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CHAPTER 3. PAKISTAN CASE STUDY 

Maaz Javed and Asif Javed  

Sustainable Development Policy Institute, Pakistan. 

Abstract 

The outbreak of COVID-19 has been widespread across the globe and is still affecting lives, especially 
in developing countries. Pakistan has been no exception. The outbreak of the pandemic in countries 
like Pakistan has presented a drastic challenge. The pandemic not only brought health risks, but has 
also affected sectors like education and employment. The spread of the virus poses a direct risk to 
life in countries where the health infrastructure is relatively less developed. Indirect challenges arise 
such as increased inequalities in the health, education, and job sectors along with the risk of gender 
inequality and the digital divide across different income groups and across provinces in Pakistan.  

Policy analysts must confront this acute problem head on, as on the one hand they have to take 
measures to contain the spread of the virus but on the other hand these measures increase the 
intensity of problems of inequality and division in society across different sectors. It has been a 
debatable issue as to what extent the policy intervention should be made. Through interviews of 
policy experts and reviews of recent research, this research covers the policies taken by the 
Government of Pakistan along with exploring the direct and indirect impacts on the health, 
education, and job sectors with special focus on the digital divide and gender inequality. 

Introduction 

COVID-19 directly affects lives by posing serious challenges to health and medical services. It also has 
an indirect impact on the economic sector—causing a rise in inflation, the stagnation of the 
education system, and decreasing job security, among other factors (Aftab, Naveed, & Hanif 2021). 
Whenever a pandemic affects a country, it hits the poorer segment of the population relatively more 
severely. On the other hand, government measures could also intensify the impact of the pandemic 
on the low-income segment (Shahzad et al. 2021). The poor are more vulnerable to infection 
because of the low rate of following standard operating procedures (SOPs) and less information 
available on how to avoid disease.  

In addition, COVID-19 has brought with it various kinds of inequality as it is more likely to affect the 
poorer segment of society than the privileged. The impact of the pandemic has recently been seen 
through various socioeconomic indicators both directly and indirectly, but this report assesses the 
impact on health, digital access, access to education, and labor force participation. 

Labor markets around the world were disrupted during the pandemic as the lockdowns had a 
negative effect on economic activity. Its severe impact was seen in the labor market generally and—
specifically—intensified the gender vulnerability of women in the labor force compared to men. This 
vulnerability can be seen in the type of work that women generally tend to do—that is, in the 
informal and rural sector. The pandemic contributed to the existing inequality between men and 
women in work force participation, while putting women at a further disadvantage (Tas et al. 2022). 

Similarly, the digital divide in Pakistan exists because of infrastructure gaps and the rural–urban 
divide. Although the major cities have internet access, it is still a challenge in smaller cities and 
remote areas (Jamil 2021). The rural–urban divide exists because of poor network quality, limited 
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affordability, cultural barriers that restrict digital access, and device ownership and literacy 
(Mathrani, Savesh, & Umer 2021). 

During the pandemic, marginalization in the education sector did not occur simply in terms of 
affordability of education. The percentage of girls out of school was higher than that of boys. 
Students from poor backgrounds experienced a higher rate of learning loss than students from 
wealthy backgrounds. The dropout ratio was higher for poor children and it was supplemented by 
the increase in learning inequality (Haider et al. 2021). The pandemic added to these factors, 
thereby contributing to the inequalities in the education system of Pakistan.  

Most importantly, the health sector was severely affected during the pandemic; it was unable to 
respond adequately to the national crisis. However, the government has taken steps to address the 
problems faced by the health sector as well as trying to reduce the increasing health inequalities by 
providing health insurance, but more still needs to be done (Shaikh 2021). Even before the 
pandemic, Pakistan's health sector was not performing optimally as it showed growth in only three 
out of 14 SDG-3 indicators.  

A lot more needs to be done in all these sectors with a special focus on reducing pre-pandemic and 
emerging economic and social inequalities. 

Research Questions 

This study deals with the recent socioeconomic challenges faced in Pakistan owing to the spread of 
coronavirus. The focus is on exploring the impact of the ongoing pandemic on the health and 
education sectors. Research is not limited to these sectors, but also deals with rising concerns about 
inequalities in access to digital services and in the female participation in the labor market. The 
specific objectives of this research are as follows: 

a. What were the gaps in different sectors both pre- and post-COVID? 

b. How did the pandemic affect service provider quality in health, education, digital access, and 

female labor force participation? 

c. What impact did the pandemic have on performance quality in the selected areas? 

d. What government policies were applied—and which have been successful—in tackling, 

diminishing, and controlling the negative impact of COVID-19 on these sectors? 

e. Which policy recommendations and government interventions have been/should be 

adopted in these sectors to deal with the pandemic? 

Research Methodology 

Two-tier research methodology is used to answer the questions posed in this study. First, an 
extensive review of recent research in all four areas—health, education, digital access, and female 
labor force participation. Second, interviews of government representatives as well as field experts 
from the related sectors to come up with concrete policy recommendations and demonstrate the 
impact of the pandemic on selected sectors, including the rise in different types of inequality. For 
this purpose, a total of nine interviews were conducted with the involvement of field experts from 
all four sectors. 



C
CTTN Regional Report 

  57 

 

Review of Literature 

The impact of COVID-19 has led to various inequalities as it affected an already vulnerable segment 
of society more acutely (Rasheed et al. 2021). In Pakistan, the outspread of pandemic is not limited 
to the health sector (Meo 2021) but infiltrates to other socioeconomic sectors such as access to 
digital services (Amin & Maqsood 2021), provision of education (Maqsood et al. 2021), and labor 
force participation (Mustafa et al. 2021). 

It is apparent that, even in developed countries, the level of preparedness to tackle disasters has 
been minimal. Owing to limited resources and unequal access to vaccinations, each government has 
had to face and deal with the challenges that have put the lives of a huge population at risk; all 
governments without exception have felt this pressure. Where some decisions increased the 
severity of the situation, other measures helped to control it. Governments tried a variety of 
different measures to contain the virus as its nature and spread has not been the same everywhere.  

The most important issues faced during the period are considered to be those of governance, 
finances, human resource capacity, supplies and logistics, lack of information, widespread 
misinformation, limited existing research, and inadequate service delivery. In these testing times, 
countries have witnessed their own limitations in the health sector (Shaikh 2021). In addition, 
countries around the globe welcome any available help from others in the form of vaccines, medical 
equipment, PPE, or technical advice to contain the spread of virus.  

Education is the key contributor to human resource development as it improves productivity and 
innovation. Investing in human development through education is essential for the long-term 
sustainable growth of a country. The objective of the government in Pakistan has been to provide 
free and compulsory education for every citizen, but it remains an unfulfilled promise (Khan 2010). 
Since 2010, with the devolution of power to the provinces, education has also become the 
responsibility of provincial government. Its provision has become necessary for children aged 
between five and 16 years under Article 25-A of the Constitution of Pakistan; however, 44 percent of 
children from this age group are still out of school (Economic Survey of Pakistan 2021-2022). 

