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Abstract
Has workplace closure due to lockdown policies to control the spread of COVID-19 
affected workplace hygiene, absenteeism, income loss and coping strategies in Bangla-
desh? Drawing on face-to-face interviews of 1,894 employees in tea, construction, ready-
made garment (RMG) and leather sectors in September–October 2020, the study shows 
poor supply of disinfectant and sanitizer. Absenteeism was high in April 2020 in all sectors 
except tea but dropped later on. Two in three workers reported income losses, due to work-
place closure. 20% of workers with reduced wages received governmental food distribution 
and 4% cash assistance, pointing to poor implementation and rise in poverty.
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Introduction

How has COVID-19 affected workplaces in Bangladesh? This paper aims to contribute to 
the understanding of the COVID-19 impact on workplace hygiene, workplace absentee-
ism and reasons for absenteeism, income loss during absent days and related coping strate-
gies, based on survey data. In September–October 2020 face-to-face interviews with 1894 
workers were held for the Wages and Work Survey Bangladesh 2020 survey.1 The survey 
focussed on four low-paying sectors, namely tea gardens and estates; ready-made garment 
(RMG) factories; leather factories including tanneries; and construction sites. Here poverty 
and job insecurity were expected to affect the workers substantially.

Our study has four research objectives. The first addresses the hygiene and personal pro-
tective equipment (PPE) measures taken at the workplace. We analyse whether workplace 
or personal characteristics affect workers’ assessments of the related health risks. The sec-
ond objective aims to understand COVID-19-related workplace absenteeism. Is the number 
of lost days related to workplace or to personal characteristics? The third objective is to 
contribute to the understanding of the reasons for being absent from the workplace. Are 
these related to governmental lockdown policies rather than the spread of the virus? The 
fourth objective addresses income losses and subsequent coping strategies. Do employees 
who experience income loss predominantly depend on assistance programs, either in cash 
or in food/rations, and to what extent do they have to rely on private solutions?

The outline of this article is as follows. First, the literature regarding the COVID-19 
impact on work-related outcomes is reviewed. The second section details the lockdown 
measures in Bangladesh. The third section discusses the data collection and analytical 
strategy. The fourth section presents the empirical findings regarding the four objectives. 
The final section draws conclusions and suggests future research.

Literature review

The social and economic consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic are huge. Noticeable 
reductions in production and consumption have been observed for global value chains 
(Lenzen et  al. 2020). The World Bank (2021) predicted that global economic output in 
2021 would remain more than 5 per cent below pre-pandemic projections. The pandemic’s 
impact on jobs and income, however, remains difficult to measure (Parisotto and Elsheikhi 
2020). For Bangladesh, a mid-low-income country, the COVID-19-related national shut-
down resulted in severe supply-side disruptions in all sectors of the economy, while 
industrial growth slowed, with specifically a sharp decline in RMG manufacturing output 
(Haven et al. 2021).

In the years before the pandemic, Anner (2020b) revealed how purchasing practices of 
RMG lead firms adversely affected working conditions and workers’ rights in supplier facto-
ries. During the pandemic, RMG in Bangladesh is the most hit industry, primarily due to work 
order cancellations (Hossain 2021). In a follow-up study, Anner 2020a found that brands and 

1  Bangladesh was chosen, because the funder selected this country to gain insight into the wages of low 
paid workers (the funder was Mondiaal FNV, grant nr NL0810131, received by project manager P. Osse). 
The funder had outlined the study before the pandemic with fieldwork scheduled for early 2020, but this 
had to be delayed till late 2020. The delay created an impetus to add a substantive survey module focusing 
on the pandemic’s impact on jobs and workers.
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retailers cancelled or postponed production orders, with a devastating impact on businesses 
and workers. Similarly, Haven et al. (2021) concluded that the pandemic resulted in a sharp 
decline in RMG output. Whereas the RMG industry has been studied in detail, less informa-
tion is available for other low-paid industries in Bangladesh, such as the leather industry, con-
struction and tea plantations. For tea plantations, Idris (2018) found that working conditions 
of the predominantly female tea pickers are extremely poor, characterised by long hours, low 
pay, inadequate accommodation, very limited education and healthcare facilities, with wages 
dependent on reaching daily targets. Newspapers reported that tea estate owners encouraged 
their employees to continue to work during the lockdown, arguing that the gardens were pro-
tected areas, not accessible to outsiders, and thus the risks of a COVID-19 outbreak were 
less. In construction sites, job losses were mostly due to slower demand and social distancing 
(Genoni et al., 2020).

Workplace hygiene is crucial for workers to trust they can work safe; also, it is critical in 
reducing the spread of the virus. By early May 2020, a newspaper reported that some 96 gar-
ment workers had been infected, half of them since the reopening of the factories on April 26 
(The Daily Star 2020). The few studies undertaken in this field do not give way to optimism. 
A study indicated that the overall prevalence of handwashing in households was 56.3 per cent 
and that the trend of COVID-19 cases gradually increasing was related to areas with a low 
handwashing practice in households (Ahmed and Yunus 2020). As COVID-19 spread quickly 
across the whole of Bangladesh, due to a hampering waste disposal system the increased use 
of Personal Protective Equipment (PPE) could lead to secondary environmental catastrophes 
(Shammi and Tareq 2021). Another study stressed the food security aspect of vulnerable pop-
ulations (Ahmed et al. 2021). Rambhajan Koiri, president of the Sylhet valley tea workers’ 
union, stated: “Most of the tea-gardens do not prioritise safe distancing issues. They also did 
not provide hand-washing soap and masks to the workers. These workers are working in an 
atmosphere of risk” (The Business Standard, 6 JAN 2022).

