Precarious employment conditions as a risk
factor for presenteeism and transmission of
SARS-CoV-2: a rapid review

Martie van Tongeren
Centre for Occupational and Environmental Health
The Epidemiology and Public Health Group (EPHG)
Division of Population Health, Health Services Research and Primary Care, School of
Health Sciences, Faculty of Biology, Medicine and Health

Background

Office for National Statistics, Aug 2020

Background

Office for National Statistics, Aug 2020

Background

Office for National Statistics, Aug 2020

COVID-19 Mortality in
working age by ocupation
Mortality Rate, per 100.000
300.0

250.0

200.0

150.0

100.0

50.0

0.0
Managers,
directors and
senior officials

Professional
occupations

Associate
professional and
technical
occupations

Administrative
and secretarial
occupations

Skilled trades
occupations

Infection before lockdown

Caring, leisure and
Sal es and
Process, plant and
other service customer service
machine
occupations
occupations
operativ es

Elementary
occupations

Infection during lockdown

Based on ONS data
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/healthandsocialcare/causesofdeath/datasets/coronaviruscovid19relateddeathsbyoc
cupationenglandandwalesbeforeandduringthelockdown

Background
• Precarious work is on the
rise
• Presenteeism is on the
rise
• COVID-19: can
presenteeism in
precarious workers
increase the risk of C-19
transmission?

Deliveroo riders protest over pay outside
the company HQ in Torrington Place,
London, on 11 August 2016.

Research Questions
1. Is presenteeism associated with precariously employed
workers who are diagnosed with or suspected of COVID19 or other RID, or are in close contact with those as
such?
2. Does precarious employment and/or presenteeism lead
to increased transmission of RID, including COVID-19?

Definitions of precarious work
• Systematic review paper: Kreshpaj et al. (2020)
• Definitions:
1) Employment insecurity
2) Income inadequacy
3) Lack of rights and protection
4) Work environment
5) Health effects and social consequences
Kreshpaj et al. Scand J Work Environ Health 2020;46(3):235-247

Review process
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• Title/abstract screen
after duplicates
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rapid
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Study Characteristics
• Study type: Observational studies (n=11),
qualitative (n=3), modelling (n=1), systematic
review (n=1)
• Country: Mostly US (n=9)
• Respiratory infectious disease: mostly influenza
(n=8), COVID-19 (n=2)
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Precarious work and RIDrelated presenteeism
Reference

Findings

Blake et al
(2010)

Respondents without PSL were 5× more likely than those with PSL to fear job/business loss
because of absence from work for 7–10 days (p <0.0001)

Caverley et al
(2007)
Hansen et al
(2017)
Norton et al
(2015)
Piper et al
(2017)
Rousculp et
al (2010)
Webster et al
(2019)
Whysall et al
(2018)

Work factors associated with presenteeism (including overtime, job security, career
opportunities, trust in co-workers, supervisor support and job satisfaction) (p <0.05).
Work factors influencing presenteeism included loyalty, lack of PSL, increased workload
pressure, critical tasks, business impacts, and guilt about increasing others’ workload.
64.1% of restaurant employees worked whilst ill. 69.2% of restaurant managers worked
whilst ill. 45.1% of employees had work whilst ill because they did not receive PSL.
Employees with PSD had a higher probability of staying at home for their own ILI or influenza
than those without PSD (p <0.05).
88.6% attended 1 day of work with ILI symptoms (past 6 months). FSLP associated with the
probability of attending work with ILI symptoms (p <0.05).
Systematic review paper: lack of PSL a reason for presenteeism in those with ILI (2 papers).
Work factors associated with presenteeism (including unclear expectations, high work
demand, low control and social support) (p <0.05).

Risk of infections due to
precarious work/presenteeism
Reference

Findings

Anderson et
al (2012)

Highest prevalence of ILI in cleaners/janitors among 29 different occupations (17.1%).
Secretaries and cashiers were second and third highest occupations (16.6% and 12.0%,
respectively).

Asfaw et al
(2017)

Workers without PSL attend work while ill or injured M=2.1 days per year compared to
M=2.9 days for those with PSL. Workers without PSL estimated to infect 0.04-0.08 coworkers per year with ILI.

Dyal et al
(2020)

3% of COVID-19 cases (0.4% deaths) from 115 meat and poultry processing plants.
Over-crowded conditions, inappropriate use of PPE, difficulty with adhering to
cleaning/disinfection guidelines and financial incentives to work.

Kumar et al
(2012)
Kumar et al
(2013)
Lan et al
(2020)

Workers without PSL were more likely to have had ILI compared to workers with PSL.
Workers who were unable to work from home were more likely to have had ILI (p <0.05).

Mohren et al
(2003)

Higher prevalence of flu-like illness in workers with job insecurity (p <0.001). Job insecurity
was associated with the common cold and ILI.

Universal PSL policy reduces transmission by 5.9%. Providing 1 or 2 “flu days” reduces
transmission by 25% and 39%, respectively.
The five occupation groups with the most cases of COVID-19 were healthcare workers (22%),
drivers and transport workers (18%), services and sales workers (18%) and cleaning and
domestic workers (9%).
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Conclusion
• Providing statutory paid sick leave and
improving job security likely encourages
isolation behaviour for infected workers and their
families.
• Social determinants, such as living conditions,
should also be considered in future research to
address all characteristics of work-related
precariousness.
• Further research is required in UK to reduce risk
of C19 outbreaks workplaces, including the role
of presenteeism in precarious occupations.
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