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The Pandemic: Two years that have changed Ireland. Part 1: 

Health, Healthcare and the Labour Market 

Laura Foley, UCD Geary Institute for Public Policy 

Introduction 

This is the first in a series of papers that aim to give an overview of some of ways in which the 

COVID-19 pandemic has changed Ireland. This paper examines some the key statistics that 

illustrate the impact of COVID-19 on Irish society since Ireland’s first confirmed case on 29th 

February 2020 and it focuses on healthcare, social care, and the labour market. The paper 

underlines how the pandemic has had an unequal impact across society and how it has had a 

specific gendered impact as not only were the economic sectors that employ a majority of 

women workers greatly impacted, but women also took on an unequal amount of unpaid care 

and housework responsibilities (see Fernandez Lopez and Schonard, 2022). 

 

Figure 1: Timeline of events February-March 2020 
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The Impact on Health and on Healthcare and Social Care Settings 

The COVID-19 crisis is first and foremost a health crisis. Coronavirus disease (COVID-19) is 

an infectious disease that is highly transmissible and anyone can get sick with it. There have 

been 1,529,627 confirmed PCR tests in Irelandi. However, the true number of overall infections 

is likely to be higher due to: i) shortages of available PCR tests, especially between December 

2021-January 2022 when case numbers were increasing significantly, and ii) the shift in testing 

criteria as PCR tests ceased to be available to all age groups and there was a shift to self-

reportingii. 

 

Figure 2: Confirmed COVID-19 cases from PCR up to 4 May 2022. Source: https://covid19ireland-geohive.hub.arcgis.com/   

There have been in excess of 7,000 deaths related to COVID-19iii. More than 1,000 of those 

deaths occurred in January 2021. The World Health Organisation (WHO) (2021) note that 

while most people who become infected with COVID-19 recover fully, “approximately 10%-

20% of people experience a variety of mid- and long-term effects after they recover from their 

initial illness. These mid- and long-term effects are collectively known as post COVID-19 

condition or ‘long COVID’”. 

In addition to the virus itself, COVID-19 has had wider societal health impacts. COVID-19 

placed a substantial strain on Ireland’s hospital settings. The OECD notes that Ireland has 

relatively fewer beds and a higher bed occupancy than other countries (OECD, 2021iv). As the 

number of people infected with COVID-19 has fluctuated since March 2020, there have been 

times when there has been significant concern in relation to the number of intensive care beds 
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that will be needed (Power, 2020). The pandemic also resulted in delays in other illnesses being 

detected and delays in people accessing treatments for other illnesses. During the Spring 2020 

lockdown in Ireland, hospitals had to cancel some elective procedures, and a number of health 

screening services, such as BreastCheck, CervicalCheck, and BowelCheck, were paused 

(Hennessy and McGauran, 2021). When health screening services resumed, many people who 

were invited for a screening did not attend due to fear of contracting COVID-19 while in a 

healthcare setting (ibid). In 2021, there was a 20% reduction in the number of cancer surgeries 

that were carried out compared to 2019, and a 15% reduction in the number of patients 

receiving radiation oncology, which the Irish Cancer Society has noted is “really troubling” 

and could lead to reduced chances of survival (Loughlin, 2022). 

Pregnancy 

COVID-19 has also had acute impacts on pregnancy in Ireland. Widespread restrictions were 

placed on maternity-related services due to the pandemic. Partners were restricted from 

attending antenatal appointments and limits were placed on the duration of time that partners 

were able to spend with mothers during labour and birth. Thus, not only were expectant parents 

fearful of contracting COVID-19 while in healthcare settings but there was increased levels of 

anxiety before, during, and after, birth stemming from additional stress caused by pandemic-

related restrictions (see e.g. Molgora and Accordini’s (2020) study).  

 

Figure 3: HSE campaign to promote COVID-19 vaccines among pregnant womenv.  

In 2021, when COVID-19 vaccines were originally introduced, the WHO advised against 

vaccination for pregnant women but this advice later changed. However, this may have led to 

low levels of uptake among pregnant women who were still fearful of the impact of the vaccine. 
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To counter accusations of poor communication with pregnant women about the COVID-19 

vaccine (see Burke, 2021), the Irish health authorities rolled out information campaigns to try 

to counter expectant mothers’ fears surrounding the COVID-19 vaccine. This was vital as the 

number of pregnant women, or women who had been recently pregnant, who needed intensive 

care treatment for COVID-19 was increasing (Burns, 2021)vi. A survey of maternity hospitals 

in October 2021 found that the rate of vaccination among pregnant women in hospitals had 

increased from 30% to 58% (compared to 92% of the population at the time) (Griffin, 2021a, 

Griffin, 2021b). 

