
 

Markets in Crisis: Addressing the effects of 
COVID-19 
Overview  

The biggest and longest lasting global impacts from COVID-19 will likely be economic, and the vulnerable 

groups Mercy Corps serves—farmers, workers, entrepreneurs, and households—will face the greatest 

setbacks. This vision lays out priorities for a market-driven response at scale—one that will combat the 

economic impact of COVID-19 on local economies and vulnerable people within them. It builds on our 

experience in the Ebola response in Liberia, Sierra Leone and the DRC, and our existing analysis of COVID-

19’s impact. Leveraging the agency’s Markets in Crisis approach, we will help people meet basic needs 

while supporting coping and recovery at scale through market systems.1 We will: 

● Maintain people’s purchasing power through cash transfers to their meet basic needs and support 

government social protection systems, when feasible; 

● Support financial services and liquidity, helping providers adapt their offer to the situation; 

● Support supply chain networks for key goods, with a specific focus on transport and adoption of 

local solutions; and 

● Support labor markets and essential small businesses to adapt and recover from the crisis. 

Throughout, we will consistently look for opportunities to innovate through technology, leverage social 

networks, and work with local governments whose policies play a powerful role in coping and recovery. The 

operationalization of these interventions will also follow Mercy Corps general COVID-19 guidance and 

embed hygiene and sanitation messages where relevant. 

Background 

The COVID-19 pandemic is jeopardizing economies, healthcare, and food systems on a global scale, but is 

likely to have its most durable imprint on the food and economic security of vulnerable groups in the fragile 

places Mercy Corps works. For many of these individuals, the threat to their livelihoods will surpass the 

direct threat of COVID-19. While we still cannot fully grasp the geographic reach and severity of this rapidly 

evolving crisis, our current analysis and experience from recent outbreaks paints a picture of the likely 

impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic: 

● As borders close and transport and movement of people and goods are severely restricted, supply 

chain networks will be heavily disrupted. Mercy Corps has been a leading voice in understanding 

the localized impacts of trade disruptions in the face of Ebola,2 and expects to continue this work 

under COVID-19. Due to government restrictions, prices for fuel, food, agricultural inputs, and other 

key items are already starting to spike in the places where we work.3 

● Micro and small businesses will suffer severely from limitations on movement, leading to 

unemployment. Experience from China, and now the US, confirmed by our analysis during Ebola in 

Sierra Leone indicates that decreases in sales and customer traffic will be the most significant and 

difficult to recover from in areas that face lockdown measures for extended periods. The disturbance 

                                                   
1
 https://www.mercycorps.org/research-resources/beyond-cash-markets-crisis 

2 https://www.mercycorps.org/sites/default/files/2020-01/MercyCorps_Liberia_EconomicImpactEbolaOutbreak_2014.pdf 

3
 Agricultural production in Eastern DRC (mainly corn, beans, rice, potatoes, meat, and dairy products) supplies the rest of the country, and could be constrained 

by fuel costs - Mercy Corps COVID-19 Supply Chain & Conflict, Humanitarian Analysis Team, 24 March 2020. 

https://www.mercycorps.org/research-resources/beyond-cash-markets-crisis
https://www.mercycorps.org/sites/default/files/2020-01/MercyCorps_Liberia_EconomicImpactEbolaOutbreak_2014.pdf
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of supply networks and loss of consumers will lead to the closure of small businesses and high rates 

of unemployment.4 

● Similarly, the financial service sector will face major setbacks as foreign exchange slows, trust in 

banks erodes, and borrowers are unable to repay their loans. Remittances—key to coping in 

crises—will dry up. In Yemen, Mercy Corps’ Crisis Analytics team has already flagged the potential 

negative impact of losing these financial in-flows.5 

● The ILO has predicted a loss of 13 million jobs in a moderate scenario.6 The Middle East expects to 

lose no less than 1.7 million jobs before the end of 2020.7 Those who operate in the informal 

economy, rely on informal credit, and/or depend on fragile markets to meet their needs, including 

young people and women, will be hardest hit economically.8  

While government measures, and thus the impact on businesses and people, will vary from one country to 

the next and from one day to the next, we recommend careful analysis to inform sequencing, layering, and 

integration of humanitarian assistance with recovery programming, taking a systems approach, where 

possible.9 Our Market in Crisis framework provides a structure for thinking about and planning our response 

even as the situation evolves and we adapt our strategy.  

