






























  

The initial panic of COVID-19 in early 2020 has given way to a 
broader realization that the pandemic is here to stay, at least for the 
foreseeable future. Policy and social attitudes too have had to adjust 
with a shift of perspective from ‘life versus livelihoods’—centred on 
lockdown—to one of ‘life and livelihoods’—centred on the 
resumption with economic activities albeit with safety measures.

In April 2020 when lockdown measures had been put in place, Power 
and Participation Research Centre (PPRC) and BRAC Institute for 
Governance and Development (BIGD) teamed up to launch a rapid 
response telephonic survey on the immediate impact of COVID-19 on 
livelihoods and household welfare.1 The survey (Phase I) utilized 
respondent telephone databases from earlier surveys in urban slums 
and rural poor. 

Our real-time research evidence on the economic impact of COVID-19 
during the early phase of the pandemic generated a great deal of 
attention. Realizing the value of this research, PPRC and BIGD 
resolved to undertake additional rounds of survey as the pandemic 
situation evolves. The World Food Program (WFP) came forward to 
provide supplementary support to this end. 

After an interval of three months, when economic activities had largely 
resumed, we launched the second survey (Phase II) in June 2020 on 
livelihood and coping during the COVID-19 crisis, with an additional 
focus on recovery dynamics. 
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from ‘life versus 
livelihoods’—centred 
on lockdown—to one 
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livelihoods’

The survey (Phase 1) 
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from earlier surveys  
in urban slums and 
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1PPRC-BIGD Rapid Response Research: Livelihood, Coping and Support during 
COVID-19 Crisis, April, 2020, PPRC and BIGD, Dhaka.
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Phase II survey was carried out in June 2020. In addition to the 5,471 
households successfully interviewed in Phase I, 6,200 new households 
were drawn from the same datasets—4,000 from the urban dataset and 
2,000 from the rural dataset. The larger urban sample was selected to 
facilitate disaggregated analysis of the urban centres. In addition, 200 
samples were drawn from a third PPRC database on hard to reach 
areas, Chattogram Hill Tracts (CHT) region in Southeast Bangladesh.    

As mentioned earlier, the Phase I urban samples were randomly drawn. 
For Phase II, all remaining samples from Khulna, Barishal, and 
Rangpur divisions, 2,089 in total, were taken from the urban dataset 
because Phase I urban sample did not have enough sample from these 
divisions. Additionally, 955 and 956 samples were randomly drawn 
from the remaining samples of Dhaka and Chattogram divisions. From 
the rural dataset, an additional 2,000 households were randomly drawn 
from the remaining samples of the benchmark survey. 

Of the 11,671 households in the final sample, 7,638 were successfully 
interviewed, of which 4,424 (58%) are panel sample, those surveyed in 
Phase I. The rest are new, of which 3,121 households (41%) are new 
sample and 93 households (1%) are from the CHT. The success rate of 
reaching the respondents was highest for the panel sample (81%) while 
about half the new samples could be interviewed. The household head 
was the default respondent in the survey. If the household head was not 
available, the spouse or other income earner was interviewed.

Table 1: Sample Size and Success Rate of the Survey

  Selected  Successful  Success Rate
 Sample (HHs) Survey (HHs)

Panel Sample  5,471 4,424 81%
New Sample 6,000 3,121 54%
CHT Sample 200 93 47%
Total 11,671 7,638 65%

A quantitative and close-ended questionnaire was developed through 
intensive brainstorming sessions and discussions. Pre-testing of the 
survey instrument examined the reliability and validity of the survey 
questions and estimated the required timing to complete a survey. The 
survey questionnaire mainly included segments on the impact of the 
COVID-19 crisis on their livelihoods, coping mechanisms, food 

 2.4  Limitations

Both Phase I and Phase II surveys had to be conducted within a short 
period because of the urgency to address the COVID-19 induced 
economic fallout. As a result, we had to rely on the proxy indicators of 
reported income and consumption rather than rigorous and detailed 
calculation of income and consumption. This renders the measures 
approximate rather than exact.

2.1 Survey Mode 
We needed to adapt our survey mode in the context of restricted 
mobility and interaction because of COVID-19. We identified the 
telephonic survey as the most practical way of reaching a wide number 
of respondents efficiently. 

2.2 Sampling and Survey Instrument
Both BIGD and PPRC have telephone contact databases from previous 
surveys. Two large urban and rural contact databases of BIGD 
collected in 2017, and smaller contact databases of PPRC collected in 
2019, were particularly relevant to this survey. The sample was mainly 
drawn from the following datasets (i.e. benchmark surveys): 

1. BIGD’s census of 24,283 households (HHs) in 35 slums 
(randomly chosen from 150 slums of BRAC’s Urban 
Development Program) across nine districts of five divisions 
including Dhaka, Chattogram, Khulna, Barishal, and Rangpur, 
conducted from October 2016 to January 2017.   

2. BIGD’s nationally representative survey of 26,925 rural 
households across 64 districts of all eight divisions, conducted 
from October 2017 to January 2018. 

Phase I survey in April 2020 included a total sample of 12,000 
households, of which 6,000 were randomly selected from the urban 
database. In the rural database, households are classified into three 
income categories based on per capita income—extreme poor, poor, 
and non-poor. From each category, 2,000 samples were randomly 
selected, 6000 rural samples in total. Details on the sampling for the 
Phase I survey and the benchmark surveys are available in Rahman and 
et al. (2020). Out of 12,000 households, we could successfully 
interview 5,471 households over the phone.  

security, non-food expenditures, relief governance, and their level of 
awareness and perceptions about the crisis. In Phase II, each contact 
number was revisited three times via mobile phone to increase the 
success rate. Average time for conducting the interview was 30 
minutes. The survey was conducted from 20 June to 2 July 2020. 

In depth involvement of BIGD and PPRC researchers in instrument 
development and strong pre-testing of the instrument ensured that the 
survey questions were easily understood by respondents and that the 
interviewers had sufficient time for interviewing.

2.3  Analysis 

As earlier mentioned, the sample had two segments: panel 
households—who were surveyed in both April and June—and new 
households—who were only surveyed in June. For panel households, 
we analyse two-round data to understand the impact of COVID on 
income and food poverty, labour market dynamics, coping 
mechanisms, and mobility dynamics. To understand other realities and 
responses, i.e. non-food expenditure burden, social protection, and 
relief governance, we could only utilize the post-lockdown data for 
both panel and new households.

Rahman et al. (2020) show that the majority of Phase I’s successfully 
interviewed households were extreme poor, as of income before the 
pandemic (i.e. February 2020). To minimize this bias, we assigned 
weights for analysis. For rural samples, the weights were the ratios of 
the number of BIGD’s nationally representative sample to the number 
of our surveyed households for each income group because the sample 
was equally drawn from each group of the nationally representative 
survey. For urban samples, the weight was the ratio of BIGD’s 
representative sample of urban slums to the number of our surveyed 
sample because we randomly drew the sample from the urban slum’s 
representative samples. These are the weights for the panel 
households. 

Moving to the assigned weights for the new samples, we randomly 
drew these samples from both rural and urban slums’ representative 
surveys. Thus, the weights were the ratios of our surveyed samples to 
the representative samples of each zone—rural and urban. 

2 Methodology



18 Livelihoods, Coping and Recovery during COVID-19 Crisis  

7,638 were success-
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Phase II survey was carried out in June 2020. In addition to the 5,471 
households successfully interviewed in Phase I, 6,200 new households 
were drawn from the same datasets—4,000 from the urban dataset and 
2,000 from the rural dataset. The larger urban sample was selected to 
facilitate disaggregated analysis of the urban centres. In addition, 200 
samples were drawn from a third PPRC database on hard to reach 
areas, Chattogram Hill Tracts (CHT) region in Southeast Bangladesh.    

As mentioned earlier, the Phase I urban samples were randomly drawn. 
For Phase II, all remaining samples from Khulna, Barishal, and 
Rangpur divisions, 2,089 in total, were taken from the urban dataset 
because Phase I urban sample did not have enough sample from these 
divisions. Additionally, 955 and 956 samples were randomly drawn 
from the remaining samples of Dhaka and Chattogram divisions. From 
the rural dataset, an additional 2,000 households were randomly drawn 
from the remaining samples of the benchmark survey. 

Of the 11,671 households in the final sample, 7,638 were successfully 
interviewed, of which 4,424 (58%) are panel sample, those surveyed in 
Phase I. The rest are new, of which 3,121 households (41%) are new 
sample and 93 households (1%) are from the CHT. The success rate of 
reaching the respondents was highest for the panel sample (81%) while 
about half the new samples could be interviewed. The household head 
was the default respondent in the survey. If the household head was not 
available, the spouse or other income earner was interviewed.

Table 1: Sample Size and Success Rate of the Survey

  Selected  Successful  Success Rate
 Sample (HHs) Survey (HHs)

Panel Sample  5,471 4,424 81%
New Sample 6,000 3,121 54%
CHT Sample 200 93 47%
Total 11,671 7,638 65%

A quantitative and close-ended questionnaire was developed through 
intensive brainstorming sessions and discussions. Pre-testing of the 
survey instrument examined the reliability and validity of the survey 
questions and estimated the required timing to complete a survey. The 
survey questionnaire mainly included segments on the impact of the 
COVID-19 crisis on their livelihoods, coping mechanisms, food 

 2.4  Limitations

Both Phase I and Phase II surveys had to be conducted within a short 
period because of the urgency to address the COVID-19 induced 
economic fallout. As a result, we had to rely on the proxy indicators of 
reported income and consumption rather than rigorous and detailed 
calculation of income and consumption. This renders the measures 
approximate rather than exact.

2.1 Survey Mode 
We needed to adapt our survey mode in the context of restricted 
mobility and interaction because of COVID-19. We identified the 
telephonic survey as the most practical way of reaching a wide number 
of respondents efficiently. 

2.2 Sampling and Survey Instrument
Both BIGD and PPRC have telephone contact databases from previous 
surveys. Two large urban and rural contact databases of BIGD 
collected in 2017, and smaller contact databases of PPRC collected in 
2019, were particularly relevant to this survey. The sample was mainly 
drawn from the following datasets (i.e. benchmark surveys): 

1. BIGD’s census of 24,283 households (HHs) in 35 slums 
(randomly chosen from 150 slums of BRAC’s Urban 
Development Program) across nine districts of five divisions 
including Dhaka, Chattogram, Khulna, Barishal, and Rangpur, 
conducted from October 2016 to January 2017.   

2. BIGD’s nationally representative survey of 26,925 rural 
households across 64 districts of all eight divisions, conducted 
from October 2017 to January 2018. 

Phase I survey in April 2020 included a total sample of 12,000 
households, of which 6,000 were randomly selected from the urban 
database. In the rural database, households are classified into three 
income categories based on per capita income—extreme poor, poor, 
and non-poor. From each category, 2,000 samples were randomly 
selected, 6000 rural samples in total. Details on the sampling for the 
Phase I survey and the benchmark surveys are available in Rahman and 
et al. (2020). Out of 12,000 households, we could successfully 
interview 5,471 households over the phone.  

security, non-food expenditures, relief governance, and their level of 
awareness and perceptions about the crisis. In Phase II, each contact 
number was revisited three times via mobile phone to increase the 
success rate. Average time for conducting the interview was 30 
minutes. The survey was conducted from 20 June to 2 July 2020. 

In depth involvement of BIGD and PPRC researchers in instrument 
development and strong pre-testing of the instrument ensured that the 
survey questions were easily understood by respondents and that the 
interviewers had sufficient time for interviewing.

2.3  Analysis 

As earlier mentioned, the sample had two segments: panel 
households—who were surveyed in both April and June—and new 
households—who were only surveyed in June. For panel households, 
we analyse two-round data to understand the impact of COVID on 
income and food poverty, labour market dynamics, coping 
mechanisms, and mobility dynamics. To understand other realities and 
responses, i.e. non-food expenditure burden, social protection, and 
relief governance, we could only utilize the post-lockdown data for 
both panel and new households.

Rahman et al. (2020) show that the majority of Phase I’s successfully 
interviewed households were extreme poor, as of income before the 
pandemic (i.e. February 2020). To minimize this bias, we assigned 
weights for analysis. For rural samples, the weights were the ratios of 
the number of BIGD’s nationally representative sample to the number 
of our surveyed households for each income group because the sample 
was equally drawn from each group of the nationally representative 
survey. For urban samples, the weight was the ratio of BIGD’s 
representative sample of urban slums to the number of our surveyed 
sample because we randomly drew the sample from the urban slum’s 
representative samples. These are the weights for the panel 
households. 

Moving to the assigned weights for the new samples, we randomly 
drew these samples from both rural and urban slums’ representative 
surveys. Thus, the weights were the ratios of our surveyed samples to 
the representative samples of each zone—rural and urban. 



Phase II survey was carried out in June 2020. In addition to the 5,471 
households successfully interviewed in Phase I, 6,200 new households 
were drawn from the same datasets—4,000 from the urban dataset and 
2,000 from the rural dataset. The larger urban sample was selected to 
facilitate disaggregated analysis of the urban centres. In addition, 200 
samples were drawn from a third PPRC database on hard to reach 
areas, Chattogram Hill Tracts (CHT) region in Southeast Bangladesh.    

As mentioned earlier, the Phase I urban samples were randomly drawn. 
For Phase II, all remaining samples from Khulna, Barishal, and 
Rangpur divisions, 2,089 in total, were taken from the urban dataset 
because Phase I urban sample did not have enough sample from these 
divisions. Additionally, 955 and 956 samples were randomly drawn 
from the remaining samples of Dhaka and Chattogram divisions. From 
the rural dataset, an additional 2,000 households were randomly drawn 
from the remaining samples of the benchmark survey. 

Of the 11,671 households in the final sample, 7,638 were successfully 
interviewed, of which 4,424 (58%) are panel sample, those surveyed in 
Phase I. The rest are new, of which 3,121 households (41%) are new 
sample and 93 households (1%) are from the CHT. The success rate of 
reaching the respondents was highest for the panel sample (81%) while 
about half the new samples could be interviewed. The household head 
was the default respondent in the survey. If the household head was not 
available, the spouse or other income earner was interviewed.

Table 1: Sample Size and Success Rate of the Survey

  Selected  Successful  Success Rate
 Sample (HHs) Survey (HHs)

Panel Sample  5,471 4,424 81%
New Sample 6,000 3,121 54%
CHT Sample 200 93 47%
Total 11,671 7,638 65%

A quantitative and close-ended questionnaire was developed through 
intensive brainstorming sessions and discussions. Pre-testing of the 
survey instrument examined the reliability and validity of the survey 
questions and estimated the required timing to complete a survey. The 
survey questionnaire mainly included segments on the impact of the 
COVID-19 crisis on their livelihoods, coping mechanisms, food 
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 2.4  Limitations

Both Phase I and Phase II surveys had to be conducted within a short 
period because of the urgency to address the COVID-19 induced 
economic fallout. As a result, we had to rely on the proxy indicators of 
reported income and consumption rather than rigorous and detailed 
calculation of income and consumption. This renders the measures 
approximate rather than exact.

2.1 Survey Mode 
We needed to adapt our survey mode in the context of restricted 
mobility and interaction because of COVID-19. We identified the 
telephonic survey as the most practical way of reaching a wide number 
of respondents efficiently. 

2.2 Sampling and Survey Instrument
Both BIGD and PPRC have telephone contact databases from previous 
surveys. Two large urban and rural contact databases of BIGD 
collected in 2017, and smaller contact databases of PPRC collected in 
2019, were particularly relevant to this survey. The sample was mainly 
drawn from the following datasets (i.e. benchmark surveys): 

1. BIGD’s census of 24,283 households (HHs) in 35 slums 
(randomly chosen from 150 slums of BRAC’s Urban 
Development Program) across nine districts of five divisions 
including Dhaka, Chattogram, Khulna, Barishal, and Rangpur, 
conducted from October 2016 to January 2017.   

2. BIGD’s nationally representative survey of 26,925 rural 
households across 64 districts of all eight divisions, conducted 
from October 2017 to January 2018. 

Phase I survey in April 2020 included a total sample of 12,000 
households, of which 6,000 were randomly selected from the urban 
database. In the rural database, households are classified into three 
income categories based on per capita income—extreme poor, poor, 
and non-poor. From each category, 2,000 samples were randomly 
selected, 6000 rural samples in total. Details on the sampling for the 
Phase I survey and the benchmark surveys are available in Rahman and 
et al. (2020). Out of 12,000 households, we could successfully 
interview 5,471 households over the phone.  

security, non-food expenditures, relief governance, and their level of 
awareness and perceptions about the crisis. In Phase II, each contact 
number was revisited three times via mobile phone to increase the 
success rate. Average time for conducting the interview was 30 
minutes. The survey was conducted from 20 June to 2 July 2020. 

In depth involvement of BIGD and PPRC researchers in instrument 
development and strong pre-testing of the instrument ensured that the 
survey questions were easily understood by respondents and that the 
interviewers had sufficient time for interviewing.

2.3  Analysis 

As earlier mentioned, the sample had two segments: panel 
households—who were surveyed in both April and June—and new 
households—who were only surveyed in June. For panel households, 
we analyse two-round data to understand the impact of COVID on 
income and food poverty, labour market dynamics, coping 
mechanisms, and mobility dynamics. To understand other realities and 
responses, i.e. non-food expenditure burden, social protection, and 
relief governance, we could only utilize the post-lockdown data for 
both panel and new households.

Rahman et al. (2020) show that the majority of Phase I’s successfully 
interviewed households were extreme poor, as of income before the 
pandemic (i.e. February 2020). To minimize this bias, we assigned 
weights for analysis. For rural samples, the weights were the ratios of 
the number of BIGD’s nationally representative sample to the number 
of our surveyed households for each income group because the sample 
was equally drawn from each group of the nationally representative 
survey. For urban samples, the weight was the ratio of BIGD’s 
representative sample of urban slums to the number of our surveyed 
sample because we randomly drew the sample from the urban slum’s 
representative samples. These are the weights for the panel 
households. 

Moving to the assigned weights for the new samples, we randomly 
drew these samples from both rural and urban slums’ representative 
surveys. Thus, the weights were the ratios of our surveyed samples to 
the representative samples of each zone—rural and urban. 

Average time for 
conducting the 
interview was 30 
minutes.
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Phase II survey was carried out in June 2020. In addition to the 5,471 
households successfully interviewed in Phase I, 6,200 new households 
were drawn from the same datasets—4,000 from the urban dataset and 
2,000 from the rural dataset. The larger urban sample was selected to 
facilitate disaggregated analysis of the urban centres. In addition, 200 
samples were drawn from a third PPRC database on hard to reach 
areas, Chattogram Hill Tracts (CHT) region in Southeast Bangladesh.    

As mentioned earlier, the Phase I urban samples were randomly drawn. 
For Phase II, all remaining samples from Khulna, Barishal, and 
Rangpur divisions, 2,089 in total, were taken from the urban dataset 
because Phase I urban sample did not have enough sample from these 
divisions. Additionally, 955 and 956 samples were randomly drawn 
from the remaining samples of Dhaka and Chattogram divisions. From 
the rural dataset, an additional 2,000 households were randomly drawn 
from the remaining samples of the benchmark survey. 

Of the 11,671 households in the final sample, 7,638 were successfully 
interviewed, of which 4,424 (58%) are panel sample, those surveyed in 
Phase I. The rest are new, of which 3,121 households (41%) are new 
sample and 93 households (1%) are from the CHT. The success rate of 
reaching the respondents was highest for the panel sample (81%) while 
about half the new samples could be interviewed. The household head 
was the default respondent in the survey. If the household head was not 
available, the spouse or other income earner was interviewed.