The digital divide also exists within the home, as it is usually males who possess computers, laptops, 
tablets, and smartphones (Shahid & Arfeen 2021). The internet penetration rate is 87.2 percent in 
Europe as compared to Asia where it is only 55.1 percent (Internet World Stats 2021). According to 
the Digital Access Index of the International Telecommunication Union, Pakistan is among the 
countries with low access to the internet along with relatively high access prices. 

The digital divide in Pakistan exists because of infrastructure gaps and the rural–urban divide. 
Although major cities have access to the internet, internet access in smaller cities and remote areas 
is still a challenge. The rural–urban divide exists owing to poor network quality; limited affordability; 
and cultural barriers that restrict digital access, device ownership, and literacy (Amin & Maqbool 
2021). 

Education 

Around 1 billion children worldwide are expected to fall behind because of school closures during 
COVID-19. Although the impact of the pandemic outbreak was not the same for all countries, but no 
country has escaped the effects. Where it brings risk in the health sector, it also creates challenges in 
the education sector.  
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The effects of COVID-19 can be traced not only directly to the economic outlook of Pakistan, but also 
indirectly to other related socioeconomic sectors. One of these is Pakistan's education sector, which 
faces huge difficulties in performing smoothly. The sector was not operating well even before the 
pandemic, but school closures, the strict lockdown to prevent the spread of the virus, and the lack of 
human and technical resources pushed its performance down even further.41 Where the pandemic 
brought issues that prevented the education sector from performing optimally, it also provided 
opportunities to learn and adopt new coping strategies in this sector. Tackling new problems also 
requires new solutions.  

The education sector in developing countries—with limited budget and human resources—has been 
affected much more than in developed countries. The impact on the sector has not been the same in 
all countries because of their varying proneness to COVID-19. The response to the pandemic in 
terms of applying measures to contain the spread of the virus is a vital factor that affects the sector 
in different ways across the countries.  

The State of the Education Sector in Pakistan 

Over the years, Pakistan has witnessed significant progress in education in terms of enrollment, but 
still faces many challenges in delivering quality education. The growth rate of enrollment at various 
educational levels is shown in Table 3-1. The growth rate of enrollment in all sectors has been high 
but declined significantly owing to the pandemic (the growth rate of enrollment in universities and 
higher secondary schools dropped by 18 percent and 15 percent, respectively). The most affected 
segments are technical and vocational, pre-primary, and higher education (Economic Survey 2021-
2022). The reason for the decline in the enrollment rate could be different. For technical and 
vocational training enrollment, the growth rate declined to zero during the pandemic; a possible 
reason is the financial stress that forced semi-skilled workers to continue working to earn a living 
instead of gaining skills (Economic Survey of Pakistan 2021-2022). Similarly, the pre-primary 
enrollment also decreased during the pandemic because parents could not afford the fees as they 
lacked a financial cushion (especially for private schools in the country).  

Higher education enrollment dropped and then returned to its pre-pandemic growth trajectory after 
the fourth wave of pandemic in Pakistan. The total enrollment figures show the same statistics as 
the overall enrollment rate fell to just 3.97 percent during the pandemic and then re-established its 
pre-pandemic trajectory.  

Table 3-1. Enrollment rate (percentage change) 

Years Pre-
primary 

Primary Middle High Higher 
secondary 

Technical 
and 
vocational 

University Total 

2017-2018 9.95 5.74 5.23 7.76 5.83 25.51 7.72 7.11 

2018-2019 1.06 2.87 3.69 2.02 26.78 0.00 17.89 3.97 

2019-2020 6.14 4.25 3.89 6.96 8.79 7.16 2.80 4.92 

2020-2021 6.47 4.41 4.02 6.48 9.49 7.76 2.83 5.17 
Source: Economic Survey of Pakistan 2021-2022 

 

41 How has COVID-19 affected children and teachers in non-State schools in Pakistan? Can be accessed at: 
https://www.opml.co.uk/blog/podcast-covid-affected-children-teachers-non-state-schools-pakistan 

 

https://www.opml.co.uk/blog/podcast-covid-affected-children-teachers-non-state-schools-pakistan
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The literacy rate of Pakistan shows a similar picture and is therefore a helpful indication of the state 
of the education sector in a country. The literacy rate was also affected severely by the pandemic in 
the same way as the enrollment rate. The available data provides an opportunity to probe deeper 
into the education sector across rural/urban areas with a gender-specific lens. 

The literacy rate in Pakistan across the provinces divided into rural/urban regions along with gender 
distribution is given in Table 3-2, which compares Pakistan's literacy rate before and after the fourth 
wave of COVID-19. The growth in the literacy rate was stagnant in all provinces across the country 
with one exception.  

The statistics show that, owing to the outbreak of the pandemic in the country, all the provinces 
were affected equally—except for Khyber Pakhtunkhwa. Its overall literacy rate increased by around 
3 percent (from 52.4 percent to 55.1 percent). The reason for Khyber Pakhtunkhwa's higher literacy 
rate, compared with the other provinces, is the educational reforms in the last few years that 
enabled the government to attract more students towards formal education from informal (that is, 
madrasas). These reforms included the establishment of the Education Sector Reform Unit (ESRU), 
the building of a Capacity Development Strategy (CDS), and the provision of free textbooks. The 
second significant reason behind the improvement in the literacy rate in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa could 
be the higher per capita expenditure as compared with other provinces.  

The literacy rate has remained constant not only across the provinces but also across genders. The 
only significant increase was witnessed for Khyber Pakhtunkhwa and the factors were again similar 
to those discussed earlier.  

Table 3-2. Literacy rate (percentage) 

Province/area 
2018-2019 2020-2021 

Male Female Total Male Female Total 

Pakistan 73.0 51.5 62.4 73.4 51.9 62.8 

Rural 67.1 40.4 53.7 67.2 40.8 54.0 

Urban 82.2 69.7 76.1 83.5 70.8 77.3 

Punjab 74.3 58.1 66.1 74.2 58.4 66.3 

Rural 69.2 48.4 58.5 69.0 48.9 58.8 

Urban 82.2 74.3 78.3 82.5 74.3 78.5 

Sindh 72.5 49.5 61.6 72.9 49.7 61.8 

Rural 60.0 26.5 44.4 58.8 26.8 43.3 

Urban 82.8 67.7 75.6 85.2 69.9 77.9 

Khyber 
Pakhtunkhwa 

70.1 35.5 52.4 72.8 37.4 55.1 

Rural 68.1 31.8 49.4 70.1 33.5 51.7 

Urban 79.4 53.2 66.2 85.8 57.8 72.3 

Balochistan 70.7 32.7 53.9 69.4 36.8 54.5 

Rural 66.3 27.2 49.1 65.0 31.1 49.5 

Urban 81.8 46.8 66.4 80.0 50.9 66.8 
Source: Labour Force Survey 2020-2021, Pakistan Bureau of Statistics 

