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The impact of COVID on learning and 

employment opportunities for people from 

BAME backgrounds 

Overview 

COVID-19 has disproportionately affected people from minority ethnic backgrounds, exposing 

longstanding inequalities for minority and marginalised communities, according to the BMJ. 

These disparities have been particularly evident in the UK, where Black, Asian and Minority 

Ethnic (BAME) communities are bearing the brunt of the pandemic in terms of their health. An 

official inquiry commissioned by the UK government identified that the risk of dying from 

COVID-19 is substantially higher in people from BAME groups than those from White ethnic 

groups, with the highest mortality rates seen among people from Black and Asian 

backgrounds. Emerging analysis suggests an intersection with geographical areas of poverty 

and social deprivation as the communities most affected often reside in densely populated 

parts of towns and cities. 

A range of structural factors are at play that have led to worse economic outcomes for BAME 

groups during the pandemic, including the likelihood of being engaged in frontline work, more 

precarious employment conditions, lower economic resilience, fewer employment rights and 

are less likely to have had the flexibility afforded by working at home, according to the TUC. 

The term ‘BAME’ is used throughout this paper to describe all ethnic groups residing in the UK 

other than White British people. It is acknowledged that use of this term can be problematic as 

it can be seen to exclude, in terms, some ethnic groups. The data excerpts in this paper come 

from a range of sources, some of which use definitions of BAME or other labels 

interchangeably; where the term ‘BAME’ is used in the data, every effort has been made to 

make clear which groups are included., Where data for particular ethnic groups have been 

pulled out separately this is generally because it is significant and has therefore been 

highlighted. 

Analysis 

Health impacts of COVID for BAME individuals 

ONS data shows during the first wave of the pandemic (to September 2020), people in almost 

all BAME groups had higher rates of death with COVID compared with to White British 

population. In comparison with the White British group, the rate of death was highest for the 

Black African group, followed by Bangladeshi, Black Caribbean and Pakistani) ethnic groups.  

In the second wave of the pandemic (September 2020 onwards), the differences in mortality 

compared with the White British population increased for people of Bangladeshi and Pakistani 

ethnic backgrounds; the Bangladeshi group had the highest rates, 5.0 and 4.1 times greater 

than for White British males and females respectively. 

https://blogs.bmj.com/bmjgh/2020/08/25/the-disproportionate-impact-of-covid-19-on-bame-communities-in-the-uk-an-urgent-research-priority/
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/892085/disparities_review.pdf
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/dec/07/densely-packed-bame-communities-in-england-bear-brunt-of-covid-19?CMP=Share_iOSApp_Other
https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/bme-workers-have-been-asked-shoulder-more-risk-during-pandemic-says-tuc
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/birthsdeathsandmarriages/deaths/articles/updatingethniccontrastsindeathsinvolvingthecoronaviruscovid19englandandwales/24january2020to31march2021
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Graph 1: ONS Data 

A report from Public Health England (PHE) found individuals from minority ethnic backgrounds 

are more likely to work in occupations with a higher risk of exposure to the virus, 15% of 

workers in the sectors most affected by the pandemic are from a minority ethnic group, 

compared to 12% of all workers. 

How the pandemic has affected unemployment rates  

Workers from a minority ethnic backgrounds have been most negatively impacted by the 

pandemic in respect of unemployment. ONS data shows the unemployment rate for people 

from all minority ethnic background was 8.9% in January-March 2021, up from 6.3% in the 

same period the year before. By comparison, the unemployment rate for people from White 

ethnic backgrounds rose, from 3.9% to 4.7%, an increase of 0.6%. Broken down by group, 

there are significant differences in unemployment growth from 2019 to the same period in 

2020. 

 
Graph 2: ONS data, 2021 

In the 12 months to September 2020, the unemployment rate was highest for people from a 

Pakistani (9%), or Black (9%) ethnic background. The unemployment rate was lowest for 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/892376/COVID_stakeholder_engagement_synthesis_beyond_the_data.pdf
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people from a White, Indian (4%), or Chinese (5%) ethnic background. According to analysis 

by the House of Commons Library. 

Loss of earnings caused by the pandemic 

Analysis by the Financial Conduct Authority (FCA) looked at the number of ways earnings have 

been impacted. Using a simple measurement (loss of earnings due to redundancy or reduced 

earnings due to furlough or fewer working hours) the FCA found that whilst all ethnic groups 

saw an average drop in earnings, BAME workers incomes dropped 9.1% more on average than 

White workers. A difference that remains substantially unchanged even when controlled for 

other characteristics such as age and education level. 

 
Graph 3: FCA Analysis 

Looking at some BAME subgroups in more detail, (Asian, Black, Arab, Mixed ethnic group and 

others) the chart below shows the Asian group had a disproportionately large and statistically 

significant loss in average earnings compared to the White group. 