Table 1: Sample Size and Success Rate of the Survey

  Selected  Successful  Success Rate
 Sample (HHs) Survey (HHs)

Panel Sample  5,471 4,424 81%
New Sample 6,000 3,121 54%
CHT Sample 200 93 47%
Total 11,671 7,638 65%

A quantitative and close-ended questionnaire was developed through 
intensive brainstorming sessions and discussions. Pre-testing of the 
survey instrument examined the reliability and validity of the survey 
questions and estimated the required timing to complete a survey. The 
survey questionnaire mainly included segments on the impact of the 
COVID-19 crisis on their livelihoods, coping mechanisms, food 

 2.4  Limitations

Both Phase I and Phase II surveys had to be conducted within a short 
period because of the urgency to address the COVID-19 induced 
economic fallout. As a result, we had to rely on the proxy indicators of 
reported income and consumption rather than rigorous and detailed 
calculation of income and consumption. This renders the measures 
approximate rather than exact.

2.1 Survey Mode 
We needed to adapt our survey mode in the context of restricted 
mobility and interaction because of COVID-19. We identified the 
telephonic survey as the most practical way of reaching a wide number 
of respondents efficiently. 

2.2 Sampling and Survey Instrument
Both BIGD and PPRC have telephone contact databases from previous 
surveys. Two large urban and rural contact databases of BIGD 
collected in 2017, and smaller contact databases of PPRC collected in 
2019, were particularly relevant to this survey. The sample was mainly 
drawn from the following datasets (i.e. benchmark surveys): 

1. BIGD’s census of 24,283 households (HHs) in 35 slums 
(randomly chosen from 150 slums of BRAC’s Urban 
Development Program) across nine districts of five divisions 
including Dhaka, Chattogram, Khulna, Barishal, and Rangpur, 
conducted from October 2016 to January 2017.   

2. BIGD’s nationally representative survey of 26,925 rural 
households across 64 districts of all eight divisions, conducted 
from October 2017 to January 2018. 

Phase I survey in April 2020 included a total sample of 12,000 
households, of which 6,000 were randomly selected from the urban 
database. In the rural database, households are classified into three 
income categories based on per capita income—extreme poor, poor, 
and non-poor. From each category, 2,000 samples were randomly 
selected, 6000 rural samples in total. Details on the sampling for the 
Phase I survey and the benchmark surveys are available in Rahman and 
et al. (2020). Out of 12,000 households, we could successfully 
interview 5,471 households over the phone.  

security, non-food expenditures, relief governance, and their level of 
awareness and perceptions about the crisis. In Phase II, each contact 
number was revisited three times via mobile phone to increase the 
success rate. Average time for conducting the interview was 30 
minutes. The survey was conducted from 20 June to 2 July 2020. 

In depth involvement of BIGD and PPRC researchers in instrument 
development and strong pre-testing of the instrument ensured that the 
survey questions were easily understood by respondents and that the 
interviewers had sufficient time for interviewing.

2.3  Analysis 

As earlier mentioned, the sample had two segments: panel 
households—who were surveyed in both April and June—and new 
households—who were only surveyed in June. For panel households, 
we analyse two-round data to understand the impact of COVID on 
income and food poverty, labour market dynamics, coping 
mechanisms, and mobility dynamics. To understand other realities and 
responses, i.e. non-food expenditure burden, social protection, and 
relief governance, we could only utilize the post-lockdown data for 
both panel and new households.

Rahman et al. (2020) show that the majority of Phase I’s successfully 
interviewed households were extreme poor, as of income before the 
pandemic (i.e. February 2020). To minimize this bias, we assigned 
weights for analysis. For rural samples, the weights were the ratios of 
the number of BIGD’s nationally representative sample to the number 
of our surveyed households for each income group because the sample 
was equally drawn from each group of the nationally representative 
survey. For urban samples, the weight was the ratio of BIGD’s 
representative sample of urban slums to the number of our surveyed 
sample because we randomly drew the sample from the urban slum’s 
representative samples. These are the weights for the panel 
households. 

Moving to the assigned weights for the new samples, we randomly 
drew these samples from both rural and urban slums’ representative 
surveys. Thus, the weights were the ratios of our surveyed samples to 
the representative samples of each zone—rural and urban. 



3.1 Regional Profile  

Of the 7,638 successfully interviewed 
households, 56% are from slum-dwelling HHs 
across city corporations and municipalities 
whereas 43% are from rural Bangladesh 
(Figure 1). One per cent households were from 
Chattogram Hill Tracts.

Figure 2 describes the urban sample 
distribution. Of the 4,241 urban slum 
households, 27% are from Dhaka, 25% from 
Khulna, and 25% from Chattogram. 
Respondents from Rangpur and Barishal 
represented 16% and 8% of the total urban 
sample, respectively.

3.2 Demographic Profile

Average family size of the sample was 4.97. Average earning member 
per family was 1.36. Fourteen per cent of the sample was 
female-headed households. 

3.3 Economic Profile

3.3.1 Poverty Classification

We have classified the respondents into four income categories based 
on per capita reported income for February 2020 (pre-COVID):

Extreme poor: households with per capita monthly income below or 
equal to the lower poverty line have been categorized as extreme poor. 
The HIES 2016 report presents divisional lower poverty lines using the 
Cost of Basic Needs (CNB) method. The lower poverty lines vary 
across divisions and by rural and urban areas. Thus, we have decided to 
use inflation-adjusted divisional, urban-rural lower poverty lines. For 
example, a rural household in Barishal division has been categorized as 
extreme poor if its per capita income was below BDT 2,264 in 
February 2020; similarly, a rural household in Chattogram division has 
been categorized as extreme poor if its per capita income was below 
BDT 2,58. Likewise, the households living in urban areas have been 
classified as extreme poor based on per capita monthly income of urban 
areas of the division they live in. 

Moderate poor : households with per capita monthly income above 
the lower and below or equal to the upper poverty lines have been 
categorized as poor. Similar to the lower poverty line, we have used the 
inflation-adjusted divisional urban-rural upper poverty lines, presented 
in the HIES 2016 report. 

Vulnerable non-poor : Though official classification does not include 
the category of vulnerable non-poor, the need was already identified in 
earlier poverty studies2 to differentiate the group that is at risk of 
falling back to poverty from the group that is not. The PPRC-BIGD 
survey findings have validated the need for differentiating the 

  

vulnerable non-poor, households subsisting within a vulnerable band 
above the poverty line. Through discussions with former Bangladesh 
Bureau of Statistics (BBS) colleagues, the parameter for this 
vulnerability band was established as the range between the upper 
poverty line and the inflation-adjusted median income. The then 
Director of the Household Income and Expenditure Survey (HIES) 
informed us that per capita median income in HIES 2016 was BDT 
3,040 which stands at inflation-adjusted BDT 3,872 in 2020. So, the 
vulnerable non-poor in this survey are those whose reported income, in 
terms of February 2020, was between the upper poverty line income 
and the median income. 

Non-poor : We have categorized the households with per capita 
monthly income above the median income (i.e. BDT 3,872 for 2020) as 
non-poor.

3.3.2 Pre-COVID (February) Income Status
The survey sample has a strong poverty bias. According to the reported 
pre-COVID (February 2020) income, 38% of sample households were 
extreme poor, 18% were moderate poor, 18% were vulnerable 
non-poor, and 26% non-poor.

The disaggregated distribution in terms of urban, rural, and CHT is 
shown in Figure 3. The proportion of extreme poor was highest (68%) 
in the CHT sub-sample followed by the rural sub-sample (44%) and the 
urban sub-sample (33%). At the other end, the proportion of non-poor 

was highest (31%) in urban sub-sample while the percentage in rural 
and CHT sub-samples were 19% and 17% respectively. 

 

3.3.3  Main Source of Income

Figure 4 describes the households by their source of income. Overall, 
nearly 40% of the main income earners were from informal 
occupational groups—rickshaw-pullers, housemaids, day labourers. 
Salaried and wage labour in garments and other factories were 28% of 
the overall sample. Another 20% of the sample had business as their 
main source of income. Additionally, approximately eight per cent of 
the sample households had agriculture as their principal source of 
income. A very small percentage, i.e. 1.21% of the households reported 
dependence on external help/assistance from formal (government, 
NGO etc.) and informal (relative/friend/family) sources as their main 
earning source. The occupational categories used have followed the 
categorization by the Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics (BBS). 

Figure 1: Sample Distribution: Rural-Urban 
                 (% of households)

Figure 2: Urban Sample Distribution by Division
                 (% of Surveyed households)

Figure 5: Occupational Profile (% of households)

3.3.4  Occupational Profile

Figure 5 describes in more detail the occupation profile of the sample. 
The top five reported occupations included unskilled labour (26%), 
small business owners (19%), transport workers (10%), skilled labour 
(10%), salaried job holders (9%), and agriculture (8%). On the other 
hand, 9% of the whole sample reported being unemployed during the 
survey.
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3.1 Regional Profile  

Of the 7,638 successfully interviewed 
households, 56% are from slum-dwelling HHs 
across city corporations and municipalities 
whereas 43% are from rural Bangladesh 
(Figure 1). One per cent households were from 
Chattogram Hill Tracts.

Figure 2 describes the urban sample 
distribution. Of the 4,241 urban slum 
households, 27% are from Dhaka, 25% from 
Khulna, and 25% from Chattogram. 
Respondents from Rangpur and Barishal 
represented 16% and 8% of the total urban 
sample, respectively.
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3.2 Demographic Profile

Average family size of the sample was 4.97. Average earning member 
per family was 1.36. Fourteen per cent of the sample was 
female-headed households. 

3.3 Economic Profile

3.3.1 Poverty Classification

We have classified the respondents into four income categories based 
on per capita reported income for February 2020 (pre-COVID):

Extreme poor: households with per capita monthly income below or 
equal to the lower poverty line have been categorized as extreme poor. 
The HIES 2016 report presents divisional lower poverty lines using the 
Cost of Basic Needs (CNB) method. The lower poverty lines vary 
across divisions and by rural and urban areas. Thus, we have decided to 
use inflation-adjusted divisional, urban-rural lower poverty lines. For 
example, a rural household in Barishal division has been categorized as 
extreme poor if its per capita income was below BDT 2,264 in 
February 2020; similarly, a rural household in Chattogram division has 
been categorized as extreme poor if its per capita income was below 
BDT 2,58. Likewise, the households living in urban areas have been 
classified as extreme poor based on per capita monthly income of urban 
areas of the division they live in. 

Moderate poor : households with per capita monthly income above 
the lower and below or equal to the upper poverty lines have been 
categorized as poor. Similar to the lower poverty line, we have used the 
inflation-adjusted divisional urban-rural upper poverty lines, presented 
in the HIES 2016 report. 

Vulnerable non-poor : Though official classification does not include 
the category of vulnerable non-poor, the need was already identified in 
earlier poverty studies2 to differentiate the group that is at risk of 
falling back to poverty from the group that is not. The PPRC-BIGD 
survey findings have validated the need for differentiating the 

vulnerable non-poor, households subsisting within a vulnerable band 
above the poverty line. Through discussions with former Bangladesh 
Bureau of Statistics (BBS) colleagues, the parameter for this 
vulnerability band was established as the range between the upper 
poverty line and the inflation-adjusted median income. The then 
Director of the Household Income and Expenditure Survey (HIES) 
informed us that per capita median income in HIES 2016 was BDT 
3,040 which stands at inflation-adjusted BDT 3,872 in 2020. So, the 
vulnerable non-poor in this survey are those whose reported income, in 
terms of February 2020, was between the upper poverty line income 
and the median income. 

Non-poor : We have categorized the households with per capita 
monthly income above the median income (i.e. BDT 3,872 for 2020) as 
non-poor.

3.3.2 Pre-COVID (February) Income Status
The survey sample has a strong poverty bias. According to the reported 
pre-COVID (February 2020) income, 38% of sample households were 
extreme poor, 18% were moderate poor, 18% were vulnerable 
non-poor, and 26% non-poor.

The disaggregated distribution in terms of urban, rural, and CHT is 
shown in Figure 3. The proportion of extreme poor was highest (68%) 
in the CHT sub-sample followed by the rural sub-sample (44%) and the 
urban sub-sample (33%). At the other end, the proportion of non-poor 

was highest (31%) in urban sub-sample while the percentage in rural 
and CHT sub-samples were 19% and 17% respectively. 

 

3.3.3  Main Source of Income

Figure 4 describes the households by their source of income. Overall, 
nearly 40% of the main income earners were from informal 
occupational groups—rickshaw-pullers, housemaids, day labourers. 
Salaried and wage labour in garments and other factories were 28% of 
the overall sample. Another 20% of the sample had business as their 
main source of income. Additionally, approximately eight per cent of 
the sample households had agriculture as their principal source of 
income. A very small percentage, i.e. 1.21% of the households reported 
dependence on external help/assistance from formal (government, 
NGO etc.) and informal (relative/friend/family) sources as their main 
earning source. The occupational categories used have followed the 
categorization by the Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics (BBS). 

2Hossain Zillur Rahman & Mahbub Hossain, 1994, Rethinking Rural Poverty : Bangladesh 
as a Case Study, SAGE Publications
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The top five reported occupations included unskilled labour (26%), 
small business owners (19%), transport workers (10%), skilled labour 
(10%), salaried job holders (9%), and agriculture (8%). On the other 
hand, 9% of the whole sample reported being unemployed during the 
survey.
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across city corporations and municipalities 
whereas 43% are from rural Bangladesh 
(Figure 1). One per cent households were from 
Chattogram Hill Tracts.

Figure 2 describes the urban sample 
distribution. Of the 4,241 urban slum 
households, 27% are from Dhaka, 25% from 
Khulna, and 25% from Chattogram. 
Respondents from Rangpur and Barishal 
represented 16% and 8% of the total urban 
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3.2 Demographic Profile

Average family size of the sample was 4.97. Average earning member 
per family was 1.36. Fourteen per cent of the sample was 
female-headed households. 
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areas of the division they live in. 

Moderate poor : households with per capita monthly income above 
the lower and below or equal to the upper poverty lines have been 
categorized as poor. Similar to the lower poverty line, we have used the 
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in the HIES 2016 report. 

Vulnerable non-poor : Though official classification does not include 
the category of vulnerable non-poor, the need was already identified in 
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falling back to poverty from the group that is not. The PPRC-BIGD 
survey findings have validated the need for differentiating the 
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vulnerable non-poor, households subsisting within a vulnerable band 
above the poverty line. Through discussions with former Bangladesh 
Bureau of Statistics (BBS) colleagues, the parameter for this 
vulnerability band was established as the range between the upper 
poverty line and the inflation-adjusted median income. The then 
Director of the Household Income and Expenditure Survey (HIES) 
informed us that per capita median income in HIES 2016 was BDT 
3,040 which stands at inflation-adjusted BDT 3,872 in 2020. So, the 
vulnerable non-poor in this survey are those whose reported income, in 
terms of February 2020, was between the upper poverty line income 
and the median income. 

Non-poor : We have categorized the households with per capita 
monthly income above the median income (i.e. BDT 3,872 for 2020) as 
non-poor.

3.3.2 Pre-COVID (February) Income Status
The survey sample has a strong poverty bias. According to the reported 
pre-COVID (February 2020) income, 38% of sample households were 
extreme poor, 18% were moderate poor, 18% were vulnerable 
non-poor, and 26% non-poor.

The disaggregated distribution in terms of urban, rural, and CHT is 
shown in Figure 3. The proportion of extreme poor was highest (68%) 
in the CHT sub-sample followed by the rural sub-sample (44%) and the 
urban sub-sample (33%). At the other end, the proportion of non-poor 

was highest (31%) in urban sub-sample while the percentage in rural 
and CHT sub-samples were 19% and 17% respectively. 
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occupational groups—rickshaw-pullers, housemaids, day labourers. 
Salaried and wage labour in garments and other factories were 28% of 
the overall sample. Another 20% of the sample had business as their 
main source of income. Additionally, approximately eight per cent of 
the sample households had agriculture as their principal source of 
income. A very small percentage, i.e. 1.21% of the households reported 
dependence on external help/assistance from formal (government, 
NGO etc.) and informal (relative/friend/family) sources as their main 
earning source. The occupational categories used have followed the 
categorization by the Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics (BBS). 
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Figure 5 describes in more detail the occupation profile of the sample. 
The top five reported occupations included unskilled labour (26%), 
small business owners (19%), transport workers (10%), skilled labour 
(10%), salaried job holders (9%), and agriculture (8%). On the other 
hand, 9% of the whole sample reported being unemployed during the 
survey.
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3.1 Regional Profile  

Of the 7,638 successfully interviewed 
households, 56% are from slum-dwelling HHs 
across city corporations and municipalities 
whereas 43% are from rural Bangladesh 
(Figure 1). One per cent households were from 
Chattogram Hill Tracts.

Figure 2 describes the urban sample 
distribution. Of the 4,241 urban slum 
households, 27% are from Dhaka, 25% from 
Khulna, and 25% from Chattogram. 
Respondents from Rangpur and Barishal 
represented 16% and 8% of the total urban 
sample, respectively.

3.2 Demographic Profile

Average family size of the sample was 4.97. Average earning member 
per family was 1.36. Fourteen per cent of the sample was 
female-headed households. 

3.3 Economic Profile

3.3.1 Poverty Classification

We have classified the respondents into four income categories based 
on per capita reported income for February 2020 (pre-COVID):

Extreme poor: households with per capita monthly income below or 
equal to the lower poverty line have been categorized as extreme poor. 
The HIES 2016 report presents divisional lower poverty lines using the 
Cost of Basic Needs (CNB) method. The lower poverty lines vary 
across divisions and by rural and urban areas. Thus, we have decided to 
use inflation-adjusted divisional, urban-rural lower poverty lines. For 
example, a rural household in Barishal division has been categorized as 
extreme poor if its per capita income was below BDT 2,264 in 
February 2020; similarly, a rural household in Chattogram division has 
been categorized as extreme poor if its per capita income was below 
BDT 2,58. Likewise, the households living in urban areas have been 
classified as extreme poor based on per capita monthly income of urban 
areas of the division they live in. 

Moderate poor : households with per capita monthly income above 
the lower and below or equal to the upper poverty lines have been 
categorized as poor. Similar to the lower poverty line, we have used the 
inflation-adjusted divisional urban-rural upper poverty lines, presented 
in the HIES 2016 report. 

Vulnerable non-poor : Though official classification does not include 
the category of vulnerable non-poor, the need was already identified in 
earlier poverty studies2 to differentiate the group that is at risk of 
falling back to poverty from the group that is not. The PPRC-BIGD 
survey findings have validated the need for differentiating the 
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vulnerable non-poor, households subsisting within a vulnerable band 
above the poverty line. Through discussions with former Bangladesh 
Bureau of Statistics (BBS) colleagues, the parameter for this 
vulnerability band was established as the range between the upper 
poverty line and the inflation-adjusted median income. The then 
Director of the Household Income and Expenditure Survey (HIES) 
informed us that per capita median income in HIES 2016 was BDT 
3,040 which stands at inflation-adjusted BDT 3,872 in 2020. So, the 
vulnerable non-poor in this survey are those whose reported income, in 
terms of February 2020, was between the upper poverty line income 
and the median income. 

Non-poor : We have categorized the households with per capita 
monthly income above the median income (i.e. BDT 3,872 for 2020) as 
non-poor.

3.3.2 Pre-COVID (February) Income Status
The survey sample has a strong poverty bias. According to the reported 
pre-COVID (February 2020) income, 38% of sample households were 
extreme poor, 18% were moderate poor, 18% were vulnerable 
non-poor, and 26% non-poor.