When seen in isolation, the literacy rate does not provide a holistic picture of events in the 
education sector. It showcases only the results, but the factors that produce these results still need 
to be explored. For instance, one of the most important factors is the per capita expenditure across 
the provinces. It helps to unearth the reason why (if yes) any province outperforms another. Per 
capita expenditure on education is provided in Table 3-3.  
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Table 3-3. Expenditure on education (per capita) 

Years Province/area 
Current 
expenditure 

Development 
expenditure 

Total 
expenditure 

2018-2019 

Punjab 3,085 295 3,380 

Sindh 3,211 191 3,402 

Khyber Pakhtunkhwa 4,342 662 5,004 

Balochistan 3,992 488 4,480 

2019-2020 

Punjab 3,068 322 3,390 

Sindh 3,452 114 3,566 

Khyber Pakhtunkhwa 5,333 607 5,940 

Balochistan 4,343 657 5,000 

2020-2021 

Punjab 3,202 300 3,502 

Sindh 3,843 237 4,080 

Khyber Pakhtunkhwa 6,168 930 7,098 

Balochistan 4,528 805 5,333 
Source: Economics Survey of Pakistan 2020-2021 and Pakistan Bureau of Statistics Census 2017 

As can be seen, for Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, the per capita current and development expenditure42 
remains highest across all the years. A higher budget allocation to education by the Khyber 
Pakhtunkhwa government, as compared with that of other provincial governments, helped them 
achieve a higher literacy rate (Tables 3-2 and 3-3). Per capital expenditure by Khyber Pakhtunkhwa 
was not only higher, but the gap with respect to the other provinces also increased over the years. 
With each passing year, per capita educational expenditure in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa has increased 
more than in all the other provinces, which is why the literacy rate remained constant in all other 
provinces but increased in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, even during the pandemic. So, performance in 
education is directly linked with the allocation of resources to the education sector by the provinces. 

The Education Sector during COVID-19 

COVID-19 had a dreadful impact on all sectors across the world. It not only brought about job losses 
but also negatively impacted the education sector. The literacy rate in many countries has seen 
negative growth. To tackle the widespread virus, countries around the globe adopted different 
precautionary and reactionary measures in the education sector. The intensity of these measures 
kept changing over the different waves of the pandemic, depending on its severity.  

Similar to measures in other socioeconomic sectors, the leading measure taken in the education 
sector was the closure of schools. Owing to the high concentration of students in classes and the 
poor enforcement of SOPs in the country, Pakistan along with other countries decided to close 
schools with each new wave of COVID-19. The intensity of these measures in terms of school 
closures is illustrated in Table 3-4. 

Table 3-4. Measures in the education sector (school closure) 

Month/year Measure (school 
closure) 

Countries/region 

February 2020 Fully closed Iran, PRC, and Mongolia 

March 2020 Fully closed 169 countries (not including Pakistan) 

April 2020 Fully closed 163 countries (not completely closed in Pakistan) 

 

42 Current expenditure is the expenses done within that specific year, whereas development expenditure is the 
expenses incurred to enhance economic development. 
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May 2020 Fully opened 125 countries (including Pakistan) 

June 2020 Fully opened 85 countries (including Pakistan) 

July to August 
2020 

Academic break 33 countries (closed) 

Other countries on academic break (including 
Pakistan) 

September 2020 Fully opened 40 countries (Pakistan opens up educational 
institutions with alternative classes) 

October 2020 Fully opened 29 countries with closures (Pakistan reopened) 

November 2020 Fully opened 29 countries with closures (Pakistan reopened) 

December 2020 Academic break Most countries on academic break 

January 2021 Fully closed 28 countries (Pakistan remained open) 
Source: United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization 

The closure of the educational institutions brought dramatic change. The Government of Pakistan 
closed these institutions, as did many other countries. Pakistan closed the institutions—schools, 
colleges, and universities—for around four months. The time period of the closure of educational 
institutions in Pakistan also comprised two academic breaks during all four waves of COVID-19. 

As a result of the worldwide school closures, it is evident that the students who fell behind came 
mostly from marginalized backgrounds because of their inability to pay private school fees and as 
they needed to work to earn for their families—especially children in government schools. The 
three-dimensional impact of poverty, gender, and location is evident in the education sector owing 
to the pandemic. The impact became even deadlier when all three of these factors were combined.  

In addition, various challenges arose with adapting to digital education during the pandemic; these 
were interlinked but can be categorized by the people who faced them. Table 3-5 lists the challenges 
raised by the panelists from the education sector.43 

Table 3-5. Challenges of online education faced during the pandemic 

Students Teachers Administration 

Lack of access to digital devices Lack of technical skills to 
operate digital devices 

Difficulty in monitoring classes 

Poor internet access  
(mainly owing to high cost) 

Lack of student interest Providing technical support to 
students and teachers 

Inability of students and 
parents to understand the 
online way of taking classes 

Low student response rate Arranging and monitoring 
examinations 

Difficulty in time management Overload and longer screen 
time 

Managing on time evaluation 
of students 

Excessive exposure to digital 
devices 

Work–life balance  

Lack of self-motivation   

Difficulty in understanding   
Source: Interview by SDPI 

 

43 In the interview, one of the panelists was from the public sector, one was from a private university in 
Pakistan, and one was the head of the private school system in the country.  
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Marginalization in education does not happen only in terms of level of affordability. Out of school 
percentage of girls has been higher in Pakistan compared with percentage of boys (Nesbitt-Ahmed & 
Subrahmanian 2020).  

At the outbreak of the pandemic, central and provincial governments started airing the curriculum 
through television, which was considered to be an effective strategy as more televisions are owned 
than radios and mobile phones.44 However, this government effort could not eliminate the 
inequalities; only one out of five children from the poorest households has access to a television 
(PSLM 2019-2020).45 Therefore, loss of learning owing to school closures was seen during the 
pandemic.  

Learning losses are unequal among students as poor performing students (those from a poor 
background) fell behind, while high performing students (mostly those from relatively richer 
families) outperformed. On one hand, the dropout ratio was larger for poor children and this was 
intensified by the increase in learning inequality. These factors contribute to the existing inequalities 
in the education system. Learning losses varied across the provinces while simultaneously the 
policies that combated the pandemic differed across these provinces.  

Policy Interventions in the Education Sector 

Since the start of pandemic, the federal government quickly introduced the TeleSchool initiative for 
all students. The provinces have also taken initiatives—for example, Punjab introduced Taleem Ghar 
for students. Although student engagement and teacher capacity remain a challenge, it is still 
effective in countering the impact of the pandemic. In addition to government initiatives, private 
entrepreneurs also came up with applications and websites to improve easy digital access to all 
Pakistanis, including initiatives like Knowledge Platform, Sabaq.pk, Sabaq Muse, and Taleemabad.  