Prioritizing Market Analysis 

Market analysis is a critical step for understanding and combating the impacts of COVID-19. Government 

control measures will have unique impacts on populations’ ability to move within and across borders, the 

availability and access to food and other supplies, and the ability to access work. In addition to COVID-19, 

the people we serve will continue to face conflict, environmental, health, and systemic economic risks and 

vulnerabilities. Mercy Corps’ expertise in Market Systems approaches has taught us that the scale and 

sustainability of our impact relies first on the quality of this analysis. Our experience effectively influencing 

policy in Liberia (see below) has also taught us that market analysis may be our most valuable resource for 

helping policy makers, local businesses, and other institutions to make the best decisions for the overall 

well-being of local populations. Our General Questions for Market Analysis and Rapid Market Analysis 

                                                   
4 For example, food prices in China surged 21.9% from a year earlier in February 2020, the most since April 2008 - https://tradingeconomics.com/china/food-

inflation 
5
 Mercy Corps Crisis Analytics reports that, “remittances into the country, which currently form probably the largest inflow of foreign exchange into the country, and 

are a last remaining source of critical financial aid to millions of Yemenis, may reduce as people who send those remittances are dealing with their own survival.” 
6
 https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/— -dgreports/— -dcomm/documents/briefingnote/wcms_738753.pdf 

7
 https://www.unescwa.org/sites/www.unescwa.org/files/escwa-COVID-19-economic-cost-arab-region-en.pdf 

8
 In Nigeria, “As the national economy slows, day labourers and others with unreliable incomes will likely feel the economic impacts severely and may struggle to 

maintain their incomes, putting them at risk of increased financial vulnerability” - Mercy Corps, Northeast Nigeria Humanitarian Analysis - Impacts of potential 

COVID-19 outbreak, March 2020 
9
 https://www.mercycorps.org/research/beyond-cash-making-markets-work-crisis 

https://library.mercycorps.org/record/32544/files/COVID19GeneralQuestionsImpactMarketAnalysis.pdf
https://tradingeconomics.com/china/food-inflation
https://tradingeconomics.com/china/food-inflation
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---dcomm/documents/briefingnote/wcms_738753.pdf
https://www.unescwa.org/sites/www.unescwa.org/files/escwa-covid-19-economic-cost-arab-region-en.pdf
https://www.mercycorps.org/research/beyond-cash-making-markets-work-crisis
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Guidance reflect a number of factors to track closely in order to understand the economic impacts of COVID-

19, including: market functionality, trade dynamics and border controls, impacts on finance and liquidity, 

labor market dynamics including informality, seasonality household purchasing power, and long run 

constraints exacerbated by the crisis.  

 

COVID-19: A Markets in Crisis Approach 

Mercy Corps’ Markets in Crisis approach provides the framing for our vision for COVID-19 response and 

recovery. It includes a focus on meeting immediate needs in a quickly escalating crisis, while recognizing 

that the magnitude of this crisis requires solutions for coping and recovery at scale. Our approach is based 

on the premise that individuals and households may need direct support in the very short-term to help them 

cope and recover from the crisis (1 and 2), while a simultaneous action at the market system level is 

required to lay the groundwork for lasting recovery at scale (3 and 4). 

1. Meet basic needs while protecting future 

productivity. Wherever necessary, we 

provide direct, market-sensitive support to 

crisis-affected people to help them cope in 

the short term.  

2. Address immediate barriers to individual 

participation in the local economy. In 

moments of fast onset needs, we provide 

time-bound gap-filling services so 

households can continue their economic 

activities.  

3. Support coping through local market 

systems. We support local systems that 

can help people cope in the short term. In 

the case of COVID-19 this involves working 

with businesses and partnering with 

governments’ efforts to strengthen their 

social safety nets. 

4. Improve market systems over time. We 

support market systems that can help people recover during and after COVID-19. While we account 

for immediate marketplace activity, we also look beyond it to address the systems that support 

markets, so households can more sustainably rely on them for goods, services, and income. 

Our Response 

Mercy Corps’ experience working in crisis contexts, including recent Ebola epidemics, highlights four major 

issues critical to coping and recovery in the face of COVID-19 and couples interventions that address the 

urgency of the crisis with reaching scale through market systems. These include: 1. Maintain people’s 

purchasing power through cash transfers and working through governments’ safety net programs when 

appropriate; 2. Support financial services and liquidity, helping providers adapt their offer to the situation; 

3. Support supply chain networks, with a specific focus on transport and adoption of local solutions; and 4. 

Support labor markets and essential small businesses to withstand and recover from the crisis. We will 

reach vulnerable households, smallholder farmers, and workers and we will partner with the businesses, 

financial service providers, institutions, and governments that play the greatest role in their well-being. 
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Purchasing power and safety nets  
As contagion spreads and restrictions grow, incomes will rapidly dry up, 

community-based coping mechanisms will suffer, and household purchasing 

power will experience an exponential and sharp decline. This will negatively 

impact a wide range of groups, from urban workers to smallholder farmers. 