The disaggregated distribution in terms of urban, rural, and CHT is 
shown in Figure 3. The proportion of extreme poor was highest (68%) 
in the CHT sub-sample followed by the rural sub-sample (44%) and the 
urban sub-sample (33%). At the other end, the proportion of non-poor 

was highest (31%) in urban sub-sample while the percentage in rural 
and CHT sub-samples were 19% and 17% respectively. 

 

3.3.3  Main Source of Income

Figure 4 describes the households by their source of income. Overall, 
nearly 40% of the main income earners were from informal 
occupational groups—rickshaw-pullers, housemaids, day labourers. 
Salaried and wage labour in garments and other factories were 28% of 
the overall sample. Another 20% of the sample had business as their 
main source of income. Additionally, approximately eight per cent of 
the sample households had agriculture as their principal source of 
income. A very small percentage, i.e. 1.21% of the households reported 
dependence on external help/assistance from formal (government, 
NGO etc.) and informal (relative/friend/family) sources as their main 
earning source. The occupational categories used have followed the 
categorization by the Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics (BBS). 

Figure 5: Occupational Profile (% of households)

3.3.4  Occupational Profile

Figure 5 describes in more detail the occupation profile of the sample. 
The top five reported occupations included unskilled labour (26%), 
small business owners (19%), transport workers (10%), skilled labour 
(10%), salaried job holders (9%), and agriculture (8%). On the other 
hand, 9% of the whole sample reported being unemployed during the 
survey.
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3.1 Regional Profile  

Of the 7,638 successfully interviewed 
households, 56% are from slum-dwelling HHs 
across city corporations and municipalities 
whereas 43% are from rural Bangladesh 
(Figure 1). One per cent households were from 
Chattogram Hill Tracts.

Figure 2 describes the urban sample 
distribution. Of the 4,241 urban slum 
households, 27% are from Dhaka, 25% from 
Khulna, and 25% from Chattogram. 
Respondents from Rangpur and Barishal 
represented 16% and 8% of the total urban 
sample, respectively.

3.2 Demographic Profile

Average family size of the sample was 4.97. Average earning member 
per family was 1.36. Fourteen per cent of the sample was 
female-headed households. 

3.3 Economic Profile

3.3.1 Poverty Classification

We have classified the respondents into four income categories based 
on per capita reported income for February 2020 (pre-COVID):

Extreme poor: households with per capita monthly income below or 
equal to the lower poverty line have been categorized as extreme poor. 
The HIES 2016 report presents divisional lower poverty lines using the 
Cost of Basic Needs (CNB) method. The lower poverty lines vary 
across divisions and by rural and urban areas. Thus, we have decided to 
use inflation-adjusted divisional, urban-rural lower poverty lines. For 
example, a rural household in Barishal division has been categorized as 
extreme poor if its per capita income was below BDT 2,264 in 
February 2020; similarly, a rural household in Chattogram division has 
been categorized as extreme poor if its per capita income was below 
BDT 2,58. Likewise, the households living in urban areas have been 
classified as extreme poor based on per capita monthly income of urban 
areas of the division they live in. 

Moderate poor : households with per capita monthly income above 
the lower and below or equal to the upper poverty lines have been 
categorized as poor. Similar to the lower poverty line, we have used the 
inflation-adjusted divisional urban-rural upper poverty lines, presented 
in the HIES 2016 report. 

Vulnerable non-poor : Though official classification does not include 
the category of vulnerable non-poor, the need was already identified in 
earlier poverty studies2 to differentiate the group that is at risk of 
falling back to poverty from the group that is not. The PPRC-BIGD 
survey findings have validated the need for differentiating the 
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vulnerable non-poor, households subsisting within a vulnerable band 
above the poverty line. Through discussions with former Bangladesh 
Bureau of Statistics (BBS) colleagues, the parameter for this 
vulnerability band was established as the range between the upper 
poverty line and the inflation-adjusted median income. The then 
Director of the Household Income and Expenditure Survey (HIES) 
informed us that per capita median income in HIES 2016 was BDT 
3,040 which stands at inflation-adjusted BDT 3,872 in 2020. So, the 
vulnerable non-poor in this survey are those whose reported income, in 
terms of February 2020, was between the upper poverty line income 
and the median income. 

Non-poor : We have categorized the households with per capita 
monthly income above the median income (i.e. BDT 3,872 for 2020) as 
non-poor.

3.3.2 Pre-COVID (February) Income Status
The survey sample has a strong poverty bias. According to the reported 
pre-COVID (February 2020) income, 38% of sample households were 
extreme poor, 18% were moderate poor, 18% were vulnerable 
non-poor, and 26% non-poor.

The disaggregated distribution in terms of urban, rural, and CHT is 
shown in Figure 3. The proportion of extreme poor was highest (68%) 
in the CHT sub-sample followed by the rural sub-sample (44%) and the 
urban sub-sample (33%). At the other end, the proportion of non-poor 

was highest (31%) in urban sub-sample while the percentage in rural 
and CHT sub-samples were 19% and 17% respectively. 

 

3.3.3  Main Source of Income

Figure 4 describes the households by their source of income. Overall, 
nearly 40% of the main income earners were from informal 
occupational groups—rickshaw-pullers, housemaids, day labourers. 
Salaried and wage labour in garments and other factories were 28% of 
the overall sample. Another 20% of the sample had business as their 
main source of income. Additionally, approximately eight per cent of 
the sample households had agriculture as their principal source of 
income. A very small percentage, i.e. 1.21% of the households reported 
dependence on external help/assistance from formal (government, 
NGO etc.) and informal (relative/friend/family) sources as their main 
earning source. The occupational categories used have followed the 
categorization by the Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics (BBS). 
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3.3.4  Occupational Profile

Figure 5 describes in more detail the occupation profile of the sample. 
The top five reported occupations included unskilled labour (26%), 
small business owners (19%), transport workers (10%), skilled labour 
(10%), salaried job holders (9%), and agriculture (8%). On the other 
hand, 9% of the whole sample reported being unemployed during the 
survey.
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3.1 Regional Profile  

Of the 7,638 successfully interviewed 
households, 56% are from slum-dwelling HHs 
across city corporations and municipalities 
whereas 43% are from rural Bangladesh 
(Figure 1). One per cent households were from 
Chattogram Hill Tracts.

Figure 2 describes the urban sample 
distribution. Of the 4,241 urban slum 
households, 27% are from Dhaka, 25% from 
Khulna, and 25% from Chattogram. 
Respondents from Rangpur and Barishal 
represented 16% and 8% of the total urban 
sample, respectively.

3.2 Demographic Profile

Average family size of the sample was 4.97. Average earning member 
per family was 1.36. Fourteen per cent of the sample was 
female-headed households. 

3.3 Economic Profile

3.3.1 Poverty Classification

We have classified the respondents into four income categories based 
on per capita reported income for February 2020 (pre-COVID):

Extreme poor: households with per capita monthly income below or 
equal to the lower poverty line have been categorized as extreme poor. 
The HIES 2016 report presents divisional lower poverty lines using the 
Cost of Basic Needs (CNB) method. The lower poverty lines vary 
across divisions and by rural and urban areas. Thus, we have decided to 
use inflation-adjusted divisional, urban-rural lower poverty lines. For 
example, a rural household in Barishal division has been categorized as 
extreme poor if its per capita income was below BDT 2,264 in 
February 2020; similarly, a rural household in Chattogram division has 
been categorized as extreme poor if its per capita income was below 
BDT 2,58. Likewise, the households living in urban areas have been 
classified as extreme poor based on per capita monthly income of urban 
areas of the division they live in. 

Moderate poor : households with per capita monthly income above 
the lower and below or equal to the upper poverty lines have been 
categorized as poor. Similar to the lower poverty line, we have used the 
inflation-adjusted divisional urban-rural upper poverty lines, presented 
in the HIES 2016 report. 

Vulnerable non-poor : Though official classification does not include 
the category of vulnerable non-poor, the need was already identified in 
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falling back to poverty from the group that is not. The PPRC-BIGD 
survey findings have validated the need for differentiating the 
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3,040 which stands at inflation-adjusted BDT 3,872 in 2020. So, the 
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The top five reported occupations included unskilled labour (26%), 
small business owners (19%), transport workers (10%), skilled labour 
(10%), salaried job holders (9%), and agriculture (8%). On the other 
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6.2.3 Food Expenditure
Data was also collected on reported food expenditure by households. 
This provides a third indicator of measuring food insecurity at the 
household level. Analyzing the data for the panel sample (Figure 14), 

we observe a 25% reduction in per capita daily food expenditure 
between February and June for the urban sample and a 29% reduction 
for the rural sample. A caveat on the finding for the rural sample is that 
the survey period of June coincided with the harvesting period during 
which rural households usually purchase less food. Looking at the 

















































10.1  Mobility Trends

Mobility patterns changed drastically between Phase I, one month 
into the lockdown, and Phase II, shortly after the lockdown measures 
were lifted. In April, only six per cent of households moved from 
urban to rural areas; whereas in June, 13% of the panel sample of 
4,424 households migrated. It is important to note that for Phase II 
data, we are considering any location change to be a proxy variable 
for urban-rural migration. 

Spatial disaggregation of these 584 households who changed districts 
between April and June shows that mobility mainly takes the form of 
reverse migration as the majority of the migrants have moved from 
Dhaka and Chattogram, two largest cities in Bangladesh. About 16% of 
Dhaka residents migrated to other districts, followed by Chattogram 

(10%). Migration is expensive and even during the lockdown, cities 
have more opportunities for earning income which this category of 
people may have wanted to take advantage of. Besides, many extreme 
poor households lack any fallback option in villages.  

10.2  Post-Migration Livelihoods Adjustment

Only 36% of migrating households were employed in April which 
changed to 74% in June; this implies that migration is mainly driven by 
unemployment (i.e. lack of income) and that the migrants experienced 
significant employment recovery. Out of those who moved, eight per 
cent were unskilled labour, the rate increased to 21% in June. 
Similarly, the percentage of small or petty businesses among the 
migrants increased by threefold. These figures corroborate the fact that 
the reverse migration in the last few months is not driven by 
opportunities elsewhere but mainly by necessity (i.e. coping with 
income reduction).  

respondents with 8% who moved to another district. This substantial 
increase in reverse migration can be attributed to depleting savings due 
to extended lockdown as well as rising expenditure in the cities, mainly 
rent and utilities. 
 

Migration was the highest (17%) amongst the non-poor category in June 
followed by moderate poor (15%) and vulnerable non-poor (14%) 
households. households with slightly higher income typically have 
assets, including land, in both urban and rural areas. During a crisis, they 
are able to return to their homes from cities to avoid higher expenditures 
in cities. The extreme poor households had the lowest rate of migration 

Figure 38 : Migration Trend: April June (% of Respondents)
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Mobility patterns changed drastically between Phase I, one month 
into the lockdown, and Phase II, shortly after the lockdown measures 
were lifted. In April, only six per cent of households moved from 
urban to rural areas; whereas in June, 13% of the panel sample of 
4,424 households migrated. It is important to note that for Phase II 
data, we are considering any location change to be a proxy variable 
for urban-rural migration. 

Spatial disaggregation of these 584 households who changed districts 
between April and June shows that mobility mainly takes the form of 
reverse migration as the majority of the migrants have moved from 
Dhaka and Chattogram, two largest cities in Bangladesh. About 16% of 
Dhaka residents migrated to other districts, followed by Chattogram 

(10%). Migration is expensive and even during the lockdown, cities 
have more opportunities for earning income which this category of 
people may have wanted to take advantage of. Besides, many extreme 
poor households lack any fallback option in villages.  

10.2  Post-Migration Livelihoods Adjustment

Only 36% of migrating households were employed in April which 
changed to 74% in June; this implies that migration is mainly driven by 
unemployment (i.e. lack of income) and that the migrants experienced 
significant employment recovery. Out of those who moved, eight per 
cent were unskilled labour, the rate increased to 21% in June. 
Similarly, the percentage of small or petty businesses among the 
migrants increased by threefold. These figures corroborate the fact that 
the reverse migration in the last few months is not driven by 
opportunities elsewhere but mainly by necessity (i.e. coping with 
income reduction).  

respondents with 8% who moved to another district. This substantial 
increase in reverse migration can be attributed to depleting savings due 
to extended lockdown as well as rising expenditure in the cities, mainly 
rent and utilities. 
 

Migration was the highest (17%) amongst the non-poor category in June 
followed by moderate poor (15%) and vulnerable non-poor (14%) 
households. households with slightly higher income typically have 
assets, including land, in both urban and rural areas. During a crisis, they 
are able to return to their homes from cities to avoid higher expenditures 
in cities. The extreme poor households had the lowest rate of migration 

Figure 39 : Direction of Migration (% of Original District 
                    Residents)
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10.1  Mobility Trends

Mobility patterns changed drastically between Phase I, one month 
into the lockdown, and Phase II, shortly after the lockdown measures 
were lifted. In April, only six per cent of households moved from 
urban to rural areas; whereas in June, 13% of the panel sample of 
4,424 households migrated. It is important to note that for Phase II 
data, we are considering any location change to be a proxy variable 
for urban-rural migration. 

Spatial disaggregation of these 584 households who changed districts 
between April and June shows that mobility mainly takes the form of 
reverse migration as the majority of the migrants have moved from 
Dhaka and Chattogram, two largest cities in Bangladesh. About 16% of 
Dhaka residents migrated to other districts, followed by Chattogram 

(10%). Migration is expensive and even during the lockdown, cities 
have more opportunities for earning income which this category of 
people may have wanted to take advantage of. Besides, many extreme 
poor households lack any fallback option in villages.  

10.2  Post-Migration Livelihoods Adjustment

Only 36% of migrating households were employed in April which 
changed to 74% in June; this implies that migration is mainly driven by 
unemployment (i.e. lack of income) and that the migrants experienced 
significant employment recovery. Out of those who moved, eight per 
cent were unskilled labour, the rate increased to 21% in June. 
Similarly, the percentage of small or petty businesses among the 
migrants increased by threefold. These figures corroborate the fact that 
the reverse migration in the last few months is not driven by 
opportunities elsewhere but mainly by necessity (i.e. coping with 
income reduction).  

respondents with 8% who moved to another district. This substantial 
increase in reverse migration can be attributed to depleting savings due 
to extended lockdown as well as rising expenditure in the cities, mainly 
rent and utilities. 
 

Migration was the highest (17%) amongst the non-poor category in June 
followed by moderate poor (15%) and vulnerable non-poor (14%) 
households. households with slightly higher income typically have 
assets, including land, in both urban and rural areas. During a crisis, they 
are able to return to their homes from cities to avoid higher expenditures 
in cities. The extreme poor households had the lowest rate of migration 

Figure 41: Migrating households Disaggregated by Occupation
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10.1  Mobility Trends

Mobility patterns changed drastically between Phase I, one month 
into the lockdown, and Phase II, shortly after the lockdown measures 
were lifted. In April, only six per cent of households moved from 
urban to rural areas; whereas in June, 13% of the panel sample of 
4,424 households migrated. It is important to note that for Phase II 
data, we are considering any location change to be a proxy variable 
for urban-rural migration. 

Spatial disaggregation of these 584 households who changed districts 
between April and June shows that mobility mainly takes the form of 
reverse migration as the majority of the migrants have moved from 
Dhaka and Chattogram, two largest cities in Bangladesh. About 16% of 
Dhaka residents migrated to other districts, followed by Chattogram 

(10%). Migration is expensive and even during the lockdown, cities 
have more opportunities for earning income which this category of 
people may have wanted to take advantage of. Besides, many extreme 
poor households lack any fallback option in villages.  

10.2  Post-Migration Livelihoods Adjustment

Only 36% of migrating households were employed in April which 
changed to 74% in June; this implies that migration is mainly driven by 
unemployment (i.e. lack of income) and that the migrants experienced 
significant employment recovery. Out of those who moved, eight per 
cent were unskilled labour, the rate increased to 21% in June. 
Similarly, the percentage of small or petty businesses among the 
migrants increased by threefold. These figures corroborate the fact that 
the reverse migration in the last few months is not driven by 
opportunities elsewhere but mainly by necessity (i.e. coping with 
income reduction).  

respondents with 8% who moved to another district. This substantial 
increase in reverse migration can be attributed to depleting savings due 
to extended lockdown as well as rising expenditure in the cities, mainly 
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households. households with slightly higher income typically have 
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11.1 Health Awareness

Most of the respondents in mentioned using mask while going 
outside and regularly washing hands with soap and water—two vital 
protective measures against the pandemic in Bangladesh where 
social distancing is often not possible, especially in cities. In CHT, 
comparatively fewer respondents mentioned these two measures, but 
they mentioned keeping distance with anyone with cough/cold much 
more frequently than urban and rural respondents; this is reasonable 
as the houses in CHT are more dispersed. Very few mentioned other 
types of precautions such as avoid touching face and using 
elbow/tissue/cloth while sneezing/coughing. It should be noted that 
there can be discrepancies between reported practice and actual 
practice to prevent COVID-19 transmission.

11.3  Optimism/Pessimism on Near-term Prospects

The study found that there are broad-based pessimism and 
uncertainty about the immediate future. The respondents were 
particularly concerned about earnings recovery. About 86% of 
extreme poor in rural and 81% extreme poor in urban expressed 
pessimism about their near-term livelihood and earnings prospects. 
The degree of pessimism declines along the poverty scale but even 
among the non-poor, 64% believed that their income would contract 
or stop in next three months.

 

Figure 43: Belief that the household Income would Contract or  
      Stop in Next hree  Months (% of households)

From the figure below, we can see that pessimism is high among the 
unemployed, for obvious reasons, and also among those involved in 
informal occupations like unskilled workers, rickshaw pullers and 
housemaids, who were affected most by the pandemic. Those in the 
formal sector such as factory work and salaried job are also 
pessimistic but to a lesser extent.  

 

A very similar pattern can be found across different income groups. 
Understandably, slightly more respondents in two non-poor groups 
mentioned the measures compared to the two poor groups.

11.2 Perception about Lifting “Lockdown”/ 
 General Holiday 

The respondents were asked in June if it was a good decision to 
withdraw the ‘lockdown’ or general holiday at the end of May 2020. 
Analysis of the responses makes it clear that for the respondents as a 
whole, livelihood concerns strongly outweighed ‘life’ concerns  75% 
of urban respondents and 65% of rural respondents either saw the 
withdrawal as an unavoidable necessity or more positively as an 
opportunity to re-join economic activities. A minority—18% rural 
and 13% urban respondents—stated that it was not a good decision as 
it may increase COVID-19 transmission and another small 
percentage of respondents believed that the lockdown or general 
holiday to prevent the transmission of COVID-19 should have been 
withdrawn later than May. Responses were very similar when 
desegregated by income groups. 
 

Again, very similar responses can be observed, with very little 
variation across different income groups. 
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11.1 Health Awareness

Most of the respondents in mentioned using mask while going 
outside and regularly washing hands with soap and water—two vital 
protective measures against the pandemic in Bangladesh where 
social distancing is often not possible, especially in cities. In CHT, 
comparatively fewer respondents mentioned these two measures, but 
they mentioned keeping distance with anyone with cough/cold much 
more frequently than urban and rural respondents; this is reasonable 
as the houses in CHT are more dispersed. Very few mentioned other 
types of precautions such as avoid touching face and using 
elbow/tissue/cloth while sneezing/coughing. It should be noted that 
there can be discrepancies between reported practice and actual 
practice to prevent COVID-19 transmission.