The Ministry of Federal Education and Professional Training (MoFE&PT) piloted blended learning in 
200 government schools to diagnose the challenges faced by teachers and students during the 
implementation of new ways of doing things.  

One of the major interventions at federal level in the education sector was the Single National 
Curriculum (SNC). It is widely commended as it promises to reduce inequalities and bring Madrasas 
into the mainstream. Like every other initiative, the SNC was criticized because it could discourage 
critical thinking among students and focuses more on product instead of process. It faces the 
challenge of re-evaluating the hiring of new teachers, including the incentive structure, to attract 
university graduates to teach at secondary and tertiary level. It provides more opportunities to 
students who have been left behind, enabling them to catch up with the others.  

Policy Recommendations 

As the spread of the pandemic is now reducing, more efforts should be spent on widening the 
quality of education—especially to marginalized groups. Without boosting the marginalized segment 

 

44 Demographic and Health Survey of Pakistan. Can be accessed at: 
https://dhsprogram.com/pubs/pdf/FR354/FR354.pdf 
45 Pakistan Social and Living Measurement Survey 2019-2020. Can be accessed at: 
https://www.pbs.gov.pk/content/pakistan-social-and-living-standards-
measurement#:~:text=PSLM%20Survey%20(2019%2D20),modules%20%22Migration%2C%20Disability%2C%2
0Information 

https://dhsprogram.com/pubs/pdf/FR354/FR354.pdf
https://www.pbs.gov.pk/content/pakistan-social-and-living-standards-measurement#:~:text=PSLM%20Survey%20(2019%2D20),modules%20%22Migration%2C%20Disability%2C%20Information
https://www.pbs.gov.pk/content/pakistan-social-and-living-standards-measurement#:~:text=PSLM%20Survey%20(2019%2D20),modules%20%22Migration%2C%20Disability%2C%20Information
https://www.pbs.gov.pk/content/pakistan-social-and-living-standards-measurement#:~:text=PSLM%20Survey%20(2019%2D20),modules%20%22Migration%2C%20Disability%2C%20Information
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of society, inclusive growth will be very difficult to achieve. Similarly, demand-side interventions are 
needed to reinstate dropouts, especially girls. Other demand-side measures include the provision of 
transport for girls in remote areas and a daily lunch program for improved student nutrition.  

Another suggestion is to align a conditional cash transfer (CCT) with the enrollment of children in 
school for each household. This can be done by associating and expanding existing CCT programs 
with school enrollment depending on the budget available.  

Similarly, more space is needed in the education sector to experiment with new ways of teaching for 
effective learning. The decentralization of decision-making to district level may help improve the 
education system further. Enhancing staff capacity for data collection of weak students will help to 
shrink the dropout ratio. Decentralization will also provide a competitive environment among the 
districts within each province and can help to gauge performance.  

Health Sector 

The health sector has been the key focus of government during the pandemic. On the one hand, it 
was severely affected, and its importance and capability to deal with COVID-19 has been crucial. 
COVID-19 has a connection with the earlier virus Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS), but 
COVID-19 has a broad spectrum compared with SARS as it leads to about 80 percent of mild 
infections, 14 percent relatively severe illness, and almost 6 percent critical conditions in its patients. 
The pandemic brought with it huge challenges for the healthcare system around the globe (Zhu et al. 
2020). In many countries, the provision of PPE has been a key issue; shortage of PPE and its lack of 
affordability served to intensify the pandemic outburst.  

Supplies of PPE have been managed by urgently increasing production. But the issue came when 
most countries faced a severe need of other mechanical equipment such as ventilators, separate 
wards, and trained medical staff (Lancet 2020). Very few countries have enough provision to deal 
with the outburst. Even oxygen became scarce at the very peak of the pandemic, which significantly 
increased mortality.  

State of the Health Sector in Pakistan  

The health and wellbeing of the population are very much central to every government, especially 
after the outbreak of the pandemic. SDG-3 is dedicated to this sector while ensuring healthy lives 
and promoting wellbeing for all at all ages. The 'leaving no one behind' slogan displays an objective 
to improve the health service while reducing inequality within it. 

In Pakistan, the government remains committed to improving health facilities by ensuring the 
provision of universal health coverage (UHC) for the population through Sehat Sahulat cards. Even in 
the face of COVID-19, Pakistan's health sector has witnessed considerable improvement in three 
different segments of the sector—maternal mortality rate, new HIV infections, and births attended 
by skilled health personnel. During the pandemic a negative trend is observed for subjective 
wellbeing in Pakistan, whereas all the other indicators either demonstrate a minor improvement or 
remain stagnant.46 

 

 

46 Pakistan SDG Status Report. Can be accessed at: https://sdg.iisd.org/commentary/guest-articles/measuring-
progress-through-numbers-pakistans-first-sdg-status-report/ 

https://sdg.iisd.org/commentary/guest-articles/measuring-progress-through-numbers-pakistans-first-sdg-status-report/
https://sdg.iisd.org/commentary/guest-articles/measuring-progress-through-numbers-pakistans-first-sdg-status-report/
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Table 3-6. Major health indicators of Pakistan 

Indicator 2019 2020 

Maternal mortality ratio (per 1,000 births) 189 186 

Neonatal mortality rate (per 1,000 live births) 41.2 40.4 

Mortality rate, infant (per 1,000 live births) 55.7 54.2 

Under five mortality rate (per 1,000) 67.3 65.2 

Incidence of HIV (per 1,000 uninfected population) 0.12 0.12 

Life expectancy at birth, years 67.3 67.4 

Births attended by skilled workers (percentage of total) 68.0 69.3 

Contraceptive prevalence, any method (percentage of women aged 15-49) 34.0 33 

Incidence of tuberculosis (per 100,000 people) 263 259 
Source: Economic Survey of Pakistan 2020-2021 

State of the Health Sector during COVID-19 

During the fight to curtail and reduce the spread of the pandemic, the government focus on the 
health sector was significantly enhanced. Special initiatives were taken to address the outbreak of 
the virus. COVID-19 outbreaks in Pakistan led to more than 30,000 casualities up to February 2022. 
The provincial distribution of COVID-19 cases with its several categories is provided in Table 3-7. 
Although Punjab has the highest population, Sindh province witnessed the largest number of 
confirmed cases; this could be because the virus occurred initially in Sindh, where the cases were 
first confirmed. Similarly, the number of confirmed cases was very great in Islamabad (135,577), 
possibly owing to the high mobility of people in the city from other regions. In terms of the death 
rate, Punjab has the highest number. 

Different provinces adopted different measures but most of these measures were jointly accepted 
under the National Command and Operation Center (NCOC).  

