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CONSENT CALENDAR  
January 19, 2021 

 
To:  Honorable Mayor and the City Council 
 
From:  Councilmembers Terry Taplin (Author), Ben Bartlett, Rigel Robinson, and Mayor 
Jesse Arreguin (Co-Sponsors). 
 
Subject: Guaranteeing COVID-19 Hazard Pay for Grocery Store Workers  
 
RECOMMENDATION 
Refer the City Manager and City Attorney to draft an emergency ordinance to guarantee 
hazard pay of an additional five dollars an hour for grocery store workers, effective upon 
adoption and until the City returns to the Yellow-Tier 4 rate of positivity for COVID-19.  
 
BACKGROUND 
While many workers in Berkeley have shifted to working from home amidst the COVID-
19 pandemic, grocery store workers have continued to report to work and provide the 
City with a critical service while placing their own health and lives at risk. Grocery store 
workers interact indoors with large numbers of people on a daily basis and, despite the 
efforts of grocery stores to make precautions and keep customers and employees safe, 
there have nevertheless been outbreaks of COVID-19 among grocery store 
employees.1 UFCW Local 5, the union representing grocery store workers, reports that 
over 600 grocery workers in their ranks have tested positive with COVID-19, and 
members of their union have been hospitalized or lost their life to the disease. 
 
Many companies like Whole Foods’ Amazon and Safeway’s Albertsons implemented 
increased wages and one-time bonuses in the form of “Hero Pay” or “Appreciation Pay” 
in the early weeks of the shutdown, but ended those pay increases in the late spring 
despite no comparable decrease in the risks COVID-19 poses to grocery store 
employees. While the wages of many grocery workers have returned to their pre-
pandemic levels, the risk of COVID-19 infection is at its worst level ever, both in 
Berkeley and throughout the United States. This threat is felt particularly hard by women 
and people of color, who are overrepresented among retail and grocery workers. 
Despite the unprecedented risk to employees and a lack of wages that match the 

                                                      
1 Hahn, Sarah. “Multiple Berkeley Bowl employees test positive for COVID-19.” Berkeleyside. July 9, 2020. 

https://www.berkeleyside.com/2020/07/09/berkeley-bowl-grocery-store-berkeley-employees-test-positive-for-
coronavirus 



hazards workers face every day, grocery retailers have for the most part seen a major 
jump in their profits this year.2  
 
RATIONALE FOR RECOMMENDATION 
The City of Berkeley must take action to ensure that the wages of its grocery store 
employees reflect the hazards that they face each time they report for their jobs. Even 
as the vaccine becomes more available, a pay increase of five (5) dollars an hour while 
the threat of COVID-19 stays above the minimum level in the City is necessary to treat 
our grocery store workers as the heroes they are. 
 
ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACTS 
None. 
 
FISCAL IMPACTS 
None. 
 
CONTACT 
Terry Taplin, Councilmember, District 2, (510) 981-7120 
 
ATTACHMENTS/SUPPORTING MATERIALS 

1. Resolution 
2. Kinder, Molly, Laura Stateler, and Julia Du. “Windfall profits and deadly risks: 

How the biggest retail companies are compensating essential workers during the 
COVID-19 pandemic.” Brookings. November 2020.  

3. Desmon, Stephanie. “How Indoor Ventilation Systems Can Help Prevent or 
Permit the Spread of COVID-10.” John Hopkins School of Public Policy. 
September 2020. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                      
2 Kinder, Molly, Laura Stateler, and Julia Du. “Windfall profits and deadly risks: How the biggest retail companies 

are compensating essential workers during the COVID-19 pandemic.” Brookings. November 2020. 
https://www.brookings.edu/essay/windfall-profits-and-deadly-risks/ 



RESOLUTION NO. ##,###-N.S. 
 

GUARANTEEING COVID-19 HAZARD PAY FOR GROCERY STORE WORKERS 
 

WHEREAS, since the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic, grocery workers in the City 
of Berkeley have continued to report to work and serve their communities, despite the 
ongoing hazards and danger of being exposed to the novel coronavirus, the pandemic 
is far from over and the health threats that grocery workers face are just as real now as 
they were when this crisis began;, and 
  
WHEREAS, due to the work of  essential grocery workers, families throughout the City 
have had access to the food they need during this pandemic, and  
  
WHEREAS, given the nature of these jobs, grocery workers must be present to help 
countless customers who are stressed and fearful for their wellbeing, moreover, they 
remain inside with large crowds daily with ventilation systems that could be spreading 
the novel coronavirus;, and 
  
WHEREAS, these essential grocery workers cannot choose to work from home-- they 
must come to work to do their jobs, which involve substantial interaction with customers,  
workers are wearing masks, social distancing, and constantly wiping down cash 
registers, food conveyor belts and shopping carts to protect the health of the public, 
moreover, these workers are continuously working to restock items that households 
desperately need including toilet paper, cleaning supplies and other essentials;, and   
 
WHEREAS, these essential grocery workers continue to live with the daily fear of not 
only contracting the virus but also bringing it home to their families, ; and 
  
WHEREAS, the number of COVID-19 clusters within the grocery industry in the City of 
Berkeley continue to rise significantly, the health threat that these grocery workers face 
cannot be overstated, and  UFCW Local 5, the Union that represents grocery workers, 
reports that over 600 grocery workers in their ranks have tested positive with COVID-19, 
and members of their union and been hospitalized or lost their life to the coronavirus, 
additionally, there have been highly publicized outbreaks at local grocery stores in 
Berkeley, thus the health threat that these grocery workers face cannot be overstated, ; 
and    
  
WHEREAS, we are now in the height of the pandemic with a stay at home order in our 
region with ICU capacity below 15 percent, we are a long way from minimal risk where 
there would be 1 daily new case per 100,000 or less than 2 percent positivity, ; and 
  
WHEREAS, the City recognizes that these workers must be justly compensated for the 
clear and present dangers of doing their jobs during the pandemic by requiring their 
employers to provide hazard pay at all times that the City is at a coronavirus risk level of 
moderate, substantial, or widespread under the State Health orders, ; and  
  



WHEREAS, the City already knows that wage raises result in more money being spent 
in our small businesses and also act as a stimulus for our local economy, ; and 
  
WHEREAS, the United States’ top retail companies have earned record-breaking profits 
during the pandemic, this increase in profit has not transferred to workers, according to 
a Brookings Institution analysis, ;and  
 
WHEREAS, the City has previously adopted ordinances specific to grocery 
establishments both to address worker retention and recently to address COVID-19-
related protections, ; and 
 
WHEREAS, the City has lawfully crafted wage ordinances specific to employment 
sectors in the past, ; and 
 
WHEREAS, the drafted ordinance should apply to commercial establishments classified 
as Industry 445110 under the North American Industry Classification System with a total 
floor area over 25,000 square feet, sell 25 linear feet or more of food, and are publicly 
traded or have at least 300 employees nationwide, ;  
 
NOW THEREFORE, BE IT RESOLVED that the City Council of the City of Berkeley 
refers the City Manager and City Attorney to draft an emergency ordinance providing all 
employees of grocery stores with at least 300 employees five (5) dollars an hour, in 
addition to their wages at the time of the effective date of this Ordinance, for the period 
of the effective date of this Ordinance through and until such time as the County returns 
to the Yellow-Tier 4 designation of COVID-19 infection rates under the State health 
orders or 120 days from the effective date of the ordinance. The Ordinance shall 
provide for enforcement mechanisms whereby covered businesses shall be required to 
self-certify their compliance with the City, under threat of perjury, and inform their 
employees of their ability to file a complaint of non-payment to the Division of Labor 
Standards Enforcement at the California Department of Industrial Relations.  
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Amendment would make the following additions to the referral: 
● Addition of a Sunset Clause expiring the ordinance after 120 days should the 

City stay above the Yellow-Tier 4 rate of positivity for COVID-19. 
● Defines the impacted businesses as public trades entities or establishments with 

at least 300 employees. 
● Addition of an enforcement method whereby businesses shall be required to 

self-certify their compliance with the City, under threat of perjury, and allow for 
employees to make complaints with relevant state agencies in the event of 
violations. 