11.3  Optimism/Pessimism on Near-term Prospects

The study found that there are broad-based pessimism and 
uncertainty about the immediate future. The respondents were 
particularly concerned about earnings recovery. About 86% of 
extreme poor in rural and 81% extreme poor in urban expressed 
pessimism about their near-term livelihood and earnings prospects. 
The degree of pessimism declines along the poverty scale but even 
among the non-poor, 64% believed that their income would contract 
or stop in next three months.

 

Figure 43: Belief that the household Income would Contract or  
      Stop in Next hree  Months (% of households)

From the figure below, we can see that pessimism is high among the 
unemployed, for obvious reasons, and also among those involved in 
informal occupations like unskilled workers, rickshaw pullers and 
housemaids, who were affected most by the pandemic. Those in the 
formal sector such as factory work and salaried job are also 
pessimistic but to a lesser extent.  

 

A very similar pattern can be found across different income groups. 
Understandably, slightly more respondents in two non-poor groups 
mentioned the measures compared to the two poor groups.

11.2 Perception about Lifting “Lockdown”/ 
 General Holiday 

The respondents were asked in June if it was a good decision to 
withdraw the ‘lockdown’ or general holiday at the end of May 2020. 
Analysis of the responses makes it clear that for the respondents as a 
whole, livelihood concerns strongly outweighed ‘life’ concerns  75% 
of urban respondents and 65% of rural respondents either saw the 
withdrawal as an unavoidable necessity or more positively as an 
opportunity to re-join economic activities. A minority—18% rural 
and 13% urban respondents—stated that it was not a good decision as 
it may increase COVID-19 transmission and another small 
percentage of respondents believed that the lockdown or general 
holiday to prevent the transmission of COVID-19 should have been 
withdrawn later than May. Responses were very similar when 
desegregated by income groups. 
 

Again, very similar responses can be observed, with very little 
variation across different income groups. 

Figure 42 : Perception about Lifting Lockdown (% of Respondents) 
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11.1 Health Awareness

Most of the respondents in mentioned using mask while going 
outside and regularly washing hands with soap and water—two vital 
protective measures against the pandemic in Bangladesh where 
social distancing is often not possible, especially in cities. In CHT, 
comparatively fewer respondents mentioned these two measures, but 
they mentioned keeping distance with anyone with cough/cold much 
more frequently than urban and rural respondents; this is reasonable 
as the houses in CHT are more dispersed. Very few mentioned other 
types of precautions such as avoid touching face and using 
elbow/tissue/cloth while sneezing/coughing. It should be noted that 
there can be discrepancies between reported practice and actual 
practice to prevent COVID-19 transmission.

11.3  Optimism/Pessimism on Near-term Prospects

The study found that there are broad-based pessimism and 
uncertainty about the immediate future. The respondents were 
particularly concerned about earnings recovery. About 86% of 
extreme poor in rural and 81% extreme poor in urban expressed 
pessimism about their near-term livelihood and earnings prospects. 
The degree of pessimism declines along the poverty scale but even 
among the non-poor, 64% believed that their income would contract 
or stop in next three months.

 

Figure 43: Belief that the household Income would Contract or  
      Stop in Next hree  Months (% of households)

From the figure below, we can see that pessimism is high among the 
unemployed, for obvious reasons, and also among those involved in 
informal occupations like unskilled workers, rickshaw pullers and 
housemaids, who were affected most by the pandemic. Those in the 
formal sector such as factory work and salaried job are also 
pessimistic but to a lesser extent.  

 

A very similar pattern can be found across different income groups. 
Understandably, slightly more respondents in two non-poor groups 
mentioned the measures compared to the two poor groups.

11.2 Perception about Lifting “Lockdown”/ 
 General Holiday 

The respondents were asked in June if it was a good decision to 
withdraw the ‘lockdown’ or general holiday at the end of May 2020. 
Analysis of the responses makes it clear that for the respondents as a 
whole, livelihood concerns strongly outweighed ‘life’ concerns  75% 
of urban respondents and 65% of rural respondents either saw the 
withdrawal as an unavoidable necessity or more positively as an 
opportunity to re-join economic activities. A minority—18% rural 
and 13% urban respondents—stated that it was not a good decision as 
it may increase COVID-19 transmission and another small 
percentage of respondents believed that the lockdown or general 
holiday to prevent the transmission of COVID-19 should have been 
withdrawn later than May. Responses were very similar when 
desegregated by income groups. 
 

Again, very similar responses can be observed, with very little 
variation across different income groups. 
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11.1 Health Awareness

Most of the respondents in mentioned using mask while going 
outside and regularly washing hands with soap and water—two vital 
protective measures against the pandemic in Bangladesh where 
social distancing is often not possible, especially in cities. In CHT, 
comparatively fewer respondents mentioned these two measures, but 
they mentioned keeping distance with anyone with cough/cold much 
more frequently than urban and rural respondents; this is reasonable 
as the houses in CHT are more dispersed. Very few mentioned other 
types of precautions such as avoid touching face and using 
elbow/tissue/cloth while sneezing/coughing. It should be noted that 
there can be discrepancies between reported practice and actual 
practice to prevent COVID-19 transmission.

11.3  Optimism/Pessimism on Near-term Prospects

The study found that there are broad-based pessimism and 
uncertainty about the immediate future. The respondents were 
particularly concerned about earnings recovery. About 86% of 
extreme poor in rural and 81% extreme poor in urban expressed 
pessimism about their near-term livelihood and earnings prospects. 
The degree of pessimism declines along the poverty scale but even 
among the non-poor, 64% believed that their income would contract 
or stop in next three months.

 

Figure 43: Belief that the household Income would Contract or  
      Stop in Next hree  Months (% of households)

From the figure below, we can see that pessimism is high among the 
unemployed, for obvious reasons, and also among those involved in 
informal occupations like unskilled workers, rickshaw pullers and 
housemaids, who were affected most by the pandemic. Those in the 
formal sector such as factory work and salaried job are also 
pessimistic but to a lesser extent.  

 

A very similar pattern can be found across different income groups. 
Understandably, slightly more respondents in two non-poor groups 
mentioned the measures compared to the two poor groups.

11.2 Perception about Lifting “Lockdown”/ 
 General Holiday 

The respondents were asked in June if it was a good decision to 
withdraw the ‘lockdown’ or general holiday at the end of May 2020. 
Analysis of the responses makes it clear that for the respondents as a 
whole, livelihood concerns strongly outweighed ‘life’ concerns  75% 
of urban respondents and 65% of rural respondents either saw the 
withdrawal as an unavoidable necessity or more positively as an 
opportunity to re-join economic activities. A minority—18% rural 
and 13% urban respondents—stated that it was not a good decision as 
it may increase COVID-19 transmission and another small 
percentage of respondents believed that the lockdown or general 
holiday to prevent the transmission of COVID-19 should have been 
withdrawn later than May. Responses were very similar when 
desegregated by income groups. 
 

Again, very similar responses can be observed, with very little 
variation across different income groups. 
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12.1 Resilience Amidst Governance and Policy  
 Conundrum

A remarkable feature of Bangladesh response to COVID-19 has been 
the fragmented approach to pandemic containment and a very early 
resumption in ‘fits and starts’ of economic activities. 

The official response was marked by four factors: firstly, a poorly 
enforced semi-lockdown of two months; secondly, strict enforcement 

of three critical mobility restrictions, namely inter-district public 
transportation, school closure and closure of places of worship, among 
which the second still continues six months since the outbreak; thirdly, 
a feeling of being overwhelmed by the health service needs necessitated 
by the pandemic and a corresponding inability to respond credibly to 
the service challenge; and finally, a pragmatic decision to strongly tilt 
towards the ‘livelihood’ part of the ‘life versus livelihood’ debate and 
leave the ‘healthcare’ part to largely sort itself out. The tilt towards 
livelihoods saw policy boosts in ‘fits and starts’, first a stimulus 
package for the politically powerful and leading export sector, i.e. 
ready-made garments, then stimulus packages for some other formal 
sectors also having a political voice, then partial resumption of micro-
finance activities and finally, more as an afterthought as seen through 
comparatively much lower implementation rate, stimulus package for 
smaller market players. 

For its part, society also had a nuanced response, one to a degree 
influenced by the nature of the official response. After a brief initial 
phase of widespread panic, the popular ‘mood’ coalesced around three 
positions. Firstly, there was a limited and quite uneven acceptance of 
two health protocols–masks and hand-washing, more so in urban 
centres than in the villages. Secondly, there was varied local-level 
enforcement of mobility restrictions depending on the pro-activeness 
of community leadership. Thirdly, after an initial rush for testing and 
hospital care, a popular psychology took hold that testing was not 
necessary given the widespread reports of false testing and neither was 
hospital care given the real-life experiences of poor service standards 
and exorbitant costs. Widespread sharing of get-well-at-home advice 
on social media further consolidated the popular psychology to ignore 
testing and hospitalization except in specific circumstances. All these 
played into a qualitative shift in popular psychology from a brief 
initial spell of panic of the unknown into dropping the fear and adopt 
a comparatively early decision to ignore the pandemic and resume 
economic activities wherever possible. 

On hindsight, both the official and social response to the pandemic 
have at one end served to underscore resilience but the governance 
and policy conundrum has also exposed the system and the population 
to critical emerging vulnerabilities. 
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12.2  Fragile Recovery and Emerging    
         Vulnerabilities

After the stricter lockdown type measures had been withdrawn, it was 
natural to expect a recovery of economic activities. It was found that 
the livelihoods of the vulnerable urban and rural population had 
indeed recovered significantly in June, compared to April, but it was 
mainly in terms of finding work. Yet, a significant percentage have 
remained out of work and for those who managed to continue their 
occupation or find something new, income has remained much lower 
than the pre-COVID level. Nor did support play a major role. Despite 
the widespread income shock, only 39% received any support and for 
those who received support, the amount covered, on average, only a 
mere four per cent of their estimated income loss because of the 
pandemic. 

Consequently, to cope with the months of low income, households 
have taken a variety of strategies some of which may have long-term 
poverty consequences. Majority of the surveyed households were 
using their savings to meet their food need from the beginning of the 
pandemic, and use of loan was also quite high, though much lower 
than the former. However, by June, the percentage of households 

using credit to meet food need increased significantly and the percent-
age using savings almost halved. This trend means savings depletion 
and indebtedness for many households. 

The non-negotiable non-food expenditure has been accumulating and 
creating additional pressure on the finances of the vulnerable people, 
particularly in the cities.  As a result, we have also found increasing 
internal migration, more likely from more productive cities to the less 
productive rural areas. 

All the above factors are increasing the financial vulnerabilities of 
many people, if not for most people, and creating a longer-term pover-
ty trap. This process is illustrated in the following diagram. 

12.3 Addressing the ‘New Poor’

In our Phase I April survey, we found that a large majority of the 
households in the vulnerable non-poor category in pre-COVID econo-
my came down far below the poverty line, causing a surge in the ‘new 
poor’ population—people who were made poor by the pandemic. In 
Phase I June survey, we found that because of slow income recovery, 
most of the new poor did not manage to bring back their income above 
the poverty line.  As a result, the proportion of ‘new poor’, about a 
fifth of the population, barely moved from April. Though the ‘new 
poor’ were doing better than the chronic poor population before the 
pandemic, months of low income combined with the pressure of 
non-food expenditure may push many ‘new poor’ households in a 
longer-term poverty trap, as explained in the previous section. 

Regression of the vulnerable non-poor to poverty will be a major 
setback in the recent progress in Bangladesh on poverty reduction. 
Thus, the issues of the ‘new poor’ must be taken seriously. 

12.4 Urban Social Protection 

Even though the pandemic has hit almost everyone economically, 
some groups have been hit harder than the others. On one hand, this 
gives rise to increasing inequality and marginalization, but on the 
other hand, if we can specify the vulnerable groups, we can try to 

Figure 45: Timeline of Responses
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come up with targeted interventions for these groups and make more 
effective use of limited resources. 

First, occupational groups in the informal sector appear to be suffering 
more than those who are working in the formal sectors. Female-headed 
households also appear to be affected more severely. Disproportionately 
more female respondents were out of work. The sectors they work in, 
e.g. domestic work and beauty parlours, have also been affected 
severely. The urban slum-dwellers are also disproportionately affected 
for two reasons. First, most of them work in the informal sector, which 
has been affected the most. Second, the non-food expenditure burden, 
particularly rent and utilities, is much higher in the cities. All the 
above groups are more vulnerable to falling in a poverty trap and less 
likely to restore their pre-COVID economic status without assistance 
for rehabilitation. 

Bangladesh has made commendable progress on developing a social 
protection portfolio but this has so far been focused primarily on the 
rural poor. The crisis wrought by COVID-19 has put into sharp focus 
the urgency of extending social protection to the urban poor too. 
Indeed, the Government of Bangladesh did take some initial steps 
focused on extending traditional food support program to the cities 
and also experimented with a cash support program focused on the 
‘new poor’. However, these have been early, experimental steps and 
the challenge is to develop a fuller portfolio taking into account the 
specificities of the urban poor as distinct from the rural poor.

12.5 Health, Nutrition and Human Capital   
 Reversal Risks

We also find that months of low income combined with inadequate 
assistance and pressure of non-food expenditure have resulted in 
continuous ‘food poverty’ for many vulnerable households. The 
additional ‘food poverty’—reflected in the contraction in food 
expenditure, reduction in food consumption and number of meals, and 
reduction in dietary diversity from pre-COVID levels—may bring 
disastrous long term health and nutritional status, particularly for the 
already food insecure families and demographic groups like pregnant 
mothers, unborn babies and growing children. Bangladesh had been 

making steady progress from starch-centric diets to more nutritional 
diets. Unless countered by specific program initiatives, there are 
serious risks of reversals on the nutritional front which is a key SDG 
priority.

The reversal risk also extends to the health of the people. As explained 
earlier, the key concerns of the people at the moment have less to do 
with specific services related to the pandemic and more to do with 
their routine healthcare needs. There were serious disruptions in 
non-COVID healthcare needs including for family planning and child 
health needs. Overall, COVID-19 crisis has dramatically exposed the 
weaknesses in the healthcare system including the burden of health-
care costs. A particular policy agenda which has gained further urgency 
is urban health and in particular publicly-funded urban primary 
healthcare for the poor and vulnerable. 

Beyond the risks of health and nutritional reversals, there is a looming 
third risk – that of pandemic period learning loss and consequent 
reversal in human capital. School closure has been one of the important 
pandemic containment policy and this is likely to continue till the end 
of 2020. To compensate, there has been a surge in use of digital 
technology but overall this has also shown a growing digital divide 
that further disadvantages the poor and the marginalized groups and 
locations. Not only is this a rising risk, an additional cause for concern 
is that this particular risk is yet to come into priority policy focus.

12.6 The ‘Other’ Crisis: Confidence and Morale
The people of Bangladesh have demonstrated commendable 
resilience in coping with pandemic and its fall-outs. However, from 
their practical vantage points, they are understandably pessimistic 
about the emerging vulnerabilities and the risks of reversals on multiple 
fronts. Much has been discussed about monetary stimulus packages to 
accelerate the recovery process. But a critical ‘stimulus’ is a supportive 
policy and governance environment that encourages community 
engagement and a stronger listening culture among policy-makers on 
the needs and expectations of groups who lack ‘voice muscle’. Confidence 
and morale among frontline workers in critical sectors such as health, 
local governments and municipal cleaners have repeatedly surfaced as 
issues during the pandemic response. 

12 Analytical Takeaways and
Policy Lessons



12.1 Resilience Amidst Governance and Policy  
 Conundrum

A remarkable feature of Bangladesh response to COVID-19 has been 
the fragmented approach to pandemic containment and a very early 
resumption in ‘fits and starts’ of economic activities. 

The official response was marked by four factors: firstly, a poorly 
enforced semi-lockdown of two months; secondly, strict enforcement 
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of three critical mobility restrictions, namely inter-district public 
transportation, school closure and closure of places of worship, among 
which the second still continues six months since the outbreak; thirdly, 
a feeling of being overwhelmed by the health service needs necessitated 
by the pandemic and a corresponding inability to respond credibly to 
the service challenge; and finally, a pragmatic decision to strongly tilt 
towards the ‘livelihood’ part of the ‘life versus livelihood’ debate and 
leave the ‘healthcare’ part to largely sort itself out. The tilt towards 
livelihoods saw policy boosts in ‘fits and starts’, first a stimulus 
package for the politically powerful and leading export sector, i.e. 
ready-made garments, then stimulus packages for some other formal 
sectors also having a political voice, then partial resumption of micro-
finance activities and finally, more as an afterthought as seen through 
comparatively much lower implementation rate, stimulus package for 
smaller market players. 

For its part, society also had a nuanced response, one to a degree 
influenced by the nature of the official response. After a brief initial 
phase of widespread panic, the popular ‘mood’ coalesced around three 
positions. Firstly, there was a limited and quite uneven acceptance of 
two health protocols–masks and hand-washing, more so in urban 
centres than in the villages. Secondly, there was varied local-level 
enforcement of mobility restrictions depending on the pro-activeness 
of community leadership. Thirdly, after an initial rush for testing and 
hospital care, a popular psychology took hold that testing was not 
necessary given the widespread reports of false testing and neither was 
hospital care given the real-life experiences of poor service standards 
and exorbitant costs. Widespread sharing of get-well-at-home advice 
on social media further consolidated the popular psychology to ignore 
testing and hospitalization except in specific circumstances. All these 
played into a qualitative shift in popular psychology from a brief 
initial spell of panic of the unknown into dropping the fear and adopt 
a comparatively early decision to ignore the pandemic and resume 
economic activities wherever possible. 

On hindsight, both the official and social response to the pandemic 
have at one end served to underscore resilience but the governance 
and policy conundrum has also exposed the system and the population 
to critical emerging vulnerabilities. 

12.2  Fragile Recovery and Emerging    
         Vulnerabilities

After the stricter lockdown type measures had been withdrawn, it was 
natural to expect a recovery of economic activities. It was found that 
the livelihoods of the vulnerable urban and rural population had 
indeed recovered significantly in June, compared to April, but it was 
mainly in terms of finding work. Yet, a significant percentage have 
remained out of work and for those who managed to continue their 
occupation or find something new, income has remained much lower 
than the pre-COVID level. Nor did support play a major role. Despite 
the widespread income shock, only 39% received any support and for 
those who received support, the amount covered, on average, only a 
mere four per cent of their estimated income loss because of the 
pandemic. 

Consequently, to cope with the months of low income, households 
have taken a variety of strategies some of which may have long-term 
poverty consequences. Majority of the surveyed households were 
using their savings to meet their food need from the beginning of the 
pandemic, and use of loan was also quite high, though much lower 
than the former. However, by June, the percentage of households 

using credit to meet food need increased significantly and the percent-
age using savings almost halved. This trend means savings depletion 
and indebtedness for many households. 

The non-negotiable non-food expenditure has been accumulating and 
creating additional pressure on the finances of the vulnerable people, 
particularly in the cities.  As a result, we have also found increasing 
internal migration, more likely from more productive cities to the less 
productive rural areas. 

All the above factors are increasing the financial vulnerabilities of 
many people, if not for most people, and creating a longer-term pover-
ty trap. This process is illustrated in the following diagram. 

12.3 Addressing the ‘New Poor’

In our Phase I April survey, we found that a large majority of the 
households in the vulnerable non-poor category in pre-COVID econo-
my came down far below the poverty line, causing a surge in the ‘new 
poor’ population—people who were made poor by the pandemic. In 
Phase I June survey, we found that because of slow income recovery, 
most of the new poor did not manage to bring back their income above 
the poverty line.  As a result, the proportion of ‘new poor’, about a 
fifth of the population, barely moved from April. Though the ‘new 
poor’ were doing better than the chronic poor population before the 
pandemic, months of low income combined with the pressure of 
non-food expenditure may push many ‘new poor’ households in a 
longer-term poverty trap, as explained in the previous section. 

