


435NOVOS ESTUD. ❙❙ CEBRAP ❙❙ SÃO PAULO ❙❙ V43n03 ❙❙ 435-459 ❙❙ SET.–DEZ. 2024

INTRODUCTION

The Covid-19 pandemic has triggered a global eco-
nomic, health and social crisis that has hit Latin America hard, where 
about 26 million people lost their jobs in 2020 (Maurizio, 2021). 
As a result, the region’s already high levels of inequality have been 
exacerbated, while the recovery has been marked by an increase in 
precarious and informal occupations, which in turn contributes to 
the reproduction of these inequalities. Moreover, precisely because 
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[1]	 As an example, see “El Papa 
Francisco: ‘Estamos todos en el mis-
mo barco y somos llamados a remar 
juntos’” (2020), and “Madonna: ‘Lo 
maravilloso y terrible del coronavirus 
es que nos iguala a todos, a ricos y po-
bres’” (2020).

of the importance of informality and the low coverage of unemploy-
ment insurance in the region, income loss has been a serious prob-
lem for a significant proportion of the population.

This paper analyzes the socioeconomic impact of the Covid-19 
pandemic on the population of three of the most important Para-
guayan cities: Asunción (the capital), Ciudad del Este and Encar-
nación. Through quantitative and qualitative data, we have identified 
different impacts according to factors such as gender, social class, la-
bor market participation, and region. For this purpose, we have con-
ducted a survey and a series of focus groups in each city.

The text is divided into six parts. In the second part, we present 
our analytical approach based on an intersectional perspective that 
allows us to visualize how pre-existing inequalities based on gender 
and class regimes, among others, have been exacerbated by the Co-
vid-19 crisis. We also discuss the importance of contrasting effects in 
territories that, although part of the same national territory — in the 
case studied, the Republic of Paraguay — have experienced different 
impacts depending on their model of intra and international integra-
tion. In the third section, we provide a brief description of the Para-
guayan context in view of the declaration of a public health emergency. 
In the fourth section, we describe the methods used to collect and 
analyze data. The main results obtained are presented and discussed 
in the fifth section, which confirms that the economic impact of the 
Covid-19 pandemic was not homogeneous, identifying factors asso-
ciated with greater negative impact on the populations studied. The 
final section presents the conclusions, highlighting that not only did 
the pandemic and its containment measures produce and reproduce 
inequalities, but also that pre-existing inequalities undermined the 
response to the crisis, creating a vicious circle.

Focusing on Paraguay allows a deeper understanding of how 
people in contexts with high levels of inequality and lack of social 
security were affected by both the Covid-19 pandemic and its con-
tainment measures. The focus on border cities also highlights the 
impact of border closures on places where cross-border connections 
have historically been fluid and where support in transnational net-
works has been a common coping strategy.

EXACERBATION OF SOCIAL INEQUALITIES AND BORDER DYNAMICS

We are all in the same boat. This was a common refrain in the early 
months of the Covid-19 pandemic. Press articles, blog posts, religious 
authorities, and celebrities1 repeated that the health crisis affected all of 
society equally, that no one was safe until everyone else was safe. While 
this idea certainly was echoing at the time, and perhaps to some extent 
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even fostered a willingness to help those affected (Resta et al., 2022), 
it soon became clear that the risks varied considerably depending on 
one’s position in society. Today, years after the pandemic was declared, 
we know that certain groups were more affected by mortality, such as 
the elderly, people with health problems, members of households be-
low the poverty line, immigrants, and ethnic/racial minorities within 
countries. These developments have led some authors to favor the 
term syndemic (Bambra ; Lynch; Smith, 2022; Horton, 2021), drawing 
attention to the biological and social interactions that must be taken 
into account when analyzing Covid-19 infection and mortality rates.

Mobility restrictions, although necessary to prevent the spread 
of infection, have had significant socioeconomic costs that have af-
fected people at different positions on the social ladder in many ways. 
In addition, although governments have stepped in with subsidies 
and social programs to mitigate the effects of containment measures, 
not all countries have the resources to protect their economies and 
citizens from the backlash that the closures of borders, schools, in-
dustries, businesses, etc. have caused. In fact, since the beginning of 
the Covid-19 crisis, the increased vulnerability of the Latin American 
region due to the lack of infrastructure, the underfunding of social 
services and the fragmented access of the population to them has 
been a major concern (Benza; Kessler, 2022).