 
 
 
 



 
 

 
 

CONSENT CALENDAR  
January 19, 2021 

 
To: Honorable Mayor and the City Council 
 
From: Councilmembers Terry Taplin (Author), Ben Bartlett, Rigel Robinson, and Mayor 
Jesse Arreguin (Co-Sponsors). 
 
Subject: Guaranteeing COVID-19 Hazard Pay for Grocery Store Workers  
 
RECOMMENDATION 
Refer the City Manager and City Attorney to draft an emergency ordinance to guarantee 
hazard pay of an additional five dollars an hour for grocery store workers, effective upon 
adoption and until the City returns to the Yellow-Tier 4 rate of positivity for COVID-19.  
 
BACKGROUND 
While many workers in Berkeley have shifted to working from home amidst the 
COVID-19 pandemic, grocery store workers have continued to report to work and 
provide the City with a critical service while placing their own health and lives at risk. 
Grocery store workers interact indoors with large numbers of people on a daily basis 
and, despite the efforts of grocery stores to make precautions and keep customers and 
employees safe, there have nevertheless been outbreaks of COVID-19 among grocery 
store employees.​1​ UFCW Local 5, the union representing grocery store workers, reports 
that over 600 grocery workers in their ranks have tested positive with COVID-19, and 
members of their union have been hospitalized or lost their life to the disease. 
 
Many companies like Whole Foods’ Amazon and Safeway’s Albertsons implemented 
increased wages and one-time bonuses in the form of “Hero Pay” or “Appreciation Pay” 
in the early weeks of the shutdown, but ended those pay increases in the late spring 
despite no comparable decrease in the risks COVID-19 poses to grocery store 
employees. While the wages of many grocery workers have returned to their 
pre-pandemic levels, the risk of COVID-19 infection is at its worst level ever, both in 
Berkeley and throughout the United States. This threat is felt particularly hard by women 
and people of color, who are overrepresented among retail and grocery workers. 
Despite the unprecedented risk to employees and a lack of wages that match the 

1 Hahn, Sarah. “Multiple Berkeley Bowl employees test positive for COVID-19.” ​Berkeleyside. ​July 9, 2020. 
https://www.berkeleyside.com/2020/07/09/berkeley-bowl-grocery-store-berkeley-employees-test-positive-for-co
ronavirus 



hazards workers face every day, grocery retailers have for the most part seen a major 
jump in their profits this year.​2  
 
RATIONALE FOR RECOMMENDATION 
The City of Berkeley must take action to ensure that the wages of its grocery store 
employees reflect the hazards that they face each time they report for their jobs. Even 
as the vaccine becomes more available, a pay increase of five (5) dollars an hour while 
the threat of COVID-19 stays above the minimum level in the City is necessary to treat 
our grocery store workers as the heroes they are. 
 
ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACTS 
None. 
 
FISCAL IMPACTS 
None. 
 
CONTACT 
Terry Taplin, Councilmember, District 2, (510) 981-7120 
 
ATTACHMENTS/SUPPORTING MATERIALS 

1. Resolution 
2. Resolution (redlined) 
3. Kinder, Molly, Laura Stateler, and Julia Du. “Windfall profits and deadly risks: 

How the biggest retail companies are compensating essential workers during the 
COVID-19 pandemic.” ​Brookings.​ November 2020.  

4. Desmon, Stephanie. “How Indoor Ventilation Systems Can Help Prevent or 
Permit the Spread of COVID-10.” ​John Hopkins School of Public Policy. 
September 2020. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2 Kinder, Molly, Laura Stateler, and Julia Du. “Windfall profits and deadly risks: How the biggest retail companies 
are compensating essential workers during the COVID-19 pandemic.” ​Brookings.​ November 2020. 
https://www.brookings.edu/essay/windfall-profits-and-deadly-risks/ 



RESOLUTION NO. ##,###-N.S. 
 

GUARANTEEING COVID-19 HAZARD PAY FOR GROCERY STORE WORKERS 
 

WHEREAS, since the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic, grocery workers in the City 
of Berkeley have continued to report to work and serve their communities, despite the 
ongoing hazards and danger of being exposed to the novel coronavirus, the pandemic 
is far from over and the health threats that grocery workers face are just as real now as 
they were when this crisis began, and 
  
WHEREAS, due to the work of  essential grocery workers, families throughout the City 
have had access to the food they need during this pandemic, and  
  
WHEREAS, given the nature of these jobs, grocery workers must be present to help 
countless customers who are stressed and fearful for their wellbeing, moreover, they 
remain inside with large crowds daily with ventilation systems that could be spreading 
the novel coronavirus, and 
  
WHEREAS, these essential grocery workers cannot choose to work from home-- they 
must come to work to do their jobs, which involve substantial interaction with customers, 
workers are wearing masks, social distancing, and constantly wiping down cash 
registers, food conveyor belts and shopping carts to protect the health of the public, 
moreover, these workers are continuously working to restock items that households 
desperately need including toilet paper, cleaning supplies and other essentials, and  
 
WHEREAS, these essential grocery workers continue to live with the daily fear of not 
only contracting the virus but also bringing it home to their families, and 
  
WHEREAS, the number of COVID-19 clusters within the grocery industry in the City of 
Berkeley continue to rise significantly, the health threat that these grocery workers face 
cannot be overstated,and  UFCW Local 5, the Union that represents grocery workers, 
reports that over 600 grocery workers in their ranks have tested positive with COVID-19, 
and members of their union and been hospitalized or lost their life to the coronavirus, 
additionally, there have been highly publicized outbreaks at local grocery stores in 
Berkeley, thus the health threat that these grocery workers face cannot be overstated, 
and  
  
WHEREAS, we are now in the height of the pandemic with a stay at home order in our 
region with ICU capacity below 15 percent, we are a long way from minimal risk where 
there would be 1 daily new case per 100,000 or less than 2 percent positivity, and 
  
WHEREAS, the City recognizes that these workers must be justly compensated for the 
clear and present dangers of doing their jobs during the pandemic by requiring their 
employers to provide hazard pay at all times that the City is at a coronavirus risk level of 
moderate, substantial, or widespread under the State Health orders, and  
  



WHEREAS, the City already knows that wage raises result in more money being spent 
in our small businesses and also act as a stimulus for our local economy, and 
  
WHEREAS, the United States’ top retail companies have earned record-breaking profits 
during the pandemic, this increase in profit has not transferred to workers, according to 
a Brookings Institution analysis, and  
 
WHEREAS, the City has previously adopted ordinances specific to grocery 
establishments both to address worker retention and recently to address 
COVID-19-related protections, and 
 
WHEREAS, the City has lawfully crafted wage ordinances specific to employment 
sectors in the past, and 
 
WHEREAS, the drafted ordinance should apply to commercial establishments classified 
as Industry 445110 under the North American Industry Classification System with a total 
floor area over 25,000 square feet, sell 25 linear feet or more of food, and are publicly 
traded or have at least 300 employees nationwide,  
 
NOW THEREFORE, BE IT RESOLVED that the City Council of the City of Berkeley 
refers the City Manager and City Attorney to draft an emergency ordinance providing all 
employees of grocery stores with at least 300 employees five (5) dollars an hour, in 
addition to their wages at the time of the effective date of this Ordinance, for the period 
of the effective date of this Ordinance through and until such time as the County returns 
to the Yellow-Tier 4 designation of COVID-19 infection rates under the State health 
orders or 120 days from the effective date of the ordinance. The Ordinance shall 
provide for enforcement mechanisms whereby covered businesses shall be required to 
self-certify their compliance with the City, under threat of perjury, and inform their 
employees of their ability to file a complaint of non-payment to the Division of Labor 
Standards Enforcement at the California Department of Industrial Relations.  