Workplace absenteeism is related to income loss. Based on interviews with 2,671 adults in 
Bangladesh, World Vision (2020) concluded that almost 90 per cent of the interviewed house-
holds reported an income drop and that almost 95 per cent had no or inadequate food access. 
Another study showed that more than 70 per cent of households reported a drop in income 
(Egger and others, 2021). Income loss was expected to be higher in the farm sector than out-
side that sector (Mottaleb et al. 2020). Interviews with tea plantation workers confirmed that 
the owners had delayed the workers’ wages, blaming a fall in tea sales due to the pandemic 
(UN Sustainable Development Group 2021). RMG workers were entitled to  be supported 
under the government’s stimulus package, albeit with a few months’ delay, and according to a 
trade union spokesman, they were rehired against lower pay rates (Fairwear 2020). For daily 
and wage workers, the probability of reporting an income loss was the largest among construc-
tion workers,  compared with other occupational groups (Genoni et  al., 2020). A telephone 
survey in poor and slum areas in two cities in Bangladesh, conducted in June and July 2020, 
stressed the limited availability of public and private assistance. The most frequently men-
tioned coping mechanism was receiving emergency funds from relatives and friends, without 
interest (World Bank 2020).
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The Bangladesh lockdown measures

In Bangladesh the lockdown period initially covered March 26 (Independence Day)—May 
30 2020. Officially referred to as a ‘general holiday,’ the lockdown was extended multiple 
times for a span of ten days within this period. During the first ten days of lockdown, there 
were no  travel restrictions, causing many to rush back to their hometown/-village while 
using overcrowded means of transport and compromising social distancing and other pro-
tective measures. When the first lockdown period ended, RMG workers rushed back to 
work en masse due to lack of communication with their employers, creating chaos and 
affecting social distancing measures. Following the lockdown announcement on March 
25, 2020, the Bangladesh Garment Manufacturers and Exporters Association (BGMEA) 
and the Bangladesh Knitwear Manufacturers and Exporters Association (BKMEA) urged 
RMG factory owners to close their doors. Soon afterwards, a meeting of union leaders, 
factory owners and government officials revised this declaration, announcing that produc-
tion units should stay open and provide ‘proper health measures’ for employees. This was 
sanctioned by the government, though obviously contradicting general lockdown rules. On 
April 4, however, BGMEA and the government decided that factories should close for one 
week until April 11.

COVID-related initiatives taken by BGMEA included a COVID-19 testing lab, neces-
sary testing, prevention and curbing facilities/services provided free of charge, free tel-
emedicine consultations and an online portal for disseminating information to infected 
workers. A survey covering 2,334 RMG factories in June 2020 found that the measures 
adopted were use of hand sanitizer or soap and checking body temperature at the gate of 
entry, enforcing the use of face masks, maintaining a safe distance of at least one meter 
between workers and disinfection of workstations and frequently used equipment (CED/
BracU, 2020).

Under the lockdown, public road transportation was suspended. All non-essential busi-
nesses and educational institutions were closed, except for pharmacies, food markets and 
sales points for other necessities. Authorities also advised the public to stay home and to 
travel only if necessary. For some weeks police force was intensively deployed to enforce 
lockdown measures, often in a hard handed manner (Ali et al. 2021). Enforcement in major 
cities, notably Dhaka, in the early stages of lockdown was rather strict, though in the later 
months complaints increased against police commanders and health officers for being too 
lax. An observer notes that “social distancing is a privilege of the rich and middle class in 
Bangladesh. Most Bangladeshis live near each other” (Ramachandran 2020).

On June 5, the government took the decision to impose area-based restrictions to con-
tain the coronavirus outbreak and divided the infected areas into three zones—red, yellow 
and green. In red zones all activities had to be closed with strict law enforcement monitor-
ing. Yellow zones had relaxed restrictions and green zones had no restraints. The tea sector 
was not formally exempt, but it was generally assumed that social distancing was not an 
issue there.

On March 25, just before the lockdown, the Bangladesh government announced a first 
stimulus package of 50 billion Bangladeshi Taka (BDT) (USD 590 million) for export-ori-
ented industries. In total, 19 stimulus packages were announced, amounting to 3.7 per cent 
of the country’s GDP; the benefits from these packages were gained by RMG firms more 
than other sectors (Raihan 2020). According to BGMEA, by August 2020 the RMG sector 
had received stimulus packages worth 105 billion BDT (USD 1.24 billion) to pay wages 
to workers laid-off between April–July (ILO 2021). A survey of RMG factories and RMG 
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workers, however, revealed that more than three-quarter of the factories said that they had 
paid their laid-off or retrenched workers their salaries and outstanding dues, whereas one in 
three rehired workers indicated that they had received their wage only partially and one in 
five had received nothing (Moazzem and Ahmed 2020).

Data collection

The survey

The questionnaire for the Wages and Work Survey Bangladesh 2020 has been based on 
the multilingual WageIndicator web survey. The latter survey measures wages, working 
hours, employment contract, occupation and workplace-related items, as well as house-
hold composition and personal characteristics. As it has been running continuously since 
the early 2000s, the survey questions are well-tested for measurement errors. The survey 
was adapted for suitability with a face-to-face survey mode and with Bangladeshi work 
standards.

The plans for the survey measuring wages in low-paid industries were developed in 
2019, with fieldwork scheduled for early 2020. The COVID-19 pandemic delayed field-
work, yet created the impetus to add a substantive survey module focusing on the pandem-
ic’s impact on jobs and workers. A set of questions were added to the survey about hygiene 
facilities at the workplace, absenteeism from the job, the reasons for being absent and the 
workers’ coping strategies with the related income loss. The questionnaire used contained 
144 questions, of which 52 were related to the COVID-19 pandemic. The Bengali and Eng-
lish versions of the questionnaire are available upon request (Tijdens et al 2020).