We see then that, although the crisis had the same global trigger, 
its impact varied greatly depending on local conditions in terms of 
access to health care and social protection. In this sense, high levels 
of informality in the labor market, low coverage of social protection 
programs, poor housing conditions, as well as low levels of connec-
tivity and access to technology have acted as catalysts of the crisis, 
making the pre-existing social inequalities much more visible and 
creating new ones that are based on the previous ones. Indeed, sev-
eral studies have rightly drawn attention to the increase and exacer-
bation of social inequalities in the region (Batthyány; Sanchez, 2020; 
Benza; Kessler, 2021; Bottan ; Hoffmann; Vara Cossio, 2020).

According to Marianne Braig, Sérgio Costa and Barbara Göbel 
(2013), the inequalities this text focuses on refer to the distances 
between positions assumed in a context of hierarchically organized 
access to relevant social goods (income, wealth, land, etc.) and power 
resources (rights, participation and political position, etc.). Institu-
tional, structural and symbolic factors influence the production of this 
hierarchical order, creating axes of stratification based on regimes of 
class, gender, race, ethnicity, citizenship or migrant status, and so on. 
These axes of stratification, in turn, are in an interdependence rela-
tion, as indicated by the intersectional approach, which advocates the 
simultaneous consideration of multiple dimensions that can create 
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vulnerabilities and power imbalances (Crenshaw, 1994). For example, 
although we know that the increased burden of care resulting from 
the closure of educational centers in 2020-2021 has fallen mainly on 
women, not all women have suffered the consequences to the same 
extent, but those belonging to families from lower social classes were 
the most affected (Rojas et al., 2024). This perspective allows us to 
understand how social inequalities are the result of complex process-
es in which different spheres of social life intertwine, highlighting 
convergences and divergences within and between social groups.

Our focus on Paraguay confronts us with a country historically 
marked by deep social inequalities, where there is a significant and 
permanent division between a small middle and upper class, on 
the one hand, and a large majority of disadvantaged population, on 
the other (Caballero Merlo, 2006). The socioeconomic structure 
is based on a process of capital accumulation that perpetuates and 
deepens this division, with a tax system that is largely based on indi-
rect taxes. Furthermore, Paraguay is a country where urbanization has 
occurred through de-ruralization rather than industrialization. This 
has led to the emergence of a significant informality of urban labor, 
which has contributed to an ongoing system of surplus extraction 
between classes that perpetuates existing inequalities and progres-
sively reduces access to goods and services for the majority of the 
population (Ortiz, 2016). It is important to note that the prevalence 
of labor informality is particularly pronounced in border areas, where 
the potential for a border market emerges as a response to a capital-
ist development model that excludes a significant proportion of the 
population from formal labor markets (Fogel, 2005). 

This text examines the impact of the Covid-19 pandemic on the 
hierarchies and inequalities that existed prior to the crisis. It also 
considers how these inequalities have influenced the state’s capacity 
to respond to the health and economic challenges posed by the pan-
demic. Our analysis also includes a geographical dimension, compar-
ing data from three cities that, although sharing the characteristic of 
proximity to international borders, differ in their form of national 
and international integration. In two of the three cases, the border 
directly shapes multiple, strong and historical social networks, as we 
will see. The term borderlands, coined by Michiel Baud and Willem 
van Schendel (1997, p. 216), accurately describes a scenario of “in-
tense interactions in which people on both sides work out everyday 
accommodations based on face-to-face relationships”. As distant 
urban centers of the country’s capital, the populations of Ciudad del 
Este and Encarnación have developed strong ties with their neigh-
bors across the border. In this sense, although the analysis concen-
trates on the Paraguayan context, the focus on border areas allows us 
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[2]	 See “Gobierno autoriza la aper-
tura total del puente de la amistad”, 
(2020).

[3]	 See “Se reabrió el puente Encar-
nación-Posadas” (2021). 

[4]	 See “Paso Falcón-Clorinda: la 
reapertura es un alivio para sector 
transportista internacional” (2021). 
It should also be noted that initially 
the daily number of crossings was 
limited and subject to certain restric-
tions. Only in April 2022 was the 
crossing possible without quotas 
and continuously and permanently, 
24 hours a day (“Argentina libera los 
pasos fronterizos de Falcón y Nana-
wa: el tránsito será permanente y sin 
cupos”, 2022).

to recognize that in these cases it was not only the measures decreed 
by the Paraguayan government that affected the local population, but 
also the actions and restrictions imposed on the other side of the 
river. In turn, the closure of border crossings as a strategy to contain 
the spread of Covid-19 has had strong impacts that have affected cer-
tain population groups more intensely.