 



RESOLUTION NO. ##,###-N.S. 
 

GUARANTEEING COVID-19 HAZARD PAY FOR GROCERY STORE WORKERS 
 

WHEREAS, since the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic, grocery workers in the City 
of Berkeley have continued to report to work and serve their communities, despite the 
ongoing hazards and danger of being exposed to the novel coronavirus, the pandemic 
is far from over and the health threats that grocery workers face are just as real now as 
they were when this crisis began, and 
  
WHEREAS, due to the work of  essential grocery workers, families throughout the City 
have had access to the food they need during this pandemic, and  
  
WHEREAS, given the nature of these jobs, grocery workers must be present to help 
countless customers who are stressed and fearful for their wellbeing, moreover, they 
remain inside with large crowds daily with ventilation systems that could be spreading 
the novel coronavirus, and 
  
WHEREAS, these essential grocery workers cannot choose to work from home-- they 
must come to work to do their jobs, which involve substantial interaction with customers,  
workers are wearing masks, social distancing, and constantly wiping down cash 
registers, food conveyor belts and shopping carts to protect the health of the public, 
moreover, these workers are continuously working to restock items that households 
desperately need including toilet paper, cleaning supplies and other essentials, and   
 
WHEREAS, these essential grocery workers continue to live with the daily fear of not 
only contracting the virus but also bringing it home to their families, and 
  
WHEREAS, the number of COVID-19 clusters within the grocery industry in the City of 
Berkeley continue to rise significantly, the health threat that these grocery workers face 
cannot be overstated,and  UFCW Local 5, the Union that represents grocery workers, 
reports that over 600 grocery workers in their ranks have tested positive with COVID-19, 
and members of their union and been hospitalized or lost their life to the coronavirus, 
additionally, there have been highly publicized outbreaks at local grocery stores in 
Berkeley, thus the health threat that these grocery workers face cannot be overstated, 
and    
  
WHEREAS, we are now in the height of the pandemic with a stay at home order in our 
region with ICU capacity below 15 percent, we are a long way from minimal risk where 
there would be 1 daily new case per 100,000 or less than 2 percent positivity, and 
  
WHEREAS, the City recognizes that these workers must be justly compensated for the 
clear and present dangers of doing their jobs during the pandemic by requiring their 
employers to provide hazard pay at all times that the City is at a coronavirus risk level of 
moderate, substantial, or widespread under the State Health orders, and  
  



WHEREAS, the City already knows that wage raises result in more money being spent 
in our small businesses and also act as a stimulus for our local economy, and 
  
WHEREAS, the United States’ top retail companies have earned record-breaking profits 
during the pandemic, this increase in profit has not transferred to workers, according to 
a Brookings Institution analysis, and  
 
WHEREAS, the City has previously adopted ordinances specific to grocery 
establishments both to address worker retention and recently to address COVID-19-
related protections, and 
 
WHEREAS, the City has lawfully crafted wage ordinances specific to employment 
sectors in the past, and 
 
WHEREAS, the drafted ordinance should apply to commercial establishments classified 
as Industry 445110 under the North American Industry Classification System with a total 
floor area over 25,000 square feet, sell and selling 25 linear feet or more of food, and 
are publicly traded or have at least 300 employees nationwide,  
 
NOW THEREFORE, BE IT RESOLVED that the City Council of the City of Berkeley 
refers the City Manager and, City Attorney, and the Health, Life Enrichment, Equity & 
Community Committee to draft an emergency ordinance providing all employees of 
grocery stores with at least 300 employees an additional five (5) dollars an hour, in 
addition to their wages at the time of the effective date of this Ordinance, for the period 
of the effective date of this Ordinance through and until such time as the County returns 
to the Yellow-Tier 4 designation of COVID-19 infection rates under the State health 
orders or 120 days from the effective date of the ordinance. The Ordinance shall 
provide for enforcement mechanisms whereby covered businesses shall be required to 
self-certify their compliance with the City, under threat of perjury, and inform their 
employees of their ability to file a complaint of non-payment to the Division of Labor 
Standards Enforcement at the California Department of Industrial Relations.  
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Windfall pro�ts and deadly risks:
How the biggest retail companies are compensating essential

workers during the COVID-19 pandemic

Molly Kinder, Laura Stateler, and Julia Du

A

Editor’s note: This brief was updated on December 16. Watch the online event held on November 23

with frontline workers and experts on the pay, protections, and policies frontline essential workers

still need.
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A s the number of new COVID-19 infections smashes daily records, the pandemic has

entered its deadliest phase yet. With a dark winter looming, millions of frontline

essential retail workers face grave risks to their health, often for very low wages and

without the hazard pay they were earning at the start of the pandemic. Meanwhile, the

biggest retail companies in the country continue to earn eye-popping pro�ts.

In this report, we examine this inequality from two perspectives. As frontline retail workers at top

companies face unprecedented risks on the job, what compensation should they earn, and what

have they earned so far during the pandemic? And as those large retail companies earn

unprecedented pro�ts, how have they balanced investing in their workers and their pro�ts?

We �nd that while top retail companies’ pro�ts have soared during the pandemic, pay for their

frontline workers—in most cases—has not. In total, the top retail companies in our analysis earned

on average an extra $16.7 billion in pro�t this year compared to last—a stunning 40% increase—while

stock prices are up an average of 33%. And with few exceptions, frontline retail workers have seen

little of this windfall. The 13 companies we studied raised pay for their frontline workers by an

average of just $1.11 per hour since the pandemic began—a 10% increase on top of wages that are

often too low to meet a family’s basic needs. On average, it has been 133 days since the retail

workers in our analysis last received any hazard pay.

At most of the biggest retail companies in America, the gap between the struggles and sacri�ces of

low-wage frontline workers and the wealth they create for their employers and shareholders is wider

than ever.

Contents

1. Introduction

2. Why retail wages matter

3. What top retail companies pay frontline workers

4. Hazard pay and extra COVID-19 compensation

5. Ending hazard pay harms low-wage workers and racial and gender equity

6. Business has boomed during the pandemic

7 Wh b fi f i df ll fi ?

https://www.brookings.edu/research/the-covid-19-hazard-continues-but-the-hazard-pay-does-not-why-americas-frontline-workers-need-a-raise/
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7. Who benefits from windfall profits?

8. Companies can—and should—do more. But policymakers shouldn’t wait.

When the COVID-19 pandemic began to spread across the country in March, Jeffrey Reid—a meat

clerk at a Giant Food outside of Washington, D.C.—was thrust onto the frontlines.

“One minute, I’m just a hard worker,” he said in a March interview. “I get up every day, I do my eight

hours, it’s like a routine. Then, overnight, grocery workers have become essential personnel.”

Sales at his store soared as customers stocked up on groceries. He described the “sheer enormity

of the pandemic” and the “fear” he could see in people. Reid vowed to carry on working: “I have been

in this business for the last 11 years. I am going to keep getting up in the morning and going to

work.”

Initially, Reid was grateful for the modest pay bump his employer, a subsidiary of the Dutch company

Ahold Delhaize, gave him. By the summer, that feeling had vanished. Just two months into the

pandemic, Giant ended his extra 10% “recognition pay,” despite a spike in the company’s sales that

more than doubled its second-quarter pro�ts. Even as hazard pay for workers like Reid ended, Ahold

Delhaize spent more than $862 million repurchasing its stock—more than 1.5 times what it spent on

all COVID-19-related costs in the �rst three quarters of 2020 to protect and compensate its workers.

“To me, it’s like a slap in the face,” said Reid. “All of a sudden, we went from being essential to being

sacri�cial, all for the sake of the bottom line. Now you’re telling us that this thing is still out here,

people are still dying, and you want to do away with hazard pay and give a one-time bonus? It’s a

bunch of B.S., to be honest. It is still a pandemic, the last time I checked. There is a still a hazard out

there.”