Table 3-7. COVID-19 outlook in Pakistan (March 2020 to February 2022) 

Province/region Confirmed cases Active cases Deaths Recoveries 

Punjab 507,455 2,104 13,565 567,237 

Sindh 577,897 2,553 8,107 491,786 

Khyber 
Pakhtunkhwa 

219,734 524 6,324 212,886 

Balochistan 35,506 20 378 35,108 

Islamabad 135,577 413 1,021 134,140 

AJK 43,352 43 792 42,517 

GB 11,752 15 191 11,546 
Source: COVID-19 Portal, Government of Pakistan 

Healthcare expenditure in Pakistan increased from 1 percent of GDP in 2018 to 2019 (421 billion 
rupees) to 1.2 percent GDP in 2020 to 2021 (657 billion rupees). This increase is also because of the 
purchase of the COVID-19 vaccination during these years. So, the development budget in the health 
sector remained stagnant over the past five years. 

In terms of health inequalities, it is common for children from rural areas and low-income families to 
be underweight. Similarly, women from rural areas belonging to poor families are prone to 
undernutrition (Shahzad et al. 2021). Already vulnerable children and women are at higher risk, 
compared to men, of the spread of diseases such as COVID-19. 
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In addition, the health sector faced issues owing to a lack of coordination between the provinces, 
particularly during the testing times of floods and the spread of disease (especially dengue virus and 
diarrhea). After the devolution of power to the provinces, provincial governments in Pakistan now 
have access to funds, but the focus is still not on reducing health inequalities between the districts 
and across different income groups. Some measures—such as health insurance and health cards—
are taken by the governments in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa and Punjab, but these initiatives have been 
compromised owing to political instability in recent years. Also, health surveys—that could highlight 
areas to focus on and the impact of flood-led disease among the population—are not administered 
in all provinces. The information systems of provincial health departments do not have the scope of 
those in the federal health system; therefore, provincial health departments are unable to provide 
timely policy responses whenever health situations arise. 

Policy Intervention in the Health Sector 

To reduce health inequality in Pakistan, the government introduced the Sehat Sahulat Program (SSP) 
with the involvement and support of provincial government. It was initially intended for families 
living below the poverty line. After its successful launch, its net has now been widened by increasing 
the slab. The country is trying to move towards a universal health insurance system so that the basic 
health facilities and emergency health needs of people could be met without spending a penny. As 
of March 2022, the program facilitates around 44.6 million families across Punjab, Khyber 
Pakhtunkhwa, Islamabad, Azad Jammu and Kashmir, Gilgit–Baltistan, and Sindh–Tharparkar. Table 3-
8 shows the number of districts that benefited from the SSP.  

Table 3-8. Provision of the Sehat Sahulat Program 

Province Number of districts Number of families 

Punjab 36 31,705,290 

Khyber Pakhtunkhwa 35 9,353,009 

Azad Jammu and Kashmir 10 1,341,888 

Islamabad - 249,177 

Gilgit–Baltistan 10 363,692 

Sindh Tharparkar 313,436 
Source: Economic Survey of Pakistan 

To contain the spread of the virus, the Government of Pakistan also announced the Pakistan 
Preparedness and Response Plan (PPRP) (2021-2022). It is the second phase of PPRP; the first 
phase—worth USD595 million—was launched in 2020 to contain the virus. PPRP was developed by 
the Ministry of National Health Services Regulations and Coordination (MoNHSR&C). All the 
provincial health departments were involved in the development of this plan.  

Similarly, the National Coordination Committee (NCC) was made operational by the National 
Command and Operation Centre (NCOC), which reports directly to the prime minister. The 
distribution of vaccines was dedicated to the National Disaster Management Authority (NDMA) as it 
already had the capacity and human resources to run the campaign. Federal and provincial 
governments also worked to enhance COVID-19 testing laboratories in the country. Capacity was 
increased from 100 tests per day (in February 2020) to 79,749 tests per day (in June 2021). This 
milestone of increasing capacity in such a short time was reached through public–private 
partnership. The government also subsidized testing in State hospitals as it is still essential for 
students and employees to be tested after semester breaks or whenever they feel unwell.  

Another very constructive measure by NCOC was the smart lockdown put in place across the 
country. It has been effective to prevent the virus spreading beyond any specific street or town. 
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Smart lockdown was employed to keep the economy running so that no economic activity was 
disrupted; otherwise, it could have caused huge unemployment in the country. Such measures help 
control the spread of the virus on the one hand and support the economy on the other.  

Policy Recommendations for the Health Sector 

The outbreak of COVID-19 was controlled very effectively in Pakistan. The government was aware of 
the shortfalls in the health sector. There was a clear need to increase the existing human resource 
capacity, the medical equipment in hospitals, and the overall staff levels to meet the health demand. 

Alongside these actions, there were some building blocks that required careful attention to update 
the health services. The foremost building block was the national governance system of hospitals 
that needed improvement. Since the devolution of power, policy, strategy, and planning were the 
responsibility of the provinces, while regulation and coordination formed the focus of federal 
government. A review of the reasons behind the process of devolution might engender a health 
model that is better at coping with pandemics such as COVID-19.  

As per the National Institute of Health (NIH), financing is another building block in the health sector 
that is usually insufficient in Pakistan. The provision of a public–private partnership is inevitable now 
if the government intends to improve performance in the health sector. Financial resources are 
available with provincial governments, while the pressure to do what is needed in a timely manner 
always falls to the federal government. These regulatory issues should be resolved to achieve a 
better performance in the health sector. It will also be useful to track provincial performance.  

Information systems is another area where much remains to be done. Initiatives such as 
telemedicine should be encouraged so that misinformation among the public can be avoided. 
Interprovincial harmony in Pakistan is inadequate; it needs to be enhanced so that any unforeseen 
challenges can be handled effectively in the future.  

Digital Access 

The adoption of ICT provided multiple advantages including greater access to information, 
decreased labor costs, and improved connectivity among people. However, the process of 
digitalization remains unequal throughout the world and this has created the digital divide—the gap 
among individuals, regions, and nations in terms of access to modern ICT. 

Owing to socioeconomic conditions, families are not keen to invest in digital devices for women or 
allow them digital privacy (Amin & Maqbool 2021). Besides access, affordability is also a key 
challenge for many individuals. Recently people have been finding it difficult to manage their 
expenses on the internet after work and education have moved to online mode because of COVID-
19. 

The State of Digital Access 

Digital access in Pakistan has increased during the last few years as the number of mobile phone 
subscribers and individuals using the internet increased significantly. This includes both male and 
female subscribers.  
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Table 3-9. Mobile subscribers by gender (million) 

Gender 2017-2018 2018-2019 2019-2020 2020-2021 

Male 79.0 83.7 106.7 144.5 

Female 20.3 21.5 26.4 38.0 
Source: Pakistan Telecommunication Authority 

There were 79 million male mobile phone subscribers in 2017 to 2018; this figure increased by 83 
percent to 144.5 million during 2020 to 2021. The number of female mobile subscribers increased 
from 20.3 million in 2017 to 2018 to 38 million during 2020 to 2021—an increase of 87 percent.   

