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Policies  
to build resilience 



Main 
findings

Markets on their own have not been adequately 
internalizing the fundamental economic and social 
contributions of key work. 

When difficult working conditions and low pay are 
systemic, there will be problems with labour shortages, 
turnover and, ultimately, an inadequate provision of key 
services. 

Shared assessments and planning through social 
dialogue are needed to strengthen the institutions  
of work and increase investment in key sectors so  
as to address underlying resilience risks.
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The ‘heroes’ of this crisis, those who are sustaining our lives, are barely  
able to sustain theirs.1

The COVID-19 pandemic made evident our reliance on key workers. Healthcare workers, supermarket 
cashiers, delivery workers, postal workers, seafarers, cleaners, and others supplying food and neces-

sities continued to perform their jobs, day in and day out, even at the height of the pandemic, often at  
great personal risk. Key workers suffered illness and morbidity from COVID19 at higher rates than  
non-key workers and were subject to adverse social behaviour and other sources of job strain.

Conscious of the health risks that key workers were undertaking, societies applauded key workers nightly 
throughout the world and exalted them as heroes. But this heightened public appreciation of their value 
has not, for the most part, transformed into better working conditions. Key workers remain in the lower 
echelons of the wage scale and social status. Except for a few cases of hazard pay or oneoff bonuses, 
given mainly to health workers, key workers were not compensated for these additional risks, with  
the undervaluation of their work remaining unchanged during the pandemic.

Insecurity, limited bargaining power and inadequate remuneration are persistent characteristics of their 
situation, as detailed in Chapters 3 and 4. Despite their central role to the functioning of our econo-
mies and societies, key workers suffer from low levels of remuneration and poor working conditions 
around the globe. On average, key paid employees are disproportionately represented at the bottom 
of the wage distribution, earning 26 per cent less than other employees, with one third of the pay gap 
unexplained. A significant majority of key workers also endure other insecurities ranging from inse-
cure contracts to lack of social protection and training. Many work long and irregular hours and face 
high OSH risks. The COVID-19 pandemic has made evident the extent to which societies have under-
valued most key jobs, raising concerns about the sustainability of these essential activities, especially in  
the light of future shocks, whether it be from other pandemics, climate change, financial crises or war.

Valuing key work on par with its social contribution
The benefits that key workers generate for economies and societies are higher than the economic compen-
sation and societal recognition they receive.2 Many lowpaid key workers do jobs that have significant pos-
itive externalities – they provide value not only to people who receive their services directly but also, more 
broadly, to the communities in which they live and work. Yet, this is not reflected in their remuneration.3 
For instance, studies on the United Kingdom measuring the social return on investment (SROI) find that for 
every £1 spent on social care interventions, the return is between £1.20 and £6.50. Another study that uses 
the SROI approach, and therefore incorporates social, environmental and economic costs and benefits into 
its analysis, finds that three lowpaid occupations – hospital cleaner, recycling plant worker and childcare  
worker – generate more quantifiable social value than what they receive in pay.4

On its own, the market tends to not compensate for the value of these exter-
nalities. As noted in this report, care workers experience large pay penalties, 
reflecting a lack of recognition of the skills needed in care work. The term 
“care penalty” refers to lower hourly pay than predicted rates based on the 
 qualifications and experience of those holding such jobs.5 In the United States, 
the care penalty is estimated to be around 5–6 per cent for both women and 
men, and for childcare the penalty increases to 41 per cent among female  
and 12 per cent among male care workers.6

The working conditions of cleaning and sanitation workers, who make up 
nearly 5.4 per cent of all key workers on average, are yet another example 
of a profession that is undervalued with respect to the social benefits it gen-
erates. It is estimated that every US$1 spent on sanitation has a return of 
US$9 in savings on treatment, healthcare costs, and gains from productivity.7  

In addition to  
being stigmatized  
for doing “dirty 
work”, cleaning 
workers also 
constitute one of 
the lowest-paid 
occupational 
groups.
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Yet the contribution of these workers is rarely recognized, their working conditions are poor, and  
the workers are often stigmatized.8 During the COVID-19 pandemic, many waste pickers experienced  
repeated acts of violence and harassment by authorities, reflecting their status as “essential but  
disposable”.9 Alongside the stigmatization that cleaning workers face for doing “dirty work”, they also 
constitute one of the lowest-paid occupational groups.