All of a sudden, we went from being essential to being sacrificial, all

for the sake of the bottom line

https://www.aholddelhaize.com/en/investors/share-information/share-buy-back-programs/#:~:text=Ahold%20Delhaize%20announced%20the%20authorization,at%20the%20beginning%20of%202021.
https://www.aholddelhaize.com/en/media/latest/media-releases/ahold-delhaize-q3-2020-results/
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Jeffrey Reid, meat clerk at Giant Foods

The COVID-19 pandemic provides a revealing window into the balance some of America’s largest

companies strike between their workers and their pro�ts at a time of extreme sacri�ces and

extreme earnings. When some of the biggest corporations in America earn record pro�ts during a

deadly pandemic—because of a deadly pandemic, no less—do they compensate the frontline

workers risking their lives? Who bene�ts from the life-threatening, essential work of the country’s

retail workers?

In this report, we analyze compensation to frontline employees at 13 of the 20 biggest retail

companies in America. Together, these 13 companies employ more than 6 million workers and

include the largest corporations in grocery, big-box retail, home improvement, pharmacies,

electronics, and discount retail. We excluded from our analysis seven other top retail companies that

either did not have public �nancial information available or were in retail sectors that were hit hard

by the pandemic (such as clothing) and did not provide COVID-19 compensation to workers.
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While pay is not the only issue that matters to workers, we chose to focus on compensation in this

report. In several dozen interviews we conducted since the start of the pandemic, frontline workers

raised the issue of wages and hazard pay more than any other. Other important workers concerns—

including safety, bene�ts, power, and voice—are outside the scope of this report.

With few exceptions, we �nd that companies have offered only modest or negligible extra

compensation to workers while earning windfall pro�ts. Three companies—Best Buy, Target, and

Home Depot—bucked this trend and provided more generous compensation to workers during the

pandemic both in absolute generosity as well as relative generosity compared to their �nancial

performance. These three companies provided the most COVID-19 compensation to workers

through temporary pay increases, bonuses, and permanent wage increases. Together, their frontline

workers earned an average of $2.53 extra per hour since March, compared to just $0.21 per hour at

CVS Health and $0.83 per hour at Albertsons. All three companies earned double-digit pro�t growth

compared to last year, but at more modest levels than the runaway pro�ts some competitors who

were less generous to their workers earned.

Best Buy, Target, and Home Depot are outliers. The other 10 companies in our analysis were far less

generous to frontline workers in both relative and absolute terms. Eight of the 13 companies

provided less than $1 per hour extra to frontline workers, averaged over the course of the pandemic.

Many of the least generous companies were the most �nancially successful, posting huge pro�ts.

Amazon and Walmart combined earned an extra $10.7 billion in pro�t compared to last year, an

increase of 70% and 45%, respectively. Their workers, on the other hand, have received below-

average COVID-19-related compensation: an extra $1,369 ($0.95 per hour) and $900 ($0.63 per



1/14/2021 Windfall profits and deadly risks

https://www.brookings.edu/essay/windfall-profits-and-deadly-risks/ 6/30

hour), respectively, over the eight-plus months of the pandemic—representing just 6% pay bumps for

full-time workers that earn starting wages. Meanwhile, Amazon and Walmart’s stock prices are up

65% and 41% since the start of the pandemic, adding more than $70 billion to the wealth of Jeff

Bezos, Amazon’s CEO, and $45 billion to the Walton family—the country’s richest family, who own

more than half of Walmart’s shares.

Amazon and Walmart’s stock prices are up 65% and 41% since the

start of the pandemic, adding more than $70 billion to the wealth of

Jeff Bezos, Amazon’s CEO, and $45 billion to the Walton family.

https://www.forbes.com/profile/jeff-bezos/?list=rtb/&sh=7f0dc1a91b23
https://www.forbes.com/real-time-billionaires/#4e7d37a53d78
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The decisions by the companies we analyzed to end hazard pay well before the pandemic was over

undermine the pledges that many of these same companies made to invest fairly in workers. Just

last year, the CEOs of nearly half of the companies in this report—including Amazon, CVS Health,

Home Depot, Target, Walgreens, and Walmart—signed a pledge through the Business Roundtable to

move away from narrow “shareholder” capitalism to a broader “stakeholder” capitalism. The pledge

stipulated a new vision for the role of the corporation: No longer is the purpose of business solely to

maximize pro�ts for shareholders. Instead, corporations should also serve the interest of its

workers, alongside the community, customers, and other stakeholders. “This starts with

compensating them fairly and providing important bene�ts,” read the pledge. While signatories

Target, Best Buy, and Home Depot are the top three performers in our analysis and made meaningful

investments in frontline workers during the pandemic while permanently raising wages, the other

four companies that signed the pledge—Amazon, CVS Health, Walgreens, and Walmart—were

among the companies that did the least.

The disappointing track record of large retail companies in compensating their frontline workers

during the pandemic provides demonstrates the limitations of voluntary corporate action, as well as

broader public policy failures. At a time of skyrocketing inequality—in COVID-19 mortality rates,

income inequality, unemployment, �nancial insecurity, racial inequity, and the unequal sacri�ces of

frontline essential work—the richest companies in America can, and should, do far more. When

working could mean dying, frontline workers deserve hazard pay for the duration of the pandemic

and a permanent raise to a living wage.

https://opportunity.businessroundtable.org/ourcommitment/
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/up-front/2020/06/16/race-gaps-in-covid-19-deaths-are-even-bigger-than-they-appear/
https://www.brookings.edu/research/reopening-america-low-wage-workers-have-suffered-badly-from-covid-19-so-policymakers-should-focus-on-equity/
https://www.brookings.edu/research/black-essential-workers-lives-matter-they-deserve-real-change-not-just-lip-service/
https://www.brookings.edu/research/essential-but-undervalued-millions-of-health-care-workers-arent-getting-the-pay-or-respect-they-deserve-in-the-covid-19-pandemic/
https://www.brookings.edu/research/the-covid-19-hazard-continues-but-the-hazard-pay-does-not-why-americas-frontline-workers-need-a-raise/
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/the-avenue/2020/11/13/even-a-divided-america-agrees-on-raising-the-minimum-wage/
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Why retail wages matter
Last year, the retail sector employed nearly one in 10 workers, or 15 million Americans. The 13

companies we analyzed in this report employ over a third of that number. Walmart and Amazon, the

two largest retail companies, are also the two largest private employers in the country. Combined,

they employ nearly 3 million workers. Due to their outsized in�uence on the sector, the

compensation and treatment of their employees impact even workers they don’t employ.

Retail jobs have become an even more important source of employment during the pandemic.

Unemployment levels have skyrocketed for low-wage workers in sectors hit hard by the pandemic

recession, such as hospitality and leisure. More than half (51%) of households earning under

$50,000 have experienced employment loss during the pandemic, creating even more �nancial and

https://www.bls.gov/iag/tgs/iag44-45.htm
https://www.brookings.edu/research/reopening-america-low-wage-workers-have-suffered-badly-from-covid-19-so-policymakers-should-focus-on-equity/
https://www.census.gov/data/tables/2020/demo/hhp/hhp16.html
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food insecurity among low-income households. In a recent survey, just under half of low-wage

workers reported having trouble paying bills, and about a third had di�culty paying their rent or

mortgage.

At a time when tens of millions of people are unemployed and families are struggling, the biggest

retail companies are hiring, and providing some of the few employment opportunities available in

communities across the country. Many unemployed, low-wage workers have similar education and

skill backgrounds as those in the retail sector. With no end in sight to the COVID-19 recession, the

importance of the quality of these remaining retail jobs cannot be overstated.

What top retail companies payfrontline workers
While retail jobs can provide an economic lifeline in a time of high joblessness and faltering

unemployment relief, the wages are often low and provide little economic stability. Median wages

for popular frontline retail jobs (e.g., cashiers, salespersons, and stock clerks) range from $11 to just

over $12 per hour—wages so low they would put a family of four below the poverty line. The retail

sector’s low wages re�ect in part the failure of the federal government to raise the minimum wage

above the current $7.25 per hour, despite overwhelming public support for a $15 minimum wage.