Sampling procedure

Given the purpose of the study, we planned to interview workers at their workplaces medi-
ated through the appropriate authorities (industry associations and employers). A three-
step sampling procedure was applied (Tijdens et al 2020). First, survey areas were selected 
based on the geographical locations of the companies in RMG, leather and tea sectors, 
as collected from the websites of business registries, supplemented with information from 
the Open Apparel Registry and from BIDS, the Bangladesh research institute. Tea gardens 
and estates are predominantly located in the Sylhet (80%) and Chattagram (14%) divisions, 
whereas RMG factories can mainly be found in the Dhaka (83%) and Chattagram (15%) 
divisions. Leather factories are located in the Dhaka (81%) and Chattagram (11%) divi-
sions. Unlike these three sectors, construction sites are not fixed as these enterprises may 
operate throughout the districts, for which Dhaka and Chattagram were selected. The focus 
was on three types of construction sites, namely private building (residential and non-res-
idential), public building (residential and non-residential) and public sector construction 
other than buildings (civil engineering works).

Second, to select companies in the selected survey areas, membership lists of trade 
associations were used to randomly select the tea gardens and estates, RMG factories and 
the leather factories. For construction, a random walk searching for construction sites was 
undertaken in Dhaka and Chattagram. For the RMG, leather and tea sectors, the trade asso-
ciations were requested to issue letters to the selected firms stating the importance of the 
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survey, as well as requesting them to allow workers to be interviewed. The selected compa-
nies that declined were replaced.

Third, once the interviewers arrived at the selected businesses, they requested the man-
agement or the human resource team to facilitate the interview procedure with the required 
number of employees from specified occupations. A predefined list of occupations included 
the most common job titles in the sector at stake. In total, 401 workers in five tea gardens 
and 15 tea estates, 724 RMG workers in 65 factories, 337 leather and footwear workers 
in 34 factories, and 432 construction workers from several construction sites were inter-
viewed, attaining a total of 1,894 interviewees.

Fieldwork

The fieldwork took place from September 7 to November 2, 2020. The data were collected 
in a period of two months with two five-member enumerator teams under a supervisor 
employed for conducting the survey. The field team got five days of training about the sam-
pling and the data collection approach. The survey was made available in an app-mode, and 
the enumerators used a tablet for registering the questionnaires. Once completed, they were 
uploaded into WageIndicator’s survey engine. To ensure the quality of the survey work, 
the field team was required to provide real-time updates using a Google doc form from the 
field. For each interview, the purpose of the study was explained to the interviewee and 
consent was asked. The interviewees were told that the interview was anonymous and that 
no factories/estates/sites could be identified by name.

The survey participants were provided with token compensation (a pack-of-five face 
masks or equivalent cash) as an appreciation for their time, while they were also encour-
aged to use face masks. The respondents’ acknowledgement of receipt and contact num-
bers were recorded for follow-up checks on the authenticity of the interview and the pro-
vided incentives. The survey app contained built-in routing and alerting scripts to prevent 
unlikely combinations of answers. After the fieldwork had been completed, data quality 
was checked for wages and working hours as the most critical variables. All reported wages 
were converted to monthly paid wages. The workers in the tea gardens and estates were 
paid very low wages as the employer provided housing and food. To quantify such in-kind 
payments, an estimation of monthly costs for food and housing was added to the reported 
wages in this sector in the region. For a single employee at a tea garden and estate in Chit-
tagong, 6660 BDT was added to the reported monthly wage, and 7750 BDT in Sylhet.

Analytical strategy

In the next section, the analytical strategy for the four research objectives and the dependent 
variables will be detailed. For the statistical models we used two sets of explanatory varia-
bles, namely the characteristics related to the workplace and those related to the individual 
worker. Table 1 shows their mean values, standard deviations and missing observations.

In the next section, the statistical analyses for the four research objectives will be dis-
cussed. Descriptive methods (cross-tabulations and t tests) as well as multivariate model-
ling have been used as appropriate: linear regression modelling for continuous dependent 
variables and logistic modelling for binary dependent variables. For reasons of readability, 
results are only reported for significance levels at 10, 5 or 1 per cent.
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Results

Hygiene measures and facilities at the workplace

First, we aimed to understand the non-pharmaceutical measures taken by the work-
place authority to protect employees. Workers were asked to assess the adequacy of five 
measures related to workplace hygiene, namely safe distance between workstations; safe 
distance/space in dining seating areas; independent workstations as opposed to shared 
workstations; independent use of all work equipment as opposed to shared use; and 
the number of washrooms/toilets. Workers were also asked to assess the adequacy of 
the supply of personal protective equipment (PPE): disinfectant; hand sanitizer; hand-
washing facilities; masks; and gloves. For all items, answers could be chosen from four 
response options: not at all adequate (high risk); somewhat adequate (moderate risk); 
adequate (low risk), or not applicable. For all items, except for the availability of gloves 
(6%), fewer than 2 per cent of the workers answered ‘not applicable’.

Employees were most positive about the safe space in seating in dining areas and the 
handwashing facilities (56% and 55%, respectively, assessed a ‘low risk’, Fig.  1), fol-
lowed by the independent use of work equipment (47% ‘low risk’). Workers assessed 
the supply of disinfectant, sanitizer and gloves as least positive (21%, 25% and 8% ‘low 
risk’). When breaking down assessments by sector, the hygiene measures and amenities 
were assessed as the highest risks in construction, followed by tea gardens and estates. 
In the latter particularly, an inadequate number of washrooms and toilets, disinfectant 
and sanitizer were assessed as high risks. Compared to the construction sites and tea 

Table 1   Mean values, standard deviations and missing observations of the variables used in the models