Despite ensuring the provision of food both in normal times and crises, food systems workers regularly 
face high levels of working poverty, endure OSH risks, and overall are poorly covered by labour and 
social protection, both in law and in practice.10 In the global North, migrant workers are an essential but 
temporary source of labour, compensating for domestic labour shortages.11 Yet their social value is far 
from being recognized in terms of pay and of their contractual arrangements, which not only are short- 
term but also limit their labour market mobility and give them fewer economic and social rights.12

Failure to compensate key workers for the wider value they create has negative effects not only for the 
people undertaking these jobs but also for society at large.13 Workers might choose to exit from key 
occupations that are vital to the functioning of the society given the low social status and poor working 
conditions associated with many of these jobs. In 2021, the majority of workers who quit their work in  
the United States cited low pay (63 per cent), lack of advancement opportunities (63 per cent) and  
feeling disrespected at work (57 per cent) among their main reasons, all of which relate to under-
valuation of work.14 Key occupations such as nursing are facing shortages across countries, with the 
WHO estimating a global shortfall of 6 million nurses in 2020.15 Overwork, violence and harass-
ment, unpaid wages, low pay, and the resulting burnout and quits among nursing personnel, have 
 hastened the shortfall.16 In many OECD countries with ageing populations, the long-term care sector  
suffers from critical labour shortages, reflecting the poor working conditions.17

Heavy truck and lorry drivers, cleaners and helpers, and healthcare assistants are listed among the 
top occupations with the biggest labour shortages in Europe.18 In India, the cities of Delhi, Mumbai 
and Bangalore have reported shortages of bus drivers due to low pay, heavy workloads and highly 
stressful working conditions.19 Similar shortages in urban transport services are reported in France 
as well as in New Zealand, resulting in reduced passenger service, increased wait times and cutbacks 
in routes.20 As a result of the astounding growth in e-commerce caused by the pandemic, labour 
shortages also increased in transport and logistic sectors.21 Nearly 83 per cent of US manufacturers 
identified attracting and retaining a quality workforce as their top challenge, and the projections  
estimated that the lack of experienced and talented labour could cost US$1 trillion by 2030.22

Persistent labour shortages and high employee turnover caused by the un-
dervaluation of workers in key economic activities affect the provision of basic 
services. And these shortages become worse during crises. The COVID-19 
pandemic also revealed how the lack of investments in physical and social 
infrastructure aggravated the negative effects of the pandemic, resulting 
in preventable deaths – if, for example, there were insufficient ventilators or 
staff in hospitals. Similarly, greater financial hardship was observed in sectors 
and organizations with little or no resources to furlough employees or pro-
vide them with social protection against income losses. The pandemic made 
the nexus between physical and social infrastructure and decent work more 
 visible, and it underscored the need for sectoral investments to support better  
working and living conditions.

The pandemic also made clear that markets are not fully internalizing the social 
and economic value of resilience, similar to market failures in internalizing  
environmental externalities. If countries want to strengthen their ability to with-
stand major shocks, then they need to prepare accordingly, through invest-
ments and policy interventions in key sectors, and stronger institutions of work  
that support key workers.

Persistent labour 
shortages and 
high employee 
turnover 
caused by the 
undervaluation 
of workers in 
key economic 
activities affect 
the provision of 
basic services. 
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Towards stronger economic and social resilience
Decent work deficits of key workers weaken the resilience of economies and societies to shocks of  
various types. Some of the most common areas of concern whose importance was highlighted by the 
recent pandemic include:

 ▶  Elevated OSH risks. Physical and biological hazards, as well as psychosocial 
risks, were more common among key workers even before the pandemic. In 
security and health, data from Europe and the United States show that key 
workers experienced verbal abuse at a much higher rate than other workers 
(one in five prior to the pandemic). During the pandemic, the incidence of 
verbal abuse and threats increased sharply for all key workers (and more 
than for non-key workers), with particularly sharp increases recorded for retail 
workers (in the United States, from 2 per cent in 2015 to 12 per cent in 2021). 
Key workers faced additional health risks during the COVID19 pandemic owing 
to their physical presence at workplaces and contact with clients. Available 
excess mortality data by occupation indicate that key workers in transporta-
tion, security and cleaning had the highest mortality rates, above the already 
high rate of medical professionals, likely reflecting lax OSH controls and more  
limited access to healthcare and paid sick leave among these occupations.