THE PARAGUAYAN CONTEXT AND THE DECLARATION OF A STATE OF EMERGENCY

Paraguay was one of the first countries in Latin America to declare a 
total lockdown in early 2020. The first containment measures were 
taken on March 10, just three days after the first confirmed case of 
Covid-19 in the country. These measures included the closure of 
schools at all levels, the cancellation of public events and meetings, 
the partial closure of borders, and the imposition of a curfew. On 
March 20, 2020, stricter measures were added to those already in 
place, and a full movement restriction was implemented. Schools at 
all levels have had virtual classes for almost two years, since teaching 
only returned to being 100% face-to-face in the last two months of 
the 2021 school year. The Government Stringency Index — a com-
posite measure based on nine response indicators, such as school 
and workplace closures and travel bans, ranging from 0 to 100 — re-
mained above 90 during the period from March 23 to May 24, above 
80 until October 4, and then slowly declined, remaining around 50 
until mid-2021, with occasional increases (Mathieu et al., 2020).

Despite being a country with a centralized government, the local 
situation and the severity of containment measures varied somewhat 
from region to region. In part, this was due to decisions made by neigh-
boring countries. For example, while the bridge connecting Ciudad del 
Este to the Brazilian city of Foz do Iguaçu was closed by decision of 
the Paraguayan government between March and October 2020 (for 
seven months),2 the border between Encarnación and the Argentine 
city of Posadas remained closed for 19 months (March 2020 to Oc-
tober 2021),3 and the entry points to Clorinda, an Argentine city near 
Asunción, for 21 months (until December 2021),4 in the latter cases 
due to restrictions imposed by Argentina. In turn, the different periods 
of closure, combined with the different levels and models of integra-
tion that these cities have developed with their border neighbors, were 
translated into differentiated effects on the inhabitants of these areas.

Ciudad del Este (cde), for example, has experienced a strong 
economic impact despite a relatively short period of border closure. 
This city is a commercial hub in the Triple Border, at the intersec-
tion of Paraguay, Brazil and Argentina. While cde and its Brazilian 
neighbor Foz do Iguaçu have been described as “interdependent and 
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inseparable twin cities” in which an “economic emporium” has devel-
oped, relations with Puerto Iguazú on the Argentine side have been 
less dynamic (Elmaleh, 2021). The establishment of cde as a free 
trade zone in the 1960s soon transformed the then young and small 
town into an attractive center for the acquisition of duty-free prod-
ucts and international brands that were too expensive or unavail-
able in neighboring countries. An international trade network then 
emerged, first with the Brazilian middle class as the main customer, 
and later as a link of an industrial-scale circuit supplying imported 
goods (mainly from Taiwan and China) to the informal markets of 
Brazil. Since then, cde’s economy has relied heavily on cross-border 
trade, and a significant portion of the population remains economi-
cally dependent on “shopping tourism,” even though changes in the 
international political economy have reduced triangular trade flows 
between Paraguay and Brazil (Pinheiro-Machado, 2018).

Encarnación has also developed a strong trade integration with 
its Argentine neighbor Posadas. However, the asymmetries between 
these cities are much greater than in the case of cde and Foz do 
Iguaçu. In this sense, while CDE and Foz have a ratio close to 1:1 in 
terms of population, Posadas has three times more inhabitants than 
Encarnación (see Table 1), which in turn results in an asymmetric 
supply of public services. 

In fact, being 370 km away from the capital, Encarnacenos and En-
carnacenas have historically resorted to crossing the bridge to Posadas 



441NOVOS ESTUD. ❙❙ CEBRAP ❙❙ SÃO PAULO ❙❙ V43n03 ❙❙ 435-459 ❙❙ SET.–DEZ. 2024

to receive medical care, especially in complex cases (Fantín, 2008). 
Therefore, the Covid-19 pandemic not only represented an economic 
shock for this city and its surroundings, but also exacerbated the lack 
of health services and disrupted established coping strategies.

In the case of Asunción and the Argentine city of Clorinda, the 
situation is diametrically opposed to the one just described. As the 
capital of Paraguay, Asunción not only has ten times the population 
of Clorinda, but also a wide range of public services, although access 
to quality services remains highly fragmented and unequal. Crossing 
the border is not a frequent activity for Asunción’s inhabitants, and 
the economy of the city does not depend on its foreign neighbors. 
However, it is important to clarify that Asunción is not directly on the 
border: there is a small buffer zone between Clorinda and Asunción, 
in the Chaco region (see Figure 1), where border integration is much 
more dynamic. This means that the crossing points to Clorinda are 
actually in the municipalities of José Falcón and Nanawa. Asunción, 
on the other hand, extends inland in the eastern region of Paraguay, 
turning its back to the river and the border with Argentina, as evi-
denced by the development of its metropolitan area.