Source: Wages and Work Survey Bangladesh 2020

Mean Std. Dev Missing obs

Workplace characteristics
Sector tea (0/1) 0.21 0.409 0
Sector RMG (0/1) 0.38 0.486 0
Sector leather (0/1) 0.18 0.383 0
Sector construction (0/1) 0.23 0.420 0
Private single ownership (0/1) 0.62 0.486 0
Firm size (0 = 1–4,…,10 = 5000 or more) 5.45 2.652 2
Supervisory position (0/1) 0.03 0.160 25
Semiskilled or skilled job (0/1) 0.72 0.448 3
Hourly wage in 10 deciles (1–10) 5.48 2.848 38
Individual characteristics
Children at home (0/1) 0.51 0.500 5
Living with partner (0/1) 0.60 0.490 5
Number of people living in household (1–6) 3.57 1.731 8
Female (0/1) 0.43 0.496 8
Age (13–70) 29.66 9.232 10
Education (1 = Primary,..,3 = Upper secondary) 1.66 0.745 0
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gardens and estates, the hygiene measures and facilities in RMG and leather factories 
were assessed as far more adequate.

To assess the health risks at the workplace, we computed a Hygiene Index (HI) by 
counting the answers to nine of the ten measures and amenities. The higher the HI 
score, the more adequate the hygiene and amenities were perceived to be and thus the 
lower the risks of infection. The supply of the tenth amenity, gloves, was not included, 
as gloves were rarely provided in the tea gardens and estates nor in the construction sec-
tor. The HI score ranges from 9 = least adequate to 27 = most adequate (Mean = 19.83, 
SD = 4.98). Table 2 presents the mean scores of the HI for characteristics related to the 
workplace and to the individual workers.

Using multivariate analysis, we explored the effect of the workplace-related fac-
tors (Model 1), absenteeism during March–May and June–August (Model 2), and the 
worker’s individual characteristics (Model 3) on the HI score (Table  3). As could be 
expected from the bivariate graph, working in the tea or construction sector lowered the 
HI (Model 1); hence, COVID-19-related measures and amenities were poorer, whereas 
the opposite is true for RMG. Firm size impacted the HI, with larger companies provid-
ing more adequate measures and amenities than smaller ones. Workers in (semi-)skilled 
jobs reached a higher HI score, assessing the hygiene measures and amenities as lower 
risks than unskilled workers did. Absence from the workplace in March–May did not 
impact the HI score, but absence in June–August affected the score negatively, probably 
due to relatively less attention to hygiene measures along with decreasing rates of infec-
tion. Workers with one or more children in their household assessed the hygiene meas-
ures as riskier, whereas the opposite was the case for those living with a partner and for 
those living in large households. Female workers assessed their workplaces as being 
less risky than males, probably because their attention to health hygiene is relatively 
better than that of their male counterparts. Employees aged under 20 and those aged 
20–29 assessed the risks as being higher. Employees with more education had a higher 

Fig. 1   Percentage of workers indicating that the hygiene measures and hygiene facilities are adequate (low 
risk), by sector. Source: Wages and Work Survey Bangladesh 2020, N = 1774
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Table 2   Number of observations for the workplace and personal characteristics and their mean values with 
standard deviations for the Hygiene Index, which ranges from 9 = least adequate to 27 = most adequate

Characteristics Number of observa-
tions n (%)

Hygiene 
index 
mean ± SD

Workplace characteristics
Sector Construction 386 (22.7) 13.93 ± 3.51

Tea 308 (18.1) 17.80 ± 3.08
RMG 696 (41.0) 23.07 ± 3.24
Leather 308 (18.1) 21.96 ± 3.52

Ownership Other ownership 647 (38.1) 20.75 ± 4.48
Private single ownership 1051 (61.9) 19.27 ± 5.19

Firm size (#employees) 1–4 87 (5.1) 15.06 ± 4.25
5–10 115 (6.8) 14.08 ± 3.54
10–20 117 (6.9) 13.45 ± 3.46
20–50 71 (4.2) 16.58 ± 5.27
50–100 118 (6.9) 18.63 ± 4.00
100–200 203 (12.0) 20.62 ± 3.24
200–500 343 (20.2) 21.56 ± 4.09
500–1000 269 (15.8) 21.04 ± 4.31
1000–2000 159 (9.4) 22.08 ± 3.64
2000–5000 173 (10.2) 23.93 ± 3.10
5000 or more 43 (2.5) 21.16 ± 3.66

Skill level Unskilled 429 (25.3) 16.01 ± 3.75
(Semi)skilled job 1269 (74.7) 21.13 ± 4.68

Wage decile 1 174 (10.2) 18.28 ± 5.25
2 177 (10.4) 21.31 ± 4.29
3 165 (9.7) 20.90 ± 4.87
4 176 (10.4) 21.60 ± 4.25
5 170 (10.0) 18.56 ± 4.91
6 149 (8.8) 18.64 ± 4.05
7 179 (10.5) 18.87 ± 4.81
8 179 (10.5) 20.49 ± 5.07
9 181 (10.7) 18.81 ± 5.61
10 148 (8.7) 20.89 ± 4.94

Absent March–May No 339 (20.0) 17.89 ± 3.52
Yes 1359 (80.0) 20.32 ± 5.17

Absent June–August No 1509 (88.9) 20.15 ± 4.96
Yes 189 (11.1) 17.29 ± 4.44

Individual characteristics
Living with child No 872 (51.4) 19.88 ± 5.22

Yes 826 (48.6) 19.79 ± 4.72
Living with partner No 698 (41.1) 19.00 ± 5.29

Yes 1000 (58.9) 20.42 ± 4.67
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HI score, which is consistent with an older study conducted in Bangladesh finding that 
workers with more education assessed their workplaces as less risky (Mahmud 2009).