 ▶  Over-reliance on temporary contracts. Nearly one in three key employees is on a 
temporary contract, though there are considerable country and sectoral differ-
ences. In food systems, key employees have a higher incidence of temporary work, 
at 46 per cent. But temporary employment is also prevalent in retail, cleaning 
and sanitation, and manual labour, with one in three employees holding a tem-
porary contract. Cleaning and security are commonly outsourced, and other key 
occupations are routinely staffed with agency workers, especially in warehousing,  
but also increasingly in healthcare. 

 ▶  Long and irregular working hours. More than 46 per cent of key employees in 
low-income countries work long hours while a substantial share of key workers 
around the world has irregular schedules or short hours. Long working hours 
are more common in transport, where nearly 42 per cent of key workers across  
the globe work for more than 48 hours a week.

 ▶  Low pay. On average, 29 per cent of key employees are low-paid regardless of 
countries’ level of development, earning 26 per cent less than other  employees, 
of which only 17 per cent is accounted for by education and experience. In 
food systems, the share of low-paid key employees is 47 per cent; for key retail 
workers, it is 37 per cent. These sectors, especially in high-income  countries, 
employ a large share of migrants, which points to the higher incidence of  
low pay among key migrant workers.

 ▶  Under-representation, especially in a few key sectors. While unionization and col-
lective bargaining coverage are limited for many workers, unionization rates in 
several key sectors – including food systems (9 per cent), cleaning and sanita-
tion (13 per cent) and retail (6 per cent) – are significantly lower than average 
in developed and developing countries alike. This is unfortunate, as representa-
tion allowed workers a means to address concerns during the COVID-19 
 pandemic, and collective bargaining was an effective and flexible tool used by  
social partners to design workplace regulation to respond to changing needs.

 ▶  Deficits in social protection. Nearly 60 per cent of key workers in low- and middle- 
income countries lack some form of social protection. In low-income countries, 
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social protection is minimal, only reaching 17 per cent of key workers. The picture 
is even bleaker for key self-employed in developing countries, as they are almost 
entirely left out of social protection in most countries. 

 ▶  Insufficient training. Less than 3 per cent of key workers in low- and lower- middle-
income countries received training during the preceding year, and this share is 
as low as 1.3 per cent among key self-employed workers.

As explained in Chapter 5, the regulations and policies needed to strengthen the institutions of work 
are of importance to all workers, and to the world of work in general. To give one example, workers, 
enterprises and society all benefit when excessive hours over prolonged periods of time are limited, but 
since key workers in sectors such as transport and security are particularly prone to excessive hours, this 
policy intervention is of particular benefit to key workers. Given the overrepresentation of key workers 
in insecure employment and in lowpaid work affording inadequate social protection, general policy 
interventions in these areas would improve the working conditions of key workers while benefiting  
other workers as well.

But this is not to imply that specific policies are not needed. To the contrary, many major deficits in working 
conditions are sector and occupationspecific, making social dialogue – and particularly collective bar-
gaining – ideal for remedying deficiencies. Collective bargaining enables employers, workers and their 
representative parties to tailor rules to the unique challenges of the sector, occupation or enterprise, 
and adapt rules when the circumstances change, such as during the COVID-19 pandemic. Experiences  
with collective bargaining during the pandemic mentioned in Chapter 3 but detailed at length in the 
2022 ILO report on social dialogue,23 demonstrate the effectiveness of this tool in meeting the immediate  
needs of employers and workers during the COVID-19 crisis.