Mental Health 

 

The pandemic has also taken a toll on people’s mental health. In the 2021 Healthy Ireland 

survey, 30% of people reported that their mental health had worsened since the public health 

restrictions were brought in in March 2020, and 81% of people said that they felt a lower level 

of social connectedness due to the pandemic (Department of Health, 2021). One survey 

reported an increase in mental health referrals and relapse amongst those with mental illness 

following the start of the pandemic and the restrictions that were implemented (College of 

Psychiatrists Ireland, 2020). Women reported a greater decline in wellbeing since the beginning 

of the pandemic, with younger women in particular more acutely affected (Hennessy and 

McGauran, 2021). As noted by Fernandez Lopez and Schonard (2022, p. 6), “certain groups of 

women, namely pregnant, miscarrying, in postpartum or those victims of intimate partner 

violencevii, have an even higher risk for developing mental health disorders during the 

pandemic”. Furthermore, more women than men in Ireland reported that they were “extremely” 

concerned about the health of others (24% and 15% respectively, (Central Statistics Office 

(CSO), 2020b).  

30% of people reported that their mental 

health had worsened since March 2020 
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The Gendered Care Divide 

COVID-19 has also underlined the gendered care divide. Women constitute the majority of 

paid caregivers in hospitals, care facilities, and private households (see UN Women, 2020; 

Foley and Piper, 2020). Women make up over 70% of global frontline health- and social care 

workers and thus were more likely to be on the frontlines caring for patients affected by 

COVID-19 (ILO, 2020). In Ireland, four out of five workers in the health service are women 

(CSO, 2020a). In particular, those who were on the frontline during the first COVID-19 wave 

in Ireland were exposed to acute risks due to insufficient personal protective equipment (PPE), 

with some healthcare workers being told that “they did not need protective equipment or testing 

because they were ‘young and healthy’… while others were forced to share equipment such as 

thermometers and goggles” (Leahy, 2022viii). As Figure 4 shows, in the early waves of the 

pandemic in Ireland, healthcare workers constituted the majority of COVID-19 cases. 

 

Figure 4: Healthcare Workers COVID-19 cases compared to overall cases. Source: https://covid19ireland-

geohive.hub.arcgis.com/ 

Long-term care settings in Ireland were particularly impacted by the pandemic as they were 

“disproportionally affected in terms of incidence, morbidity and mortality” (HIQA and HPSC, 

2021, p. 7). In nursing homes, not only are staff more likely to be women, but so too are the 

residents as there are a higher percentage of women residents compared with men (Hennessy 

and McGauran, 2021). Nursing Homes Ireland (2020) notes that, early in the pandemic, there 

was a scarcity of PPE, insufficient testing, staffing pressures, and the transfer of patients from 

hospitals to nursing homes without testing, all of which contributed to residents in nursing 

homes being the most susceptible to COVID-19. By November 2021, nursing homes and 

residential care settings had “borne the brunt” of COVID-19 related deaths as these care 

settings accounted for 62% of deaths linked to COVID-19 (Carswell, 2021). In addition to the 

impact on nursing home residents and their family members, staff were also detrimentally 

affected. Research by Phelan et al. (2021) found that one in five directors of nursing at 

residential care homes plan to leave their jobs following the stress of dealing with the pandemic.  

In addition to providing care in formal settings, women also provide the majority of unpaid 

care. Across the European Union, 81% of women and 48% of men provide care on a daily basis 

https://covid19ireland-geohive.hub.arcgis.com/
https://covid19ireland-geohive.hub.arcgis.com/
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(Fernandez Lopez and Schonard, 2022, p. 1). The pandemic exacerbated this as when formal 

care services were reduced in Ireland during lockdowns, and older and vulnerable people were 

told to cocoon, women were more likely to report taking on the responsibility for caring for 

dependent relatives and friends, as noted by Hennessy and McGauran (2021, p. 7). 

