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The people that have kept our society going over the last year are not hedge fund managers or 
millionaires. They are cleaners, carers, nurses, supermarket workers, cleansing workers, 
delivery workers and postal workers. They are low-paid, predominantly women, keyworkers 
who have risked their health and wellbeing to keep us safe, and continue to do so.  

Valuing Keyworkers 
The death rate for keyworkers from 
coronavirus between March and December 
2020 was 40% higher than for the average 
working age person.i 
 
Yet very few have seen a significant pay 
increase. A third of Scotland’s 920,000 
keyworkers are paid less than £10 an hour,ii 
while women are twice as likely to be key 
workers than men.iii 
 

Chart: High Risk Keyworker roles, UK  

 
Source: Centre for Progressive Policyiv 

Public sector pay over the last decade 
Half of Scotland’s keyworkers are in the public sector and yet, since 2011, public sector pay 
policy has lagged behind inflation. The table below shows public sector pay policy in real 
terms.  

  
Author’s Analysis based on public sector pay policy and RPI inflation. Note: 2021 inflation is forecast not actual. 
Local Authority settlements may differ, given Local Government funding has been disproportionately cut during 
this period. 

 
Cumulatively, Scotland’s public sector workers have seen a real term loss in wages of 15%. 
For the typical public sector worker, this is equivalent to a loss of more than £4,000 over the 
last decade.v Restorative pay settlements are needed if public sector workers are to be 
properly valued. 
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All public sector workers Earning under £36,500 Earning under £25,000
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Tackling pandemic profiteers 
Increasingly, companies are using the pandemic as a pretext to attack terms and conditions. 
Despite posting huge profits, British Gas has forced its workers into strike action, while 
companies such as British Airways have also been criticised for the insidious use of fire and 
re-hire practices.  
 

“We’ve lost up to five days holidays, the engineers have to work an additional 
three hours a week, we lost sick pay and are on up to five year pay freeze. It’s 
created a mental health crisis at British Gas” 
 
Katrina Copland, GMB member, British Gas 

 
Ensuring workers have a living wage 
As of March 2021 there were over 360,000 jobs in Scotland on furlough vi. While the furlough 
scheme has prevented workers from facing early redundancy or being forced onto poverty 
level benefits, many of these workers, particularly in low-paid service industries such as 
hospitality are being forced to survive on 80% of their income. Low earners are five-times more 
likely to be furloughed on reduced pay. With the highest proportion of employees furloughed 
without having their pay topped up working in Scotland’s hospitality sector and creative 
industries.vii At the same time, a number of workers have fallen through gaps in the self-
employment income support scheme. 
 
Action on pay 
Nearly half of Scotland’s keyworkers are employed in the public sector and it is in the gift of the 
Scottish Government to make a significant investment which will make a tangible difference to 
keyworker pay. These workers have seen real term wage cuts over the last decade and 
increasing their pay would narrow the gender pay gap, reduce child poverty, boost local 
economies, and support inclusive growth from the bottom up. 
 
Besides this, we need to see political parties commit to the devolution of employment and 
equality law in order to increase the minimum wage to a real living wage, end the scandal of 
age-wage related rates in pay, ban zero-hour contracts and outlaw fire and rehire. The STUC 
is also calling for action on sectoral collective bargaining in low-paid, sectors which are 
dominated with women workers such as care, early years and learning, hospitality and retail. 
 
For further information contact:  
Francis Stuart, STUC, Policy Officer, fstuart@stuc.org.uk  

 
i https://www.progressive-policy.net/publications/pay-productivity-and-social-value  
ii https://www.tuc.org.uk/research-analysis/reports/ps10-minimum-wage-would-benefit-millions-key-workers  
iii https://www.resolutionfoundation.org/publications/risky-business/  
iv https://www.progressive-policy.net/downloads/files/CPP_WP-01_21_Key-workers_web.pdf  
v Calculations based on applying public sector pay policy settlements to the median salary for full-time and part-
time public sector employees in 2020 (ONS ASHE data).  
vi https://www.gov.scot/publications/monthly-economic-brief-march-2021/  
vii http://www.stuc.org.uk/files/Policy/Reasearch_Briefings/hospitality-culture.pdf  
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