 
Graph 4 (FCA Analysis) 

Access to government support schemes: Self-employment, zero-hours contracts, 

and economic resilience 

Pre-pandemic labour market inequalities for BAME groups may have exacerbated the impact 

of the pandemic. In December 2020, evidence presented to the Parliamentary Select 

Committee for Women and Equalities highlighted a range of reasons why BAME workers may 

have had a lower rate of take-up for Government support schemes. 

https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/sn06385/
https://www.fca.org.uk/insight/covid-19-and-uk-bame-communities-economic-perspective
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm5801/cmselect/cmwomeq/384/38406.htm
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm5801/cmselect/cmwomeq/384/38406.htm
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A 2020 report by the Black South West Network shows certain BAME groups are over-

represented in low income self-employment. Notably 25% of Pakistani men are self-

employed compared to a UK average of 15.1%. (More about this in this IFS study). The Self-

employment Income Support Scheme (SEISS) put in place to enable self-employed individuals 

to claim a taxable grant has a lower take up and is said to be “less well-understood” than the 

Job Retention (‘furlough’) Scheme according to The Resolution Foundation. 

BAME workers have less employment security than their White colleagues. In the context of 

the pandemic, being in insecure work is problematic; many workers on short -term or zero-

hours contracts do not meet the eligibility criteria for Statutory Sick Pay (SSP). The TUC in a 

report found “1 in 13 BAME employees are in insecure work, and 1 in 8 Black employees are 

in insecure work, the national average is 1 in 17”.  

Workers in insecure employment are unlikely to have an economic safety net and therefore 

less resilient to short-term economic crises. A Runnymede Trust report from April 2020, 

found that while Indian households have 90–95p for every £1 of White British wealth, 

Pakistani households have around 50p, Black Caribbean households have around 20p, and 

Black African and Bangladeshi households approximately 10p.  

 
Figure 1: Source Runnymede Trust 

BAME young people 

Across all ethnic backgrounds, unemployment rates are higher for young people than for 

older age groups. Among people aged 16-24, unemployment rates were highest for people 

from a Black (29%) or Bangladeshi or Pakistani (27%) ethnic background in October 2019-

September 2020. This compared to a rate of 11% for people from a White ethnic background. 

  

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/594948a7414fb5804d2b4395/t/5ec3ee32a5b5c27385219625/1589898876817/Covid19_Report_v2_compressed.pdf
https://ifs.org.uk/inequality/chapter/are-some-ethnic-groups-more-vulnerable-to-covid-19-than-others/
https://www.resolutionfoundation.org/app/uploads/2020/05/The-effect-of-the-coronavirus-crisis-on-workers.pdf
https://www.tuc.org.uk/research-analysis/reports/insecure-work-and-ethnicity
https://www.runnymedetrust.org/uploads/publications/pdfs/2020%20reports/The%20Colour%20of%20Money%20Report.pdf


 

The impact of COVID on learning and employment opportunities for people from BAME backgrounds, 20 July 2021 Page 6 of 7 

Table 1: Unemployment rates by age and ethnic background (period to Sept 2020) 

 16-24 (%) 25-49 (%) 50+ (%) Total (%) 

White 11 3 3 4 

Black 29 7 6 9 

Bangladeshi/Pakistani 27 5 5 9 

Indian 17 3 2 4 

Other ethnic groups 16 5 4 7 

Total 12.4 3.1 2.7 4.1 

Source: ONS/House of Commons Library 

BAME women 

Survey analysis carried out by the Fawcett Society in 2020 showed indicated that BAME women 

were particularly likely to suffer economic and social impacts of COVID; as women’s likelihood 

to be a frontline worker collided with the ‘deep seated structural racism’ which was already 

impacting the increased infection rate of some ethnic groups.  

Apprenticeship participation 

In the 8 years to July 2019, the percentage of apprentices from Asian, Black, Mixed and Other 

backgrounds went up from 9.7% to 11.8%; but BAME apprentices are still underrepresented as 

a percent of the population as a whole. ( 

 
Graph 6 Source:: UK Gov data 

  

https://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/SN06385/SN06385.pdf
https://www.fawcettsociety.org.uk/Handlers/Download.ashx?IDMF=cae4917f-1df3-4ab8-94e7-550c23bdc9cf
https://www.ethnicity-facts-figures.service.gov.uk/education-skills-and-training/a-levels-apprenticeships-further-education/participation-in-apprenticeships/latest
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HE: Participation rates continue to rise but the attainment gap persists 

Government analysis shows HE entry rates for most ethic groups continue to rise at a faster 

rate than White students. In 2020, 71.7% of pupils from the Chinese ethnic group got a higher 

education place in the UK, the highest entry rate out of all ethnic groups. 32.6% of White pupils 

got a higher education place, and had continuously, the lowest entry rate since 2007. 

 
Graph 5 Source: Government analysis 

Entry rates for all ethnic groups were higher than in the previous year – they were also higher 

than in 2006 (the first year covered by this data).Between 2006 and 2020, Black pupils had the 

biggest entry rate increase out of all ethnic groups, from 21.6% to 47.5%.  

UniversitiesUK analysis shows proportionately more students from BAME backgrounds receive 

a lower degree classification with some groups such as Chinese and Indian bucking the trend 

with 76.6% and 70.5% of higher degree classifications respectively.  

 
Graph 75 Source: HESA 

https://www.ethnicity-facts-figures.service.gov.uk/education-skills-and-training/higher-education/entry-rates-into-higher-education/latest
https://www.ethnicity-facts-figures.service.gov.uk/education-skills-and-training/higher-education/entry-rates-into-higher-education/latest
https://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/policy-and-analysis/reports/Documents/2019/bame-student-attainment-uk-universities-closing-the-gap.pdf