 

The Impact on the Labour Market 

Job Losses and Business Closures 

COVID-19 has fundamentally disrupted the world of workix. In March 2020, as Ireland 

implemented public health restrictions to curb the spread of the virus, many businesses 

decreased the size of their workforce, or closed down their operations entirely (Beirne et al., 

2020). This resulted in the largest monthly increase in unemployment levels in the history of 

the State (Coates et al., 2020). The impact of job losses and business closures was felt unequally 

across sectors, skills-levels, genders and age groups. Those who worked in hospitality, food 

services, wholesale and retail, and tourism experienced the largest job losses in Ireland at the 

start of the pandemic. Those who lost their job in the early stages of the pandemic, or who were 

temporarily laid off, were “more likely to be young, low-skilled and part time than the 

population average” (Coates et al., 2020, p. 33). Women may have been more negatively 

impacted by the pandemic than men as the sectors that were most impacted by restrictions 

overall, namely hospitality, retail, and personal care services, are those that have high levels of 

women workers (Brioscú et al. 2021, p. 215). Eastern European women were the group most 

detrimentally affected by COVID-19-related job losses in Ireland (Enright et al., 2020). 

The Irish government implemented a range of interventions to support businesses and 

individuals who faced workplace closures, reductions in working hours, and unemployment. 

The supports included the Pandemic Unemployment Payment (PUP), which ran from March 

2020 until 25th March 2022, and the Temporary Wage Subsidy Scheme (TWSS), which ran 

until August 2020 when it was replaced by the Employment Wage Subsidy Scheme (EWSS - 

this is due to close on 31st May 2022). A COVID-19 Restrictions Support Scheme (CRSS) was 

also launched in 2020 as a targeted support to assist eligible businesses that had been forced to 

close or whose business had been heavily restricted due to movement restrictions.  

The numbers of persons availing of these schemes has fluctuated over the past two years. 

Initially, women were more likely to be in receipt of the PUP than men, who were more likely 

to receive the TWSS. However, as the pandemic progressed, more men than women have been 

in receipt of the PUP (Hennessy and McGauran, 2021). At the peak of the crisis, there were 

605,674 people receiving the PUP (week ending 3rd May 2020), of which 57% were men 

compared to 43% women, with the hospitality sector accounting for nearly 22% of these PUP 

claims (CSO, 2021). Overall, the total number of people who had received the PUP for at least 

one week between its launch in March 2020 to the end of March 2022 was 879,766x. The 
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numbers of people in receipt of the PUP decreased steadily in 2021 as sections of Ireland’s 

economy gradually opened: 

 

Figure 5: PUP recipients between March 2020 and March 2022. Source: Central Statistics Office 

The Shift to Remote Working 

 

Another key change spurred by the pandemic has been the substantial shift to remote working. 

In a study conducted on small and medium enterprises (SMEs) by the CSO in 2020, 

88% of people who can work remotely would 

like to do so when all restrictions are removed 
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respondents reported that 46% of their employees were working either partially or fully 

remotely (CSO, 2020b)xi. This varied by sector as not all jobs can be done remotely. Women 

were more likely than men to work in “essential” face-to-face roles during the pandemic due 

to women’s concentration in the healthcare sector and key retail providers (Hennessy and 

McGauran, 2021). For those businesses in the Professional and IT sectors, 79% of employees 

were working either partially or fully remotely, whereas in the Accommodation and Food 

Service Activities sectors, only 8% of staff were working fully or partially remotely, with 92% 

continuing to work on site (ibid).  

 

Figure 6: Working location by staff and sector at the end of 2020. Source: CSO Ireland 

The levels of remote working varied between 2020 and 2022 as Ireland entered different stages 

of re-opening. In a CSO survey (from November 2021), “80% of those in employment had 

worked remotely at some point since the start of the pandemic” (CSO, 2022a). Of those in 

employment who can work remotely, 88% stated that they would like to do so when all 

COVID-19-related restrictions are lifted. Of these, 28% stated that they would like to work 

remotely all the time, 60% said they would like to work remotely some of the time, and 12% 

said they would not like to work remotely moving forward (ibid). For some workers, remote 

working offered advantages. 74% of those who had to switch to remote working stated that 

they felt they had “more time on their hands” as the remote working arrangement allowed them 

“to do things they never got the chance to do before the pandemic” (ibid). However, as the next 

section shows, remote working also poses risks for workers. 

The Gendered Impact 

The impact of COVID-19 on the world of work was not gender neutral. Women were much 

more likely than men to be employed in roles that have high levels of contact-density, which 

increased their risk of contracting COVID-19 (Fitzgerald, 2020). This is because women are 
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more likely than men to be employed in healthcare, social care, personal services, food 

preparation, hospitality, leisure and travel services (Fitzgerald, 2020). 

