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Thoughout the world, the Covid-19 pandemic has provided daily 

reminders of how a range of essential or ‘key’ workers have 

been crucial in maintaining vital societal functions in times of 

lockdown. In addition to health and social care staff fighting the 

pandemic in extremely difficult and dangerous frontline 

conditions, workers in education, food production and 

distribution, public transport, garbage collection and cleaning 

services have all made important contributions that cannot be 

disregarded. While the essential nature of the everyday tasks 

and their selfless actions bind these workers together, so too 

does the fact that many of them are typically low paid. To 

investigate this we compared recent wage data for major 

occupational groups of these essential workers in five European 

countries: France, Germany, the Netherlands, Sweden and the 

United Kingdom. 

Key occupations 

Drawing on 2019 data from the continuous, volunteer, 

WageIndicator web-survey of salaries,1 we calculated, for these 

five countries, the average hourly wages of workers (male and 

female) with at least five years of experience in one of the 

following nine ‘key’ occupations for which sufficient data was 

available: child-care worker; call centre agent; sales 

assistant/check-out operator in supermarkets/department 

stores; hospital nurse (including intensive care and recovery 

nurse); materials scheduling clerk; logistics worker; order picker; 

tram, metro, bus electrician; and truck mechanic (for details: 

Van Klaveren et al., 2020). Thereafter we compared these 

WageIndicator results with equivalent national average wages 

for all workers derived from the OECD wages database. The 

outcomes were striking. 

In the UK, wage levels in all nine occupations were below the 

national average wage. In Germany this was true in all but one 

occupation (logistics worker) and in the Netherlands in all but 

two (call centre agent and materials scheduling clerk). France 

and Sweden were seemingly not as bad, with wages in only two 

                                                                 

1 Being a volunteer survey, WageIndicator data should be considered explorative rather than representative. The WageIndicator research team has 

repeatedly compared WageIndicator outcomes with official statistics. In most countries the labour force aged 40 and above is slightly 

underrepresented in the survey, women more so than men. WageIndicator does not collect data about race or immigration status.  

of the nine essential occupations falling below the national 

average. However, in France the wage level of nurses (including 

intensive care and recovery nurses!) was lower than the overall 

average wage, and thus similar to their colleagues in the UK, 

Netherlands and Germany. Sweden appeared to be the 

exception as far as nurses’ pay was concerned, but even here 

their average wage was barely 1% above the national average 

wage. Sweden was also an outlier in that the average wages of 

four of the other essential occupations were between 10% and 

18% higher than the national average wage. By contrast, in the 

other four countries where the average wages of these other 

occupations also exceeded the national average, it was never by 

as much as 10%. 

For Germany, the Netherlands and the UK, which all contributed 

more WageIndicator wage data than France and Sweden, we 

were able to add another four key occupational groups to our 

analysis, namely primary education teachers, hospital cleaners, 

garbage collectors, and police, fire and rescue service staff. It is 

worth noting that nearly seven out of ten workers in this 

enlarged group of thirteen key occupations were female. The 

same Eurostat and national sources indicated that, in 2019, this 

bigger grouping accounted for 32% of the combined wage-

earner workforce in Germany, the Netherlands and the UK (44% 

of the female workforce and 19% of the male).  

More than half earn below the national average 

Drawing on 2019 WageIndicator data for these thirteen 

occupations, we tentatively estimate that between 55% and 

60% of ‘key’ wage-earners in all three countries had hourly 

earnings below their respective national average wages: 45-50% 

of the males and 65-70% of the females.  

Plainly, we have to recognise that some occupations in the 

official lists of key occupations are relatively well remunerated, 

such as highly-qualified medical staff and IT specialists. 

However, the fact that more than half the workers in all 
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essential occupations are, by our calculations, earning below 

their national average wage is a stark illustration of the gap 

between societal rhetoric and prevailing labour market reality, 

insofar as the wages of these workers are concerned. 

While a realignment of the terms and conditions of employment 

for essential workers is plainly urgent and increasingly 

acknowledged by public opinion, there are equally pressing and 

long-standing issues surrounding job security and work 

intensity. For example, using Eurostat and national statistics we 

estimated for 2019 that between 20% and 25% of workers in the 

thirteen key occupations we examined were employed on 

temporary or zero-hours contracts. Such precarious contracts 

are wholly at odds with the value society has recently ascribed 

to these workers.  

Concerning the intensity of work, well before the pandemic 

struck, the European Working Conditions Survey (EWCS) 2015 

found that health and education displayed the highest levels of 

work intensity in the five countries discussed here, as well as in 

the European Union (EU) overall (EWCS, 2015). The alarms 

sounded in 2019 by the entire French medical profession about 

the lack of staff and resources was testimony to this, as were 

similar battles fought by hospital doctors in the UK over the last 

few years. Neither should the concerns expressed recently by 

trade unions and action committees in Germany, Sweden and 

the Netherlands about low pay and demanding conditions, 

particularly in residential home care, be forgotten (see the AIAS-

ETUI Collective Bargaining Newsletter from 2018 to May 2020). 

In spite of this backcloth, frontline health and care workers have 

responded with remarkable courage and commitment to the 

challenge of Covid-19. However, going into the next stages of 

the battle against Covid-19, we are bound to wonder how much 

more can be wrung out of workers who are already squeezed 

and battered by years of austerity and whose societal value is 

not reflected in their pay, job security or working conditions. 

Collective bargaining and essential workers  

Whereas the need to enhance the terms and conditions of 

poorly paid frontline workers in the shadow of Covid-19 has 

increasingly been recognised, the means by which this may be 

achieved are less discussed. Around two-thirds of those in the 

thirteen key occupational groups identified here have normally 

had their wages determined by public sector agreements and it 

is not unreasonable to assume that collective bargaining could 

bring about a desired uplift in their terms and conditions.  

That said, our evidence shows that collective bargaining has not 

been particularly effective for many essential workers. In part 

this has resulted from politically driven changes such as 

privatisation and outsourcing that have progressively weakened 

sectoral bargaining arrangements in the public sector in Europe 

over the last two or three decades. These were compounded by 

the austerity policies most EU governments adopted after 

2010/11, under pressure from international and European 

organisations. For the policy makers involved, public sector 

wages were ‘easy targets’. 

Clearly, the ability to realign the terms and conditions of 

essential workers to properly reflect their enhanced social 

status requires a major revival of unfettered collective 

bargaining in the public sector. The fact that there has been such 

a massive growth in public recognition of the undervaluation of 

essential workers has moved trade unions into a strong position 

to demand significant wage increases and regular employment 

contracts for all essential workers.  

Such demands may, in the first instance, need to concentrate on 

health and care staff. Indeed, to mark International Nurses’ Day 

on 12 May, the European Public Sector Union (EPSU 2020) 

emphasised the need for large scale investments in public 

health systems and called for ‘better resources, more public 

funding, increased staffing’. This succinct call should swiftly be 

extended to primary education and public transport workers. 

We should add that for the about one-third of essential workers 

who fall outside the coverage of public sector agreements, the 

need to negotiate sectoral agreements to provide at least a 

bedrock of decent pay and conditions is every bit as important.  
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