Regression of the vulnerable non-poor to poverty will be a major 
setback in the recent progress in Bangladesh on poverty reduction. 
Thus, the issues of the ‘new poor’ must be taken seriously. 

12.4 Urban Social Protection 

Even though the pandemic has hit almost everyone economically, 
some groups have been hit harder than the others. On one hand, this 
gives rise to increasing inequality and marginalization, but on the 
other hand, if we can specify the vulnerable groups, we can try to 

come up with targeted interventions for these groups and make more 
effective use of limited resources. 

First, occupational groups in the informal sector appear to be suffering 
more than those who are working in the formal sectors. Female-headed 
households also appear to be affected more severely. Disproportionately 
more female respondents were out of work. The sectors they work in, 
e.g. domestic work and beauty parlours, have also been affected 
severely. The urban slum-dwellers are also disproportionately affected 
for two reasons. First, most of them work in the informal sector, which 
has been affected the most. Second, the non-food expenditure burden, 
particularly rent and utilities, is much higher in the cities. All the 
above groups are more vulnerable to falling in a poverty trap and less 
likely to restore their pre-COVID economic status without assistance 
for rehabilitation. 

Bangladesh has made commendable progress on developing a social 
protection portfolio but this has so far been focused primarily on the 
rural poor. The crisis wrought by COVID-19 has put into sharp focus 
the urgency of extending social protection to the urban poor too. 
Indeed, the Government of Bangladesh did take some initial steps 
focused on extending traditional food support program to the cities 
and also experimented with a cash support program focused on the 
‘new poor’. However, these have been early, experimental steps and 
the challenge is to develop a fuller portfolio taking into account the 
specificities of the urban poor as distinct from the rural poor.

12.5 Health, Nutrition and Human Capital   
 Reversal Risks

We also find that months of low income combined with inadequate 
assistance and pressure of non-food expenditure have resulted in 
continuous ‘food poverty’ for many vulnerable households. The 
additional ‘food poverty’—reflected in the contraction in food 
expenditure, reduction in food consumption and number of meals, and 
reduction in dietary diversity from pre-COVID levels—may bring 
disastrous long term health and nutritional status, particularly for the 
already food insecure families and demographic groups like pregnant 
mothers, unborn babies and growing children. Bangladesh had been 

making steady progress from starch-centric diets to more nutritional 
diets. Unless countered by specific program initiatives, there are 
serious risks of reversals on the nutritional front which is a key SDG 
priority.

The reversal risk also extends to the health of the people. As explained 
earlier, the key concerns of the people at the moment have less to do 
with specific services related to the pandemic and more to do with 
their routine healthcare needs. There were serious disruptions in 
non-COVID healthcare needs including for family planning and child 
health needs. Overall, COVID-19 crisis has dramatically exposed the 
weaknesses in the healthcare system including the burden of health-
care costs. A particular policy agenda which has gained further urgency 
is urban health and in particular publicly-funded urban primary 
healthcare for the poor and vulnerable. 

Beyond the risks of health and nutritional reversals, there is a looming 
third risk – that of pandemic period learning loss and consequent 
reversal in human capital. School closure has been one of the important 
pandemic containment policy and this is likely to continue till the end 
of 2020. To compensate, there has been a surge in use of digital 
technology but overall this has also shown a growing digital divide 
that further disadvantages the poor and the marginalized groups and 
locations. Not only is this a rising risk, an additional cause for concern 
is that this particular risk is yet to come into priority policy focus.

12.6 The ‘Other’ Crisis: Confidence and Morale
The people of Bangladesh have demonstrated commendable 
resilience in coping with pandemic and its fall-outs. However, from 
their practical vantage points, they are understandably pessimistic 
about the emerging vulnerabilities and the risks of reversals on multiple 
fronts. Much has been discussed about monetary stimulus packages to 
accelerate the recovery process. But a critical ‘stimulus’ is a supportive 
policy and governance environment that encourages community 
engagement and a stronger listening culture among policy-makers on 
the needs and expectations of groups who lack ‘voice muscle’. Confidence 
and morale among frontline workers in critical sectors such as health, 
local governments and municipal cleaners have repeatedly surfaced as 
issues during the pandemic response. 
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come up with targeted interventions for these groups and make more 
effective use of limited resources. 

First, occupational groups in the informal sector appear to be suffering 
more than those who are working in the formal sectors. Female-headed 
households also appear to be affected more severely. Disproportionately 
more female respondents were out of work. The sectors they work in, 
e.g. domestic work and beauty parlours, have also been affected 
severely. The urban slum-dwellers are also disproportionately affected 
for two reasons. First, most of them work in the informal sector, which 
has been affected the most. Second, the non-food expenditure burden, 
particularly rent and utilities, is much higher in the cities. All the 
above groups are more vulnerable to falling in a poverty trap and less 
likely to restore their pre-COVID economic status without assistance 
for rehabilitation. 

Bangladesh has made commendable progress on developing a social 
protection portfolio but this has so far been focused primarily on the 
rural poor. The crisis wrought by COVID-19 has put into sharp focus 
the urgency of extending social protection to the urban poor too. 
Indeed, the Government of Bangladesh did take some initial steps 
focused on extending traditional food support program to the cities 
and also experimented with a cash support program focused on the 
‘new poor’. However, these have been early, experimental steps and 
the challenge is to develop a fuller portfolio taking into account the 
specificities of the urban poor as distinct from the rural poor.
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mainly in terms of finding work. Yet, a significant percentage have 
remained out of work and for those who managed to continue their 
occupation or find something new, income has remained much lower 
than the pre-COVID level. Nor did support play a major role. Despite 
the widespread income shock, only 39% received any support and for 
those who received support, the amount covered, on average, only a 
mere four per cent of their estimated income loss because of the 
pandemic. 

Consequently, to cope with the months of low income, households 
have taken a variety of strategies some of which may have long-term 
poverty consequences. Majority of the surveyed households were 
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particularly in the cities.  As a result, we have also found increasing 
internal migration, more likely from more productive cities to the less 
productive rural areas. 
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non-COVID healthcare needs including for family planning and child 
health needs. Overall, COVID-19 crisis has dramatically exposed the 
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that further disadvantages the poor and the marginalized groups and 
locations. Not only is this a rising risk, an additional cause for concern 
is that this particular risk is yet to come into priority policy focus.

12.6 The ‘Other’ Crisis: Confidence and Morale
The people of Bangladesh have demonstrated commendable 
resilience in coping with pandemic and its fall-outs. However, from 
their practical vantage points, they are understandably pessimistic 
about the emerging vulnerabilities and the risks of reversals on multiple 
fronts. Much has been discussed about monetary stimulus packages to 
accelerate the recovery process. But a critical ‘stimulus’ is a supportive 
policy and governance environment that encourages community 
engagement and a stronger listening culture among policy-makers on 
the needs and expectations of groups who lack ‘voice muscle’. Confidence 
and morale among frontline workers in critical sectors such as health, 
local governments and municipal cleaners have repeatedly surfaced as 
issues during the pandemic response. 
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have at one end served to underscore resilience but the governance 
and policy conundrum has also exposed the system and the population 
to critical emerging vulnerabilities. 
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12.2  Fragile Recovery and Emerging    
         Vulnerabilities

After the stricter lockdown type measures had been withdrawn, it was 
natural to expect a recovery of economic activities. It was found that 
the livelihoods of the vulnerable urban and rural population had 
indeed recovered significantly in June, compared to April, but it was 
mainly in terms of finding work. Yet, a significant percentage have 
remained out of work and for those who managed to continue their 
occupation or find something new, income has remained much lower 
than the pre-COVID level. Nor did support play a major role. Despite 
the widespread income shock, only 39% received any support and for 
those who received support, the amount covered, on average, only a 
mere four per cent of their estimated income loss because of the 
pandemic. 

Consequently, to cope with the months of low income, households 
have taken a variety of strategies some of which may have long-term 
poverty consequences. Majority of the surveyed households were 
using their savings to meet their food need from the beginning of the 
pandemic, and use of loan was also quite high, though much lower 
than the former. However, by June, the percentage of households 

using credit to meet food need increased significantly and the percent-
age using savings almost halved. This trend means savings depletion 
and indebtedness for many households. 

The non-negotiable non-food expenditure has been accumulating and 
creating additional pressure on the finances of the vulnerable people, 
particularly in the cities.  As a result, we have also found increasing 
internal migration, more likely from more productive cities to the less 
productive rural areas. 

All the above factors are increasing the financial vulnerabilities of 
many people, if not for most people, and creating a longer-term pover-
ty trap. This process is illustrated in the following diagram. 

12.3 Addressing the ‘New Poor’

In our Phase I April survey, we found that a large majority of the 
households in the vulnerable non-poor category in pre-COVID econo-
my came down far below the poverty line, causing a surge in the ‘new 
poor’ population—people who were made poor by the pandemic. In 
Phase I June survey, we found that because of slow income recovery, 
most of the new poor did not manage to bring back their income above 
the poverty line.  As a result, the proportion of ‘new poor’, about a 
fifth of the population, barely moved from April. Though the ‘new 
poor’ were doing better than the chronic poor population before the 
pandemic, months of low income combined with the pressure of 
non-food expenditure may push many ‘new poor’ households in a 
longer-term poverty trap, as explained in the previous section. 

Regression of the vulnerable non-poor to poverty will be a major 
setback in the recent progress in Bangladesh on poverty reduction. 
Thus, the issues of the ‘new poor’ must be taken seriously. 

12.4 Urban Social Protection 

Even though the pandemic has hit almost everyone economically, 
some groups have been hit harder than the others. On one hand, this 
gives rise to increasing inequality and marginalization, but on the 
other hand, if we can specify the vulnerable groups, we can try to 

come up with targeted interventions for these groups and make more 
effective use of limited resources. 

First, occupational groups in the informal sector appear to be suffering 
more than those who are working in the formal sectors. Female-headed 
households also appear to be affected more severely. Disproportionately 
more female respondents were out of work. The sectors they work in, 
e.g. domestic work and beauty parlours, have also been affected 
severely. The urban slum-dwellers are also disproportionately affected 
for two reasons. First, most of them work in the informal sector, which 
has been affected the most. Second, the non-food expenditure burden, 
particularly rent and utilities, is much higher in the cities. All the 
above groups are more vulnerable to falling in a poverty trap and less 
likely to restore their pre-COVID economic status without assistance 
for rehabilitation. 

Bangladesh has made commendable progress on developing a social 
protection portfolio but this has so far been focused primarily on the 
rural poor. The crisis wrought by COVID-19 has put into sharp focus 
the urgency of extending social protection to the urban poor too. 
Indeed, the Government of Bangladesh did take some initial steps 
focused on extending traditional food support program to the cities 
and also experimented with a cash support program focused on the 
‘new poor’. However, these have been early, experimental steps and 
the challenge is to develop a fuller portfolio taking into account the 
specificities of the urban poor as distinct from the rural poor.

12.5 Health, Nutrition and Human Capital   
 Reversal Risks

We also find that months of low income combined with inadequate 
assistance and pressure of non-food expenditure have resulted in 
continuous ‘food poverty’ for many vulnerable households. The 
additional ‘food poverty’—reflected in the contraction in food 
expenditure, reduction in food consumption and number of meals, and 
reduction in dietary diversity from pre-COVID levels—may bring 
disastrous long term health and nutritional status, particularly for the 
already food insecure families and demographic groups like pregnant 
mothers, unborn babies and growing children. Bangladesh had been 

making steady progress from starch-centric diets to more nutritional 
diets. Unless countered by specific program initiatives, there are 
serious risks of reversals on the nutritional front which is a key SDG 
priority.

The reversal risk also extends to the health of the people. As explained 
earlier, the key concerns of the people at the moment have less to do 
with specific services related to the pandemic and more to do with 
their routine healthcare needs. There were serious disruptions in 
non-COVID healthcare needs including for family planning and child 
health needs. Overall, COVID-19 crisis has dramatically exposed the 
weaknesses in the healthcare system including the burden of health-
care costs. A particular policy agenda which has gained further urgency 
is urban health and in particular publicly-funded urban primary 
healthcare for the poor and vulnerable. 

Beyond the risks of health and nutritional reversals, there is a looming 
third risk – that of pandemic period learning loss and consequent 
reversal in human capital. School closure has been one of the important 
pandemic containment policy and this is likely to continue till the end 
of 2020. To compensate, there has been a surge in use of digital 
technology but overall this has also shown a growing digital divide 
that further disadvantages the poor and the marginalized groups and 
locations. Not only is this a rising risk, an additional cause for concern 
is that this particular risk is yet to come into priority policy focus.

12.6 The ‘Other’ Crisis: Confidence and Morale
The people of Bangladesh have demonstrated commendable 
resilience in coping with pandemic and its fall-outs. However, from 
their practical vantage points, they are understandably pessimistic 
about the emerging vulnerabilities and the risks of reversals on multiple 
fronts. Much has been discussed about monetary stimulus packages to 
accelerate the recovery process. But a critical ‘stimulus’ is a supportive 
policy and governance environment that encourages community 
engagement and a stronger listening culture among policy-makers on 
the needs and expectations of groups who lack ‘voice muscle’. Confidence 
and morale among frontline workers in critical sectors such as health, 
local governments and municipal cleaners have repeatedly surfaced as 
issues during the pandemic response. 

The crisis wrought 
by COVID-19 has 
put into sharp focus 
the urgency of 
extending social 
protection to the 
urban poor too.



12.1 Resilience Amidst Governance and Policy  
 Conundrum

A remarkable feature of Bangladesh response to COVID-19 has been 
the fragmented approach to pandemic containment and a very early 
resumption in ‘fits and starts’ of economic activities. 

The official response was marked by four factors: firstly, a poorly 
enforced semi-lockdown of two months; secondly, strict enforcement 

of three critical mobility restrictions, namely inter-district public 
transportation, school closure and closure of places of worship, among 
which the second still continues six months since the outbreak; thirdly, 
a feeling of being overwhelmed by the health service needs necessitated 
by the pandemic and a corresponding inability to respond credibly to 
the service challenge; and finally, a pragmatic decision to strongly tilt 
towards the ‘livelihood’ part of the ‘life versus livelihood’ debate and 
leave the ‘healthcare’ part to largely sort itself out. The tilt towards 
livelihoods saw policy boosts in ‘fits and starts’, first a stimulus 
package for the politically powerful and leading export sector, i.e. 
ready-made garments, then stimulus packages for some other formal 
sectors also having a political voice, then partial resumption of micro-
finance activities and finally, more as an afterthought as seen through 
comparatively much lower implementation rate, stimulus package for 
smaller market players. 

For its part, society also had a nuanced response, one to a degree 
influenced by the nature of the official response. After a brief initial 
phase of widespread panic, the popular ‘mood’ coalesced around three 
positions. Firstly, there was a limited and quite uneven acceptance of 
two health protocols–masks and hand-washing, more so in urban 
centres than in the villages. Secondly, there was varied local-level 
enforcement of mobility restrictions depending on the pro-activeness 
of community leadership. Thirdly, after an initial rush for testing and 
hospital care, a popular psychology took hold that testing was not 
necessary given the widespread reports of false testing and neither was 
hospital care given the real-life experiences of poor service standards 
and exorbitant costs. Widespread sharing of get-well-at-home advice 
on social media further consolidated the popular psychology to ignore 
testing and hospitalization except in specific circumstances. All these 
played into a qualitative shift in popular psychology from a brief 
initial spell of panic of the unknown into dropping the fear and adopt 
a comparatively early decision to ignore the pandemic and resume 
economic activities wherever possible. 

On hindsight, both the official and social response to the pandemic 
have at one end served to underscore resilience but the governance 
and policy conundrum has also exposed the system and the population 
to critical emerging vulnerabilities. 

78 Livelihoods, Coping and Recovery during COVID-19 Crisis  

12.2  Fragile Recovery and Emerging    
         Vulnerabilities

After the stricter lockdown type measures had been withdrawn, it was 
natural to expect a recovery of economic activities. It was found that 
the livelihoods of the vulnerable urban and rural population had 
indeed recovered significantly in June, compared to April, but it was 
mainly in terms of finding work. Yet, a significant percentage have 
remained out of work and for those who managed to continue their 
occupation or find something new, income has remained much lower 
than the pre-COVID level. Nor did support play a major role. Despite 
the widespread income shock, only 39% received any support and for 
those who received support, the amount covered, on average, only a 
mere four per cent of their estimated income loss because of the 
pandemic. 

Consequently, to cope with the months of low income, households 
have taken a variety of strategies some of which may have long-term 
poverty consequences. Majority of the surveyed households were 
using their savings to meet their food need from the beginning of the 
pandemic, and use of loan was also quite high, though much lower 
than the former. However, by June, the percentage of households 

using credit to meet food need increased significantly and the percent-
age using savings almost halved. This trend means savings depletion 
and indebtedness for many households. 

The non-negotiable non-food expenditure has been accumulating and 
creating additional pressure on the finances of the vulnerable people, 
particularly in the cities.  As a result, we have also found increasing 
internal migration, more likely from more productive cities to the less 
productive rural areas. 

All the above factors are increasing the financial vulnerabilities of 
many people, if not for most people, and creating a longer-term pover-
ty trap. This process is illustrated in the following diagram. 

12.3 Addressing the ‘New Poor’

In our Phase I April survey, we found that a large majority of the 
households in the vulnerable non-poor category in pre-COVID econo-
my came down far below the poverty line, causing a surge in the ‘new 
poor’ population—people who were made poor by the pandemic. In 
Phase I June survey, we found that because of slow income recovery, 
most of the new poor did not manage to bring back their income above 
the poverty line.  As a result, the proportion of ‘new poor’, about a 
fifth of the population, barely moved from April. Though the ‘new 
poor’ were doing better than the chronic poor population before the 
pandemic, months of low income combined with the pressure of 
non-food expenditure may push many ‘new poor’ households in a 
longer-term poverty trap, as explained in the previous section. 

Regression of the vulnerable non-poor to poverty will be a major 
setback in the recent progress in Bangladesh on poverty reduction. 
Thus, the issues of the ‘new poor’ must be taken seriously. 

12.4 Urban Social Protection 

Even though the pandemic has hit almost everyone economically, 
some groups have been hit harder than the others. On one hand, this 
gives rise to increasing inequality and marginalization, but on the 
other hand, if we can specify the vulnerable groups, we can try to 

come up with targeted interventions for these groups and make more 
effective use of limited resources. 

First, occupational groups in the informal sector appear to be suffering 
more than those who are working in the formal sectors. Female-headed 
households also appear to be affected more severely. Disproportionately 
more female respondents were out of work. The sectors they work in, 
e.g. domestic work and beauty parlours, have also been affected 
severely. The urban slum-dwellers are also disproportionately affected 
for two reasons. First, most of them work in the informal sector, which 
has been affected the most. Second, the non-food expenditure burden, 
particularly rent and utilities, is much higher in the cities. All the 
above groups are more vulnerable to falling in a poverty trap and less 
likely to restore their pre-COVID economic status without assistance 
for rehabilitation. 

Bangladesh has made commendable progress on developing a social 
protection portfolio but this has so far been focused primarily on the 
rural poor. The crisis wrought by COVID-19 has put into sharp focus 
the urgency of extending social protection to the urban poor too. 
Indeed, the Government of Bangladesh did take some initial steps 
focused on extending traditional food support program to the cities 
and also experimented with a cash support program focused on the 
‘new poor’. However, these have been early, experimental steps and 
the challenge is to develop a fuller portfolio taking into account the 
specificities of the urban poor as distinct from the rural poor.