Absenteeism from the workplace

The second research objective aimed to understand employee absenteeism, based on two 
questions, namely “From late March to late May 2020, were you absent from work for a 
long period or the entire period, due to COVID-19 restrictions?” and a similar question for 
the period June–August 2020. If the answer to either question was ‘Yes’, the next question 
asked how many days the worker had been absent in each month. Absenteeism was very 
high in the first months of the pandemic, when the government ordered a lockdown for 
all industries (Fig. 2). In April, workers in RMG, leather and construction were absent for 
25 days on average, approximately the whole month. In May, absence days remained high 
in construction but were halved in RMG and leather. In June, the mean absence days had 
further dropped to five for construction, three for leather and two for RMG. By August, the 
number of absent days had dropped further to almost zero in all three sectors. In the tea 
gardens and estates, no absence was reported for any of the months studied.

All employees reporting absence in June–August had also been absent in March–May; 
no new absence cases were reported. Obviously, the lockdown and its high absenteeism 
was an immediate reaction to start of the pandemic. Absenteeism dropped in the months 
to follow, as lockdown policies were discontinued although the number of infected cases 

Source: Wages and Work Survey Bangladesh 2020

Table 2   (continued)

Characteristics Number of observa-
tions n (%)

Hygiene 
index 
mean ± SD

Members in household 1, just me 318 (18.7) 17.62 ± 5.57

2 219 (12.9) 22.09 ± 4.50

3 286 (16.8) 21.04 ± 4.71

4 298 (17.6) 19.92 ± 4.71

5 276 (16.3) 19.50 ± 4.59

6 or more 301 (17.7) 19.60 ± 4.47
Gender Male 967 (56.9) 18.72 ± 5.40

Female 731 (43.1) 21.31 ± 3.90
Age group  < 20 132 (7.8) 17.32 ± 4.64

20–29 861 (50.7) 20.62 ± 4.93
30–39 462 (27.2) 20.08 ± 5.05
40–49 169 (10.0) 18.04 ± 4.28
50 +  74 (4.4) 17.70 ± 4.20

Education level No education 249 (14.7) 17.67 ± 3.88
Primary education 585 (34.5) 19.02 ± 5.05
Second stage of basic education 575 (33.9) 20.24 ± 4.87
Upper secondary education 289 (17.0) 22.54 ± 4.60

Total Total 1698 (100) 19.83 ± 4.98
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Table 3   Estimated functions explaining the Hygiene Index (dependent variable): Ordinary Least Square 
(OLS) estimates

Source: Wages and Work Survey Bangladesh 2020
Notes: Values in parentheses are standard errors. ***, ** and * indicate 1%, 5% and 10% levels of signifi-
cance respectively

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Constant 17.723*** (0.474) 18.522*** (0.720) 17.871*** (0.824)
Workplace characteristics
Sector Tea (0/1) − 4.152*** (0.360) − 4.655*** (0.651) − 4.411*** (0.665)
Sector RMG (0/1) 0.633*** (0.233) 0.653*** (0.232) 0.647*** (0.234)
Sector Construction (0/1) − 5.926*** (0.337) − 5.993*** (0.336) − 5.659*** (0.348)
Private single ownership (0/1) − 0.189 (0.171) − 0.187 (0.171) − 0.107 (0.169)
Firm size (0 = 1–4,..,10 = 5000 +) 0.447*** (0.051) 0.404*** (0.052) 0.384*** (0.052)
(Semi)skilled job (0/1) 0.939*** (0.280) 0.932***(0.279) 0.684** (0.283)
Wage decile (1–10) 0.171*** (0.028) 0.171*** (0.028) 0.140*** 0.029)
Absent March–May 202 (0/1) − 0.429 (0.566) − 0.328 (0.559)
Absent June–August 2020 (0/1) − 1.104*** (0.257) − 1.097*** (0.255)
Individual characteristics
Living with child (0/1) − 0.531** (0.234)
Living with partner (0/1) 0.437** (0.210)
People in household (1–6) 0.088* (0.052)
Female (0/1) 0.444** (0.191)
Aged between 10 and 19 (0/1) − 1.482*** (0.397)
Aged between 20 and 29 (0/1) − 0.644** |(0.273)
Aged between 30 and 39 (0/1) − 0.029 (0.262)
Education 0 = None,..,4 = Upper 

secondary or plus
0.533*** (0.100)

No. of observations 1698 1698 1698
R-squared .591 .596 .609

Fig. 2   Mean number of absent working days by sector (Y-axis left-hand side), and number of infected 
cases in Bangladesh (Y-axis right hand side), by month. Source: Wages and Work Survey Bangladesh 2020 
(N = 1,894, missing March–May = 7, June–August = 22), and number of infected people in Bangladesh
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in Bangladesh increased dramatically (Fig.  2). Not surprisingly, the correlation between 
absent days and infections was negative for the seven months under study (r = − 0.60). 
Relaxing the lockdown was due to pressure from those who feared loss of jobs, factory clo-
sure and the possibility of famine (World Health Organization 2020; Biswas et al. 2020).

To increase our understanding of absence from work, we explored, using a multivari-
ate approach, absence of workers  for the period March–May 2020 (mean = 44.9  days, 
SD = 15.5, min = 0, max = 90) and for the whole period March-August 2020 
(mean = 48.6 days, SD = 21.3, min = 0, max = 149). Excluded were those in the tea estates 
and gardens because they were not absent. Workplace characteristics substantially affected 
the number of absent days (Table 4). Over both periods, workers in private firms with sin-
gle owners reported almost six additional absent days compared to employees in firms 
with multiple, foreign, or governmental owners (5.9 ± 0.8 for March–May, 5.7 ± 1.1 for 
March-August). In both periods, workers in smaller firms reported fewer absent days than 
those in larger firms (− 1.7 ± 0.2 for March–May and -2.7 ± 0.3 for Mar-Aug for each size 
group). This result is in line with a report concluding that microenterprises and SMEs in 
Bangladesh have been hit hardest by the pandemic and restriction measures (Unido 2020). 
For every upward step up in the wage decile, workers reported more absent days in both 
periods (0.4 ± 0.1 for March–May, 0.3 ± 0.1 for Mar-Aug). Individual characteristics barely 
affected the number of absent days. Workers with children in their household reported two 