Those that operate in the informal economy—disproportionately women, 

youth, and displaced groups, will face some of the greatest setbacks. It is 

critical to maintain people’s purchasing power so that they can continue to 

access food and other basic needs and recover income. See the graphic to 

the right for where this focus area fits within Mercy Corps’ Markets in Crisis 

framework. 

● Meet basic needs through direct cash transfers - In contexts where markets are functional and 

accessible, cash transfers will help vulnerable households, including those who have lost income 

and mobility, meet their immediate needs. Working with payment providers and leveraging 

technology where relevant, cash transfers provide flexibility for recipients to meet a variety of needs 

though their local markets. While modalities, transfer sizes, frequency of disbursements, and 

payment providers must be adapted to each context, Mercy Corps will leverage collaborative models 

to reach scale and avoid duplication of efforts. Cash transfers will be accompanied by information on 

locally available services to maximize choice and COVID 19-related hygiene and sanitation 

behaviors. Cash transfers will allow us to maintain the demand for goods and services and 

complement our efforts to support 

businesses.  

● Support social protection systems - 

Governments and institutions with resources 

are expected to significantly expand pre-

existing social protection systems through 

increased amounts of cash transfers or 

growth in the numbers of those served. 

Where possible, we will support the 

expansion and adjustment of social safety 

nets models so that they can become more 

agile and respond to increased needs. 

 

 

 

Mercy Corps is a leader in Cash Transfer Programming with a portfolio grounded in 

principles of accountability, collaborative implementation, innovation, and growth. The 

agency remains focused on its goal to maximize impact across communities, showing 

leadership through models like the Cash Consortium of Iraq and its replication in new 

contexts. Mercy Corps has a strong institutional commitment to quality implementation, 

collaboration and convening power , a reputation for strategic and effective use of 

technology, and a commitment to promote linkages beyond basic needs including market 

support and recovery, financial inclusion, and a proven ability to link with, and support, 

social protection systems.  

 

 

 

NOTE ON MARKET FUNCTIONALITY 
If markets cannot supply needed goods due to 
border closures and significant disruptions in 

supply chains, programs may need to consider 
short-run in-kind distributions. However, Mercy 

Corps’ analysis from Sierra Leone showed that 
market functionality can return quickly after 

restrictions are lifted. Interventions on supply 
chains below offer additional options for 

improving trade flows. 
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Financial services and liquidity 
Finance fuels investment, spending, and people’s ability to mitigate risks. As 

economies slow and risk grows, this critical function comes under attack - 

savers withdraw their assets, loan defaults rise, and formal and informal 

lenders become less willing and able to provide credit. The negative impacts 

quickly cascade, affecting businesses from large service providers to micro-

enterprises and smallholder farmers. Groups that already struggle for 

financial inclusion such as women, youth, and the displaced, will be hardest 

hit. Maintaining liquidity and promoting safe access to financial services is 

essential for both short term survival, and longer term recovery. See the 

graphic to the right for where this focus area fits within Mercy Corps’ Markets 

in Crisis framework. 

● Support local financial service providers (FSPs) - Partnering with formal and informal FSPs (such 

as banks, micro-finance institutions, input supply businesses, and traders) will help institutions retain 

liquidity while continuing to provide essential financial services. We may help FSPs adjust policies to 

lengthen and add flexibility to loan payment terms. We can deploy ‘covid safe’ agent banking networks 

to reduce traffic in urban centres and improve convenience for rural customers. We can evaluate 

additional credit products such as disaster loans with adapted terms and conditions. Finally, we may 

help FSPs to access wholesale finance (such as debt, equity, and grant capital) by providing 

guarantees. Mercy Corps can also work with mobile network operators to adapt services, such as 

lowering transaction costs, or reducing barriers to entry like Know Your Customer (KYC) requirements 

to encourage financial payments, remittance flows, and vulnerable groups’ access to finance. 