12.5 Health, Nutrition and Human Capital   
 Reversal Risks

We also find that months of low income combined with inadequate 
assistance and pressure of non-food expenditure have resulted in 
continuous ‘food poverty’ for many vulnerable households. The 
additional ‘food poverty’—reflected in the contraction in food 
expenditure, reduction in food consumption and number of meals, and 
reduction in dietary diversity from pre-COVID levels—may bring 
disastrous long term health and nutritional status, particularly for the 
already food insecure families and demographic groups like pregnant 
mothers, unborn babies and growing children. Bangladesh had been 

making steady progress from starch-centric diets to more nutritional 
diets. Unless countered by specific program initiatives, there are 
serious risks of reversals on the nutritional front which is a key SDG 
priority.

The reversal risk also extends to the health of the people. As explained 
earlier, the key concerns of the people at the moment have less to do 
with specific services related to the pandemic and more to do with 
their routine healthcare needs. There were serious disruptions in 
non-COVID healthcare needs including for family planning and child 
health needs. Overall, COVID-19 crisis has dramatically exposed the 
weaknesses in the healthcare system including the burden of health-
care costs. A particular policy agenda which has gained further urgency 
is urban health and in particular publicly-funded urban primary 
healthcare for the poor and vulnerable. 

Beyond the risks of health and nutritional reversals, there is a looming 
third risk – that of pandemic period learning loss and consequent 
reversal in human capital. School closure has been one of the important 
pandemic containment policy and this is likely to continue till the end 
of 2020. To compensate, there has been a surge in use of digital 
technology but overall this has also shown a growing digital divide 
that further disadvantages the poor and the marginalized groups and 
locations. Not only is this a rising risk, an additional cause for concern 
is that this particular risk is yet to come into priority policy focus.

12.6 The ‘Other’ Crisis: Confidence and Morale
The people of Bangladesh have demonstrated commendable 
resilience in coping with pandemic and its fall-outs. However, from 
their practical vantage points, they are understandably pessimistic 
about the emerging vulnerabilities and the risks of reversals on multiple 
fronts. Much has been discussed about monetary stimulus packages to 
accelerate the recovery process. But a critical ‘stimulus’ is a supportive 
policy and governance environment that encourages community 
engagement and a stronger listening culture among policy-makers on 
the needs and expectations of groups who lack ‘voice muscle’. Confidence 
and morale among frontline workers in critical sectors such as health, 
local governments and municipal cleaners have repeatedly surfaced as 
issues during the pandemic response. 
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13.1 PPRC-BIGD 3rd Survey, March 2021

In March, 2021, PPRC and BIGD carried out their third round survey 
on the same panel of households. The timing of this third survey was 
significant. It marked one year of the Covid-19 crisis allowing 
PPRC-BIGD to assess how household realities and poverty dynamics 
had evolved after the initial economic shock and subsequent attempts 
at recovery. The timing of the survey was also significant on a second 
consideration. Immediately after the completion of the third round, 
Bangladesh was struck with a second wave of the pandemic. The 
survey findings thus also had a bearing on household capacities to 
deal with a new economic shock.

With the completion of the third survey, an invaluable panel data-base 
had been created wherein the same set of households had been 
surveyed at three points of the pandemic time – firstly, in April, 2020 
immediately after first ‘lockdown’, secondly, in June 2020 which was 
an early period in the recovery and thirdly, in March 2021 which was 
a later period in the recovery process within the pandemic time-line. 

The third round, carried out between 11th and 31st March, 2021 
successfully covered a panel sample of 6099 households of which 
56% was an urban sample, 43% rural and 1% from Chattogram Hill 
Tracts. 16% of the panel were female-headed households. The overall 
sample had an average family size of 4.93.

13.2 Household Realities one year into   
         Covid-19 Crisis

13.2.1  Income

Average household income one year into the crisis was still 7% below 
pre-covid level (Figure 1). The gap was higher for the urban sample at 
14%.

Looking at occupation-wise income recovery, findings show average 
household income as below pre-COVID levels for all occupations 
except agriculture (Figure 2). Income recovery has been 
comparatively weaker for transport worker, skilled labour, small 
business and rickshaw-puller
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13.2.2  Employment

Of those who had been employed in pre-covid period, 8% still 
remained unemployed one year into the crisis. However, the 
unemployment rate was significantly higher at 31% for the 
female-headed households. Looking at specific occupations, 
unemployment rates remained high for skilled labour, salaried jobs 
and housemaids (Figure 3). 

                   Figure 3

While there has been considerable activity recovery for the whole 
sample, a more significant trend has been occupational shifts within 
the labour market. 41% of the respondents had to change occupations 
(Figure 4) but this was not mere labour market dynamics. Much of this 
occupational shift was into low-skilled occupations indicating a crisis 
of employment in more remunerative and skilled occupations. This 
was true for both urban and rural sample. 

13.2.3  Food security

Food security was captured through three indicators in the survey – 
firstly, hunger index i.e. households going without meals the whole 
day at least once in the preceding month, secondly, whether food 
expenditure had recovered to pre-covid levels and thirdly, deficits in 
dietary diversity. On the first indicator, survey findings show that in 
March 2021, 1% of rural and 2.3% of urban sample were in severe 
food insecurity i.e. going without meals the whole day at least once 

the preceding month. Regarding food expenditure, while for the rural 
sample, average household food expenditure had returned to 
pre-covid level, the urban sample was struggling with food 
expenditure 16.8% below the pre-covid level (Figure 5).

Dietary deficits, which was a pre-existing condition rather emanating 
from the pandemic impact, remains severe. 52% had no meat, 72% 
had no milk and 40% had no fruit in their weekly diet during March 
2021.

13.2.4  Migration
The pandemic had forced migration as a coping strategy on many of 
the affected households. An important phenomenon that had been 
brought out in the second survey was a trend towards reverse 
migration i.e. urban households being forced to relocate to less 
expensive locations including villages. Findings at the end of a year of 
the crisis show that 27.3% of urban poor households had temporarily 
migrated of whom 17.5% had returned. At the end of an year of the 
crisis, net reverse migration out of  urban poor settlements stood at 
9.8%. Further disaggregation shows that such reverse migration was 
not limited to only the early phase of the crisis. Of the gross total who 
migrated, 20.5% were early migrants i.e. before June, 2020 and 6.8% 
were late migrants i.e. after June, 2020.

13.2.5 Non-food expenditure burdens on urban poor
One of the important drivers of reverse migration has been the 
non-food expenditure burdens on the poor. Figure 6 shows that such 

non-food expenditure burdens nearly doubled for urban poor 
households between June 2020 and March 2021. In terms of specific 
items, the burden rose 46% on house rent, 81% on health costs, 104% 
on transportation costs and 51% on utilities cost. 

13.2.6  Savings depletion and debt accumulation
The economic impact of the pandemic on households have to be 
gauged not only through their access to income and employment but 
also how their internal coping capacities have fared. Two important 
findings from the survey is on the savings and debt status of the 
households. Figure 7 shows a significant savings depletion of both 
rural and urban households over the pandemic year. There is a 24% 
depletion of savings in rural households and a 11% depletion in urban 
households.

Figure 7

Depleted savings are one indicator of reduced coping capacity of 
households one year into the covid-19 crisis. More worrying is the 
significantly higher debt accumulation (Figure 8). Debt as a 
proportion of annual income doubled over the pandemic year. This so 
both across spatial groups and poverty groups. 

13.2.7  Marginality of social protection

Social protection played only a token role in household coping with 
the pandemic impact. By March, 2021, even this token role had 
become more marginal (Figure 9) in how households assessed the 

contribution of social protection to their food security. By and large, 
households had to rely on their own income and savings as well as 
incurring debt. To the extent social protection played a role, 
institutional social protection either from government or NGOs 
played a distinctly lesser role than personal and/or community 
networks.

13.3  Predicaments of the ‘New Poor’

While the economic impact of the pandemic has generally worsened 
poverty, the PPRC-BIGD Study has brought into sharp focus a new 
reality of a significant number of households above the poverty line 
slipping back into poverty. The study first coined the term ‘new poor’ 
in April, 2020 to dramatize this new reality. This band of people 
included various occupational groups who make up the numerically 
large mostly urban middle class with informal occupations - 
rickshaw-pullers, drivers, security guards, maids, small and medium 
businesses, transport workers, restaurant workers, private school 
teachers, fixed-income salaried persons etc. In pre-covid period, they 
existed in the income band above the poverty line but below the 
median income and as such was labelled by the study as the 
‘vulnerable non-poor’. But a significant number of them fell into 
poverty under the economic shock of pandemic-related shutdowns 
and have struggled to regain their former position. As Figure 10 

shows, 59% of the ‘new poor’ in urban areas and 44% in rural areas 
were unable to regain their pre-covid income status and were at risk of 
stagnating in the poverty trap.

Using the rate at which the ‘vulnerable non-poor’ had slipped below 
the poverty line in the PPRC-BIGD study as a weight, the study was 
able to arrive at a national estimate of the ‘new poor’. Based on these 
national estimates, one can see that despite some recovery between 
June, 2020 and March, 2021, national estimate of ‘new poor’ still 
stands in March 2021 at 14.75% which translates into a population of 
24.5 million (Figure 11).

Figure 11

13.4  Conclusion

One year into the existential crisis of Covid-19, the policy lessons 
drawn at the end of the second PPRC-BIGD survey in June 2020 has 
been reinforced. Six trends stand out:

• Fragile recovery: While there has been a degree of recovery 
from the initial economic shock of April-May, 2020, the 
recovery process remains fragile. Average income in March 
2021 was still 7% below pre-covid level. However, rural 
resilience – 1.9% rise in income – contrasts with urban fragility 
– March 2021 income 13.7% below pre-covid. 

• Deepening poverty: Activity recovery has not been translating 
into commensurate income recovery. Poverty correlates such as 
income uncertainty, employment vulnerability, food insecurity, 
savings depletion and debt accumulation all remained 
significant causes of concern. Poverty dynamics showed an 
emerging and significant new problem of ‘new poor’.

• Skill loss in the labour market: Occupational recovery has been 
concentrated in unskilled sectors. 41% of both rural and urban 
respondents had to move to less skilled sectors.

• Women doubly burdened: Female-headed households face five 
times higher unemployment than men one year into the crisis. 
Once out of employment, women face greater re-entry 
constraints due to both social and economic factors.

• Three drivers of vulnerability: Labour markets have shown 
greater uncertainties in providing skilled and semi-skilled 
employment opportunities. Alongside this uncertainty of 
preferred employment, two additional drivers of vulnerability 
have weighed on the poor and the ‘new poor’ - non-food 
expenditure burdens which saw a 98% rise in urban areas 
between June 2020 and March 2021 on one hand and marginal 
and declining social protection support on the other.

• Reverse migration becoming an entrenched trend:  Over the 
pandemic year, a reverse migration of urban to rural took hold – 
a net rate 9.8% had moved out of major cities. Initial trend was 
‘new poor’ to less-expensive cities, later poor and extreme poor 
to villages.
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13.1 PPRC-BIGD 3rd Survey, March 2021

In March, 2021, PPRC and BIGD carried out their third round survey 
on the same panel of households. The timing of this third survey was 
significant. It marked one year of the Covid-19 crisis allowing 
PPRC-BIGD to assess how household realities and poverty dynamics 
had evolved after the initial economic shock and subsequent attempts 
at recovery. The timing of the survey was also significant on a second 
consideration. Immediately after the completion of the third round, 
Bangladesh was struck with a second wave of the pandemic. The 
survey findings thus also had a bearing on household capacities to 
deal with a new economic shock.

With the completion of the third survey, an invaluable panel data-base 
had been created wherein the same set of households had been 
surveyed at three points of the pandemic time – firstly, in April, 2020 
immediately after first ‘lockdown’, secondly, in June 2020 which was 
an early period in the recovery and thirdly, in March 2021 which was 
a later period in the recovery process within the pandemic time-line. 

The third round, carried out between 11th and 31st March, 2021 
successfully covered a panel sample of 6099 households of which 
56% was an urban sample, 43% rural and 1% from Chattogram Hill 
Tracts. 16% of the panel were female-headed households. The overall 
sample had an average family size of 4.93.
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13.2 Household Realities one year into   
         Covid-19 Crisis

13.2.1  Income

Average household income one year into the crisis was still 7% below 
pre-covid level (Figure 1). The gap was higher for the urban sample at 
14%.

Looking at occupation-wise income recovery, findings show average 
household income as below pre-COVID levels for all occupations 
except agriculture (Figure 2). Income recovery has been 
comparatively weaker for transport worker, skilled labour, small 
business and rickshaw-puller

13.2.2  Employment

Of those who had been employed in pre-covid period, 8% still 
remained unemployed one year into the crisis. However, the 
unemployment rate was significantly higher at 31% for the 
female-headed households. Looking at specific occupations, 
unemployment rates remained high for skilled labour, salaried jobs 
and housemaids (Figure 3). 

                   Figure 3

While there has been considerable activity recovery for the whole 
sample, a more significant trend has been occupational shifts within 
the labour market. 41% of the respondents had to change occupations 
(Figure 4) but this was not mere labour market dynamics. Much of this 
occupational shift was into low-skilled occupations indicating a crisis 
of employment in more remunerative and skilled occupations. This 
was true for both urban and rural sample. 

13.2.3  Food security

Food security was captured through three indicators in the survey – 
firstly, hunger index i.e. households going without meals the whole 
day at least once in the preceding month, secondly, whether food 
expenditure had recovered to pre-covid levels and thirdly, deficits in 
dietary diversity. On the first indicator, survey findings show that in 
March 2021, 1% of rural and 2.3% of urban sample were in severe 
food insecurity i.e. going without meals the whole day at least once 

the preceding month. Regarding food expenditure, while for the rural 
sample, average household food expenditure had returned to 
pre-covid level, the urban sample was struggling with food 
expenditure 16.8% below the pre-covid level (Figure 5).

Dietary deficits, which was a pre-existing condition rather emanating 
from the pandemic impact, remains severe. 52% had no meat, 72% 
had no milk and 40% had no fruit in their weekly diet during March 
2021.

13.2.4  Migration
The pandemic had forced migration as a coping strategy on many of 
the affected households. An important phenomenon that had been 
brought out in the second survey was a trend towards reverse 
migration i.e. urban households being forced to relocate to less 
expensive locations including villages. Findings at the end of a year of 
the crisis show that 27.3% of urban poor households had temporarily 
migrated of whom 17.5% had returned. At the end of an year of the 
crisis, net reverse migration out of  urban poor settlements stood at 
9.8%. Further disaggregation shows that such reverse migration was 
not limited to only the early phase of the crisis. Of the gross total who 
migrated, 20.5% were early migrants i.e. before June, 2020 and 6.8% 
were late migrants i.e. after June, 2020.

13.2.5 Non-food expenditure burdens on urban poor
One of the important drivers of reverse migration has been the 
non-food expenditure burdens on the poor. Figure 6 shows that such 

non-food expenditure burdens nearly doubled for urban poor 
households between June 2020 and March 2021. In terms of specific 
items, the burden rose 46% on house rent, 81% on health costs, 104% 
on transportation costs and 51% on utilities cost. 

13.2.6  Savings depletion and debt accumulation
The economic impact of the pandemic on households have to be 
gauged not only through their access to income and employment but 
also how their internal coping capacities have fared. Two important 
findings from the survey is on the savings and debt status of the 
households. Figure 7 shows a significant savings depletion of both 
rural and urban households over the pandemic year. There is a 24% 
depletion of savings in rural households and a 11% depletion in urban 
households.
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Depleted savings are one indicator of reduced coping capacity of 
households one year into the covid-19 crisis. More worrying is the 
significantly higher debt accumulation (Figure 8). Debt as a 
proportion of annual income doubled over the pandemic year. This so 
both across spatial groups and poverty groups. 
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13.2.7  Marginality of social protection

Social protection played only a token role in household coping with 
the pandemic impact. By March, 2021, even this token role had 
become more marginal (Figure 9) in how households assessed the 

contribution of social protection to their food security. By and large, 
households had to rely on their own income and savings as well as 
incurring debt. To the extent social protection played a role, 
institutional social protection either from government or NGOs 
played a distinctly lesser role than personal and/or community 
networks.

13.3  Predicaments of the ‘New Poor’

While the economic impact of the pandemic has generally worsened 
poverty, the PPRC-BIGD Study has brought into sharp focus a new 
reality of a significant number of households above the poverty line 
slipping back into poverty. The study first coined the term ‘new poor’ 
in April, 2020 to dramatize this new reality. This band of people 
included various occupational groups who make up the numerically 
large mostly urban middle class with informal occupations - 
rickshaw-pullers, drivers, security guards, maids, small and medium 
businesses, transport workers, restaurant workers, private school 
teachers, fixed-income salaried persons etc. In pre-covid period, they 
existed in the income band above the poverty line but below the 
median income and as such was labelled by the study as the 
‘vulnerable non-poor’. But a significant number of them fell into 
poverty under the economic shock of pandemic-related shutdowns 
and have struggled to regain their former position. As Figure 10 

shows, 59% of the ‘new poor’ in urban areas and 44% in rural areas 
were unable to regain their pre-covid income status and were at risk of 
stagnating in the poverty trap.

Using the rate at which the ‘vulnerable non-poor’ had slipped below 
the poverty line in the PPRC-BIGD study as a weight, the study was 
able to arrive at a national estimate of the ‘new poor’. Based on these 
national estimates, one can see that despite some recovery between 
June, 2020 and March, 2021, national estimate of ‘new poor’ still 
stands in March 2021 at 14.75% which translates into a population of 
24.5 million (Figure 11).

Figure 11

13.4  Conclusion

One year into the existential crisis of Covid-19, the policy lessons 
drawn at the end of the second PPRC-BIGD survey in June 2020 has 
been reinforced. Six trends stand out:

• Fragile recovery: While there has been a degree of recovery 
from the initial economic shock of April-May, 2020, the 
recovery process remains fragile. Average income in March 
2021 was still 7% below pre-covid level. However, rural 
resilience – 1.9% rise in income – contrasts with urban fragility 
– March 2021 income 13.7% below pre-covid. 

• Deepening poverty: Activity recovery has not been translating 
into commensurate income recovery. Poverty correlates such as 
income uncertainty, employment vulnerability, food insecurity, 
savings depletion and debt accumulation all remained 
significant causes of concern. Poverty dynamics showed an 
emerging and significant new problem of ‘new poor’.

• Skill loss in the labour market: Occupational recovery has been 
concentrated in unskilled sectors. 41% of both rural and urban 
respondents had to move to less skilled sectors.

• Women doubly burdened: Female-headed households face five 
times higher unemployment than men one year into the crisis. 
Once out of employment, women face greater re-entry 
constraints due to both social and economic factors.

• Three drivers of vulnerability: Labour markets have shown 
greater uncertainties in providing skilled and semi-skilled 
employment opportunities. Alongside this uncertainty of 
preferred employment, two additional drivers of vulnerability 
have weighed on the poor and the ‘new poor’ - non-food 
expenditure burdens which saw a 98% rise in urban areas 
between June 2020 and March 2021 on one hand and marginal 
and declining social protection support on the other.

• Reverse migration becoming an entrenched trend:  Over the 
pandemic year, a reverse migration of urban to rural took hold – 
a net rate 9.8% had moved out of major cities. Initial trend was 
‘new poor’ to less-expensive cities, later poor and extreme poor 
to villages.