Wages at the 13 retail companies in our analysis mostly follow industry averages, with a few notable

exceptions. Before the pandemic, when unemployment was low and the labor market was tight,

several prominent retail companies raised wages CVS Health raised its starting wage to $11 per

https://www.pewsocialtrends.org/2020/09/24/economic-fallout-from-covid-19-continues-to-hit-lower-income-americans-the-hardest/
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2019/07/30/two-thirds-of-americans-favor-raising-federal-minimum-wage-to-15-an-hour/
https://cvshealth.com/news-and-insights/press-releases/cvs-health-investing-in-long-term-and-sustainable-wage-increases
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several prominent retail companies raised wages. CVS Health raised its starting wage to $11 per

hour in 2018 and Walmart did the same in 2019. Only two companies in our analysis—Costco and

Amazon—had a minimum starting wage of $15 per hour before the pandemic.

During the second wave of COVID-19 infections this summer, Target announced it would raise

wages from $13 to $15 per hour ahead of its scheduled increase at the end of the year. Best Buy

also raised its minimum wage to $15 per hour, announcing the increase the same day it posted

double-digit growth in sales compared to last year—noting that “none of this would be possible

without the effort and energy of our frontline-employees.” Best Buy, Target, and Costco’s $15

minimum wages are signi�cantly higher than the market wage for retail work, and lead the entire

industry. Amazon’s $15 starting wage is just under the average market wage for warehouse laborer

jobs ($16.16 per hour).

The remaining seven companies in our analysis do not have public information about their minimum

wages, nor do they report starting wages or average wages for speci�c entry-level positions. The

companies we contacted declined our requests to share this data. We therefore drew data from

Payscale.com to approximate average hourly wages for cashiers—a typical frontline position that is

usually at the bottom of the wage spectrum. Like other job-aggregator sites, Payscale averages self-

reported data from employees over many months. The data is imprecise, but is consistent with

https://cvshealth.com/news-and-insights/press-releases/cvs-health-investing-in-long-term-and-sustainable-wage-increases
https://corporate.walmart.com/newsroom/2018/01/11/walmart-to-raise-u-s-wages-provide-one-time-bonus-and-expand-hourly-maternity-and-parental-leave
https://corporate.bestbuy.com/best-buy-provides-updates-on-evolution-of-employee-pay-and-sales-performance/#:~:text=The%20company%20is%20raising%20the,Buy%20CEO%20Corie%20Barry%20said.
https://corporate.bestbuy.com/best-buy-provides-updates-on-evolution-of-employee-pay-and-sales-performance/
https://www.bls.gov/oes/current/oes537062.htm
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other self-reporting pay websites such as Indeed.com and Glassdoor. Frontline workers in locations

with lower minimum wages likely earn even less than the average hourly wages presented below.

Lisa Harris, a Kroger cashier outside of Richmond, Va., described the �nancial struggles her grocery

colleagues face with the low wages they earn: “I have coworkers who stand all day serving people,

and then have to go pay for their own groceries with food stamps. I am very lucky that my boyfriend

works in pizza because that is our survival food. If we can’t afford to buy food, he brings home a

pizza.”

“I have coworkers who stand all day serving people, and then have

to go pay for their own groceries with food stamps”

Lisa Harris, cashier at Kroger

Like many frontline retail workers we interviewed, Harris would like to see her employer raise wages

permanently to a living wage. “I think that $15 an hour should be the minimum,” she said in March.

“We are heroes every day, and we deserve to be paid as such. We haven’t gone from unskilled labor
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to essential personnel. We always were essential personnel.”

Hazard pay and extra COVID-19compensation
When the COVID-19 pandemic hit the U.S. last March, frontline retail jobs were transformed

overnight. In most cases, the jobs were still low-paid, but the pandemic gave them a new title:

“essential.” State and local governments declared grocery stores, pharmacies, and big-box and retail

stores essential businesses, allowing them to remain open when nonessential businesses were

closed. Working through the spring shutdown, millions of frontline retail workers faced new hazards

in jobs that previously were not considered especially dangerous.

“It is scary,” said Amber Stevens, a grocery cashier in Washington, D.C. “It is very scary. You don’t

want to pick up anything at work and bring it back home to your family.”

In recognition of the extraordinary risks their workers were undertaking—and to retain and recruit

workers for now-risky jobs—all 13 retail companies in our analysis initially provided extra COVID-19-

related compensation to frontline workers as the pandemic began. Commonly referred to as “hazard

pay,” the additional compensation came in the form of small, temporary hourly wage increases,

typically between $2 and $2.50 per hour, as well as one-off bonuses. Companies used names like

“appreciation pay” and “hero pay.”

In addition to temporary hazard pay, a few companies permanently raised wages for workers during

the pandemic. In this report, we refer to “COVID-19 compensation” as any additional compensation

paid to workers during the pandemic, including permanent pay raises. Hazard pay refers only to

temporary pay raises and bonuses tied to the pandemic.

https://www.brookings.edu/research/the-covid-19-hazard-continues-but-the-hazard-pay-does-not-why-americas-frontline-workers-need-a-raise/
https://www.albertsonscompanies.com/helping-you-through-covid-19/albertsons-companies-extends-associate-pay.html
https://www.npr.org/2020/05/15/857105173/grocery-store-chain-kroger-is-planning-to-end-hero-pay


1/14/2021 Windfall profits and deadly risks

https://www.brookings.edu/essay/windfall-profits-and-deadly-risks/ 13/30

The initial hourly wage increases were popular with frontline workers, although some felt they didn’t

go far enough. In more than a dozen interviews, frontline retail workers shared with us a strong

desire for receiving hazard pay while putting their lives on the line every shift. They preferred hourly

pay increases of several dollars an hour (similar to overtime or holiday hours) rather than occasional

bonuses, which fail to compensate workers for each additional hour worked, are less predictable,

and are less generous in most cases.

“It should be an hourly raise for the duration of the pandemic,” said a Walmart associate who

preferred to remain anonymous, re�ecting on the periodic bonuses they received in the spring and

summer. “Because for a lot of these people working out there—four or �ve days a week, eight hours

a day, risking their lives so much given how the virus is spreading in the country—$2 to $3 extra an

hour is a start.”

By June, nearly every retail company in our analysis ended their temporary wage increases. As
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nonessential businesses reopened in May and June, retail employers signaled they were returning to

“normal”—just weeks before COVID-19 cases spiked during a second peak. The hourly pay increases

lasted on average just 79 days, or 11 weeks. As the country heads into yet another infection peak,

none of the 13 companies in our analysis are providing hazard pay, beyond the three companies that

permanently raised wages.

For most retail workers, hazard pay has been over for months and wages have returned to their pre-

pandemic norm. It has been an average of 133 days since the retail workers in our analysis last

received hazard pay. Retail workers at large drug store chains have gone the longest (243 days) on

average since receiving hazard pay, and received the least amount ($300). Grocery workers follow,

with a modest average COVID-19 compensation ($1,175) and more than 140 days on average since

hazard pay ended.

Hazard pay from the two home improvement companies—Lowe’s and Home Depot—was more

generous, averaging just over $2,700 from bonuses and wage increases, and have also been the



1/14/2021 Windfall profits and deadly risks

https://www.brookings.edu/essay/windfall-profits-and-deadly-risks/ 15/30

g g g j g

most long-lasting. Lowe’s last paid its hourly associates a bonus in November, while Home Depot

was the lone company to continue regular pay increases into November through its weekly bonuses.

On November 15, however, the company ended weekly bonuses and announced a shift to modest

permanent wage increases. Two companies—Best Buy and Target—went the furthest, permanently

raising wages to $15 per hour after ending temporary pay bumps in the summer.