The government’s rapid response and high population adher-
ence to containment measures in the early months of the Covid-19 
pandemic helped contain the infections. In fact, at the beginning 
of July 2020, Paraguay was internationally recognized as a case of 
success in the fight against Covid-19 (Bakker; Roy, 2020). However, 
the strict restrictions could not be maintained for long and had to 
be relaxed, leading to an increase in infections and deaths. One year 
later, in mid-June 2021, Paraguay topped the list of countries with 
the highest per capita mortality, registering 19 Covid-19 deaths per 
million, compared to 1.82 in India, 1.05 in the United States, 9.32 
in Brazil, 11.28 in Peru, and 12.93 in Argentina (Costa et al., 2021; 
Mathieu et al., 2020).

The socioeconomic consequences of the containment measures 
have had a strong and lasting impact on the Paraguayan economy, 
which, after a year of economic stagnation in 2019, expected to see 
a year of recovery in 2020 (undp, 2020). At the level of the labor 
market, official data show that the employment rate fell by 4.3 per-
centage points between the second quarter of 2019 and the second 
quarter of 2020 (from 65.9 percent to 61.6 percent), with a much 
larger decline for women (6.4 percentage points) than for men (2.0 
percentage points) (Reinecke et al., 2020). Although employment 
started to recover in 2021, it was still characterized, just like in the 
entire region, by occupations in the informal economy (Maurizio, 
2021), a historical feature of the Paraguayan labor market (Reinecke 
et al., 2020).
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Moreover, when this indicator began to improve at the end of 
2020, women had more difficulty reentering the labor market, while 
men quickly returned to pre-pandemic levels. As a result, not only 
the proportion of women out of the labor market increased, but also 
the gender disparity in this regard, which rose from 24.7 percentage 
points in the first quarter of 2020 to 26.8 in the third quarter (Serafi-
ni, 2020). However, as we will see in the analysis of our data, gender 
regimes were not the only factors determining a differentiated impact 
on populations. Other ones, such as social class, type of labor integra-
tion, and area of residence, have influenced the degree of response to 
the crisis in order to mitigate its negative effects.

METHODS

The study presented a mixed methods design based on two central 
components: a telephone survey and three focus groups in each city. 
For the telephone survey, a stratified probability sample of people (18 
years and older) residing in Asunción, Ciudad del Este and Encar-
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nación was selected (n=3600 effective cases, segmented into three 
sample areas of 1200 cases each). This was adjusted for different 
response rates according to gender, age and social conditions.5 We 
decided to conduct a survey that would allow both households and in-
dividuals to be considered as the unit of analysis. In this sense, while 
some questions referred to the individual characteristics and con-
ditions of the respondents, others focused on the situation of their 
households. The survey was conducted in the last months of 2021.

To analyze the impact of the pandemic in terms of social class, 
and given the difficulties in obtaining reliable data on income, a 
socioeconomic stratification model was developed. This model es-
timated the monthly values of per capita income for each household, 
allowing each unit to be classified according to its position as mea-
sured by percentiles. This information was used to group households 
into three categories (poor population, vulnerable population, and 
upper and middle class), which made comparisons easier. More de-
tails on the construction of the socioeconomic stratification model 
and the social class variable, as well as the questionnaire and data-
bases used, can be found in Rojas and Lachi (2022).

In the analysis of the quantitative data, we applied comparative 
distributions and logistic regression models, which allowed us to 
evaluate the factors associated with the loss and subsequent recovery 
of employment, as well as the decrease in household income in the 
context of the hard lockdown in Paraguay. To this end, a number of 
variables that affect employment and income were considered, such 
as the gender both of the respondent and of the household main 
breadwinner, the income level, the access to health insurance, the city 
of residence and the educational level of the main breadwinner.

In order to assess the intensity of the abovementioned factors 
on three types of events (1: loss of employment and/or reduction in 
working hours; 2: recovery of employment after losing it; and 3: re-
duction in household income due to the Covid-19 pandemic), three 
binary logistic regressions were developed, in which the actual oc-
currence of these situations (dependent variables) was classified 
as “1” and their non-observance as “0”. The relation between these 
variables and each of the associated factors (independent variables) 
makes it possible to demonstrate — through odds ratio coefficients 

— the incidence and intensity concerning a reference value. The ap-
plication of this methodology is similar to that developed by Juan 
Ignacio Bonfiglio, Agustín Salvia and Julieta Vera (2020) for the case 
of the Metropolitan Area of Buenos Aires.

