
Essential Workers Are On the Front Lines: It’s Our Turn to Step Up 
 
As the holiday weekend approaches, many of us will be taking time to relax with loved ones. But far 
from being a time to relax for essential workers, the summer holidays are a time of increased 
activity and, potentially, increased anxiety.  
 
Just as they have throughout the pandemic, essential workers in the food service, cleaning, 
transportation, health and emergency response industries and others—many of whom are people of 
color—will be spending this long weekend bearing the brunt of the health risks and economic toll 
brought on by the pandemic. Over a third of adults in the U.S. are essential workers and have been 
working outside of their homes throughout the COVID-19 crisis. In doing so, these workers have 
allowed our families, our communities and our economies to continue to function; however, their 
services came with increased personal cost to the essential workers themselves. Low wages and lack 
of social supports created dire circumstances that forced many essential workers to keep working, 
even when conditions were unsafe. Prolonged exposure to the public or working conditions that did 
not allow for social distancing increased COVID-19 transmission rates among essential workers. 
Studies also show that many essential workers—particularly those who are Black or brown—have 
underlying health conditions that put them at greater risk of severe cases of COVID-19, making 
service industry work especially hazardous during the pandemic.  
 
At the same time, essential workers are more likely than the general public to be uninsured. 
Approximately 13% of essential workers do not currently have insurance, which creates barriers to 
accessing the care they need. This is particularly important as the pandemic has demonstrated the 
cascading harms that result from unmanaged underlying health conditions.  
 
Essential Workers Need Health Care Now 
 

• 5 million essential workers rely on Medicaid as their sole source of health coverage.   
• 550,000 essential workers reside in non-expansion states—they live in the coverage gap 

and are unable to access coverage for health insurance. Further, essential workers in non- 
expansion states who earn less than 100% of the federal poverty level, but are not 
eligible for Medicaid due to their states’ refusal to expand, are also not eligible for any 
premium tax credits, making health care coverage unattainable. 

• 13% of essential workers are uninsured compared to 8% of non-essential workers.  
• One in four essential workers have difficulties affording basic household expenses like bills, 

rent or mortgage, utilities, food, prescription medications, and health insurance.   
• 24% of essential workers have reported experiencing food insecurity throughout the 

COVID-19 pandemic. 
 

Federal Action is Needed 
 
Congress should permanently invest in affordability measures that will provide essential workers 
with a pathway to high-quality, affordable coverage, including:  
  

• Making the ARPA increased tax credits for people buying their own insurance permanent;   
• Lowering the cost of prescription drugs;   
• Lowering out-of-pocket costs like deductibles and copays; and  
• Making affordable health coverage accessible to people in the 12 states that have not 
  expanded Medicaid. 
 

This Fourth of July, health advocates across the country are joining with essential workers to build 
on the movement to close the coverage gap and increase access to affordable care. It is time to 
fight for those who have made our survival possible. Let’s secure the health care coverage our 
essential workers need and deserve.  
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