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UNDERSTANDING DATA

Sociology, inequality 
and Covid-19
Use your sociological analysis and 
reasoning to explore some data sets 
from the first wave of the pandemic
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Education
All of us have our pandemic stories to tell. Of course, some are much 
more traumatic and devastating than others. Although the global 
coronavirus outbreak may seem to be a health and science issue, 
actually sociology has also come into its own here because of the 
impact of inequality and the differential social impact of the virus.

All of you will have been directly impacted because of the closure of 
schools and colleges and the unusual situation in relation to exams 
and at universities. In late March 2020, UNESCO estimated that 
1.38 billion young people — 80% of the world’s learners — had been 
affected by closures (see Figure 1). Some 138 governments worldwide 

had ordered closures of their schools and universities, indicating the 
impact of globalisation. But poorer students in less wealthy countries 
and those at home are often worst affected. Poorer children in the 
UK, for example, missed the meals provided at school, and research 
shows that out-of-school factors are a primary source of inequalities 
in educational outcomes. The gap in maths and literacy skills between 
children from lower and higher socioeconomic backgrounds, for 
example, often widens during school holiday periods. The same effect 
was likely to kick in during Covid-19.

Death rates and UK poverty
Historical and archaeological research has shown that, even in 
pre-industrial societies, the people at greatest risk during pandemics 
were often the poorest and those minorities who faced discrimination 
in ways that damaged their health or limited their access to adequate 
medical care. Industrialisation and post-industrial life have done little 
to alter that picture. Indeed, UK death rates from Covid-19 infections 
were twice has high in the poorest areas of the UK than in the richest 
areas during March and April 2020 (see Figure 2). In England, the 

Standardised Mortality Rate (SMR) involving Covid-19 in the most 
deprived areas was 55.1 per 100,000, compared with just 25.3 in the 
least deprived areas. In Wales, it was 44.6 compared with 23.2 deaths 
per 100,000. In Scotland, it was 86.5 per 100,000 compared with 38.2 
deaths per 100,000. Similarly, higher death and hospitalisation rates 
in deprived areas were found among the 2.2 million British people 
who used the Covid Symptom Tracker App. Covid is a health issue, but 
it is also one about inequality and social vulnerability.

Ethnicity
We also learned in the course of the pandemic 
that people in the UK from BAME (black 
and minority ethnic) backgrounds were 
disproportionately affected by the virus. 
Research from the ONS suggested that poor 
health and deprivation play a major role in 
the fact that black British people were 1.9 
times as likely to die as white people, British 
Bangladeshis and Pakistanis were 1.8 times 
as likely, and Britons of Indian origin were 
around 1.5 times as likely. Complex questions 
around culture and diet were also in play 
here. However, a study by Lucinda Platt and 
Ross Warwick (2020) at the London School 
of Economics also pointed out that BAME 
people are more at risk of contracting the 
virus because they were more likely than 
other groups to work in poorly paid, frontline 
services in the UK (see Figure 3).

All these insights about Covid-19 involve 
versions of sociological analysis and reasoning 
— around globalisation, inequality, racism and 
marginalisation, for example — which means 
that making sense of the global pandemic 
is not just the domain of those in the hard 
sciences and the health research business. 

Platt, L. and Warwick, R. (2020) ‘At greater risk: Why Covid-19 is 
disproportionately affecting Britain’s ethnic minorities’, London 
School of Economics.
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Note: Figures refer to learners enrolled at pre-primary, primary, lower secondary and upper secondary levels of education, as well as tertiary education levels.
Source: UNESCO  

Figure 1 Number of learners impacted by national school closures worldwide
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As with all deaths, Covid-19’s
effects are worse the more
deprived an area is…

…however, in the most deprived areas, Covid-19 
has had a proportionally higher impact. 

Source: ONS

Figure 2 Standardised mortality rates of deaths involving Covid-19 in England (1 March to 17 April 2020) by Area Deprivation Deciles
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Figure 3 Share of key workers among those of working age in each of seven 
ethnic groups


