
 

 

Covid-19: Emerging Impacts on Employment 

 

How have unemployment levels changed?  

 

Unemployment has increased by 58,000 to 1.35 million over the 

latest three month period, raising the unemployment rate from 3.7% 

to 3.9%. 

The latest ONS data released on 19th May shows that unemployment in the UK increased by 58,000 to 

1.35 million over the latest three month period (January – March 2020 compared to October – 

December 2019), raising the unemployment rate from 3.7% to 3.9% of the working age population. The 

current unemployment rates remain below the January to March 2008 peak, following the aftermath of 

the 2007 Financial Crisis, when 1.61 million people were unemployed.   

With the true impacts of lockdown unlikely to be evident until the release of unemployment statistics for 

April and May, approximately a quarter of all workers now being paid through the Government’s 

Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme and the downgrading of economic forecasts to reflect the impacts 

of the pandemic, the unemployment level is expected to continue to rise in coming months. 

Who has been affected? 

Changes in levels of unemployment across demographic groups reveals some notable differences, 

including: 

 By gender: Men remain more likely to be unemployed than women, with unemployment 

increasing by 38,000 to 745,000 over the latest three month period, raising the unemployment 

rate by 0.2 percentage points to 4.1%. Approximately 603,000 women are now unemployed, 

an increase of 21,000 since October to December 2019, equating to a 0.1 percentage point 

increase in the unemployment rate to 3.7%. 

 By age: People aged 18-24 years have seen the greatest absolute increased in unemployment. 

The number of people who are unemployed has increased by just over 27,000 in this age group, 

equal to an increase in the unemployment rate by 0.5 percentage points to 10.5%. There was 

also a substantial increase in unemployment for those aged between 50 and 64, increasing by 

18,000 over the three month period. In contrast, unemployment amongst those aged 25 to 34 

fell by 2,000, and those aged 65+ by over 4,400. 

 By ethnicity: Ethnic minority groups have seen unemployment rise by 26,000 to 270,000, 

equal to an increase in the unemployment rate of 0.5 percentage points to 6.3%. Amongst the 

population of White ethnic origin, unemployment grew by 55,000 to just less than 1.1 million, 

equivalent to a 0.2 percentage point increase in the unemployment rate to 3.9%.  

Sectoral patterns of employment will have played a role in these trends. For example, the retail and 

leisure sector – which has been severely impacted by lockdown – employs a predominantly young 

workforce while the manufacturing sector (where the ability to maintain social distancing or support 

home working is limited) is largely a male employment domain.  

  



How has the claimant count changed? 

The UK claimant count increased by over one million in the 12 

months to April 2020, to reach 2.1 million claimants. 

Latest figures to 9th April 2020 (included in the May 2020 data release), show that the claimant count 

(the number of people receiving benefits principally because they are unemployed, including universal 

credit and jobseekers allowance) in the UK increased by over one million during the last 12 months to 

2.1 million claimants. This increase was highest amongst men, equal to 612,420 additional claimants, 

compared to an increase of 398,330 amongst women.  

England accounts for the largest majority of claimants in the UK, equal to just under 1.8 million people 

(84% of UK total) in April 2020, with an increase of approximately 853,600 over the last twelve months. 

There have been distinct variations in how the claimant count has changed across England’s Local 

Enterprise Partnership (LEP) areas, with key findings including: 

 Nearly one in four new claimants (24.5%) over the last twelve months have been recorded in 

London or the South East LEP. London accounts for by far the largest increase in the claimant 

count with an increase of over 145,000, equal to just less than 17% of new claimants.  

 The North of England has also recorded some of the highest increases in claimants, with 

Greater Manchester (+55,650) and Leeds City Region (+50,620) leading the Northern LEPs in 

absolute numbers.  

 Percentage changes in the claimant count show the highest gains have been recorded in the 

Cornwall and the Isles of Scilly (+3.5%), Black Country (+3.2%) and Greater Manchester 

(+3.1%) LEP areas.  

 

 
 

Twelve month change (January to March 2019-2020) in the Claimant Count by Local Enterprise 

Partnership (LEP) 
Source: Regional labour market: Claimant Count for Local Enterprise Partnerships (experimental) 

  



 

How have earnings and working hours been affected? 

The number of paid employees in the UK is estimated to have fallen 

by more than 457,100 between March and April 2020. 

Based on figures reported by the ONS on Earnings and employment from Pay As You Earn Real Time 

Information, the number of paid employees in April 2020 in the UK is estimated to have fallen by 1.6% 

compared to March 2020, a decline of more than 457,100 employees1.  

Between weeks 12 and 13 of 2020, the average number of hours 

worked fell by 27%, from 33.2 to 24.8 hours, as the lockdown was 

introduced. 

Data for the latest quarter – January to March 2020 – shows that the average number of hours worked 

by full-time workers fell by 1.5% in the UK to 36.5 hours compared to the previous three-month period. 

Considering hours worked by people in their main job, as the chart below shows, as the lockdown period 

came into force, the average number of hours worked fell by 27%, from 33.2 to 24.8 hours. The decline 

in hours worked has been equally reported by men and women.  

 

 

 

                                                            
1 Figures cover all workers who are paid through the Pay As You Earn system where their pay is reported through the Real 
Time Information system. As employees who are “furloughed” as part of the Job Retention Scheme should still have their 
payments reported through this system, they should feature in this data and contribute toward the employment and pay 
statistics for the relevant periods. 
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