Methodology: Amount of temporary hourly increases and bonuses are from company websites. The

amount earned from temporary hourly increases was calculated for the weeks the increase was in

place and assumes a 40-hour work week. The amount earned from permanent wage increases is

l l d i h i f hi ki 40 h k
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calculated using the starting wage or average wage for a cashier working 40 hours per week,

excluding pandemic-related temporary wage increases. Calculated from when the company

announced the increase through November 19, 2020.

Hazard pay’s abrupt end caused widespread dismay, disappointment, and even anger among

workers.

“They stopped giving us the $2 an hour hazard pay,” said Matt Milzman, a Safeway cashier in

Washington, D.C., in June. “They gave us all a letter, as if to say, ‘Coronavirus is over, you did it, you

all are the real heroes, thank you for your service.’ That is ridiculous—this is not over. We have not

completed a tour of service and now things are safe. No, it is still dangerous…It is clear what the

priority is: They don’t want to pay us. Now they feel that they don’t have to.”

“The compensation isn’t enough—it is pennies.”

Walmart Associate

“It’s like we are back to nothing now,” said a front-end grocery worker who preferred to remain

anonymous, in a June interview. “We were the ones who start during the major thick of it, which is

still going on. It’s still a pandemic. For someone to look at me and be like, ‘Well, you’re nothing now,

you are what we originally thought about you’—it makes it really hard. We’re still out here, we’re still

putting our lives at risk.”

While the extra hazard pay was initially around $2 per hour, the premature end of it means that

typical frontline retail workers earned very small pay increases when their COVID-19 compensation

is averaged hourly over the course of the pandemic to today. Workers at CVS Health and Walgreens

earned as little as a 2% pay raise when averaged from mid-March to mid-November. Entry-level

workers at Walmart, Costco, Kroger, Amazon, Ahold Delhaize, and Albertsons earned less than 10%

extra.
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“To me, it seems like a publicity stunt,” said a Walmart associate who preferred to remain

anonymous, in an August interview. “Walmart is not doing enough compared to every other retailer

out there. They can afford to do more than they are to show they appreciate the risks we are taking

being out on the frontline making them money. The compensation isn’t enough—it is pennies.” 

Ending hazard pay harms low-wage workers and racial andgender equity
The termination of hazard pay was especially detrimental to the lowest-paid workers, whose pay had

risen meaningfully when temporary hazard pay was active. The modest hazard pay was an
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important (but often insu�cient) step by companies toward adequately compensating their lowest-

paid workers. Between the hourly pay increases and bonuses, entry-level retail workers bene�ted

from raises averaging $1.91 per hour—a 17% increase.

“To some people, $2 an hour doesn’t seem like a lot,” said a retail employee who preferred to remain

anonymous. “But the extra $2 makes a huge difference for people and their livelihoods. It’s

something I can’t comprehend, why they think we’re not worth more. Pro�ts are up big time. I don’t

understand why they think it’s okay for people to struggle.”

The end of hazard pay also undermined racial, ethnic, and gender equity. Women and workers of

color are overrepresented among the retail frontline workforce. Women make up a signi�cantly

larger share of the frontline workforce in general retail stores and at companies such as Target and

Walmart than they do in the workforce overall. Amazon and Walmart employ well above-average

shares of Black workers (27% and 21%, respectively) compared to the national �gure of 12%.

https://www.aboutamazon.com/news/workplace/our-workforce-data
https://corporate.walmart.com/media-library/document/culture-diversity-and-inclusion-mid-year-report/_proxyDocument?id=00000174-735e-d28a-a7ff-f7df22a40000
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Jeffrey Reid, a meat clerk at Giant Foods outside Washington, D.C., discussed these disparities in an

October interview: “You’ve got to look at who’s sitting at the top of all these companies, at all these

CEOs. They don’t look like me. Most grocery workers, like myself, the majority of them are Black and

brown, and those are the people that are really affected by this coronavirus. Bottom line is that the

people who are responsible for these companies thriving and for the sales are the people who are

doing the grunt work on a daily basis, out in these stores, keeping these stores stocked, provided

customer service at a high level. That’s who makes these companies go, but that’s not who’s reaping

the bene�ts at all. So when you look at these corporations, they want to put pro�ts over workers any

day. And that’s where it fails society as a whole.”

Business has boomed during thepandemic
While workers struggle, business at the country’s largest retail companies has boomed during the

pandemic. Amidst a recession that permanently closed 400,000 small businesses by June, the

https://www.brookings.edu/research/from-survival-to-revival-how-to-help-small-businesses-through-the-covid-19-crisis/
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enormous size and scale of the top retail companies have positioned them to �ourish and expand

their market share. E-commerce capabilities allowed top companies to meet the dramatic shifts in

shopping behavior. Customers have �ocked to the large big-box and retail chains, preferring fewer

but larger shopping trips. Home improvement sales have soared as customers stuck at home take

on DIY projects, while grocery stores experience record sales as customers eat more meals at

home.

Pharmacies and drug stores are the outliers in our analysis. Due to customers making less-

expensive purchases and fewer prescriptions being �lled as elective procedures are delayed, the

retail businesses of CVS Health and Walgreens have experienced uneven growth.



1/14/2021 Windfall profits and deadly risks

https://www.brookings.edu/essay/windfall-profits-and-deadly-risks/ 21/30

Across the 13 companies in our analysis, revenue was up an average of 14% over last year, while

pro�ts rose 40%. Excluding Walgreens—whose business has struggled during the pandemic—pro�ts

rose a staggering 48%. Stock prices rose on average 30% since the end of February. In total, the 13

companies reported 2020 pro�ts to date of $63.4 billion, which is an additional $16.7 billion

compared to last year. The two largest companies—Amazon and Walmart—drove the lion’s share of

this growth; combined, they reported $10.7 billion in additional pro�t in the �rst three quarters of the

year compared to last year. This is nearly two-thirds of the total for all 13 companies.

These large retail companies have bene�ted from government policy and spending. Early in the

pandemic, state and local governments declared large retail companies as essential businesses,

while many smaller retailers were forced to temporarily shut down. Sales at the top retail companies

were further buoyed in the spring and summer by generous federal relief, including enhanced
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unemployment bene�ts and stimulus checks. As taxpayer dollars fuel pro�ts, are essential workers

bene�ting?

Who bene�ts from windfallpro�ts?
Against this backdrop of staggering pro�ts and growth, we examine how generous the top retail

companies have been in providing extra COVID-19 compensation to their frontline workers relative

to their �nancial performance and expenditures.

Companies’ decisions around stock buybacks during the pandemic are illustrative of their priorities

and the relative weight they put on shareholder interests, even in extreme times. Of the nine

companies that repurchased shares in 2020, all but one at least temporarily suspended their

repurchase programs when the pandemic began. Ahold Delhaize continued to repurchase shares

throughout the pandemic, buying $860 million in their own stock since March 1, despite ending

hazard pay for its employees. In the �rst three quarters of 2020, the company has spent more than

1.5 times on stock buybacks than on COVID-19 costs for worker safety and compensation.

In the third quarter, Walmart reported $500 million in new share repurchases, but no additional

hazard pay for its workers. The cost of Walmart’s recent stock buyback was more than 40% what

the company spent on hazard pay bonuses over the previous two quarters, before it ended the extra

pay.

Lowe’s plans an “expected repurchase of approximately $3.0 billion of stock” through the fourth

quarter of the year, even as the company declined to commit to further COVID-19 bonuses for

workers.