13.1 PPRC-BIGD 3rd Survey, March 2021

In March, 2021, PPRC and BIGD carried out their third round survey 
on the same panel of households. The timing of this third survey was 
significant. It marked one year of the Covid-19 crisis allowing 
PPRC-BIGD to assess how household realities and poverty dynamics 
had evolved after the initial economic shock and subsequent attempts 
at recovery. The timing of the survey was also significant on a second 
consideration. Immediately after the completion of the third round, 
Bangladesh was struck with a second wave of the pandemic. The 
survey findings thus also had a bearing on household capacities to 
deal with a new economic shock.

With the completion of the third survey, an invaluable panel data-base 
had been created wherein the same set of households had been 
surveyed at three points of the pandemic time – firstly, in April, 2020 
immediately after first ‘lockdown’, secondly, in June 2020 which was 
an early period in the recovery and thirdly, in March 2021 which was 
a later period in the recovery process within the pandemic time-line. 

The third round, carried out between 11th and 31st March, 2021 
successfully covered a panel sample of 6099 households of which 
56% was an urban sample, 43% rural and 1% from Chattogram Hill 
Tracts. 16% of the panel were female-headed households. The overall 
sample had an average family size of 4.93.

13.2 Household Realities one year into   
         Covid-19 Crisis

13.2.1  Income

Average household income one year into the crisis was still 7% below 
pre-covid level (Figure 1). The gap was higher for the urban sample at 
14%.

Looking at occupation-wise income recovery, findings show average 
household income as below pre-COVID levels for all occupations 
except agriculture (Figure 2). Income recovery has been 
comparatively weaker for transport worker, skilled labour, small 
business and rickshaw-puller
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13.2.2  Employment

Of those who had been employed in pre-covid period, 8% still 
remained unemployed one year into the crisis. However, the 
unemployment rate was significantly higher at 31% for the 
female-headed households. Looking at specific occupations, 
unemployment rates remained high for skilled labour, salaried jobs 
and housemaids (Figure 3). 
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significantly higher debt accumulation (Figure 8). Debt as a 
proportion of annual income doubled over the pandemic year. This so 
both across spatial groups and poverty groups. 
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13.2.7  Marginality of social protection

Social protection played only a token role in household coping with 
the pandemic impact. By March, 2021, even this token role had 
become more marginal (Figure 9) in how households assessed the 

contribution of social protection to their food security. By and large, 
households had to rely on their own income and savings as well as 
incurring debt. To the extent social protection played a role, 
institutional social protection either from government or NGOs 
played a distinctly lesser role than personal and/or community 
networks.

13.3  Predicaments of the ‘New Poor’

While the economic impact of the pandemic has generally worsened 
poverty, the PPRC-BIGD Study has brought into sharp focus a new 
reality of a significant number of households above the poverty line 
slipping back into poverty. The study first coined the term ‘new poor’ 
in April, 2020 to dramatize this new reality. This band of people 
included various occupational groups who make up the numerically 
large mostly urban middle class with informal occupations - 
rickshaw-pullers, drivers, security guards, maids, small and medium 
businesses, transport workers, restaurant workers, private school 
teachers, fixed-income salaried persons etc. In pre-covid period, they 
existed in the income band above the poverty line but below the 
median income and as such was labelled by the study as the 
‘vulnerable non-poor’. But a significant number of them fell into 
poverty under the economic shock of pandemic-related shutdowns 
and have struggled to regain their former position. As Figure 10 

shows, 59% of the ‘new poor’ in urban areas and 44% in rural areas 
were unable to regain their pre-covid income status and were at risk of 
stagnating in the poverty trap.

Using the rate at which the ‘vulnerable non-poor’ had slipped below 
the poverty line in the PPRC-BIGD study as a weight, the study was 
able to arrive at a national estimate of the ‘new poor’. Based on these 
national estimates, one can see that despite some recovery between 
June, 2020 and March, 2021, national estimate of ‘new poor’ still 
stands in March 2021 at 14.75% which translates into a population of 
24.5 million (Figure 11).
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13.1 PPRC-BIGD 3rd Survey, March 2021

In March, 2021, PPRC and BIGD carried out their third round survey 
on the same panel of households. The timing of this third survey was 
significant. It marked one year of the Covid-19 crisis allowing 
PPRC-BIGD to assess how household realities and poverty dynamics 
had evolved after the initial economic shock and subsequent attempts 
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survey findings thus also had a bearing on household capacities to 
deal with a new economic shock.

With the completion of the third survey, an invaluable panel data-base 
had been created wherein the same set of households had been 
surveyed at three points of the pandemic time – firstly, in April, 2020 
immediately after first ‘lockdown’, secondly, in June 2020 which was 
an early period in the recovery and thirdly, in March 2021 which was 
a later period in the recovery process within the pandemic time-line. 

The third round, carried out between 11th and 31st March, 2021 
successfully covered a panel sample of 6099 households of which 
56% was an urban sample, 43% rural and 1% from Chattogram Hill 
Tracts. 16% of the panel were female-headed households. The overall 
sample had an average family size of 4.93.

13.2 Household Realities one year into   
         Covid-19 Crisis

13.2.1  Income

Average household income one year into the crisis was still 7% below 
pre-covid level (Figure 1). The gap was higher for the urban sample at 
14%.

Looking at occupation-wise income recovery, findings show average 
household income as below pre-COVID levels for all occupations 
except agriculture (Figure 2). Income recovery has been 
comparatively weaker for transport worker, skilled labour, small 
business and rickshaw-puller
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13.2.2  Employment

Of those who had been employed in pre-covid period, 8% still 
remained unemployed one year into the crisis. However, the 
unemployment rate was significantly higher at 31% for the 
female-headed households. Looking at specific occupations, 
unemployment rates remained high for skilled labour, salaried jobs 
and housemaids (Figure 3). 
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was true for both urban and rural sample. 
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dietary diversity. On the first indicator, survey findings show that in 
March 2021, 1% of rural and 2.3% of urban sample were in severe 
food insecurity i.e. going without meals the whole day at least once 

the preceding month. Regarding food expenditure, while for the rural 
sample, average household food expenditure had returned to 
pre-covid level, the urban sample was struggling with food 
expenditure 16.8% below the pre-covid level (Figure 5).

Dietary deficits, which was a pre-existing condition rather emanating 
from the pandemic impact, remains severe. 52% had no meat, 72% 
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9.8%. Further disaggregation shows that such reverse migration was 
not limited to only the early phase of the crisis. Of the gross total who 
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were late migrants i.e. after June, 2020.
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on transportation costs and 51% on utilities cost. 
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The economic impact of the pandemic on households have to be 
gauged not only through their access to income and employment but 
also how their internal coping capacities have fared. Two important 
findings from the survey is on the savings and debt status of the 
households. Figure 7 shows a significant savings depletion of both 
rural and urban households over the pandemic year. There is a 24% 
depletion of savings in rural households and a 11% depletion in urban 
households.
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Depleted savings are one indicator of reduced coping capacity of 
households one year into the covid-19 crisis. More worrying is the 
significantly higher debt accumulation (Figure 8). Debt as a 
proportion of annual income doubled over the pandemic year. This so 
both across spatial groups and poverty groups. 
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13.2.7  Marginality of social protection

Social protection played only a token role in household coping with 
the pandemic impact. By March, 2021, even this token role had 
become more marginal (Figure 9) in how households assessed the 

contribution of social protection to their food security. By and large, 
households had to rely on their own income and savings as well as 
incurring debt. To the extent social protection played a role, 
institutional social protection either from government or NGOs 
played a distinctly lesser role than personal and/or community 
networks.

13.3  Predicaments of the ‘New Poor’

While the economic impact of the pandemic has generally worsened 
poverty, the PPRC-BIGD Study has brought into sharp focus a new 
reality of a significant number of households above the poverty line 
slipping back into poverty. The study first coined the term ‘new poor’ 
in April, 2020 to dramatize this new reality. This band of people 
included various occupational groups who make up the numerically 
large mostly urban middle class with informal occupations - 
rickshaw-pullers, drivers, security guards, maids, small and medium 
businesses, transport workers, restaurant workers, private school 
teachers, fixed-income salaried persons etc. In pre-covid period, they 
existed in the income band above the poverty line but below the 
median income and as such was labelled by the study as the 
‘vulnerable non-poor’. But a significant number of them fell into 
poverty under the economic shock of pandemic-related shutdowns 
and have struggled to regain their former position. As Figure 10 

shows, 59% of the ‘new poor’ in urban areas and 44% in rural areas 
were unable to regain their pre-covid income status and were at risk of 
stagnating in the poverty trap.

Using the rate at which the ‘vulnerable non-poor’ had slipped below 
the poverty line in the PPRC-BIGD study as a weight, the study was 
able to arrive at a national estimate of the ‘new poor’. Based on these 
national estimates, one can see that despite some recovery between 
June, 2020 and March, 2021, national estimate of ‘new poor’ still 
stands in March 2021 at 14.75% which translates into a population of 
24.5 million (Figure 11).
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13.2.2  Employment

Of those who had been employed in pre-covid period, 8% still 
remained unemployed one year into the crisis. However, the 
unemployment rate was significantly higher at 31% for the 
female-headed households. Looking at specific occupations, 
unemployment rates remained high for skilled labour, salaried jobs 
and housemaids (Figure 3). 
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expenditure had recovered to pre-covid levels and thirdly, deficits in 
dietary diversity. On the first indicator, survey findings show that in 
March 2021, 1% of rural and 2.3% of urban sample were in severe 
food insecurity i.e. going without meals the whole day at least once 

the preceding month. Regarding food expenditure, while for the rural 
sample, average household food expenditure had returned to 
pre-covid level, the urban sample was struggling with food 
expenditure 16.8% below the pre-covid level (Figure 5).

Dietary deficits, which was a pre-existing condition rather emanating 
from the pandemic impact, remains severe. 52% had no meat, 72% 
had no milk and 40% had no fruit in their weekly diet during March 
2021.

13.2.4  Migration
The pandemic had forced migration as a coping strategy on many of 
the affected households. An important phenomenon that had been 
brought out in the second survey was a trend towards reverse 
migration i.e. urban households being forced to relocate to less 
expensive locations including villages. Findings at the end of a year of 
the crisis show that 27.3% of urban poor households had temporarily 
migrated of whom 17.5% had returned. At the end of an year of the 
crisis, net reverse migration out of  urban poor settlements stood at 
9.8%. Further disaggregation shows that such reverse migration was 
not limited to only the early phase of the crisis. Of the gross total who 
migrated, 20.5% were early migrants i.e. before June, 2020 and 6.8% 
were late migrants i.e. after June, 2020.

13.2.5 Non-food expenditure burdens on urban poor
One of the important drivers of reverse migration has been the 
non-food expenditure burdens on the poor. Figure 6 shows that such 

non-food expenditure burdens nearly doubled for urban poor 
households between June 2020 and March 2021. In terms of specific 
items, the burden rose 46% on house rent, 81% on health costs, 104% 
on transportation costs and 51% on utilities cost. 

13.2.6  Savings depletion and debt accumulation
The economic impact of the pandemic on households have to be 
gauged not only through their access to income and employment but 
also how their internal coping capacities have fared. Two important 
findings from the survey is on the savings and debt status of the 
households. Figure 7 shows a significant savings depletion of both 
rural and urban households over the pandemic year. There is a 24% 
depletion of savings in rural households and a 11% depletion in urban 
households.
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Depleted savings are one indicator of reduced coping capacity of 
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proportion of annual income doubled over the pandemic year. This so 
both across spatial groups and poverty groups. 
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13.2.7  Marginality of social protection

Social protection played only a token role in household coping with 
the pandemic impact. By March, 2021, even this token role had 
become more marginal (Figure 9) in how households assessed the 

contribution of social protection to their food security. By and large, 
households had to rely on their own income and savings as well as 
incurring debt. To the extent social protection played a role, 
institutional social protection either from government or NGOs 
played a distinctly lesser role than personal and/or community 
networks.

13.3  Predicaments of the ‘New Poor’

While the economic impact of the pandemic has generally worsened 
poverty, the PPRC-BIGD Study has brought into sharp focus a new 
reality of a significant number of households above the poverty line 
slipping back into poverty. The study first coined the term ‘new poor’ 
in April, 2020 to dramatize this new reality. This band of people 
included various occupational groups who make up the numerically 
large mostly urban middle class with informal occupations - 
rickshaw-pullers, drivers, security guards, maids, small and medium 
businesses, transport workers, restaurant workers, private school 
teachers, fixed-income salaried persons etc. In pre-covid period, they 
existed in the income band above the poverty line but below the 
median income and as such was labelled by the study as the 
‘vulnerable non-poor’. But a significant number of them fell into 
poverty under the economic shock of pandemic-related shutdowns 
and have struggled to regain their former position. As Figure 10 

shows, 59% of the ‘new poor’ in urban areas and 44% in rural areas 
were unable to regain their pre-covid income status and were at risk of 
stagnating in the poverty trap.

Using the rate at which the ‘vulnerable non-poor’ had slipped below 
the poverty line in the PPRC-BIGD study as a weight, the study was 
able to arrive at a national estimate of the ‘new poor’. Based on these 
national estimates, one can see that despite some recovery between 
June, 2020 and March, 2021, national estimate of ‘new poor’ still 
stands in March 2021 at 14.75% which translates into a population of 
24.5 million (Figure 11).

Figure 11

13.4  Conclusion
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drawn at the end of the second PPRC-BIGD survey in June 2020 has 
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concentrated in unskilled sectors. 41% of both rural and urban 
respondents had to move to less skilled sectors.

• Women doubly burdened: Female-headed households face five 
times higher unemployment than men one year into the crisis. 
Once out of employment, women face greater re-entry 
constraints due to both social and economic factors.

• Three drivers of vulnerability: Labour markets have shown 
greater uncertainties in providing skilled and semi-skilled 
employment opportunities. Alongside this uncertainty of 
preferred employment, two additional drivers of vulnerability 
have weighed on the poor and the ‘new poor’ - non-food 
expenditure burdens which saw a 98% rise in urban areas 
between June 2020 and March 2021 on one hand and marginal 
and declining social protection support on the other.

• Reverse migration becoming an entrenched trend:  Over the 
pandemic year, a reverse migration of urban to rural took hold – 
a net rate 9.8% had moved out of major cities. Initial trend was 
‘new poor’ to less-expensive cities, later poor and extreme poor 
to villages.



13.1 PPRC-BIGD 3rd Survey, March 2021

In March, 2021, PPRC and BIGD carried out their third round survey 
on the same panel of households. The timing of this third survey was 
significant. It marked one year of the Covid-19 crisis allowing 
PPRC-BIGD to assess how household realities and poverty dynamics 
had evolved after the initial economic shock and subsequent attempts 
at recovery. The timing of the survey was also significant on a second 
consideration. Immediately after the completion of the third round, 
Bangladesh was struck with a second wave of the pandemic. The 
survey findings thus also had a bearing on household capacities to 
deal with a new economic shock.

With the completion of the third survey, an invaluable panel data-base 
had been created wherein the same set of households had been 
surveyed at three points of the pandemic time – firstly, in April, 2020 
immediately after first ‘lockdown’, secondly, in June 2020 which was 
an early period in the recovery and thirdly, in March 2021 which was 
a later period in the recovery process within the pandemic time-line. 

The third round, carried out between 11th and 31st March, 2021 
successfully covered a panel sample of 6099 households of which 
56% was an urban sample, 43% rural and 1% from Chattogram Hill 
Tracts. 16% of the panel were female-headed households. The overall 
sample had an average family size of 4.93.

13.2 Household Realities one year into   
         Covid-19 Crisis

13.2.1  Income

Average household income one year into the crisis was still 7% below 
pre-covid level (Figure 1). The gap was higher for the urban sample at 
14%.

Looking at occupation-wise income recovery, findings show average 
household income as below pre-COVID levels for all occupations 
except agriculture (Figure 2). Income recovery has been 
comparatively weaker for transport worker, skilled labour, small 
business and rickshaw-puller
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13.2.2  Employment

Of those who had been employed in pre-covid period, 8% still 
remained unemployed one year into the crisis. However, the 
unemployment rate was significantly higher at 31% for the 
female-headed households. Looking at specific occupations, 
unemployment rates remained high for skilled labour, salaried jobs 
and housemaids (Figure 3). 
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were late migrants i.e. after June, 2020.
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One of the important drivers of reverse migration has been the 
non-food expenditure burdens on the poor. Figure 6 shows that such 

non-food expenditure burdens nearly doubled for urban poor 
households between June 2020 and March 2021. In terms of specific 
items, the burden rose 46% on house rent, 81% on health costs, 104% 
on transportation costs and 51% on utilities cost. 

13.2.6  Savings depletion and debt accumulation
The economic impact of the pandemic on households have to be 
gauged not only through their access to income and employment but 
also how their internal coping capacities have fared. Two important 
findings from the survey is on the savings and debt status of the 
households. Figure 7 shows a significant savings depletion of both 
rural and urban households over the pandemic year. There is a 24% 
depletion of savings in rural households and a 11% depletion in urban 
households.
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13.2.7  Marginality of social protection

Social protection played only a token role in household coping with 
the pandemic impact. By March, 2021, even this token role had 
become more marginal (Figure 9) in how households assessed the 

contribution of social protection to their food security. By and large, 
households had to rely on their own income and savings as well as 
incurring debt. To the extent social protection played a role, 
institutional social protection either from government or NGOs 
played a distinctly lesser role than personal and/or community 
networks.

13.3  Predicaments of the ‘New Poor’

While the economic impact of the pandemic has generally worsened 
poverty, the PPRC-BIGD Study has brought into sharp focus a new 
reality of a significant number of households above the poverty line 
slipping back into poverty. The study first coined the term ‘new poor’ 
in April, 2020 to dramatize this new reality. This band of people 
included various occupational groups who make up the numerically 
large mostly urban middle class with informal occupations - 
rickshaw-pullers, drivers, security guards, maids, small and medium 
businesses, transport workers, restaurant workers, private school 
teachers, fixed-income salaried persons etc. In pre-covid period, they 
existed in the income band above the poverty line but below the 
median income and as such was labelled by the study as the 
‘vulnerable non-poor’. But a significant number of them fell into 
poverty under the economic shock of pandemic-related shutdowns 
and have struggled to regain their former position. As Figure 10 

shows, 59% of the ‘new poor’ in urban areas and 44% in rural areas 
were unable to regain their pre-covid income status and were at risk of 
stagnating in the poverty trap.

Using the rate at which the ‘vulnerable non-poor’ had slipped below 
the poverty line in the PPRC-BIGD study as a weight, the study was 
able to arrive at a national estimate of the ‘new poor’. Based on these 
national estimates, one can see that despite some recovery between 
June, 2020 and March, 2021, national estimate of ‘new poor’ still 
stands in March 2021 at 14.75% which translates into a population of 
24.5 million (Figure 11).
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a net rate 9.8% had moved out of major cities. Initial trend was 
‘new poor’ to less-expensive cities, later poor and extreme poor 
to villages.
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immediately after first ‘lockdown’, secondly, in June 2020 which was 
an early period in the recovery and thirdly, in March 2021 which was 
a later period in the recovery process within the pandemic time-line. 

The third round, carried out between 11th and 31st March, 2021 
successfully covered a panel sample of 6099 households of which 
56% was an urban sample, 43% rural and 1% from Chattogram Hill 
Tracts. 16% of the panel were female-headed households. The overall 
sample had an average family size of 4.93.

13.2 Household Realities one year into   
         Covid-19 Crisis

13.2.1  Income

Average household income one year into the crisis was still 7% below 
pre-covid level (Figure 1). The gap was higher for the urban sample at 
14%.