● Improve long-run resilience through financial services – We can build on short-run support to 

FSPs with partnerships that have sustainable impact at scale over the longer term. This may include 

partnering with FSPs to develop credit products that are more resilient during crises or building on 

experience partnering with governments to advocate for liquidity and risk sharing mechanisms that 

support the FSPs who serve the most vulnerable populations. We may also develop resilient 

community-based financial services that continue to function in a safe way during pandemics and 

similar crises - for example, by digitizing savings groups and supporting the rapid scale up of agent 

banking networks.10  

 

 

 

Maintaining access to functional formal and informal financial services is also critical for 

the social connections households use to manage shocks. Mercy Corps research in South 

Sudan found that when households are able to access financial services during crises (such 

as mobile money and hawallas), they are more likely to have more diverse and extensive 

social networks. When informal and formal financial services are functional and accessible, 

households have an increased ability to receive and give support to their social connections. 

For example, in Uganda, loan guarantees from large input firms helped local input 

suppliers extend credit to refugee customers who were heavily dependent on social networks 

for coping. 

 

 

                                                   
10

 While it is not an explicit focus of this strategy, directly supporting community-based financial services such as savings groups is key to addressing the barriers 

to market participation faced by vulnerable groups in the short and long term. 
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Supply chain networks 
Access to food, basic needs, and agricultural markets all depend on the 

movement of goods and people. Policies that limit trade and 

transportation to slow the spread of COVID-19 have crippling economic 

and food security impacts, particularly for smallholder farmers that need 

access to input or output markets, and vulnerable households that rely 

on markets to purchase food at affordable prices. Leveraging 

partnerships with local traders, transporters, associations, and 

governments will facilitate essential trade during this crisis, and in 

preparation for the next. See the graphic to the right for where this focus 

area fits within Mercy Corps’ Markets in Crisis framework. 

● Collaborating with market actors to influence policy responses - Supporting the movement of 

critical goods (e.g. food, basic hygiene products, business inputs, seeds, agricultural products, and 

livestock) requires key partnerships to reach scale. When the need to improve access is urgent and 

local actors lack capacity, Mercy Corps has a role to play in sharing market analysis and collaborating 

with government authorities to improve their COVID-19 control policies, as well as helping traders and 

transporters of critical goods access special permits. 

● Improve trade and transport coordination over the short and long-run - Transporters and traders 

may have few options for continuing their essential business in the face of COVID-19 policies. Each 

response must be context-dependent, but improving coordination and building business relationships 

through trade associations and other long run actors can improve trade in the short run and build the 

foundation for future resilience of these networks. Mercy Corps has experience supporting traders and 

associations to organize information forums, providing financial support to recapitalize traders when 

needed, and helping transporters organize bulk purchases that make movement through restricted 

points easier and reduce costs to customers. Mercy Corps can also help traders and transporters 

improve safe access to the most important goods by connecting them with sources of advice on safe 

transport and marketing practices (including advice on avoiding COVID-19 transmissions), and 

improve their access to information on what products vulnerable consumers or farmers need the most. 

 

 

 

The differential impact of COVID-19 restrictions on urban and rural areas will inform 

targeted responses. Populations in rural areas may need access to agricultural export 

markets, imported food, and agricultural inputs. Populations in urban areas are heavily 

trade dependent and will face food price spikes when rural trade networks and imports are 

disrupted. This problem grows exponentially with lost urban incomes from business 

closures. Mercy Corps has strong experience to build on from supporting trade networks, 

partnering with a transportation association to improve poultry trade in Nigeria, to 

supporting bulking for food items in restricted access areas of South Sudan. 
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Labor markets and small businesses  
As restrictions to mitigate the spread of COVID-19 continue to roll out, 

businesses of all sizes will be forced to significantly cut back or close, 

resulting in decreased incomes and a sharp rise in unemployment.  

Women, young people, and displaced groups will be among those most 

affected— as workers and as entrepreneurs.11 Mercy Corps’ approach 

recognizes that vulnerable groups in labor markets need multiple layers of 

support to recover. See the graphic to the right for where this focus area fits 

within Mercy Corps’ Markets in Crisis framework. 

● Support business survival and recovery - Businesses will be under 

immense pressure to continue providing local households with critical goods and services in the face 

of reduced mobility, falling profits and needed adjustments to business models in order to adapt to 

COVID-19 distancing rules. This may require Mercy Corps to directly support to our target group— 

microenterprises and entrepreneurs— to address immediate risks to these vulnerable groups income 

(top left quadrant of the Markets in Crisis framework above). These approaches may involve simple 

financial support to microenterprises, such as cash transfers or co-investments to restock supplies, or 

funding short-run distance learning opportunities in key sectors. At a more systemic level, we may 

support businesses that ensure goods and services remain available at scale or workers can retain 

jobs. For example, we may help merchants build short-run supply relationships for critical items, or link 

employers to sources of emergency capital.  