Table 4   Estimated functions explaining the number of absent days between March and May and between 
March and August (dependent variables): Ordinary Least Square (OLS) estimates

Source: Wages and Work Survey Bangladesh 2020, selection sector RMG, Leather, Construction
Values in parentheses are standard errors
*** , ** and * indicate 1%, 5% and 10% levels of significance respectively

Independent variables Absent days March–May Absent days Mar-Aug

Constant 49.094***(3.044) 58.129***(4.190)
Workplace characteristics
Sector RMG (0.1) − 1.554 (1.031) − 1.275 (1.419)
Sector Construction (0.1) − 1.593 (1.571) − 2.652 (2.162)
Private single ownership (0.1) 5.927*** (0.827) 5.758*** (1.138)
Firm size (0 = 1–4,..,10 = 5000 +) − 1.749*** (0.243) − 2.795*** (0.335)
(Semi)skilled job (0.1) -0.932 (1.438) -2.884 (1.979)
Wage decile (1–10) 0.440*** (0.133) 0.384** (0.184)
Individual characteristics
Living with child (0.1) − 2.019* (1.111) − 2.377 (1.529)
Living with partner (0.1) 0.234 (1.020) 0.839 (1.404)
People in household (1–6) 0.133 (0.243) 0.457 (0.335)
Female (0.1) − 1.212 (0.945) − 2.605** (1.301)
Aged between 10–19 (0.1) 3.627* (1.977) 4.573* (2.721)
Aged between 20–29 (0.1) 1.975 (1.513) 2.764 (2.082)
Aged between 30–39 (0.1) 2.199 (1.524) 2.824 (2.097)
Education 0 = None,..,4 = Upper secondary 

or plus
− 0.581 (0.470) − 0.110 (0.648)

No. of observations 1418 1418
R-squared .198 .197
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absent days less between March–May (-2.0 ± 1.1). For the whole period, female workers 
reported almost three absent days less (-2.6 ± 1.3). For the whole period, workers younger 
than 20  years of age reported more than three absent days (3.6 ± 1.9 for March–May, 
4.5 ± 2.7 for Mar-Sep). The low R-squared value indicates that our independent variables 
do not explain much of the variation in absent days. This challenges the role of workplace 
closure rather than absent days in the models: see the next section.

Reasons for absence

The third research objective aimed at understanding the reasons for being absent from the 
workplace. Employees who had been absent were offered six reasons for their absence: 
workplace closure, traffic restrictions, area-based government restrictions, the risks of 
infection, worker’s illness and illness in the worker’s family. Most absent workers reported 
only one reason, sometimes two reasons, while very few reported three or four.

The descriptive statistics reveal that three reasons stand out for being absent, namely 
workplace closure, unavailability of transport and area-based government restrictions. The 
latter two reasons are highly correlated (r = 0.749, p < 0.01); in the remainder, we merged 
these two variables into one reason. In the periods March–May and June–August, the main 
reason for being absent was workplace closure; 72 per cent and 73 per cent, respectively, 
of absent workers reported so (Fig. 3). In March–May, area restrictions or absence of trans-
port accounted for another 19 per cent, whereas in June–August scores for this same reason 
had dropped below 10 per cent. Only 2 per cent of workers reported absence due to illness 
of the worker or the worker’s family. Absence because the worker was afraid of becoming 
infected, was reported by fewer than 7 per cent of absent workers in March–May, but that 
share went up to 18 per cent in June–August.

In a logistic regression model, the three most frequently mentioned reasons for absen-
teeism were investigated, i.e., workplace closure from March–May (0.72 ± 0.44), traf-
fic restrictions or area-based government restrictions from March–May (0.71 ± 0.45) and 
workplace closure from June–August (0.19 ± 0.39). The analysis was restricted to workers 
who had reported absences in the relevant period. Table 5 shows that for the absence rea-
sons given in March–May, most workplace-related characteristics are significant, whereas 

Fig. 3   Reasons for being absent from the workplace, selection: absent workers only, by period. Source: 
Wages and Work Survey Bangladesh 2020 (for March–May N = 1457, for June–August N = 208)
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the individual characteristics are not, except for education. Compared to the reference group 
of absent construction workers in March–May, RMG workers reported fewer workplace 
closures as the reason for absence (Odds Ratio, abbreviated as OR 0.37; 95% CI:0.21–0.65; 
p < 0.01), and both RMG and leather workers reported more transport or area restrictions 
(OR 5.43; 95% CI:2.69–110.95; p < 0.01; resp OR 1.89; 95% CI: 0.96–3.69; p < 0.01). 
Employees in firms with private single ownership reported fewer workplace closures as the 
reason for being absent in March–May, and more transport or area restrictions compared 
to workers in firms with other ownership types (OR 0.48; 95% CI:0.36–0.64; p < 0.01; 
resp OR 2.10; 95% CI:1.52–2.90; p < 0.01). With every larger firm size group, workers 
reported fewer workplace closures and more transport or area restrictions (OR 0.89; 95% 
CI: 0.82–0.97; p < 0.01; resp OR 1.29; 95% CI: 1.03–1.23; p < 0.01). With every upward 
step in the wage decile, workers reported fewer workplace closures and more transport or 
area restrictions (OR 0.88; 95% CI: 0.84–0.92; p < 0.01; resp OR 1.13; 95% CI: 1.07–1.19; 
p < 0.01). Compared to the reference group of absent workers aged 29 years or less, those 
aged 40 and over reported more workplace closures (OR 1.62; 95% CI: 0.93–2.18; p < 0.1).