These multivariate models were constructed considering that it is 
expected that structural characteristics related to the gender of the 
respondent or the primary breadwinner, as well as to the area of 

[5]	 With a confidence level of 95% 
and P=Q, the error for the whole 
sample is 1.63%. Under the same pa-
rameters, the sampling error for the 
individual sample areas of Asunción 
and Ciudad del Este is 2.82% and for 
Encarnación 2.81%.
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residence or to labor and economic conditions, have an impact on 
the probability of losing a job, regaining a job, and experiencing a 
decrease in household income. In other words, the proposed logis-
tic regression model seeks to assess the extent to which the various 
demographic, socioeconomic, and work characteristics of the house-
hold and/or the respondent predict the risks associated with job and 
income loss during lockdown.

In addition, we conducted three focus groups in each city to ob-
tain qualitative and more detailed information about the impact of the 
Covid-19 pandemic on different population groups. Due to the focus 
of this text, we mainly use results from group interviews with people 
whose employment situation was negatively affected by the pandemic.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Paid work: loss and recovery
In all three cities, more than 50% of respondents who reported be-
ing economically active at the onset of the pandemic experienced a 
negative impact on their employment status. And although Asunción 
was the city where the highest percentage of respondents lost their 
jobs due to the pandemic, it was also the place where the recovery 
was fastest. Ciudad del Este, on the other hand, had the highest per-
centage of respondents who were still unemployed at the time of the 
survey (November-December 2021). However, given that self-em-
ployment and informality are salient features of the Paraguayan labor 
market, it is also necessary to consider those who reported working 
fewer hours or having fewer clients, a response that was more com-
mon in CDE and Encarnación (see Figure 2).

When analyzing the impact on employment by groups within each 
city, our data confirm some trends already observed by other studies 
in the region (e.g., Benza; Kessler, 2022). In this sense, although men 
and women showed a similar level of job losses, women were still ex-
periencing greater difficulties in terms of job recovery at the time of 
our survey (last months of 2021), as can be seen in Figure 3.

It is important to recognize that the recovery of employment or 
the reactivation of income-producing activity may not always be a 
reliable indicator of economic stability, as it can often mask situa-
tions of significant vulnerability. As a worker shared in a focus group:

I owned a bakery before the pandemic. I produced and sold my own goods. 
The pandemic had a significant impact on my business, and, in order to 
survive, I was forced to sell everything I had. Now I am producing my goods 
again, but I only sell them at traffic lights. (Worker, focus group in 
Asunción, March 2022)
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The logistic regression models addressed the observations made 
in the comparative reading. Table 2 shows the incidence and strength 
of several factors that affected the likelihood of job loss or hours re-
duction due to the Covid-19 pandemic in the three cities, as well as in 
each city individually. The factors considered were city, gender, eco-
nomic status, and health insurance coverage.

When considering all three cities together, the geographic factor 
of residing in Ciudad del Este or Encarnación, as opposed to residing 
in Asunción, does not have a statistically significant effect. However, 
there is a relative worsening situation observed in Ciudad del Este, 
with a 10% greater probability of losing one’s job or working fewer 
hours compared to Asunción. Additionally, no major negative differ-
ences were found between women and men.

In terms of the economic impact of the pandemic, it is clear that 
the most disadvantaged sectors of society were disproportionately 
affected. The population living under poverty6 had a 78% higher like-
lihood of losing their jobs or experiencing reduced work hours due 
to the pandemic, in comparison to those in the middle and upper 
classes. Similarly, those in vulnerable positions7 had a 51% higher 
probability of job loss or reduced hours compared to those in higher 
income brackets. Data indicates that the impact of the pandemic on 
employment is more severe for those in lower-income groups.

Similarly, having health insurance appears as the single most impor-
tant factor in protecting jobs and hours worked.8 Individuals without 
this benefit were 2.9 times more likely to experience job loss or reduced 
hours compared to those with health insurance. The impact of the pan-
demic on the sustainability of employment and working hours is evi-
dent among those who do not have access to contributory mechanisms 
of social protection: health insurance is often used as a proxy for formal-
ity, although it also includes those who have private health insurance.

