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An unequal recovery

A 
year after the first cases of COVID-19 
a ppea re d o ut s ide  Ch ina ,  th e 
uncertainties linked to the pandemic 
are still considerable despite the 
announcement of the arrival of 
several vaccines at the end of 2020. 

These uncertainties can be summarised in one 
question: when can we expect herd immunity? This 
will depend on the speed at which the population is 
vaccinated and will condition the end of the “stop 
and go”, i.e. successive containment processes that 
are harmful to economic activity. Meanwhile, the 
first half of 2021 should resemble 2020, which was 
marked by the strongest global recession since the 
end of the Second World War (-3.8%). Assuming 
that the main mature economies manage to 
vaccinate at least 60% of their population (the 
approximate threshold that theoretically achieves 
collective immunity) by the summer of 2021, the 
recovery would then be strong, with world growth 
reaching +4.3% on average in 2021, while world 
trade would increase by +6.7% in volume (after 
-5.2% in 2020). As for corporate insolvencies, 
they declined in all regions in 2020  (-22% in the 
Eurozone, -19% in Asia-Pacific and -3% in North 
America) thanks to governments’ support plans, of 
which the continuity will condition the survival of 
many companies this year: without them, Coface 
estimates that the number of insolvencies would 
have increased by 36% globally last year (vs. an 
observed decline of 12%).

This economic recovery will not benefit all 
companies equally: among the 23 sector risk 
assessment upgrades this quarter, almost half 
are attributable to the automotive sector, whose 
growth came as a positive surprise in the second 
half of 2020, followed by construction and 

chemicals. Unsurprisingly, many services will 
remain durably slowed down by the pandemic: 
transport is the sector most concerned by the 
9 downgrades. These sectoral divergences 
mask other strong inequalities. Firstly, between 
countries: while the performance of China and 
other Asian economies (e.g. Taiwan, whose country 
assessment has been upgraded) is boosting 
world growth, the main mature economies will 
not return to their pre-crisis GDP levels this year. 
Among them, those that depend even more than 
others on services (such as Spain or the United 
Kingdom), or that are lagging behind in the 
vaccination process, will take longer to recover. 
For emerging economies, the access to vaccines 
and governments’ ability to maintain fiscal policies 
that support businesses and households will be 
two major sources of inequality in 2021. Moreover, 
barring exceptions, they can no longer rely on their 
central banks to ease monetary policy, as their last 
cartridges were used in 2020. 

Fina l ly,  the cr is is should increase income 
inequalities within countries, which are already at 
a high level: last year, the least qualified workers, 
young people and women suffered more job 
losses than the rest of the population, as they are 
over-represented in the most penalized services. 
This widening inequality is expected to be long 
lasting, based on the experience of previous 
pandemics. Inequality is one of the main vectors 
of social unrest, which occurs on average around 
one year after a pandemic. As highlighted last 
quarter, this rise in inequality, coupled with 
public dissatisfaction regarding the authorities’ 
management of the pandemic in many countries, is 
conducive to more frequent protests and violence 
in 2021.



COFACE SA
1, place Costes et Bellonte
92270 Bois-Colombes
France

www.coface.com

F
e

b
ru

ar
ry

 2
0

2
1 

—
 L

ay
o

u
t:

 
 —

 P
h

o
to

: D
re

am
st

im
e

.c
o

m

DISCLAIMER
This document reflects the opinion of Coface’s Economic Research Department, as of the date 

of its preparation and based on the information available; it may be modified at any time. The 

information, analyses and opinions contained herein have been prepared on the basis of multiple 

sources considered reliable and serious; however, Coface does not guarantee the accuracy, 

completeness or reality of the data contained in this document. The information, analyses 

and opinions are provided for information purposes only and are intended to supplement the 

information otherwise available to the reader. Coface publishes this document in good faith 

and on the basis of an obligation of means (understood to be reasonable commercial means) as 

to the accuracy, completeness and reality of the data. Coface shall not be liable for any damage 

(direct or indirect) or loss of any kind suffered by the reader as a result of the reader’s use of the 

information, analyses and opinions. The reader is therefore solely responsible for the decisions 

and consequences of the decisions he or she makes on the basis of this document. This document 

and the analyses and opinions expressed herein are the exclusive property of Coface; the reader 

is authorised to consult or reproduce them for internal use only, provided that they are clearly 

marked with the name “Coface”, that this paragraph is reproduced and that the data is not altered 

or modified. Any use, extraction, reproduction for public or commercial use is prohibited without 

Coface’s prior consent. The reader is invited to refer to the legal notices on Coface’s website:  

https://www.coface.com/Home/General-informations/Legal-Notice.