Table 3-10. Percentage of individuals with mobile ownership 

Province and regions Urban Rural 

Male Female Male Female 

Pakistan 71.22 38.08 61.08 17.36 

Punjab 69.12 36.43 61.39 18.63 

Sindh 75.03 44.43 57.6 8.97 

Khyber Pakhtunkhwa 70.65 29.84 62.78 21.44 

Balochistan 67.41 22.78 61.85 11.44 
Source: Pakistan Social and Living Standards Measurement (PSLM) 2019-2020 

The percentage of mobile ownership is higher among males across all regions compared to their 
female counterparts. In urban areas, Balochistan has the lowest female mobile ownership where 
only 22.78 percent of females own a mobile phone compared to 67.41 percent of males. As far as 
rural areas are concerned, only 8.97 percent of females in Sindh own a mobile phone compared to 
57.6 percent of males in the same region. Overall, the percentage of mobile ownership is higher 
among males and females in urban areas compared to in rural areas, which clearly indicates the 
digital divide among the two regions.  

Table 3-11. Percentage of individuals using the internet 

Province and regions Urban Rural 

Male Female Male Female 

Pakistan 36.71 24.17 15.98 7.20 

Punjab 36.06 25.05 16.39 9.38 

Sindh 38.97 26.77 12.06 3.11 

Khyber Pakhtunkhwa 35.91 13.27 18.8 5.59 

Balochistan 29.38 12.43 17.12 5.47 
Source: Pakistan Social and Living Standards Measurement (PSLM) 2019-2020 

According to GSMA statistics, the gender gap in internet users in Pakistan decreased from 49 percent 
in 2019 to 41 percent in 2020. PSLM (2020) indicates that around 43 million people in Pakistan use 
the internet for different purposes including Facebook, Skype, online shopping, education and 
research, and banking.  

Table 3-12. Internet users by gender 

Gender Million Percentage 

Male 79 71% 

Female 21 20% 
Source: Pakistan Telecommunication Authority 

The key reasons given by females for not using the internet include low level of literacy, lack of 
affordability, and lack of ICT-related skills (Shahid & Arfeen 2021). Cultural norms are also a key 
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factor, owing to which internet access is limited among females. However, according to the GSMA 
Intelligent Consumer Survey 2017-2019, Pakistan has one of the strongest growth rates in mobile 
internet awareness, particularly among females. This indicates that in the future internet use among 
females is expected to increase considerably, thereby decreasing the male–female digital divide.  

Table 3-13. Frequency of internet use (percent) 

Overall Male Female 

At least once a day 47 43 

At least once a week 11 14 

At least once a 
month 

2 2 

When needed 39 40 

Urban 

At least once a day 51 47 

At least once a week 9 12 

At least once a 
month 

1 2 

When needed 39 39 

Rural 

At least once a day 42 34 

At least once a week 15 19 

At least once a 
month 

3 4 

When needed 4 41 
Source: Pakistan Social and Living Standards Measurement (PSLM) 2019-2020 

Table 3-13 indicates that people generally use the internet on daily basis. The frequency for male 
users is slightly higher (47 percent) compared with female users (43 percent) in terms of using the 
internet at least once a day. Frequency of internet use is higher in urban areas compared with rural 
areas.  

Table 3-14. Percentage of households with computer/mobile/internet 

Province and 
region 

Computer/laptop/tablet Mobile 
smartphone 

Internet 

Pakistan 11.75 93.15 32.77 

Punjab 12.90 93.93 34.40 

Sindh 10.18 90.85 31.92 

Khyber 
Pakhtunkhwa 

12.37 94.94 32.72 

Balochistan 6.45 91.88 21.15 
Source: Pakistan Social and Living Standards Measurement (PSLM) 2019-2020 

Balochistan has the lowest percentage of households with computer or internet. Punjab has the 
highest percentage with computer and internet, while Khyber Pakhtunkhwa has the highest 
percentage of households with mobile smartphones. Device affordability is the key impediment to 
increasing the percentage of households having computer, mobile, and internet connectivity (Hina 
2021). The Finance Act (Supplementary Act) increased the taxes on mobile connection and internet 
connectivity which will affect device affordability and internet access. Stakeholders raised concerns 
regarding the increase in taxation by pointing out that the Digital Pakistan vision cannot be achieved 
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using such measures and the government will not be able to minimize the digital divide among the 
regions (Hussein 2021).  

Internet access for lower income households is affected by excessive taxation as it makes the 
services too expensive. This results in increasing the digital divide and excluding people from the 
digital network. Higher taxation such as custom duties, tax on mobile phone sets, and sales tax 
increase the price of devices and make it difficult for an ordinary person to purchase the same 
(GSMA 2020).  

Digital Access during COVID-19 

The Pakistan Telecommunication Authority (PTA) is focusing on reducing the digital divide in mobile 
and broadband access to facilitate inclusion and fairer access to services. A respondent pointed out 
that PTA plans to enhance the digital infrastructure and close the digital divide by increasing fixed 
broadband in 30 smaller cities. This initiative will reduce the digital divide in broadband in smaller 
cities through investment in the form of public–private partnership as well as developing the fiber 
optic infrastructure. The Ministry of Information Technology and Telecommunication (MoITT) 
initiated key measures to bridge the digital divide during the pandemic, particularly in rural areas 
where broadband access was limited. Financial incentives were provided to telecom operators 
through the Universal Service Fund (USF) to encourage companies to invest in unserved and 
underserved regions. 

According to PTA there was an increase in internet use since lockdown came into effect in March 
2021.47 A respondent from MoITT highlighted that the ministry aimed to provide broadband and 
internet services across Pakistan—particularly during the pandemic. The government used mobile-
based applications to provide updates about COVID-19. A member of PTA highlighted that SMS in 
local languages were sent to create awareness among the community regarding the pandemic. 
Telecom operators offered data allowances and discounted cellular and internet packages to assist 
customers.48  

However, people living in remote areas had no internet connection, which restricted their access to 
vital information during the pandemic. People living in far off areas remain unable to access the 
information on time; even if there is internet access, it is much too costly for the average person. 
Many families migrated towards the big cities to get better internet access during the pandemic.49  

Policy Interventions 

Digital Pakistan Policy (2018) by MoITT aims to improve the quality of life and economic wellbeing of 
citizens through ensuring availability of accessible, affordable, reliable, universal, and high quality 
ICT services. The Government of Pakistan facilitates the IT industry with various sustainable 
development and accelerated digitization projects including research and innovation, subsidized 
bandwidth technology parks, and international certifications.  