Specific policies are also needed for migrant workers, given that many of their challenges arise from the 
legal implications of their migration status. The COVID-19 pandemic demonstrated the essential role of 
migrant workers in sustaining key sectors of the economy, especially food security. There is thus a need  
for laws and policies that can align admission policies with labour legislation to ensure that migrant  
workers benefit from coverage of labour and social protection.

In other cases, however, the deficits in working conditions stem from a constrained operating en-
vironment that encourages employers, whether public or private, to reduce costs at the expense of 
working conditions. Hence, broader policies that tackle some of the root causes that ultimately affect 
working conditions need to be considered, such as addressing staff shortages in nursing – which can 
lead to excessive hours and greater work intensity for those that remain on the job – caused by cuts 
in government budgets. It is for this reason that policymakers cannot completely disconnect labour  
policies from broader policies at the macroeconomic and sectoral level.

In many countries, there are significant shortfalls in investment in health systems 
and food systems, irrespective of their level of income. If societies value the ability 
of their economies to provide goods and services that are essential to the daily 
functioning of life, then a first necessary condition is to ensure that organizations, 
whether public or private, have the resources – physical, financial and human – 
needed to deliver. Policies to boost resilience concern both the institutions of 
work and the investments and policies that support the organizations, whether 
public or private, that deliver key services or goods.

In sum, the resilience deficit prevalent in key sectors and activities warrants a 
deliberate process of shared assessment and planning through social dialogue. 
Governments and employers’ and workers’ organizations would benefit from 
coming together in each country to institute an actionable roadmap for iden-
tifying and addressing specific deficits in their institutions of work and in the 
productive capacity and resilience of key sectors. The resulting improvement 
in their economy’s capacity to sustain adequate provision of key services and  
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goods would more than pay for itself when the next crisis hits. This is one of the most important policy 
lessons to be drawn from the COVID-19 pandemic.

Table 7.1 sets out a checklist of the most salient aspects of such a tripartite process of resilience assess-
ment and proactive policy planning.

Table 7.1. Policy checklist for building resilience

Strengthen the institutions of work

✔
Ensure a safe and healthy working environment, for all workers, as set forth in the  
fundamental OSH Conventions, while addressing the specific risks in key work

✔
Strengthen freedom of association and collective bargaining to promote social dialogue 
and address deficits in working conditions of key workers

✔
Close legal gaps in labour protection, end employment misclassification and institute  
tailored policies to ensure protection for genuine self-employed workers

✔
Ensure equality of treatment in contractual arrangements and institute other safeguards 
that prevent the misuse of part-time, temporary, agency or subcontracted work

✔ Limit excessive working hours and unpredictable scheduling

✔
Leverage the benefits of minimum wage and collective bargaining to ensure that key 
workers’ social contribution is duly rewarded

✔
Rectify the undervaluation of “soft skills” in feminized occupations through targeted  
regulation and policies

✔ Ensure social protection for all, with special attention to paid sick leave

✔ Improve access to training to build competencies and facilitate career progression

✔ Improve compliance to bridge the gap between law and practice

Support key sectors and enterprises through investments in physical and social infrastructure

✔
Ensure financing of quality and affordable health systems and access to healthcare,  
including longterm care, sufficient to respond to crises and shocks as well as ensuring  
the general welfare of society

✔
Support farmers with physical infrastructure that improves their access to markets  
and productivity

✔
Develop insurance mechanisms to support farmers against commodity price volatility  
stemming from natural and climate change risks

✔
Develop innovative financing mechanisms and restructure sovereign debt to support 
low-income countries’ investments into health and agriculture

✔
Ensure the adequacy and resilience of the physical infrastructure on which enterprises  
and organizations depend to operate and thrive

✔
Improve access to credit, with special attention to the needs of MSMEs, particularly  
in sectors producing key goods and services

✔ Support the transition to formalization through a multi-stakeholder, integrated approach

✔
Undertake assessments of industrial capacity and institute business continuity plans  
in key sectors to prepare for possible surges in demand or restrictions of supply during 
shocks and crises
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