● Increase labor market resilience - To build the resilience of labor markets now and for the future, we 

will engage critical supporting functions and actors, for example finance providers, job searching 

services, or health and safety services, that emerge as increasingly important for coping and adapting 

during the pandemic. This will involve understanding the widespread impacts to labor markets such as 

labor market migration, childcare centers closing down, vocational trainings moving online, as well as 

large changes in product demand. Responses will be informed by analysis and may include supporting 

providers of business development services (BDS) or local associations to deliver business continuity 

planning or support customer retention strategies as well as intermediating between labor supply and 

demand as local needs change and leveraging technology where possible via online marketplaces, 

learning and job-matching platforms.  

● Improve support to informal workers - Workers filling roles in sectors critical to combatting COVID-

19 (e.g. food, transportation, health care, and childcare) face increased health and safety risks while 

some informal workers lack access to routine benefits such as healthcare and paid leave. In the short 

term, we can build on social safety nets by supporting businesses, local associations, and 

governments to adapt and promote appropriate safety measures for their workers. In the long-term, we 

can research, model, and advocate to reduce barriers to formalize businesses, improve labor laws, 

and extend social security benefits.  

 

 

Information sharing is critical— particularly for businesses that provide critical goods and 

services to others—and technology provides a key platform for sharing it. Mercy Corps 

Jordan has started supporting technology-focused business networks to share information 

on crisis management and business continuity. These partners have also begun adapting 

their services, in one case speeding up the development of online courses for small 

businesses because of the need for technology-driven advice in the context of COVID-19. 

                                                   
11 During Sierra Leone’s Ebola outbreak, our analysis found that more informal businesses, and those operated by youths with limited social networks, fared 

worse than their larger counterparts. 
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Important Considerations 

Throughout our response, we stay focused on a range of important priorities: 

Safety and WASH messaging - Interventions will integrate appropriate hygiene and sanitation messages 

crafted for the needs of specific audiences, such as households, businesses, and trade associations. Where 

possible, Mercy Corps will help local partners develop and share these messages as a part of the services 

they offer to their customers and communities. We will specifically target channels that reach informal 

workers and those operating in critical sectors (e.g. transportation, childcare, health care, and food services) 

due to the greater risks they face in their work. In some cases, these interventions may provide an 

opportunity to improve long run hygiene practices in markets, such as contributing to improved food safety 

measures. 

Use of technology - Technology will play an important role to help us reach remote areas, adapt to 

movement constraints, and provide up-to-date information in a more timely manner. Examples of technology 

solutions could include: scaling the use of e-transfers under the purchasing power and safety net focus area; 

adapting technology solutions for traders and producers to obtain and share information on best market 

routes, market price data, or updates on government rules and regulations; or evaluating longer-term 

technology solutions to increase resilience to this type of shock, including access to virtual marketplaces.12 

Social connections and coping networks - COVID-19 is changing the dynamics of interpersonal 

interactions. Vulnerable groups will continue to rely on social connections and personal market networks for 

resources, credit, information, and advice. Simultaneously, stigma around COVID-19 could potentially erode 

social cohesion, or changed social interactions could spur conflict. Our interventions will build upon analysis 

of social connections and social dynamics in order to leverage helpful social connections and avoid 

exacerbating social tensions. 

Policy and government engagement - The role of local governments in cases of crises becomes critical 

and drives the type of response we can have in a given context. It is imperative that throughout the design 

and implementation of our interventions, we: 1. Keep abreast of daily changes in government rules and 

regulations that could impact trade; 2. Collect information on how these rules and regulations shift and 

impact market dynamics; and 3. Regularly communicate with local government, in collaboration with private 

sector actors, to influence policy decisions and support a response that catalyzes economic recovery. 

Supporting medical infrastructure - Limited movement of people and goods directly affects the ability of 

people to access appropriate medical care and responders to access equipment needed to provide that 

care. While Mercy Corps’ strategy focuses on economic coping and recovery, in some contexts, our analysis 

may identify opportunities to support the improved flow of medical supplies and people to access care. 

 

 

                                                   
12 One Mercy Corps Jordan partner temporarily established a government-authorized application that delivers groceries and necessities to locked down citizens. 
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