After ending its “hero pay” in May, Kroger reported $211 million in stock buybacks in the second

quarter, and announced a new $1 billion stock buyback program in September, sending stock prices

up. Meanwhile, the company’s frontline grocery workers have gone 181 days without hazard pay,

and will enter this new, deadlier phase of the pandemic earning some of the lowest wages in the

industry.

https://www.aholddelhaize.com/en/media/latest/media-releases/ahold-delhaize-share-buyback-update-september-15-2020/
https://s2.q4cdn.com/056532643/files/doc_financials/2021/q3/Earnings-Release-(FY21-Q3)-(final.pdf
https://corporate.lowes.com/sites/lowes-corp/files/2020-11-18/Q3-2020-Press-Release-and-Financials-Final.pdf
http://ir.kroger.com/CorporateProfile/press-releases/press-release/2020/Kroger-Reports-Second-Quarter-2020-Results-and-Updates-Full-Year-2020-Guidance/default.aspx
https://www.marketwatch.com/story/kroger-stock-rises-after-earnings-beat-1-billion-share-buyback-program-announced-2020-09-11#:~:text=On%20September%2011%2C%202020%2C%20the,which%20replaces%20a%20prior%20authorization.&text=Kroger%20stock%20has%20gained%20nearly,up%203.4%25%20for%20the%20period.
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By comparing the money companies spent on COVID-19 compensation with their pro�ts, we can see

how their absolute generosity compares to their relative generosity, taking into account their

�nancial means. In the short run, extra pay to workers comes at the expense of pro�ts.

We were able to calculate relativeCOVID-19 compensation generosity for the six companies in our

analysis that have public data on the total cost of their extra compensation to workers. The numbers

are stark—they paint a picture of most companies prioritizing pro�ts and wealth for shareholders

over investments in their employees. On average, the six companies’ contribution to compensating

workers was less than half of the additional pro�t earned during the pandemic compared to the

previous year.

Amazon and Walmart could have quadrupled the hazard pay they

gave their frontline workers and still earned more profit than the
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previous year.

In other words, Amazon and Walmart could have quadrupled the hazard pay they gave their frontline

workers and still earned more pro�t than the previous year. Albertsons has only reported two

quarters of pro�ts; with forthcoming third-quarter pro�ts and no additional hazard pay provided to

its workers, its relative generosity will be even less. Only one company—Home Depot—spent more

on COVID-19-related pay than it earned in additional pro�t. Overall, the companies’ COVID-19

compensation to workers totaled just 17% of pro�ts.

Dollar General stands out as performing especially poorly on both relative and absolute generosity.
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The company could have given its frontline workers COVID-19 bonuses worth 10 times the amount

it gave them in the spring and still have earned more pro�t than the previous year. In the second

quarter, Dollar General spent more than eight times the amount of money on stock buybacks in the

middle of the pandemic than it spent on COVID-19 compensation in the �rst half of the year. In their

second quarter earnings report, the company stated it expected to repurchase a total of $2.5 billion

in stock by the end of the �scal year ending in January 2021—14 times the amount it pledged to

spend on COVID-19 compensation and more than twice the amount it spent last year on share

repurchasing.

Another way to examine the relative generosity of companies’ COVID-19 compensation is to

compare the growth in workers’ wages to the growth in the companies’ pro�ts and stock prices over

the pandemic. The companies we analyzed were already pro�table companies; the “growth” in pro�t

re�ects the extra pro�t companies earned during the pandemic that was not passed on to workers

through additional wages, bene�ts, and safety measures.

Overall, the least generous companies were the ones posting the biggest pro�t growth on average—

a �nding that isn’t entirely surprising, as wage increases reduce the pro�ts reported in a quarter. The

pro�t of the nine companies whose frontline workers earned less than 10% wage growth since

March grew on average by 49%. The average pro�t growth at more generous companies (those that

boosted pay between 12% and 28%) was 21%.
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Over the course of the pandemic, stock prices rose much higher on average at the most generous

companies than at the less generous companies. Stock prices at the four most generous

companies (which boosted wages more than 10%) grew on average 47%, compared an average of

26% stock price growth at the less generous companies.

Target, which tied for �rst place in our rankings of COVID-19 compensation generosity, also had the

highest growth in its stock price. Best Buy and Target’s stock prices have soared even after—and

perhaps because of—their investments in workers. Target’s exceptional �nancial performance in the

third quarter demonstrates that generosity toward workers is not inconsistent with strong returns

for shareholders. In the company’s recent earnings call, Target’s CEO highlighted the company’s

strategic focus on investments in its workforce, calling Target’s team the “secret sauce” and

responsible for the best quarter in the company’s 50-year history.

Companies can—and should—domore. But policymakers shouldn’twait.
If ever there was a moment that called for a rebalancing of pro�ts and people, it is now. Large

companies are earning windfall pro�ts, buoyed by federal stimulus. There is a national reckoning on

racial equity, while disproportionately Black and brown retail workers earn low wages and risk their

lives on the job. Alarm is growing about runaway inequality and the unequal sacri�ces shouldered by
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frontline workers putting their lives on the line.

At the outset of the pandemic, COVID-19 compensation to frontline workers looked promising. Every

company in our analysis introduced some form of hazard pay in the spring. The extra pay was

modest, averaging just $1.10 per hour since the start of the pandemic across the 13 companies

(and was as little as $0.21 per hour). Given the low starting wages that retail workers earn, the extra

hazard pay was still not enough for a typical frontline worker to earn a $15 hourly wage at most

companies. But it was a start.

Since then, even these small pay increases ended, despite a 40% growth in earnings and nearly $17

billion in additional pro�t for the companies in this analysis. A few employers stood out as

exceptions: Home Depot continued weekly bonuses until mid-November, while two companies—

Best Buy and Target—permanently raised wages to $15 per hour. But at most big retail companies,

extra hazard pay ended in June, an average of 133 days ago.

The American public overwhelmingly supports pay increases for frontline workers. A May survey

showed a surge in respect and admiration for grocery workers and other frontline workers who have

carried on during the pandemic, even as millions of Americans sheltered safely at home. A survey by

Just Capital found that two-thirds of Americans support companies’ provision of hazard pay.

National support for raising the federal minimum wage has grown since the pandemic began,

especially among Republicans and independents. A recent survey found that more than seven in 10

Americans support raising the minimum wage, including a majority of Republicans.

“You’re making billions and billions of dollars, so spread the wealth.

Spread it to the people who are responsible for you making the

billions of dollars, for the people who rolling up their sleeves every

day, making sure that these companies are running. That’s where

you need to put the money.”

Jeffrey Reid

The failure of most companies in our analysis to include frontline workers more fully in their

https://www.prnewswire.com/news-releases/americans-show-a-new-appreciation-for-essential-workers-says-reputation-leaders-301059693.html
https://justcapital.com/reports/survey-what-americans-want-from-corporate-america-during-the-response-reopening-and-reset-phases-of-the-coronavirus-crisis/
https://www.publicagenda.org/reports/americas-hidden-common-ground-on-economic-opportunity-and-inequality/
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pandemic-enabled success highlights the limitations of capitalism and voluntary corporate action.

Policy change and structural reform are needed. Policymakers have many ways to change the rules

of the game for corporations, from raising the federal minimum wage to reigning in stock buybacks

to enabling workers to collectively bargain. With a new presidential administration incoming and

control of the U.S. Senate potentially �ipping, federal lawmakers must consider ways to permanently

aid our frontline workforce in absence of corporate support.

And even if the most successful retail companies are not legally forced to pay their workers a

decent wage, they should anyway. At a time when millions of American families are struggling and

hundreds of thousands of small businesses are shuttering, these large companies are earning more

pro�t than ever.

Frontline workers will face even greater risks this winter. These companies should listen to

employees like Jeffrey Reid, a meat clerk at a Giant Food outside Washington, D.C., who had this to

say in October:

“Know that grocery workers are human,” said Reid. “They take pride in their work. They want to be

compensated. They don’t mind a hard day’s work for a fair wage. Just don’t insult a person’s

integrity. When these stores are making billions and billions of dollars, and then you want to do

stock buybacks and take away the hazard pay, it’s like a slap in their face. It’s just a matter of doing

right by your workers. Just do the right thing. You’re making billions and billions of dollars, so spread

the wealth. Spread it to the people who are responsible for you making the billions of dollars, for the

people who rolling up their sleeves every day, making sure that these companies are running. That’s

where you need to put the money.”
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Indoor ventilation systems could help prevent the

spread of COVID-19, but they may also make

things worse.

