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The Service Sector in Context 

1 in 5

U.S. workers

employed in 

service 

sector

3 in 4

service sector  

workers are 25 

years or older

1 in 3

service sector  

workers are 

parents

Sources: Bureau of Labor Statistics
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and Workers are Economically Insecure
Low wages
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Underemployment
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Service Sector worker reports of economic insecurity, 
2017-2019

Source: weighted tabulation from Shift Project survey data



The Changing Nature of Work 

Risk Shift (Hacker 2006)

Polarization – Good Jobs/Bad Jobs (Kalleberg 2009; Fligstein & 
Shin 2004)

Decline in manufacturing and unionization, increase in 
service sector jobs

The Rise of the 24/7 economy (Presser 1999; McMenamin
2007)

Algorithmic approach to work scheduling 

Just-in-Time Scheduling (Lambert 2008; Houseman 2001; Henly
et al. 2006)



Service Sector was Hard Hit by COVID-19 shock
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“NON-ESSENTIAL” WORKERS

FACED HOURS REDUCTIONS, 
FURLOUGHS, AND LAYOFFS

- Restaurants
- Fast Food 
- Retail apparel 
- Specialty retail
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The Economic Recovery has Begun



Key Question:  Improved conditions for workers or 
retrenchment?



Key Question: Has the pandemic hastened the 
future of work?



Limits of Existing Research and Data
Few data sets include measures of working conditions 

Data sets that include measures of work conditions rarely include measures of health 
and well-being

Existing data cannot be used to monitor the work conditions for particular named
employers.

Or evaluate the effects of changes to company policy or local laws designed to alter 
working conditions.
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National data 

City 
evaluations

Linked 
employer-
employee

Workers nested 
within large 
companies allows for 
analysis of company 
practices





Filling a Gap: Using Facebook for Survey 
Recruitment



Shift Project Data
20-minute online survey 

Work, Schedules, Demographics, Economic Security, Health, Parenting, Child care

Workers 18+ years at large retail and food employers 

Incentive – lottery or gift card 

10 Survey Waves between 2016 – 2021

~140,000 workers

~140 large companies

Construct and apply weights to align with ACS 

Methods and validation tests described in:

Schneider and Harknett, 2019. “What’s to Like: Facebook as a Tool for Survey Data 
Collection” Sociological Methods and Research.

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/0049124119882477




Improved conditions for workers
or retrenchment to status quo?  

pre-pandemic 
job conditions 

hero narrative
public pressure

policy action

recession
health shocks

post-pandemic 
job conditions? 

improved conditions

status quo

Pre-Pandemic                During Pandemic                      Post-Pandemic



Before COVID-19: Unstable Work Schedules



During 
COVID:  
Paid Sick 
Leave 
Expansion





Paid Sick Leave Expansion was Temporary



Voluntary Expansion 
of Paid Sick Leave:  
Can Public Pressure 
Spur Company 
Action?



Shift Project 
Findings: 
Pressure on 
Olive Garden 
increased Sick 
Leave



Overall Trend in Paid Sick Leave in the 
Service Sector

Proportion of Service Sector Workers reporting 
access to Paid Sick Leave

Source: Shift 
Project survey 
data

Across survey waves, 
46% report paid sick leave 
54% lack paid sick leave









Overall Trend in Wages in the Service 
Sector

Source: Shift 
Project survey 
data



Before COVID-19: Unstable Work Schedules



Seattle's Secure Scheduling Law



Pre-Pandemic:
A Local Policy 
Change improved 
Work Schedules



Overall Trend in Work Schedules in the 
Service Sector

Proportion w/ Less than 2 Weeks’ Notice Proportion with On-Call Shifts Proportion Involuntary Part-Time

Source: Shift 
Project survey 
data

65% receive less than 2 
weeks’ notice of their 
work schedule

24% worked an on-call 
shift in the past month

31% were involuntarily 
part-time



Improved conditions for workers
or retrenchment to status quo?  

pre-pandemic 
job conditions 

isolated 
improvements

overall trend is 
persistence of 

status quo

post-pandemic 
job conditions? 

improved conditions

status quo

Pre-Pandemic                During Pandemic                      Post-Pandemic



Has the pandemic hastened the future of 
work?  Yes…

Proportion reporting that customers 
use online ordering and pickup

Proportion reporting that workers 
use device/tablet to order for 
customers

Source: Shift 
Project survey 
data

+10 p.p. +14 p.p.



Has the pandemic hastened the future of 
work?  and No

Proportion reporting that customers 
use self check-out kiosks in stores

Proportion reporting that 
customers use an in-store
device/tablet for ordering

Source: Shift 
Project survey 
data



Decrease in Workers’ Feeling Job is 
Threatened by Automation

Source: Shift 
Project survey 
data



COVID-19 Shocks to the Service Sector
Service sector workers were hard hit by the COVID-19 pandemic 

Dueling forces:  heightened appreciation and slack labor market 

Improved Working Conditions?:
o Isolated cases of improvements in working conditions
o Overall, little improvement in pay, benefits, or schedules

Hasten the Future of Work?: 
o Yes, when technology was a tool to avoid in-person contact
o No, when technology accompanies customers’ in-store experience



A Policy and Research Agenda
Policy Action at the Federal Level to raise the floor? 

Wages
Paid Leave 
Schedule regulations 

The Future of Work and Automation.  Many questions:

Prevalence? 
Sentiment?
Consequences?
Disparate impacts?
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