The breakdown of results by city reveals similar findings to those 
identified for the entire sample. Notably, the lack of health insurance 
in Asunción is an even more significant factor associated with job 
loss or reduced working hours, with a 3.49 times higher probabil-
ity compared to those who have the benefit. The impacts were more 
pronounced in Encarnación, where individuals in the lower-income 
groups were almost three times more likely to lose their jobs or have 
work hours reduced than those in the middle-upper classes, while 
those in the vulnerable group were twice as likely to lose their jobs or 
have work hours reduced than the reference group. In summary, in 
the case of Encarnación, belonging to economically disadvantaged 
sectors and not having health insurance (interpreted as a proxy for 
informality) were factors that particularly accentuated the effects of 
the pandemic on job retention and working hours.

[6]	 To classify individuals by in-
come, those living in households at 
the lower 25th percentile were con-
sidered part of the “poor” population.

[7]	 Respondents whose house-
holds were located between the 26th 
and the 70th centile of the income 
distribution were defined as belong-
ing to the “vulnerable” population.

[8]	 Individuals with health insur-
ance are primarily formal salaried 
workers who actively contribute to 
the compulsory social security sys-
tem (Instituto de Previsión Social, 
ips) along with their dependent fam-
ily members. This group also receives 
short- and long-term social protec-
tion benefits.
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Within the sub-universe of people who lost their jobs due to the 
Covid-19 pandemic, it was interesting to know the incidence of the 
same structural factors used in the previous model (city, gender, eco-
nomic status and health insurance) in order to identify their poten-
tial role as barriers to employment recovery. For this purpose, a lo-
gistic regression model was developed and applied only to those who 
lost their jobs due to the pandemic. The dependent variable used was 
the state of not regaining employment and remaining unemployed 
(value “1”), as opposed to the state of having lost employment and 
later regaining employment or being placed in another job (value 
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“0”). The results for the three cities together and for each of them are 
presented in Table 3.

When analyzing the phenomenon of job loss and the obstacles 
to economic recovery, clear differentiating factors can be observed. 
Economic activity recovery was more difficult for those who lost jobs 
in Ciudad del Este, with a 2.33 times higher probability of remain-
ing unemployed compared to those in Asunción. People experiencing 
poverty who lost their jobs were 2.59 times more likely to remain un-
employed than those who lost their jobs but belonged to the middle 
and upper classes. This phenomenon was not observed for those in 
the vulnerable class when considering all three cities. Women were 
60% more likely than men to be unable to regain their jobs. Addi-
tionally, those without health insurance faced a 92% greater difficulty 
in recovering their jobs compared to those with insurance.

A city-by-city analysis shows that the recovery process differs 
from the general trend described above. In Asunción, women were 
more affected, with a 2.66 times higher probability of not recovering 
their jobs compared to men.

In Encarnación, women who lost their jobs faced only slightly 
more obstacles than men in recovering economic activity. This dif-
ference (15%) is not even statistically significant. Additionally, those 
belonging to the vulnerable stratum had a notably higher possibility 
of recovering economic activity (73%) than those in the middle and 
upper sectors. This aspect suggests a differentiated dynamic in the 
local labor market for intermediate informal occupations. There are 
unique elements that distinguish the recovery process from the gen-
eral trend described above.

Finally, in Ciudad del Este, all structural factors had a negative 
impact on job recovery to varying degrees. Women faced 46% more 
difficulties than men, and those without health insurance were twice 
as likely to not recover compared to those with the benefit. This ac-
centuation was also observed across economic status gradients. In-
dividuals from the vulnerable stratum were 2.65 times less likely to 
recover compared to those in the middle-upper classes. Among the 
poor, the probability of not recovering was 5.39 times higher than 
that of the reference group.

Household income variation
These unequal effects are even more obvious when analyzing chang-
es in household income. Across the studied cities, the trend is clear: 
while households in percentiles 1 to 70 (classified as poor and vulner-
able population, as described in Rojas and Lachi (2022) were more af-
fected by the reduction in income during the period of hard lockdown 
(March-October 2020), households in the 71st percentile and above 
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(middle and upper classes) showed greater stability (Figure 4a). The 
application of the survey almost two years after the implementation of 
the containment measures in Paraguay allowed us to call into question 
the long-term effects on household income. We have found that about 
half of the people whose incomes were reduced during the tightening 
of containment measures were still living in the same circumstances, 
and that some of them had experienced further reductions in incomes 
(Figure 4b). Furthermore, although only a small percentage reported 
an increase in income between March and October 2020, for the ma-
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jority this situation has remained or their incomes have continued to 
increase, suggesting a worsening of income inequality.