Stephanie Desmon talks with Ana María Rule, PhD ’05, MHS ’98, a

ventilation expert and assistant professor in Environmental Health

and Engineering, about how ventilation systems can reduce the risk of

exposure, whether heating and air conditioning are different, and

whether airplanes’ ventilation systems are better or worse than

buildings’. Rule also breaks down a case study of a restaurant in China

that traced an outbreak of COVID-19 to poor ventilation.

STEPHANIE DESMON: We’re hearing a lot more about how the virus

can be spread by ventilation systems. Can you talk about what the risks are?

ANA RULE: In general—even before COVID—we used ventilation systems to reduce the risk of exposures to

any harm that is in the air.

So, we should see ventilation systems as our friends in this quest to control or to help with the virus. Having

said that, the ventilation system should be well-maintained and should be working as expected. Filters should

be in place—the best filters that are available. Not all ventilation systems are able to move air through really

high-efficiency filters, but most systems can handle relatively high-efficiency filters that are able to control the

virus. So in general, ventilation systems are used to minimize the risk in indoor environments. They should not

increase the risk.

SD: Should we be trying to improve the filters that we use in buildings?

AR: This is typically not something that you and I would do in our homes. You can, of course, buy a better filter

and try to improve the ventilation in your home. But in buildings, we need to contact the experts. The

maintenance facilities and janitorial staff know the ventilation systems, so they are the ones that you should be

relying on. 

For a couple of months, we have been seeing this whole emphasis on ventilation, and the building facilities

people have already been improving their systems: checking that everything is working and increasing

the airflow.

If you're really worried about the air in your building, contact your facilities or janitorial person or the manager.

There's very little that you're going to be able to do personally.

SD: We all know that the virus spreads more indoors than out. Why is that?

AR: It's a relatively simple question of concentration. You can imagine a plume when, for example, somebody

is smoking. When you exhale the cigarette smoke, immediately you see this plume. The more air circulation

and airflow in the space, then the easier that plume is going to dissipate and the particles will dilute. All

aerosols work the same, and so there are a couple of things that happen indoors.

First of all, you may have a higher concentration of people indoors. If you have two or three people that may

be infected, they may be generating these particles that are carrying viruses. Then, if you have low ventilation

or low airflow, those particles or those concentrations just accumulate. That's one of the reasons that indoors

is higher risk. You increase the concentration because you increase the number of people and there is

lower ventilation.
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But if you increase the ventilation and reduce the number of people—which is what we have been trying to do

with the stay-at-home orders—then that reduces the risk of increasing the concentration and improves the

chances of not being infected.

SD: We heard that in China, an air conditioning system may have spread the virus. Does air conditioning help

or hurt?

AR: This particular case that was published about the ventilation system was very interesting. It was a case of

a really, really badly designed ventilation system. 

If you read the paper, the case was at a relatively big restaurant. It had the fan on one end, pushing air toward

the building, and then on that same fan—on that same ventilation unit—was the return air. So the air was just

being kind of shot for a little bit and then brought back in, and that's not how you are supposed to design a

ventilation system. You're supposed to have the exhaust on one end and the inlet on another end.

The air was not being filtered. It was just recirculated without any filtering, and there was high density. There

were, I think, three or four of the tables, side by side, and all of them were occupied. And so, this is a very

good case of what not to do. But in general, ventilation systems are supposed to help, not hurt.

SD: We are heading toward the end of summer and the beginning of when you might use heat. What’s the

difference between air conditioning and heating, and is one better for ventilation?

AR: In all ventilation systems, there are a couple of very simple parts: the fan or the motor that moves the air,

the filter that traps contaminants before the air is introduced into the place, and then heating or cooling,

depending on the season. So, it's typically the same ventilation system; it's just a slightly different route that it

takes, whether you need to heat it or cool it. A well-maintained system with the proper filters and the right fan,

moving enough air through the system, should be enough both in the winter and the summer.

SD: Great! I’ve been reading a lot about airplanes. Are they worse than buildings or actually better because of

their constant air circulation? Even though you’re in a really small, contained area, is it possibly better because

of how much air is circulating?

AR: It’s exactly the same thing on airplanes. 

I have read a couple of case studies of airplanes—I think it was SARS—where they traced back however many

people got infected with one case. It turns out, the filters were not installed, and I think the plane was sitting

on the tarmac for a couple of hours without any air conditioning. So again, it depends on the

ventilation system.

But, in general, airplanes have really good ventilation systems. Unfortunately, they also pack people very

closely together. So there are two things. There's a huge range of sizes of particles, some of them bigger, that

can't be removed immediately with the ventilation system, and those particles can reach another person. 

Also, there are different routes of exposure. You can inhale the aerosols or you can get direct contact from

another person that is infected. Or you can touch surfaces and, like we've been hearing from the beginning—

don't touch your face, don't touch your eyes, don't touch your mouth. 

So, because there's this combination of three different ways that you can get infected, airplanes might not be

the safest places to be, even though they have good ventilation. 

SD: So, we’ve abandoned our offices and they’ve been empty for, in some cases, six months. When we do

start to go back, are there concerns about getting sick in some other way? I’ve read about Legionnaire’s

disease and I’m wondering if there are risks associated with going back to offices after all the time away?

AR: It is possible. But, some of the essential personnel that have been going to work while we safely work at

home have been these maintenance and facilities people. And, believe me, they have been—in most of the

https://www.cbsnews.com/news/covid-19-school-reopening-in-person-legionella-schools/
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places that I know—working overtime to make sure that those ventilation systems do not become  a potential

risk of what you mentioned. 

Is there still a risk? Yes, I think there's still a risk. But I would like to think that the risk is relatively low. If you are

concerned, and if you suspect that the building where your office is located has been completely shut down,

make sure to contact your administrator or your facilities person. Good cleaning and good maintenance

should be enough.

SD: Your message here is that a good ventilation system is going to help with COVID, and a bad one could

make us really sick. A lot of school buildings are old and a lot of the windows don’t open. Are schools a

potentially bad place for ventilation problems?

AR: Yes. I think this is one of the things that we have recognized for a couple of months now, that there's no

easy answer, right? I'm sure there are some school districts that have really good buildings and really good

ventilation. There's been a huge renovation efforts in Baltimore City. We have renovated a good proportion of

the schools, but that's not the case in the rest of the U.S.

Most schools are, like you said, in relatively old buildings where I don't think investments have been made

recently. So, it's on a case-by-case basis. Some schools may be OK, and some schools, maybe not so much.

SD: Is there a way to retrofit? Could you just throw a good HEPA filter onto an old school? Would that do

anything?

AR: I don’t know if it’s that easy. Because a HEPA filter is so efficient, it's harder to pull air through it. People

have maybe seen this with their vacuum cleaners—if you have a HEPA filter vacuum cleaner, it just sounds

louder. The motor is more potent because it needs to pull air through more resistance—that is that filter. So not

all ventilation systems can be retrofitted with a HEPA filter.

You can retrofit with the best filter available, but you would maybe need to change the motor, and that’s going

to be a little more expensive than just putting in a filter.

Having said that, though, there are a couple of models that have used those portable air purifiers—HEPA air

purifiers—which are relatively small, relatively inexpensive units that you can put in a couple of places, and

those help move and clean the air. I don't know if I've seen data on it, but I have seen models.

There are some things that can be done. But it's definitely, like you say, not a completely safe environment.

SD: So, the bottom line is that ventilation is going to help. At the same time, we can’t crowd people, and older

systems just aren’t going to be up to the task.

Stephanie Desmon is the cohost of the Public Health On Call podcast. She is the director of public relations

and marketing for the Johns Hopkins Center for Communication Programs, the largest center at the

Bloomberg School.
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