With fewer observations in the regression model because fewer workers were absent 
in June–August, the factors causing absenteeism due to workplace closure did not reveal 
significant odds ratios for workplace characteristics, except for the wage deciles. For every 
upward step in the wage decile, workers reported fewer workplace closures as a reason for 
absence (OR 0.85; 95% CI: 0.75–0.98; p < 0.05). In June–August, individual characteristics 
became more important for reporting workplace closure. Workers with children at home 
reported more often workplace closure as a reason for absence, whereas for every extra 
household member, this reason was reported less often (OR 3.35; 95% CI: 0.94–11.93; 
p < 0.01; OR 0.61; 95% CI:0.49–0.75; p < 0.01).

Income loss during absent days

Finally, for our fourth research objective we aimed to understand how workplace absence 
accompanied income losses and how workers coped with these losses. The COVID-19 
module in the questionnaire asked all employees if their income had been reduced, regard-
less of whether or not they had been absent from the workplace: “Compared to before the 
COVID-19 outbreak, approximately what percentage of your earnings has been reduced 
during the period from late March 2020 until now?” For workers reporting income loss 
a follow-up question asked: “What are the main reasons for your income loss during the 
period from late March 2020 until now?” Respondents had four answer options to choose 
from: reduced working hours; reduced wages for the same hours of work; no option to work 
overtime; or no allowances or bonuses. For workers reporting income loss a third question 
was asked: “How did you cope with the income loss?” Here, several options were given: 
receiving cash assistance from the government or from non-government organizations 
(NGOs); receiving food distribution from the government or rations from the employer; 
borrowing from friends or family, or from microfinance institutions, or from other small 
lenders.

The descriptive statistics show that two out of three workers reported a wage reduction 
(65%); almost 5 per cent of the workers did not know if they had experienced a wage reduc-
tion. Workers who had been absent any time between March–August reported much more 
often a wage reduction than workers who were not absent (83% versus 2%, t = − 42.22, 
p = 0.000). The income losses were primarily due to workplace closure. Workplace closure 
also restricted the options for working overtime. To a minor extent, wage reduction was 
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due to reduced wages for the same number of hours, as this applied to less than 5 per cent 
of those reporting a wage reduction.

Workers reporting income loss were asked about the percentage of wage reduction. The 
workers who were not absent in March–May reported an average of almost zero percent 
reduction, but the workers who were not absent in June–August experienced an average 
wage reduction of 19 per cent (Fig. 4). Workers who were absent due to workplace closure 
reported on average a substantial wage reduction in March–May, but a much higher reduc-
tion, 31 percent and 50 percent respectively, during June–August. In both periods, workers 
whose workplace was not closed, but who were absent due to traffic or area restrictions, 
reported nearly similar wage reductions: 20 per cent and 18 per cent, respectively. Workers 
whose workplaces were not closed but who were absent due to sickness or the illness of 
family members reported a lower wage reduction during March–May than in June–August: 
24 per cent and 43 per cent, respectively.

Employees who faced wage reductions were asked how they coped with the income loss 
(Fig.  5). Only a minority reported receiving cash assistance, food distribution or rations 
from the government, from non-governmental institutions or from the employer: 4, 4, 23 
and 9 per cent, respectively, of the workers with a wage reduction. In total, 31 per cent 
of the workers with a reduced wage received this kind of support. Borrowing money was 
much more frequent. Borrowing from friends or family was reported by 65 per cent of 
the workers with a reduced wage, followed by borrowing from microfinance institutions or 
from other small lenders (21% and 13%, respectively). In total, 68 per cent of the workers 
with a wage reduction borrowed money; the majority from one source and the minority 
from two sources.

For the logistic regression model, we assumed increased likelihood for an absent 
employee to face a wage reduction and increased likelihood for an employee with a wage 
reduction to receive support, either as cash, food or rations, or borrowing from family, 
friends or lenders. The analyses controlled for characteristics of the workplace and the 
individual worker. The first panel in Table 6 shows that for the likelihood of facing a wage 
reduction due to workplace absenteeism, most workplace-related characteristics are sig-
nificant, whereas individual characteristics are not, with the exception of education. Com-
pared to the reference group of absent workers in construction, absent RMG workers more 
often reported a reduced wage, and absent workers in leather less often did so, too (OR 

Fig. 4   Percentage of wage reduction by reason for workplace absence, by period. Source: Wages and Work 
Survey Bangladesh 2020 (N for March–May = 1803, N for June–August = 1788)
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2.08; 95% CI: 1.06–4.08; p < 0.05; OR 0.41; 95% CI: 0.24–0.72; p < 0.01). Compared to 
those in firms with other ownership types, employees in firms with private single own-
ership reported wage reduction more often (OR 1.33; 95% CI: 0.96–1.83; p < 0.1). With 
every larger company size group, workers reported fewer wage reductions (OR 0 0.83; 95% 
CI: 0.75–0.92; p < 0.1). With every upward step in the wage decile, workers reported fewer 
wage reductions (OR 0.90; 95% CI:0.86–0.95; p < 0.1). Compared to the reference group 
of absent workers with none or only primary education, those with upper secondary educa-
tion or more reported fewer wage reductions (OR 0.54; 95% CI:0.36–0.81; p < 0.01).

The second panel in Table 6 presents the odds ratios for receiving cash assistance, food 
distribution or rations in the case of a reduced wage, and the third panel does so for bor-
rowing money when facing a wage reduction. The factors identifying which employees 
were likely to receive assistance or borrow money are more closely related to individual 
characteristics than to workplace characteristics. For every larger firm size group, workers 
reported borrowing less (OR 0.89; 95% CI: 0.81–0.97; p < 0.01). For every upward step in 
the wage decile, workers reported receiving less assistance and borrowing less (OR 0.94; 
95% CI: 0.89–0.98; p < 0.05; resp. OR 0.93; 95% CI: 0.88–0.97; p < 0.01). Workers living 
with a partner reported borrowing more (OR 1.56; 95% CI: 1.10–2.23; p < 0.05). Workers 
reported more assistance for every extra household member (OR 1.20; 95% CI: 1.10–1.30; 
p < 0.01). Female employees reported borrowing less than male workers (OR 0.57; 95% 
CI: 0.41–0.79; p < 0.01).