In order to analyze the role of structural factors in the income 
decline situation during the pandemic, we applied a logistic regres-
sion model similar to the one used in the previous section (Table 4). 
In this case, the dependent variable was classified as “1” for those 
who reported that their household income decreased, and “0” for the 
remaining cases (those who increased or maintained their income, 
as well as those who did not know). Aiming to assess the impact of 
variables at the population level, we considered the gender, education 
level and health insurance of the main breadwinner as the reference 
person in the household.
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Geographic differences in income reduction are evident when 
considering all cities as a whole. Households in Ciudad del Este 
showed a 37% higher incidence compared to those in Asunción, and 
in Encarnación this level rises even higher, reaching 86%. The eco-
nomic condition is a relevant factor, with 62% of poor households 
affected compared to those from the middle and upper classes. Vul-
nerable households experienced a 47% higher worsening than the 
reference group. Having a main breadwinner with health insurance 
is the most discriminating factor, which is to be expected since it is a 
proxy for formal employment. Households with an uninsured main 
breadwinner are 2.3 times more likely to lose income than house-
holds whose main breadwinner has health insurance.

There are some unexpected results in addition to the aforemen-
tioned ones. Female-headed households reported a 26% smaller 
drop in income than male-headed households. One possible expla-
nation for such phenomenon is that in two-parent households where 
the man is the main breadwinner, the woman is more likely to reduce 
or cease her participation in the labor market due to having more care 
responsibilities in the context of the restrictive measures imposed by 
the pandemic. This may have a negative impact on household income. 
Female-headed households are often single-parent households. As 
the sole breadwinners in the household, these women had no choice 
but to remain active in the labor market.

On the other hand, households headed by individuals with sec-
ondary education have experienced the greatest reduction in income, 
with a 55% decrease compared to those headed by individuals with 
a university education. Meanwhile, households headed by individu-
als with a primary education have been impacted by only 7% more 
than those headed by individuals with a university education. The 
pattern’s replication by city reveals a disparity in Encarnación. In this 
city, the impact of the income decrease among the poor was much 
more noticeable (3.24 times greater than that observed among the 
middle-upper classes), becoming the most significant structural fac-
tor. Likewise, the evidence indicates that the impact is greater on lower 
levels of education. Households headed by individuals with primary 
education experienced a 56% decline, while those with secondary ed-
ucation experienced an 85% decline, compared to households headed 
by individuals who attended university.

We have confirmed the slow or failed recovery of the lower social 
classes through data from focus groups. During the discussions held 
in the first quarter of 2022, interviewees elaborated on their difficul-
ties. They noted that their incomes remained low and that food infla-
tion forced them to continue implementing palliative measures, such 
as reducing meat consumption.
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The pandemic has ended, but for me almost nothing has changed. 
(Worker, focus group in Ciudad del Este, March 2022)
We poor people have yet to fully recover, and now the food prices are in-
creasing. It seems that things will never be the same as they were before.
(Worker, focus group in Asunción, March 2022)

TENSIONS OVER BORDER CLOSURES

In line with what was seen in the previous sections, it is in the border 
areas that the population reports the negative effects related to the 
closure of international crossings. In this regard, more than half of 
those people interviewed in cde (52.3%) and Encarnación (54%) 
attributed the reduction in their income to the border closures, com-
pared to only 6.3% in Asunción. It is not surprising, therefore, that 
the population of the first two cities was less supportive of this con-
tainment measure: while 87.3% of the population of Asunción stated 
that the border closure was necessary to contain the spread of Co-
vid-19, this percentage dropped to 69.8% in Encarnación and 66.3% 
in cde, data that are consistent with the numerous demonstrations 
that took place in these two cities to demand the opening of their 
international bridges.9 

According to the focus group accounts, individuals in the lower 
percentiles perceived the border closure as unfair. They pointed out 
that those people working for big companies were able to cross the 
border to purchase goods, while retail and informal traders were not 
allowed to do so. This unequal application of restrictions reinforced 
the existing inequality between small and large traders.

We were hungry and we closed [the bridge] because the truckers were work-
ing. We closed it so they could not cross. They were working normally as if 
there was no pandemic. For their bosses, there was no pandemic. That’s 
when we decided to close the bridge. The retail workers joined in, all the 
vendors. (Female worker, focus group in Encarnación, April 2022)

In addition, the contrast between the cities reveals the different 
models of cross-border integration mentioned above, where the di-
vided/shared history (Randeria, 1999) of Encarnación is striking. 
Furthermore, extreme situations were created for the inhabitants of 
this city due to their high dependence on the health services of neigh-
boring Posadas.