 

47 Pakistan's internet use surges amid COVID-19 lockdown, Anadolu Agency, 16 April 2020, 
https://www.aa.com.tr/en/asia-pacific/pakistan-s-internet-use-surges-amid-covid-19-lockdown/1807118# 
48 Pakistan Telecommunication Authority, https://www.pta.gov.pk/en/media-center/single-media/pta-
continues-to-support-efforts-to-contain-covid-19-260321  
49 ‘Internet is a basic need that many in Pakistan cannot afford’ Digital Rights Monitor, 8 February 2022, 
https://www.digitalrightsmonitor.pk/internet-is-a-basic-need-that-many-in-pakistan-cannot-afford/  

https://www.aa.com.tr/en/asia-pacific/pakistan-s-internet-use-surges-amid-covid-19-lockdown/1807118
https://www.pta.gov.pk/en/media-center/single-media/pta-continues-to-support-efforts-to-contain-covid-19-260321
https://www.pta.gov.pk/en/media-center/single-media/pta-continues-to-support-efforts-to-contain-covid-19-260321
https://www.digitalrightsmonitor.pk/internet-is-a-basic-need-that-many-in-pakistan-cannot-afford/
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The surge in demand for broadband services after COVID-19 and the reliance on wireless mobile 
broadband services increased demand for the availability of more spectrums to meet the 
connectivity requirements of the public in Pakistan. In this regard, MoITT issued a policy directive for 
the auction of the Next Generation Mobile Services (NGMS) spectrum in Pakistan to improve mobile 
broadband services.  

MoITT initiated Pakistan Cloud First Policy to promote the digital transformation of the ICT landscape 
in Pakistan as well as improving efficiency and quality service delivery. One of the key objectives of 
this policy is to lower the cost of the ICT infrastructure by paying only for services used. In addition, 
MoITT established USF to provide high-speed mobile broadband services in remote regions 
(MoITT).50 Fiber optic cable will be laid down in the remote regions of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa and 
Sindh to connect unserved tehsil headquarters, major towns, and tehsils.  

Policy Recommendations 

Promoting digital access is important to ensure that individuals are equipped with the skills and 
knowledge necessary for growth. The government should take measures to provide affordable 
technology devices including mobile phones to expand access to internet services and mobile 
phones. This also requires initiating programs related to digital literacy so that people can effectively 
engage with internet content. Moreover, the digital divide can be overcome to create awareness 
and promote mobile ownership among female users. Although MoITT has taken several measures to 
expand internet services in rural areas, more needs to be done to bridge the gap between rural and 
urban areas in terms of accessibility and affordability. Coordination between federal and provincial 
governments can reduce bureaucratic hurdles and create an efficient government structure that will 
spur the implementation process of related policies.  

Barriers to laying down fiber optic cable should be removed as it is an important element of 
expanding the internet network. PTA should ensure that people living in rural areas receive 
uninterrupted and affordable access to the internet. The internet and related infrastructure can also 
be improved through public–private partnership. Awareness campaigns focusing on the significance 
of internet access by engaging related stakeholders can increase consumer interest in broadband 
services. In particular, these campaigns can target regions with low access to and availability of 
internet services. As mentioned earlier, the government should reduce taxes on mobile and internet 
services as recent taxation measures have made it unaffordable for the average consumer to access 
these services.  

Female Labor Force Participation 

Labor markets across the world were disrupted owing to the pandemic and, as lockdowns were put 
into place soon after, economic activity decreased considerably. This resulted in massive 
unemployment; international organizations such as Asian Development Bank (2020) and World Bank 
(2020) state that millions of jobs were lost, causing extreme poverty in low-income countries. The 
labor market was also disrupted in Pakistan as the unemployment rate rose sharply and mean 
income fell during the first wave of lockdown (Cheema & Rehman 2021).  

 

50 MoITT, https://moitt.gov.pk/NewsDetail/YmYyMmIzMTctMjMxNy00NzA0LWIzYTYtYWVkNDg4NGU3YzI5  

https://moitt.gov.pk/NewsDetail/YmYyMmIzMTctMjMxNy00NzA0LWIzYTYtYWVkNDg4NGU3YzI5
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Women in the Labor Market 

As per Pakistan's labor policy (2010), the government aimed to provide equal employment 
opportunities for women to ensure that they have access to suitable jobs. The government allotted 
an overall quota for women in public sector employment, whereas the provinces have different 
quota levels. At federal level, the quota for women is 10 percent, whereas in Punjab, Sindh, and 
Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, the quota is 15 percent. These policies helped to increase the female 
participation rate in the labor market over the last five years.  

Table 3-15. Female distribution by major industry division 

Industry 2017-2018 2018-2019 2020-2021 

Agriculture/forestry/hunting and fishing 67.2 69.8 67.9 

Manufacturing 16.0 13.4 14.2 

Construction 0.3 0.3 0.4 

Wholesale and retail trade 1.5 1.2 1.2 

Transport/storage and communication 0.2 0.1 0.2 

Community/social and personal services 14.6 14.9 15.8 

Others 0.2 0.3 0.3 
Source: Pakistan Bureau of Statistics 

Agriculture is the major industry for employment as 67.9 percent of females work in this sector 
(Table 3-15). After the agriculture sector, females are employed mainly in manufacturing as craft and 
trade-related workers, in education as professionals, and in human health and social work activities 
as technicians and associate professionals (Pakistan Bureau of Statistics).  

Table 3-16. Female distribution by major occupation 

Industry 2017-2018 2018-2019 

Managers 0.5 0.5 

Professionals 7.7 7.5 

Technicians and associate professionals 1.8 1.6 

Clerical support workers 0.1 0.2 

Service and sales workers 2.7 2.1 

Skilled agricultural, forestry and fishery workers 54.6 60.8 

Craft and related trade workers 14.4 11.9 

Plant/machine operators and assemblers 0.3 0.2 

Elementary occupations 17.9 15.2 
Source: Pakistan Bureau of Statistics 

Table 3-16 shows the distribution by major occupation for females and it can be observed that most 
are skilled agricultural workers. After which, elementary occupations and craft and related trade are 
the major occupations for females in Pakistan.  

Gender gaps and disparities 

Not only do gender gaps in terms of participation rate and employment exist in Pakistan, but there 
are other disparities among males and females in terms of average monthly wage and employment 
opportunities. 

