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Executive Summary.

We rely on key workers to get us through the pandemic. Care workers and nurses care for
our friends and family members when they are taken ill. Delivery drivers make sure we have
food and other essential items delivered to our homes.

Many of these workers are on insecure contracts, such as zero-hours contract workers or
agency workers. Insecure work is often done by people who already face disadvantage
and discrimination, with women, disabled workers and those in minority ethnic groups
more likely to be working in insecure jobs.

Insecure workers lose out on pay and employment rights — they have no
safety net.

Insecure workers face job and income insecurity. Week to week, they don’t know whether
they will have work or money coming in. An agency worker may find that their work dries
up if their recruitment agency can’t find them an assignment. A zero-hours contract worker
may not be given any shifts by their employer.

These workers face increased precarity during the pandemic. Insecure work already carries
a pay penalty, so insecure workers face increased financial insecurity through a double
whammy of low pay and increased unemployment resulting from the pandemic.

Insecure workers are unlikely to benefit from the full range of employment rights that
permanent, more secure workers are entitled to. These include vital safeguards such as
unfair dismissal and redundancy protections.

Key takeaway from the report.
Our analysis shows that the statutory sick pay system is failing insecure workers.

Insecure workers are nearly 10 times more likely to say they receive no sick pay
compared to secure workers.

The shocking disparity in sick pay between workers in secure and insecure employment
was revealed by recent TUC polling carried out by Britain Thinks.

67% of insecure workers say they receive nothing when off sick compared with 7% of
secure workers who reported receiving nothing when off sick.

It provides a stark example of how inadequate employment protections compel insecure
workers to continue working throughout the pandemic. Insecure workers who need to
self-isolate or take time off sick, have to continue going to work in order to pay the bills.

' (2020). "BME women are twice as likely to be in insecure jobs as white workers”, TUC.
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Recently introduced government support mechanisms are inadequate to
protect insecure workers.

Government support mechanisms such as the Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme, Universal
Credit and other self-isolation funds provided an inadequate financial safety net for
insecure workers. While some have secured vital support, others have faced hardship or felt
forced to carry on working even when it is unsafe for them to do so.

The nature of insecure work is a contributory factor to the scale and severity
of the Covid-19 pandemic.

This report explores how the nature of insecure work has exacerbated the scale and severity
of the pandemic. We look at the following issues:

— Insecure workers are nearly ten times more likely than secure workers not to receive
any sick pay.

— Insecure workers are subject to exploitative working conditions such as dirty
working environments and often share cramped accommodation.

— The transient and peripatetic nature of insecure work brings insecure workers into
contact with more people.

— Health and safety safeguards are less rigorously implemented for insecure workers.

Insecure, key workers who were at the forefront of the fight against Covid-19 are now being
overlooked during the recovery.

Our report identifies the key reforms that are needed to eradicate insecure work and build
back better after the pandemic.

The pandemic should be a catalyst for change. Everyone deserves decent work.
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What is insecure work?

There are 3.7 million people who face insecurity in work in the UK, either because their
contract does not guarantee regular hours or income (including zero-hours contracts,
agency work and casual work) or because they are in low-paid self-employment (earning
less than the government’s National Living Wage). In total, this is one in nine in of those in
work.

Insecure work isn't just found among the food delivery riders and taxi-drivers of the new
app-based platform economy, who are prominent in discussion of the topic. Though it is
rife in these roles, many of those in insecure work are in the sorts of key workers — carers,
delivery drivers, shopworkers — whose worth to society was brought sharply to attention
during the pandemic.?

For example, nearly one in six (15.6 per cent) of those in caring, leisure and other service
roles were in insecure work, according to our analysis of official figures. Nearly one in five
(18.4 per cent) of those in elementary roles, such as security guards, taxi drivers and shop
assistants, and a similar number of those in skilled trades (18.5 per cent) are in insecure
work as are 17.2 per cent of process, plant and machine operatives. This compares to 6 per
cent of those in professional roles and 6.4 per cent of those in administrative or secretarial
jobs.

