculations.

Notes: See Section 2 for the definition of employment. The year-over-year ratio compares each month from March 2020 to February 2021 w ith the same month in the previous year (March 2019 to February 

2020). The index equals 100 if employment in a post-COVID-19 month (e.g., March 2020) equals employment in its pre-COVID-19 counterpart (e.g., March 2019).
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Conclusion 

One year after the outbreak of COVID-19 began, women have been more severely affected by 
employment losses than their male counterparts. This study explored the differences in the gender 
concentration in the goods and services sectors as well as firm size for possible explanations. 

A higher concentration of women are employed in the services sector, which has experienced more 
severe declines in employment. This patterns could be driven by lockdown measures, which were 
consistently more restrictive for the services sector. 

In the services sector, firms with fewer than 100 employees have been the most severely affected by 
employment losses during the pandemic. Furthermore, because women are disproportionately 
represented in these firms, they were more greatly affected. The losses were relatively more 
proportionate in the goods sector, showing different patterns by gender. In both sectors and for both 
genders, the share of changes in employment among large firms during the pandemic was lower than 
their pre-COVID-19 share of employment. 

Hence, the gaps in employment losses by gender seem to be explained mainly by the high proportion of 
women working in service industries and by the gaps among small-sized firms in that sector. 

One possible explanation for the stark differences in employment losses by gender that was not explored 
in this study is family responsibilities, especially in the context of the forced daycare and school closures 
in several provinces during the pandemic. For example, using data similar to those used in this study, 
Qian and Fuller (2020) show that, from February to May 2020, the pandemic exacerbated the gender 
employment gap among parents of school-aged children. Family responsibilities may have caused 
women to stay at home and possibly limited their ability to telework, particularly in the early days of the 
pandemic. Nevertheless, because service industries are more conducive to telework (Deng, Morissette 
and Messacar 2020), the employment gap by gender in that sector had almost disappeared by November 
2020. 

More data and analysis related to telework capacity are needed to fully assess differences in employment 
losses by gender in occupations in industries and industrial sectors, especially in the goods sector. An 
element for future study could be whether heterogeneity in terms of telework capacity within industries 
and across occupations contributes to differences in the patterns observed by gender and across 
provinces. 

Another possible explanation for the differences in employment losses by gender is government support 
programs such as the Canadian Emergency Recovery Benefit (CERB), which may have altered work 
decisions for individuals, especially women, at the bottom of the wage distribution. While these policies 
have maintained the welfare of Canadian families, they have contributed to stalling employment recovery. 
Further analysis is therefore required to determine the long-term impact of these policies on employment. 
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Appendix 

Months

Share of women in total 

employment losses % (March 

2020 to February 2021)

Share of women in employment 

pre-COVID-19 % (March 2019 to 

February 2020)

Share of women in employment 

during COVID-19 % (March 2020 to 

February 2021)

March 62.5 47.5 46.8

April 50.6 47.5 47.0

May 52.9 47.3 46.4

June 56.1 47.2 46.4

July 50.8 46.6 46.3

August 49.6 46.6 46.4

September 52.4 47.2 47.0

October 52.8 47.3 47.2

November 59.6 47.5 47.2

December 54.5 47.7 47.5

January 57.4 47.8 47.4

February 57.6 47.8 47.4

Weighted average 53.7 47.3 46.9

percent

Appendix Table 1

Share of women in year-over-year employment losses outweighs their share of employment pre-COVID-19

Note: See Section 2 for the definition of employment.

Sources: Statistics Canada, Labour Force Survey and authors’ calculations.
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March April May June July August September October November December January February

Weighted 

average

Share of employment in base 

year, % (pre-COVID-19: March 

2019 to February 2020)

Firm size

Small firms, men 40.4 40.8 41.9 41.3 41.9 42.3 42.5 42.3 42.2 42.9 42.1 41.0 41.8

Small firms, w omen 9.7 10.3 10.1 10.2 9.9 10.3 10.2 10.3 10.1 10.5 10.6 11.0 10.3

Medium firms, men 12.0 11.5 11.2 11.4 11.4 11.2 10.9 11.0 11.4 11.1 10.8 11.1 11.3

Medium firms, w omen 3.5 3.7 3.8 3.6 3.6 3.5 3.1 3.2 3.5 3.3 3.8 3.8 3.5

Large f irms, men 26.5 26.0 25.4 25.7 25.3 25.2 25.3 25.5 24.9 24.5 24.5 25.1 25.3

Large f irms, w omen 7.7 7.8 7.7 7.9 7.9 7.7 7.9 7.8 7.9 7.8 8.2 7.9 7.8

Overall 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Year-over-year changes, % 

(March 2020 to February 2021)

Firm size

Small firms, men 0.6 -17.8 -13.8 -7.4 -7.4 -9.0 -6.1 -6.2 -4.4 -5.8 -5.1 -3.5 -7.2

Small firms, w omen 2.2 -16.2 -8.0 -4.4 2.2 -0.1 -2.3 0.6 5.4 2.1 0.0 -7.9 -2.2

Medium firms, men -10.6 -22.1 -9.4 -4.3 -4.3 0.4 0.3 2.5 3.2 3.8 8.5 4.9 -2.4

Medium firms, w omen 14.1 -19.7 -20.4 -8.2 -14.1 -7.5 12.9 16.4 -5.0 3.9 -0.1 -3.9 -3.2

Large f irms, men -5.2 -17.2 -14.6 -9.0 -6.4 -6.2 -3.9 -2.4 -0.1 0.3 -1.7 -1.5 -5.8

Large f irms, w omen -0.1 -7.4 -11.9 -12.6 -8.2 -0.8 -8.2 -10.8 -7.5 -1.6 -2.8 2.2 -5.9

Overall -1.7 -17.2 -13.0 -7.6 -6.1 -5.7 -4.0 -3.2 -1.7 -1.8 -1.9 -2.1 -5.5

Share of total change, %

Firm size

Small firms, men 6.3 42.1 44.3 40.2 47.0 66.2 52.7 53.3 52.2 72.1 57.8 40.7 46.8

Small firms, w omen 6.1 9.7 6.2 5.9 3.3 0.3 4.8 1.2 15.4 6.2 0.0 24.5 6.7

Medium firms, men 35.5 14.7 8.1 6.5 7.4 0.8 0.6 5.5 10.4 12.2 24.9 15.2 10.7

Medium firms, w omen 13.8 4.2 6.0 3.8 7.8 4.6 8.2 10.6 4.9 3.8 0.1 4.2 5.7

Large f irms, men 38.0 26.0 28.4 30.5 24.7 27.1 20.3 12.2 0.6 2.0 11.0 10.4 22.5

Large f irms, w omen 0.3 3.3 7.0 13.1 9.8 1.1 13.4 17.1 16.5 3.6 6.1 5.0 7.5

Overall 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Notes: See Section 2 for the definition of employment. The year-over-year ratio compares each month from March 2020 to February 2021 w ith the same month in the previous year (March 2019 to February 

2020). The index equals 100 if employment in a post-COVID-19 month (e.g., March 2020) equals employment in its pre-COVID-19 counterpart (e.g., March 2019).

Sources: Statistics Canada, Labour Force Survey and authors’ calculations.

Appendix Table 2

Employment distribution pre-COVID-19, year-over-year change in employment and share of total change, by firm size and gender in the goods sector

percent
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