 



C
CTTN Regional Report 

  72 

 

Table 3-17. Employment and wage statistics 

Description Gender 2017-2018 2018-2019 

Crude activity (participation) rates (percent) Male 48.3 48.1 

Female 14.5 15.5 

Unemployment rate (percent) Male 5.1 5.9 

Female 8.3 10.0 

Average monthly wages (PKR) Male 19,943 22,172 

Female 11,884 15,461 

Number of employed people (millions) Male 48.17 49.33 

Female 13.54 14.7 
Source: Pakistan Bureau of Statistics 

Table 3-17 indicates that the labor force participation rate for males is higher compared to the rate 
for females. In 2018 to 2019, the participation rate for males was 48.1 percent while it was only 15.5 
percent for females. As a result, the total number of employed males is more in number (49.33 
million) compared to that of females (14.7 million) in 2018 to 2019. The gender gap also exists in 
average monthly wages as males earn more than females. The Global Gender Parity Report (2021) 
stated that women seeking jobs are mostly unable to find employment, or are paid around 34 
percent less than men. The World Bank (2018) study mentions that the lower participation rate of 
females in Pakistan is for reasons including marriage, limited mobility, and safety and attitudes. ADB 
(2016) also reports that mobility is a key factor for female workers as they prefer to work at places 
near their homes. Moreover, household constraints such as the burden of household work and 
childcare also affect the female's decision to work outside the home. According to Pakistan's 
Demographic and Health Survey (2017-2018), the incidence of involuntary unemployment for 
females (8.3 percent) is also higher compared to that of males (5.1 percent).  

Challenges during COVID-19 

COVID-19 affected labor markets throughout the world as economic activities decreased 
considerably. Consequently, millions of workers faced negative effects in terms of job layoffs, 
decreased wages, and reduced working hours. Although both men and women faced employment 
losses, the pandemic generated a larger negative impact on women (Nieves et al. 2021). 

A sudden shift in working patterns after the pandemic created challenges for many employment 
categories and affected their ability to earn a living—in particular, there were major issues for low-
income households that rely on a daily wage and manual work (Ahmed 2021). Females faced a 
decrease in hourly wages since wage payments were reduced considerably after COVID-19. It was 
observed that around 75 percent of females changed jobs after the pandemic as they had to find a 
new job (Bari et al. 2020). During interview, female workers pointed out that they also faced the risk 
of becoming COVID-positive at the workplace—for this reason, many workers left their jobs and 
stayed at home. Women health workers faced numerous challenges including risk of infection 
compared to the rest of the population, owing to the absence of proper safety gear and health 
facilities (Tariq & Bibler 2020). The education sector was among those sectors severely affected by 
the pandemic. As it is a major sector for female employment, women faced reduced working hours, 
wage cuts, and permanent layoffs (Tas et al. 2021). It was also pointed out by female teachers that, 
during the first wave of COVID-19, their institutes initially forced them to take unpaid leave, laying 
them off afterwards without any warning or paying their dues. 

There are around 12 million home-based workers in Pakistan, most of which are women who have 
marginal incomes and are not covered by social protection (UN 2020). Home-based workers pointed 
out that, during the first wave of the pandemic, there were very few economic opportunities. 
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Female home-based workers also stated that they have low income security and no social 
protection. Also, as most domestic and informal workers are not registered with the Social Welfare 
Department, they are unable to claim any relief from the government (Tariq & Bibler 2020). UNDP 
(2020) reported that the short- and long-term impact of COVID-19 on women in the informal sector 
would be disproportionate and different compared to that on their male counterparts.  

Policy Recommendations 

Considering the percentage of females in the total population, the female labor force participation 
rate in Pakistan is still low and needs to be increased. The government should devise policies to 
encourage females to work in sectors where female participation is still low. Flexible work schedules 
and gender-equal policies can be helpful in increasing the female labor force participation rate. The 
government can take measures through which demand for female workers in specific jobs can be 
promoted, such as in the textiles and apparel sector. By promoting female education, the 
participation rate can be increased, as ADB (2016) observed that females with a higher level of 
education tend to engage more in the labor force. On the demand side, policies can be targeted to 
increase labor demand in particular types of job in which women are more likely to work.  

The government needs to increase the outreach of its social safety net programs, especially for the 
workforce in the informal sector. For this, improved data related to the workforce is required so that 
workers from the informal sector and home-based workers can be provided with targeted relief 
measures. Females should be provided with training programs to enable them to acquire skills with 
which they can engage in self-employment activities. The Ministry of Overseas Pakistanis and Human 
Resource Department (MOPHRD) can play a key role in this regard by devising women-specific 
training programs with the collaboration of related provincial authorities so that females from every 
region of Pakistan can be given equal opportunities. Access to finance for females who wish to 
establish micro-enterprises or engage in home-based working can ease their financial difficulties.  

Conclusion 

In response to the spread of COVID-19 in Pakistan, the government adopted the innovative policy of 
smart lockdown to contain the spread of the virus and tackle the situation while facing the 
constraints of limited resources. However, the impact of the pandemic was so intense that the 
provisions available in the health sector proved not to be enough. The government tried to contain 
the spread of the pandemic by taking policy measures, but they needed to ensure that these policy 
actions were balanced as they might increase the vulnerability of poor people and raise levels of 
inequality.  

To overcome the challenges in the health sector, it was necessary to review the governance system 
of the health sector at large. Additionally, financing is another area in the health sector that is 
usually deficient in Pakistan. The provision of public–private partnership could help to bring rapid 
and sustainable improvement to the health sector. Experts highlight that the regulatory issues in the 
sector are another factor as financial resources are available within the provinces, but the pressure 
to take the necessary action rests ultimately with federal government. Information systems is a 
promising new area that has the potential to solve the capacity issues in the health sector. Initiatives 
such as Dawaai and telemedicine should be encouraged to avoid public misinformation. 
Interprovincial harmony should also be cultivated to improve sector efficiency.  

Similarly, a number of policies need to be adopted in the education sector. For instance, demand-
side policy measures are encouraged to motivate the enrollment of girls and students from poor 
families. Another way forward could be the CCT with the condition of enrolling children in school. 
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More space is needed in the education sector for new ways of teaching for effective learning and 
including emerging ways to enhance learning. The decentralization of education to district level is 
another step that could improve the performance of the education sector while increasing 
competition. The provinces should enlarge budget allocation while adopting consistent and 
sustainable education policies. Capacity building in education is an area that has long needed a 
focus. The implementation of the SNC may also prove to be effective in bringing students from an 
informal education system to a formal one.  

It is important to pursue digital access programs related to digital literacy for the benefit of the 
population. Policy measures are needed to diminish the digital divide in society by increasing 
awareness and promoting mobile ownership among females. MoITT will take action to increase the 
provision of internet services in rural areas and a lot more remains to be done to bridge the gap 
between rural and urban populations in terms of accessibility and affordability. Enhanced 
coordination through digital utilization of digital platforms between federal and provincial 
governments can reduce bureaucratic hurdles and improve government efficiency. 

Policy measures are needed to improve female workforce participation. Government support 
through fiscal incentives to informal and rural enterprises may improve female participation, which 
the pandemic has already impacted negatively. The ongoing economic crisis in the country is 
accelerating the rate of unemployment. Provincial governments should increase the outreach of 
social safety net programs, particularly for the workforce in the informal sector. More females 
should be given training to enable them to find jobs or be self-employed. The government can 
devise women-specific training in collaboration with the related provincial departments. Access to 
finance should be improved and specialized bank branches set up to support females who want to 
establish micro-enterprises or engage in working from home.  
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