Who does insecure work? Which people are most
affected?

Insecure work is often done by people who face disadvantage and discrimination, with
women, disabled workers and those in minority ethnic groups more likely to be working in
insecure jobs.

Disabled workers.

Our evidence shows disabled workers are more likely to be employed in some kind of
insecure work.?

TUC analysis found that disabled workers are more likely to be employed on zero-hours
contracts (ZHCs). While 3.1 per cent of non-disabled workers are employed on a ZHC, this
rises to 3.8 per cent of disabled workers.

Women.

Women are more likely to be in insecure work (excluding self-employment) - with 7.1 per
cent of women in this type of insecure work compared to 6 per cent of men*.

2 (2020)."Insecure work: Why decent work needs to be at the heart of the UK’s recovery from coronavirus”,
TUC.

3 (2020). "Disability pay and employment gaps”, TUC.

4 Sharp, T. (2020). “With 3.6 million in insecure work, we have an opportunity for change”, TUC.
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BME workers and insecure work.

BME workers have been asked to shoulder more risk during the pandemic, often working in
insecure jobs with fewer rights at work.>

TUC analysis shows that BME people are far more likely to be in precarious work and in
jobs with higher coronavirus mortality rates than white people, such as security guards,
carers, nurses and drivers. Our analysis shows that 1 in 6 (16%) BME workers are employed
on insecure terms and conditions, compared to 1 in 10 (10%) white workers.

BME staff are at higher risk of Covid-19 exposure and job loss. Insecure contracts make it
more difficult for workers to:

— assert their rights for a safe workplace with adequate protective equipment (PPE)

— shield if they — or someone they live with — has a health condition that puts them at
higher risk

— take time off for childcare responsibilities if schools or childcare providers close.

Black and minority ethnic (BME) women.

BME women face even more precarity. BME women are around twice as likely as white
workers to be employed in insecure jobs, according to TUC analysis.®

The analysis shows that around 1 in 8 (12.1 per cent) BME women working in the UK are
employed in insecure jobs compared to 1 in 16 (6.4%) white women and 1 in 17 (5.5%)
white men.

Lack of workplace rights, and the knowledge that hours can be reduced or temporary
contracts not renewed, shapes the workplace experience of BME women in insecure work.
The stress and uncertainty created by the unpredictable nature of insecure work blights the
lives of workers in ordinary times. But the Covid-19 pandemic has added a more deadly
aspect to this lack of workplace power and protection. BME workers have told the TUC they
are frequently denied access to Personal Protective Equipment (“PPE") and to appropriate
risk assessments.

Why does insecure work exacerbate problems in the
pandemic?

Inadequate sick pay and insecure work.

Many insecure workers miss out on sick pay altogether or are forced to rely on Statutory
Sick Pay (SSP).

5 (2020), "BME workers have been asked to “shoulder more risk” during pandemic, says TUC”, TUC.
6 (2020). "BME women and work”, TUC.
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Current problems with the sick pay system.

The lack of decent sick pay is a barrier to self-isolation. Recent ONS figures’ show that 13
per cent of people receive no pay or sick pay at all while self-isolating, and there is
widespread evidence, including from Baroness Harding?®, that financial barriers are one of
the reasons for non-compliance with an instruction to self-isolate. The fact that almost two
million workers do not qualify for SSP due to the lower earnings limit is clearly a major issue
when it comes to requiring low earners to self-isolate.

The self-isolation payment is not an adequate substitute for decent sick pay. We found
that seven in ten workers were being refused payment®. While we welcomed the additional
funding announced in February, this remains a complex and inadequate system.

The likelihood of the coronavirus pandemic remaining with us for some time means it is
vital that we have a decent sick pay system in place. People need to be confident that they
can take time off work when they have are ill, and this will be key to the success of any
workplace testing or certification scheme.

Low level of SSP makes it an unaffordable option for many insecure workers.