Looking at occupation-wise income recovery, findings show average 
household income as below pre-COVID levels for all occupations 
except agriculture (Figure 2). Income recovery has been 
comparatively weaker for transport worker, skilled labour, small 
business and rickshaw-puller
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13.2.2  Employment

Of those who had been employed in pre-covid period, 8% still 
remained unemployed one year into the crisis. However, the 
unemployment rate was significantly higher at 31% for the 
female-headed households. Looking at specific occupations, 
unemployment rates remained high for skilled labour, salaried jobs 
and housemaids (Figure 3). 
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Dietary deficits, which was a pre-existing condition rather emanating 
from the pandemic impact, remains severe. 52% had no meat, 72% 
had no milk and 40% had no fruit in their weekly diet during March 
2021.

13.2.4  Migration
The pandemic had forced migration as a coping strategy on many of 
the affected households. An important phenomenon that had been 
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households between June 2020 and March 2021. In terms of specific 
items, the burden rose 46% on house rent, 81% on health costs, 104% 
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gauged not only through their access to income and employment but 
also how their internal coping capacities have fared. Two important 
findings from the survey is on the savings and debt status of the 
households. Figure 7 shows a significant savings depletion of both 
rural and urban households over the pandemic year. There is a 24% 
depletion of savings in rural households and a 11% depletion in urban 
households.
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median income and as such was labelled by the study as the 
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shows, 59% of the ‘new poor’ in urban areas and 44% in rural areas 
were unable to regain their pre-covid income status and were at risk of 
stagnating in the poverty trap.

Using the rate at which the ‘vulnerable non-poor’ had slipped below 
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stands in March 2021 at 14.75% which translates into a population of 
24.5 million (Figure 11).
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13.1 PPRC-BIGD 3rd Survey, March 2021

In March, 2021, PPRC and BIGD carried out their third round survey 
on the same panel of households. The timing of this third survey was 
significant. It marked one year of the Covid-19 crisis allowing 
PPRC-BIGD to assess how household realities and poverty dynamics 
had evolved after the initial economic shock and subsequent attempts 
at recovery. The timing of the survey was also significant on a second 
consideration. Immediately after the completion of the third round, 
Bangladesh was struck with a second wave of the pandemic. The 
survey findings thus also had a bearing on household capacities to 
deal with a new economic shock.

With the completion of the third survey, an invaluable panel data-base 
had been created wherein the same set of households had been 
surveyed at three points of the pandemic time – firstly, in April, 2020 
immediately after first ‘lockdown’, secondly, in June 2020 which was 
an early period in the recovery and thirdly, in March 2021 which was 
a later period in the recovery process within the pandemic time-line. 

The third round, carried out between 11th and 31st March, 2021 
successfully covered a panel sample of 6099 households of which 
56% was an urban sample, 43% rural and 1% from Chattogram Hill 
Tracts. 16% of the panel were female-headed households. The overall 
sample had an average family size of 4.93.

13.2 Household Realities one year into   
         Covid-19 Crisis

13.2.1  Income

Average household income one year into the crisis was still 7% below 
pre-covid level (Figure 1). The gap was higher for the urban sample at 
14%.

Looking at occupation-wise income recovery, findings show average 
household income as below pre-COVID levels for all occupations 
except agriculture (Figure 2). Income recovery has been 
comparatively weaker for transport worker, skilled labour, small 
business and rickshaw-puller
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13.2.2  Employment

Of those who had been employed in pre-covid period, 8% still 
remained unemployed one year into the crisis. However, the 
unemployment rate was significantly higher at 31% for the 
female-headed households. Looking at specific occupations, 
unemployment rates remained high for skilled labour, salaried jobs 
and housemaids (Figure 3). 
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While there has been considerable activity recovery for the whole 
sample, a more significant trend has been occupational shifts within 
the labour market. 41% of the respondents had to change occupations 
(Figure 4) but this was not mere labour market dynamics. Much of this 
occupational shift was into low-skilled occupations indicating a crisis 
of employment in more remunerative and skilled occupations. This 
was true for both urban and rural sample. 

13.2.3  Food security

Food security was captured through three indicators in the survey – 
firstly, hunger index i.e. households going without meals the whole 
day at least once in the preceding month, secondly, whether food 
expenditure had recovered to pre-covid levels and thirdly, deficits in 
dietary diversity. On the first indicator, survey findings show that in 
March 2021, 1% of rural and 2.3% of urban sample were in severe 
food insecurity i.e. going without meals the whole day at least once 

the preceding month. Regarding food expenditure, while for the rural 
sample, average household food expenditure had returned to 
pre-covid level, the urban sample was struggling with food 
expenditure 16.8% below the pre-covid level (Figure 5).

Dietary deficits, which was a pre-existing condition rather emanating 
from the pandemic impact, remains severe. 52% had no meat, 72% 
had no milk and 40% had no fruit in their weekly diet during March 
2021.

13.2.4  Migration
The pandemic had forced migration as a coping strategy on many of 
the affected households. An important phenomenon that had been 
brought out in the second survey was a trend towards reverse 
migration i.e. urban households being forced to relocate to less 
expensive locations including villages. Findings at the end of a year of 
the crisis show that 27.3% of urban poor households had temporarily 
migrated of whom 17.5% had returned. At the end of an year of the 
crisis, net reverse migration out of  urban poor settlements stood at 
9.8%. Further disaggregation shows that such reverse migration was 
not limited to only the early phase of the crisis. Of the gross total who 
migrated, 20.5% were early migrants i.e. before June, 2020 and 6.8% 
were late migrants i.e. after June, 2020.

13.2.5 Non-food expenditure burdens on urban poor
One of the important drivers of reverse migration has been the 
non-food expenditure burdens on the poor. Figure 6 shows that such 

non-food expenditure burdens nearly doubled for urban poor 
households between June 2020 and March 2021. In terms of specific 
items, the burden rose 46% on house rent, 81% on health costs, 104% 
on transportation costs and 51% on utilities cost. 

13.2.6  Savings depletion and debt accumulation
The economic impact of the pandemic on households have to be 
gauged not only through their access to income and employment but 
also how their internal coping capacities have fared. Two important 
findings from the survey is on the savings and debt status of the 
households. Figure 7 shows a significant savings depletion of both 
rural and urban households over the pandemic year. There is a 24% 
depletion of savings in rural households and a 11% depletion in urban 
households.
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Depleted savings are one indicator of reduced coping capacity of 
households one year into the covid-19 crisis. More worrying is the 
significantly higher debt accumulation (Figure 8). Debt as a 
proportion of annual income doubled over the pandemic year. This so 
both across spatial groups and poverty groups. 

13.2.7  Marginality of social protection

Social protection played only a token role in household coping with 
the pandemic impact. By March, 2021, even this token role had 
become more marginal (Figure 9) in how households assessed the 

contribution of social protection to their food security. By and large, 
households had to rely on their own income and savings as well as 
incurring debt. To the extent social protection played a role, 
institutional social protection either from government or NGOs 
played a distinctly lesser role than personal and/or community 
networks.

13.3  Predicaments of the ‘New Poor’

While the economic impact of the pandemic has generally worsened 
poverty, the PPRC-BIGD Study has brought into sharp focus a new 
reality of a significant number of households above the poverty line 
slipping back into poverty. The study first coined the term ‘new poor’ 
in April, 2020 to dramatize this new reality. This band of people 
included various occupational groups who make up the numerically 
large mostly urban middle class with informal occupations - 
rickshaw-pullers, drivers, security guards, maids, small and medium 
businesses, transport workers, restaurant workers, private school 
teachers, fixed-income salaried persons etc. In pre-covid period, they 
existed in the income band above the poverty line but below the 
median income and as such was labelled by the study as the 
‘vulnerable non-poor’. But a significant number of them fell into 
poverty under the economic shock of pandemic-related shutdowns 
and have struggled to regain their former position. As Figure 10 

shows, 59% of the ‘new poor’ in urban areas and 44% in rural areas 
were unable to regain their pre-covid income status and were at risk of 
stagnating in the poverty trap.

Using the rate at which the ‘vulnerable non-poor’ had slipped below 
the poverty line in the PPRC-BIGD study as a weight, the study was 
able to arrive at a national estimate of the ‘new poor’. Based on these 
national estimates, one can see that despite some recovery between 
June, 2020 and March, 2021, national estimate of ‘new poor’ still 
stands in March 2021 at 14.75% which translates into a population of 
24.5 million (Figure 11).
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13.4  Conclusion

One year into the existential crisis of Covid-19, the policy lessons 
drawn at the end of the second PPRC-BIGD survey in June 2020 has 
been reinforced. Six trends stand out:

• Fragile recovery: While there has been a degree of recovery 
from the initial economic shock of April-May, 2020, the 
recovery process remains fragile. Average income in March 
2021 was still 7% below pre-covid level. However, rural 
resilience – 1.9% rise in income – contrasts with urban fragility 
– March 2021 income 13.7% below pre-covid. 

• Deepening poverty: Activity recovery has not been translating 
into commensurate income recovery. Poverty correlates such as 
income uncertainty, employment vulnerability, food insecurity, 
savings depletion and debt accumulation all remained 
significant causes of concern. Poverty dynamics showed an 
emerging and significant new problem of ‘new poor’.

• Skill loss in the labour market: Occupational recovery has been 
concentrated in unskilled sectors. 41% of both rural and urban 
respondents had to move to less skilled sectors.

• Women doubly burdened: Female-headed households face five 
times higher unemployment than men one year into the crisis. 
Once out of employment, women face greater re-entry 
constraints due to both social and economic factors.

• Three drivers of vulnerability: Labour markets have shown 
greater uncertainties in providing skilled and semi-skilled 
employment opportunities. Alongside this uncertainty of 
preferred employment, two additional drivers of vulnerability 
have weighed on the poor and the ‘new poor’ - non-food 
expenditure burdens which saw a 98% rise in urban areas 
between June 2020 and March 2021 on one hand and marginal 
and declining social protection support on the other.

• Reverse migration becoming an entrenched trend:  Over the 
pandemic year, a reverse migration of urban to rural took hold – 
a net rate 9.8% had moved out of major cities. Initial trend was 
‘new poor’ to less-expensive cities, later poor and extreme poor 
to villages.
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13.1 PPRC-BIGD 3rd Survey, March 2021

In March, 2021, PPRC and BIGD carried out their third round survey 
on the same panel of households. The timing of this third survey was 
significant. It marked one year of the Covid-19 crisis allowing 
PPRC-BIGD to assess how household realities and poverty dynamics 
had evolved after the initial economic shock and subsequent attempts 
at recovery. The timing of the survey was also significant on a second 
consideration. Immediately after the completion of the third round, 
Bangladesh was struck with a second wave of the pandemic. The 
survey findings thus also had a bearing on household capacities to 
deal with a new economic shock.

With the completion of the third survey, an invaluable panel data-base 
had been created wherein the same set of households had been 
surveyed at three points of the pandemic time – firstly, in April, 2020 
immediately after first ‘lockdown’, secondly, in June 2020 which was 
an early period in the recovery and thirdly, in March 2021 which was 
a later period in the recovery process within the pandemic time-line. 

The third round, carried out between 11th and 31st March, 2021 
successfully covered a panel sample of 6099 households of which 
56% was an urban sample, 43% rural and 1% from Chattogram Hill 
Tracts. 16% of the panel were female-headed households. The overall 
sample had an average family size of 4.93.

13.2 Household Realities one year into   
         Covid-19 Crisis

13.2.1  Income

Average household income one year into the crisis was still 7% below 
pre-covid level (Figure 1). The gap was higher for the urban sample at 
14%.

Looking at occupation-wise income recovery, findings show average 
household income as below pre-COVID levels for all occupations 
except agriculture (Figure 2). Income recovery has been 
comparatively weaker for transport worker, skilled labour, small 
business and rickshaw-puller
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13.2.2  Employment

Of those who had been employed in pre-covid period, 8% still 
remained unemployed one year into the crisis. However, the 
unemployment rate was significantly higher at 31% for the 
female-headed households. Looking at specific occupations, 
unemployment rates remained high for skilled labour, salaried jobs 
and housemaids (Figure 3). 

                   Figure 3

While there has been considerable activity recovery for the whole 
sample, a more significant trend has been occupational shifts within 
the labour market. 41% of the respondents had to change occupations 
(Figure 4) but this was not mere labour market dynamics. Much of this 
occupational shift was into low-skilled occupations indicating a crisis 
of employment in more remunerative and skilled occupations. This 
was true for both urban and rural sample. 

13.2.3  Food security

Food security was captured through three indicators in the survey – 
firstly, hunger index i.e. households going without meals the whole 
day at least once in the preceding month, secondly, whether food 
expenditure had recovered to pre-covid levels and thirdly, deficits in 
dietary diversity. On the first indicator, survey findings show that in 
March 2021, 1% of rural and 2.3% of urban sample were in severe 
food insecurity i.e. going without meals the whole day at least once 

the preceding month. Regarding food expenditure, while for the rural 
sample, average household food expenditure had returned to 
pre-covid level, the urban sample was struggling with food 
expenditure 16.8% below the pre-covid level (Figure 5).

Dietary deficits, which was a pre-existing condition rather emanating 
from the pandemic impact, remains severe. 52% had no meat, 72% 
had no milk and 40% had no fruit in their weekly diet during March 
2021.

13.2.4  Migration
The pandemic had forced migration as a coping strategy on many of 
the affected households. An important phenomenon that had been 
brought out in the second survey was a trend towards reverse 
migration i.e. urban households being forced to relocate to less 
expensive locations including villages. Findings at the end of a year of 
the crisis show that 27.3% of urban poor households had temporarily 
migrated of whom 17.5% had returned. At the end of an year of the 
crisis, net reverse migration out of  urban poor settlements stood at 
9.8%. Further disaggregation shows that such reverse migration was 
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were late migrants i.e. after June, 2020.
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non-food expenditure burdens on the poor. Figure 6 shows that such 
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households between June 2020 and March 2021. In terms of specific 
items, the burden rose 46% on house rent, 81% on health costs, 104% 
on transportation costs and 51% on utilities cost. 
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The economic impact of the pandemic on households have to be 
gauged not only through their access to income and employment but 
also how their internal coping capacities have fared. Two important 
findings from the survey is on the savings and debt status of the 
households. Figure 7 shows a significant savings depletion of both 
rural and urban households over the pandemic year. There is a 24% 
depletion of savings in rural households and a 11% depletion in urban 
households.
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proportion of annual income doubled over the pandemic year. This so 
both across spatial groups and poverty groups. 
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the pandemic impact. By March, 2021, even this token role had 
become more marginal (Figure 9) in how households assessed the 
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households had to rely on their own income and savings as well as 
incurring debt. To the extent social protection played a role, 
institutional social protection either from government or NGOs 
played a distinctly lesser role than personal and/or community 
networks.
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While the economic impact of the pandemic has generally worsened 
poverty, the PPRC-BIGD Study has brought into sharp focus a new 
reality of a significant number of households above the poverty line 
slipping back into poverty. The study first coined the term ‘new poor’ 
in April, 2020 to dramatize this new reality. This band of people 
included various occupational groups who make up the numerically 
large mostly urban middle class with informal occupations - 
rickshaw-pullers, drivers, security guards, maids, small and medium 
businesses, transport workers, restaurant workers, private school 
teachers, fixed-income salaried persons etc. In pre-covid period, they 
existed in the income band above the poverty line but below the 
median income and as such was labelled by the study as the 
‘vulnerable non-poor’. But a significant number of them fell into 
poverty under the economic shock of pandemic-related shutdowns 
and have struggled to regain their former position. As Figure 10 

shows, 59% of the ‘new poor’ in urban areas and 44% in rural areas 
were unable to regain their pre-covid income status and were at risk of 
stagnating in the poverty trap.

Using the rate at which the ‘vulnerable non-poor’ had slipped below 
the poverty line in the PPRC-BIGD study as a weight, the study was 
able to arrive at a national estimate of the ‘new poor’. Based on these 
national estimates, one can see that despite some recovery between 
June, 2020 and March, 2021, national estimate of ‘new poor’ still 
stands in March 2021 at 14.75% which translates into a population of 
24.5 million (Figure 11).

Figure 11

13.4  Conclusion

One year into the existential crisis of Covid-19, the policy lessons 
drawn at the end of the second PPRC-BIGD survey in June 2020 has 
been reinforced. Six trends stand out:

• Fragile recovery: While there has been a degree of recovery 
from the initial economic shock of April-May, 2020, the 
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• Skill loss in the labour market: Occupational recovery has been 
concentrated in unskilled sectors. 41% of both rural and urban 
respondents had to move to less skilled sectors.

• Women doubly burdened: Female-headed households face five 
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expenditure burdens which saw a 98% rise in urban areas 
between June 2020 and March 2021 on one hand and marginal 
and declining social protection support on the other.
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In March, 2021, PPRC and BIGD carried out their third round survey 
on the same panel of households. The timing of this third survey was 
significant. It marked one year of the Covid-19 crisis allowing 
PPRC-BIGD to assess how household realities and poverty dynamics 
had evolved after the initial economic shock and subsequent attempts 
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consideration. Immediately after the completion of the third round, 
Bangladesh was struck with a second wave of the pandemic. The 
survey findings thus also had a bearing on household capacities to 
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surveyed at three points of the pandemic time – firstly, in April, 2020 
immediately after first ‘lockdown’, secondly, in June 2020 which was 
an early period in the recovery and thirdly, in March 2021 which was 
a later period in the recovery process within the pandemic time-line. 

The third round, carried out between 11th and 31st March, 2021 
successfully covered a panel sample of 6099 households of which 
56% was an urban sample, 43% rural and 1% from Chattogram Hill 
Tracts. 16% of the panel were female-headed households. The overall 
sample had an average family size of 4.93.

13.2 Household Realities one year into   
         Covid-19 Crisis

13.2.1  Income

Average household income one year into the crisis was still 7% below 
pre-covid level (Figure 1). The gap was higher for the urban sample at 
14%.

Looking at occupation-wise income recovery, findings show average 
household income as below pre-COVID levels for all occupations 
except agriculture (Figure 2). Income recovery has been 
comparatively weaker for transport worker, skilled labour, small 
business and rickshaw-puller
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13.2.2  Employment

Of those who had been employed in pre-covid period, 8% still 
remained unemployed one year into the crisis. However, the 
unemployment rate was significantly higher at 31% for the 
female-headed households. Looking at specific occupations, 
unemployment rates remained high for skilled labour, salaried jobs 
and housemaids (Figure 3). 
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sample, average household food expenditure had returned to 
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expenditure 16.8% below the pre-covid level (Figure 5).
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not limited to only the early phase of the crisis. Of the gross total who 
migrated, 20.5% were early migrants i.e. before June, 2020 and 6.8% 
were late migrants i.e. after June, 2020.

13.2.5 Non-food expenditure burdens on urban poor
One of the important drivers of reverse migration has been the 
non-food expenditure burdens on the poor. Figure 6 shows that such 

non-food expenditure burdens nearly doubled for urban poor 
households between June 2020 and March 2021. In terms of specific 
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findings from the survey is on the savings and debt status of the 
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‘vulnerable non-poor’. But a significant number of them fell into 
poverty under the economic shock of pandemic-related shutdowns 
and have struggled to regain their former position. As Figure 10 

shows, 59% of the ‘new poor’ in urban areas and 44% in rural areas 
were unable to regain their pre-covid income status and were at risk of 
stagnating in the poverty trap.

Using the rate at which the ‘vulnerable non-poor’ had slipped below 
the poverty line in the PPRC-BIGD study as a weight, the study was 
able to arrive at a national estimate of the ‘new poor’. Based on these 
national estimates, one can see that despite some recovery between 
June, 2020 and March, 2021, national estimate of ‘new poor’ still 
stands in March 2021 at 14.75% which translates into a population of 
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