
As COVID-19 continues to disrupt the Ethiopian economy, a major concern is that the pre-existing gendered 
challenges facing women entrepreneurs—in access to capital and hired labor, for example—will worsen, further 
undermining the survival and performance of women-owned firms. However, very little data exist to monitor the gender 
differences in impacts brought about by the COVID-19 pandemic. Therefore, in April 2020, the World Bank launched a 
high-frequency phone survey (HFPS-F) of a random sample of firms in Addis Ababa to collect detailed information on firm 
operations, hiring and firing, and expectations of future operations and labor demand.1 The analysis that follows draws on the 
three rounds of the HFPS-F survey implemented between April 15 and June 18, 2020, consisting of a balanced panel of 454 
firms from Addis Ababa.2

KEY FINDINGS
Although women are disproportionally active in high-contact sectors that may be exposed to heightened infection 
risks and business disruptions, women-owned businesses are no more likely to remain closed than men-owned 
businesses.3 The immediate impact of the pandemic and containment measures were manifested in the closure of businesses. 
In the first-round survey (April 15- May 5, 2020), 39 percent and 40 percent of women- and men-owned businesses respectively 
were closed (Figure 1). During the course of the nine-week period across the three survey rounds, a gradual opening of both 
types of businesses was observed. There was also no evidence that women entrepreneurs, compared to men, spent fewer 
hours of working on their businesses during the pandemic. Both men and women business owners of the firms that remained 
open spent about 8 hours per day on the businesses.4

While worker layoffs have been limited in scale, women employees and those with temporary contracts appear to 
be affected the most. When the pandemic hit in March 2020, 64 percent of laid off workers were women, and 54 percent 
were on temporary contracts. Layoffs tapered off in the following weeks. However, despite making up only 42 percent of the 
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1  The results from the survey is hoped to inform the policy response to monitor and mitigate the social and economic impacts of the crisis brought about by the pandemic. The World 
Bank, in collaboration with the Jobs Creation Commission (JCC) led the project and a consultancy firm, Laterite (Ethiopia) Ltd., collected the data.

2  At the beginning of R1 on April 15th, the total confirmed COVID-19 cases were 85. On R2 on May 6, the country’s total confirmed COVID-19 cases were 162. By the end of R3, on 
June 18th, the confirmed cases had increased to 3,954.

3 One in three businesses in our sample are owned by women entrepreneurs.
4 These also constitute hours that a business is open, but the owner is sitting idle and has nothing to do because customers do not turn up.
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FIGURE 1: SHARE OF BUSINESSES CLOSED IN THREE ROUNDS

WomenMen

Note: The figure shows the share of businesses that were not operational when calls were placed during each of the survey rounds.
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workforce, 57 percent of workers that were laid off in June 
2020 were women.

The COVID-19 pandemic has further widened the 
gender gap in business earnings. While both men- 
and women-owned firms experienced a drastic decline in 
sales turnover, the dip appears to have been more severe 
in women-owned businesses — they generated less than 
20 percent of the sales revenue they had earned the same 
month the previous year. Moreover, in the previous year, sales 
revenue in women-owned businesses were about 11 percent 
to 18 percent that of men-owned businesses (Figure 2). After 
the COVID-19 pandemic, the average sales of women-owned 
firms was about six percent of men-owned firms in R1 (April 
2020) and picked up slightly to 10 percent in R3 (June 2020).

The pandemic has thrown firm profitability into a 
tailspin, with women accumulating losses at an 
alarming pace. Women-owned businesses experienced a 
particularly significant acceleration of losses: losses jumped 
from ETB 786 in April 2020 to ETB 6,000 in June 2020. While 
women-owned businesses earned only 10 percent of the 
sales revenue of their male counterparts in June, they reported 
losses equivalent to 64 percent of those experienced by men-
owned businesses in the same period. The significant decline 
in sales revenue and the rapid deterioration of profitability is a 
compelling sign that the pandemic might be hitting women-
owned businesses especially hard.

While the revenues and profitability of women-owned 
businesses have been significantly affected by the 
COVID-19 pandemic, less than one percent have 
received any type of government support. To facilitate 
recovery, the government has publicly announced that a 
rescue package to support both established and small and 
vulnerable firms is on its way.4 While across the three survey 
rounds about four percent of firms reported accessing support 
services, less than one percent of them were women-owned 
businesses. The support accessed by firms in the sample 
included a reduction or freeze of operational costs, tax 
payment rescheduling or waivers, debt relief, interventions 
on rent (i.e. protection against eviction), export support, 
provision of personal protective equipment (PPE), COVID-19 
testing, and medical guidance. Waiving tax payments 
(corporate income tax, VAT, private pension contribution, 
excise tax, etc.) was identified as the main policy lever the 
government should exercise to help firms weather pandemic-
induced financial shocks.

Both men- and women-owned businesses are growing 
pessimistic about how soon they can return to pre-
COVID 19 operation levels. In April, both women- and 
men-owned firms anticipated that it would take about 11 
weeks to get back to pre-COVID-19 operation levels. In 
June, this jumped to 24 weeks.

UPCOMING ACTIVITIES
This summary brief is part of a series of briefs reporting on the 
findings of the high-frequency phone survey of firms and the 
first one focusing on results disaggregated by gender. This 
brief reports on findings from the gender-based analysis of 
the three rounds of the phone survey for which firm owners or 
managers in Addis Ababa were interviewed about the effects 
of and responses to the COVID-19 pandemic between April 
15 and June 18, 2020. Data collection will continue in the 
coming months by following the same firms every three 
weeks. Each round’s summary brief and table of indicators 
will be made available via the following website: https://www.
worldbank.org/en/country/ethiopia/brief/phone-survey-data-
monitoring-COVID-19-impact-on-firms-and-households-in-
ethiopia.

4  Our data covers access to support as of June 18th, 2020, and preliminary analysis from the September survey round (6) indicate that about two percent of firms benefited from 
COVID-19 related government support
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FIGURE 2: SHARE OF WOMEN-OWNED FIRMS’ SALES 
REVENUE TO THEIR MEN COUNTERPARTS, PERCENT

After COVID-19Before COVID-19

Note: Revenue figures in the last year same month (in April and May 2019) is 
adjusted for inflation using the Consumer Price Index (CPI) as an inflator.
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