Those who do receive SSP may struggle - at £96.35 the average worker would lose around
80 per cent of their earnings. This rate is extremely low internationally — on average, OECD
countries provide support worth around 70 per cent of earnings'®. Previous TUC

research shows over 4-in-10 workers (43 per cent) told us that they would have to go into

debt or not pay bills if their income dropped down to £96 per week for two weeks.™

Insecure workers already experience a pay penalty when compared to the pay of an average
employee.”? For these workers, money may already be tight, with fewer savings in the bank
to fall back on. Self-isolation or taking time off sick may not be a realistic option for
insecure workers with financial commitments.

The lack of adequate sick pay system forces people to make an impossible choice between
isolating and paying their bills.
Eligibility criteria excludes many insecure workers from accessing SSP.

To be eligible for SSP, an employee must, on average, earn £120 per week. This excludes 1.8
million employees, 70 per cent of whom are women. This particularly impacts young
workers, older workers, those on zero-hours contracts, and low-paid occupations.

7 Fok, A. (2021). "Coronavirus and self-isolation after testing positive in England: 1 February to 13 February
2021", Office for National Statistics.

8 Tolhurst, A. (2021). “Dido Harding Admits 20,000 People A Day Are Ignoring Calls By NHS Test And Trace
To Self-Isolate”, PoliticsHome.

9(2021). “Sick pay that works”, TUC.

10 Reed, S & Palmer, B. (2021). “To solitude: Learning from other countries on how to improve compliance
with self-isolation”, Nuffield Trust.

" Collinson, A. (2020). "Why we need an increase in statutory sick pay”, TUC.

2 Ibid. 2
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Around a third of those on zero-hours contracts do not qualify for sick pay, compared to 6
per cent of permanent employees. This is because their irregular hours may not result in
them earning enough to meet the income threshold.™

The income threshold eligibility criteria means that those in insecure jobs may force
themselves in to work even if they are unwell — putting their clients’ or fellow workers’
health at risk.™

Job insecurity means workers fear losing their jobs if they call in sick.

Insecure workers have told us that they are reluctant to take sick leave because they fear
that their employer will find someone else to do their jobs if they don't turn up. Job
insecurity is a key element of insecure work. Many of those in insecure work can be fired
without notice. For example, an employer can call a recruitment agency and ask them not
to send the agency worker back into work. For those on zero hours contracts, they have no
guaranteed hours, so the employer is not obliged to offer them work.

Government inaction.

The inadequacies of SSP mean that many insecure workers do not have a safety net to rely
on, if they become ill. A situation which was brutally exposed during the pandemic when
many workers felt compelled to carry on working rather than self isolating. Unions
campaigned for an increase to sick pay before the severity of pandemic intensified as we
could see the inevitable consequences of an inadequate sick pay support system.

The government failed to act. The situation was avoidable.

At the beginning of the pandemic Matt Hancock, the Health Secretary, confirmed that he
wouldn’t be able to afford to live on Statutory Sick Pay.™

Instead of raising sick pay, in September, more than six months into the pandemic, the
government introduced a £500 payment for those on low incomes who have been told to
self-isolate by NHS Test and Trace. But TUC research has shown that it has failed to meet
demand for support. Our findings shows that the scheme is failing to financially support
workers who have been required to self-isolate. This is for two reasons: the eligibility criteria
for the main payment means that many workers miss out; and the lack of funding for the
discretionary scheme means most applicants are rejected.

In March 2021, Matt Hancock was allegedly pushing for an increase in sick pay.'®

Despite recognising that sick pay is inadequate, a year of government inaction has
undoubtedly worsened the impact of the pandemic.

Key takeaway from the report.

3 Ibid. 9

™ Ibid. 9

15> Cockburn, H. (2020). “Coronavirus: Matt Hancock admits he couldn't live on statutory sick pay”, The
Independent.

16 Cowburn, A. (2021). “Matt Hancock pressing for ‘increase in statutory sick pay”, The Independent.
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