Being so dependent on the Argentines made me feel very helpless. There 
came a time when I felt trapped in my own country … It came to a breaking 
point when a neighbor died, and the next day his wife, and we had no inten-

[9]	 See “Comerciantes piden ‘a 
bocinazos’ la apertura inteligente de 
las fronteras” (2020); Roa (2020a, 
2020b); “Paseros mantienen bloqueo 
a aduanas en Encarnación” (2020); 

“Protestas logran reapertura del pu-
ente y se genera esperanza para la 
economía” (2020). 
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sive care unit, nothing. People were dying all the time, and the government 
was doing nothing, and Argentina was not opening up, and I said, “We’re 
alone”. (Worker, Encarnacion focus group, April 2022)

Faced with the inadequate capacity of the state to provide for its 
citizens, Paraguayans have historically resorted to a variety of strate-
gies to meet their needs. But these practices may soon reach the limit, 
as the pandemic has shown. When the borders were closed, when 
many people experienced a reduction or loss of income and were de-
prived of their cross-border strategies, the crisis was aggravated, re-
sulting in the exacerbation of inequalities based on social class, labor 
insertion and region of residence.

In turn, the long-awaited reopening of borders did not lead to a 
recovery of previous trade levels. As a study carried out by the Mer-
cosur Social Institute (ism, 2021) points out, the entire system was 
modified. In addition, the less favorable exchange rate differential 
with Argentina, which had already been a problem since 2018, was 
reinforced, affecting Paraguayan cities that depended on tourist pur-
chases from the neighboring country (undp, 2020). A similar situ-
ation occurred in Ciudad del Este, which even before the pandemic 
was already experiencing lower levels of sales due to the decrease in 
purchasing power of the Brazilian population (ism, 2021).

An analysis of the border areas on both sides of the river also re-
veals uneven effects. In the case of Encarnación/Posadas, for example, 
the border closure benefited local businesses in the Argentine city, 
since residents were unable to shop in Encarnación. The province of 
Misiones, noticing the difference in its income, asked the Argentine 
government for a differentiated tax regime that would allow lower 
import taxes and greater competitiveness for local businesses, thus 
discouraging the systematic shopping of the Argentine population 
in Encarnación (ism, 2021). The reduction in trade caused by the 
closure of the border has thus led to deeper changes that will have 
an impact far beyond overcoming the crisis caused by the pandemic.

CONCLUSIONS

Inequalities are deeply entrenched throughout the region. Although 
the last two decades have seen a reduction in poverty and inequality 
in Latin America, this trend has been reversed due to the impact of 
the Covid-19 pandemic (Acevedo et al., 2022). Paraguay is no excep-
tion in this regional panorama. 

In this article, we have offered an analysis of quantitative and 
qualitative data that help us to understand how existing inequali-
ties were exacerbated. In this sense, we have described how certain 
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population groups experienced the health crisis, while at the same 
time identifying the factors associated with a higher risk of suffering 
the negative effects of the pandemic. Although virtually the entire 
Paraguayan population had to adapt to containment measures dur-
ing the most severe phases of the quarantine, our data showed that 
the economic impact of these measures was not homogeneous across 
the population. Households in the lowest income percentiles, people 
working informally, and those dependent on cross-border trade were 
particularly affected by the loss of jobs and income. Moreover, two 
years after the imposition of the containment measures, these groups 
were still far from full recovery.

Undoubtedly, the main predictor of the negative economic conse-
quences of quarantine measures is the lack of access to social security. 
This measure, which is considered a proxy for informal employment, 
underscores the importance of having services that can provide a 
safety net in the face of crises such as the one unleashed by the Co-
vid-19 pandemic. Despite being evident globally, it is even more so 
in Paraguay, a country where about 70% of the working population 
works informally (Reinicke et al., 2020), 73% of the population has 
no health insurance, and only about 20% has ips insurance (Gómez; 
Escobar, 2021). Given this scenario, it is not surprising that the nega-
tive effects of the pandemic were so widespread. Faced with the loss 
of income and without unemployment insurance, or with significant 
health expenses without the minimum guarantees of basic coverage, 
the Paraguayan population has had to face an economic, health and 
social crisis. Added to this the lack of public services in places far 
from the capital and the impossibility of resorting to traditional cop-
ing strategies — such as crossing the border to access health services 

—, the scenario is even more complex.
In this sense, our analysis has shown that the Covid-19 pandemic 

and its containment measures not only produced and reproduced 
inequalities, but also undermined the response to the crisis, creating 
a vicious circle.
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