Conclusion

This study draws conclusions from a face-to-face survey conducted in September–October 
2020 in Bangladesh, immediately following the lockdowns in the context of the COVID-19 
outbreak. For the survey 1,894 workers were interviewed in four low-paying sectors, nota-
bly tea estates, ready-made garment (RMG) factories, leather factories and construction 

Fig. 5   Percentage of workers reporting how they coped with the income loss, multiple answers, only work-
ers with a wage reduction. Source: Wages and Work Survey Bangladesh 2020, selection workers with a 
wage reduction (N = 1141)
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sites. The questionnaire had an extensive module focusing on the pandemic’s impact on 
jobs and workers.

The first research objective addressed worker’s assessment of the hygiene measures in 
the workplace. The safe distance and space in seating and dining areas were assessed most 
positively, followed by the independent use of all work equipment, whereas the number of 
washrooms/toilets was judged least positive. Both workplace and individual characteris-
tics were important in the assessments. In RMG and leather, the assessments were more 
positive than in tea and construction. Hygiene was assessed better in large businesses, com-
pared with their smaller counterparts. Female employees and employees in a (semi-)skilled 
job, in a higher wage bracket, and with more education assessed their workplace as being 
less risky. Workers living with children in their households assessed their workplaces as 
being riskier, whereas the opposite was found for those living with a partner and for those 
living in large families. Absence during the March–May period did not affect the assess-
ments, but workers absent during June–August 2020 were more negative in their assess-
ments about protective measures, challenging the causality of this argument, as they may 
have been absent because of poor measures.

The second research objective focussed on the number of days absent from work. In 
RMG, leather and construction absenteeism was very high in April 2020, when the govern-
ment ordered a lockdown. No absence was reported for tea gardens and estates, because 
social distancing was perceived to be easier achieved in tea plantations. In May, absence 
days remained high in construction, but they were halved in RMG and leather. Absence 
days were below 5 per cent in June, even though the number of infected cases in the coun-
try increased substantially that month. Absenteeism was mainly related to workplace char-
acteristics and not to individual characteristics. Absence was more often reported by work-
ers in small firms and less often in firms with a single, private owner. Absence was more 
often reported by workers in the higher wage deciles, probably because they could afford 
to be absent.

The third research objective addressed the reasons for being absent. Three reasons stood 
out for absenteeism, namely workplace closure during the whole period  during March-
August, unavailability of transport and area-based government restrictions, which played 
a predominant role during March–May. For workers in RMG, traffic restrictions were an 
important reason for being absent, and so was the case for workers in larger firms and 
in the higher wage deciles. During June–August, individual characteristics became more 
important as workers with children at home reported more often workplace closure as a 
reason for absence, whereas for every extra household member this reason was reported 
less often.

The fourth research objective addressed income loss between March and August. Work-
ers who had not been absent hardly reported income loss (2%), whereas workers who had 
been absent from the workplace to a large extent reported a wage reduction (83%). These 
workers saw their wages being reduced with one third up to half, particularly when work-
ing in smaller firms, and this was greater for those in the lower wage deciles. Only 4 per 
cent of workers with a reduced wage received cash assistance from the government or non-
government bodies. Over 20% received food distribution by the government. Large house-
holds had higher chances of receiving such assistance. Almost 70 per cent of the workers 
with a reduced wage borrowed money, predominantly from friends or family but also from 
small lenders. Borrowing happened independent of household size, but was related to earn-
ings in the lower wage brackets and being male.

Based on the results of this study the long-term impact of the pandemic is likely to 
affect the workers and their jobs in three ways. First, workplaces will face losses due to the 
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reductions in production. Based on absence days observed in 2020 for RMG and leather, 
business is likely to drop by more than one month’s turnover; for construction this can go 
up to two months’ turnover. Some businesses will not survive. Second, the risk of infection 
exists in workplaces with poor hygiene measures, specifically in small firms and for low-
skilled jobs. Hence, some infected workers will suffer from long-COVID health problems 
in the years to come. Third, the workers who had to borrow, will have to pay off their loans 
in the years to come. Income inequality in the country may increase because workers in 
smaller firms and in the lower wage deciles reported wage reduction more often.

The Government’s role in managing COVID-19 reveals a split between lockdowns to 
prevent the spread of COVID-19 and reopening to continue business and employment. The 
Government’s relief package for food distribution reached out to only one-fifth of the low-
paid workers in our study. A comparison of the Bangladeshi policies to those of neighbour-
ing countries, such as India and Myanmar, as well as nearby countries as Nepal, China, 
Pakistan and Sri Lanka, reveals that all mandated a lockdown, either full or partial, and 
all decided in favour of a relief package, according to the ACAPS Government Measures 
Dataset.2 No data is available that indicates what share of the low-paid workers in these 
countries received support.

The future direction of the research specifically challenges follow-up studies to explore 
how the businesses and the workers in the four sectors will survive the huge impact of the 
pandemic in the long run. This will be particularly relevant if more waves of infections 
come back, which probably again be associated with workplace closures and transport 
restrictions.

This study has some limitations. First, as interviews were held on workplace premises, 
only employees who had returned to work after workplace closure were interviewed; no 
information has been gathered regarding those who did not return. Second, the study only 
covered four industry sectors; hence, no general conclusions can be drawn on how COVID-
19 affected the overall economy and Bangladeshi society from a broader perspective.
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