In an online survey conducted by the National Women’s Council of Ireland in May 2020 that 

examined women’s experiences of caring during the pandemic, women reported that they were 

managing many roles: teachers, cooks, cleaners, counsellors, and home nurses. The pressure 

of juggling these multiple roles has led to many mothers leaving the labour force during the 

pandemic. The International Labour Organisation and UN Women found that over 2 million 

mothers left the labour force in 2020, which they underline “expose[s] the motherhood penalty 

faced by millions of women around the world in the midst of the COVID-19 pandemic” (ILO 

and UN Women, 2022).  

For women who continued working but from home, their living and working conditions were 

impacted if they had caring responsibilities. This was especially the case for working mothers 

of young children (Fernandez Lopez and Schonard, 2022). A survey of 271 employers in 

Ireland conducted by Ibecxii found that 20% of respondents had noticed how the pandemic had 

impacted women within their organisations (Ibec, 2021). Respondents reported that ‘more 

women’ had requested for changes to their working schedule to accommodate caring 

responsibilities (48% stated ‘more women’, 3% stated ‘more men’, and 31% reported that a 

similar number of women and men had requested changes). 31% of respondents reported that 

more female employees had requested unpaid leave in order to fulfil caring responsibilitiesxiii. 

 

What does this mean moving forward? 

The impacts of the pandemic on Ireland’s labour market and health and social care systems 

will likely remain for some time. COVID-19 underlined the importance of country’s having 

functioning health and social care systems so there are ongoing concerns regarding staff 

shortages in the Health Services Executive. This has been compounded by the immense 

pressure that healthcare workers were put under during the pandemic and the significant 

backlogs of patients that have built up, leading the health system to be described as 

“understaffed and overstretched”xiv. The impact of COVID-19 on nursing homes has also 

raised concerns about the current models of care for older people in Ireland, with the Health 

Information and Quality Authority (HIQA) recommending that Ireland “explore alternative, 

more suitable models of care, such as homecare and assisted living” (2020, p. 44).  

Care work, in which women are disproportionately overrepresented, was at the core of the 

COVID-19 pandemic yet as Fernandez Lopez and Schonard (2022, p. 2) highlight, as States 

implemented policy measures to mitigate the impact of COVID-19, paid and unpaid care work 

was given little attention. Therefore, in order to ‘build back better’ post-pandemic, it is vital 

that the care sector is “placed at the spotlight of social and economic transformation” and that 

it becomes “more gender-sensitive and inclusive” (ibid, p. 2-3).  
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Even with the lifting of COVID-19 restrictions in Ireland, staffing levels in certain industries 

continue to be impacted. For example, in the tourism and hospitality industry (which was 

heavily impacted by restrictions) thousands of skilled workers had to go onto the PUP and 

subsequently left tourism and hospitality to seek work in other sectors (Paul, 2022). This has 

created staffing challenges with research by Fáilte Ireland (2022) showing that nine in ten 

hospitality businesses are struggling to hire skilled staff which they note is “undoubtedly one 

of the biggest barriers to the sector’s recovery from the pandemic”xv. 

One pandemic-related change that may remain in some form in the future is hybrid working 

practices/ off-site working, with the acceleration of digital technology also likely to facilitate 

home working (Maqui and Morris, 2020; Kennedy et al., 2021). The jobs website, Indeed, 

noted that the searches for jobs in Ireland that allow “working-from-home” was six times 

higher in December 2021 than before the pandemic (Slattery, 2022). Employers are also now 

more likely to offer a remote working option than they were in pre-pandemic times. In 

December 2021, 12.5% of the job advertisements that were available contained remote working 

in the job description, compared to 2.9% of job advertisements in 2019 (ibid). A more 

permanent shift to remote working may shape office space requirements in the future which 

means that some of Ireland’s existing office spaces could be “redesigned to allow for additional 

space per employee or repurposed to facilitate additional shared on-site collaboration spaces” 

(Kennedy et al., 2021, p. 5). However, it is important to note that while remote working offers 

some new opportunities, the European Economic and Social Committee (2021) have raised 

some concerns about the risks of remote working, especially for women workers. They note 

that remote working could render employees “invisible in the work community” and could lead 

to workers “missing out on formal and informal support structures, personal contacts with 

colleagues and access to information, promotion and training opportunities” (ibid, point 1.3). 

In addition, they note that remote working could exacerbate gender inequalities if women are 

expected to take on the additional pressure of unpaid care work alongside their paid work (ibid). 

These points need to be taken into consideration for future remote working policy 

developments. 
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