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Introduction
State of Working Maine: 2021

The experiences of frontline 
workers during the pandemic 

offer lessons beyond the 
public health threat. 

They point to a general 
undervaluing of work that is 
sometimes deemed critical 

or essential, and a broad lack 
of worker power to improve 

conditions in their workplace.

The arrival of SARS-CoV-2 (the virus which causes 
COVID-19) in the United States in early 2020 led to 
massive social and economic upheaval. The rapid 
spread of the COVID-19 pandemic necessitated 
drastic public health measures and resulted in some 
of the most dramatic economic shifts in the last 
century. The pandemic simultaneously created new 
challenges and exacerbated existing ones. It both 
required the prompt adoption of innovative policy 
solutions and refocused attention on policies that 
had long been identified as necessary to improve 
working conditions in the US. 

State of Working Maine 2021 details the impact 
of the COVID-19 pandemic on working Mainers 
and examines the effectiveness of policymakers’ 
responses. It illustrates the ways in which 
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policymakers must learn from the pandemic in 
crafting new policy that improves conditions and 
supports, and the opportunities which are presented 
in this moment of rebuilding to create a fairer 
economic system that works for everyone — not just 
those at the top. In particular, by placing additional 
strain on an already-disparate system, the COVID-19 
pandemic worsened existing challenges for women 
and people of color. 

The magnitude of the COVID-19 pandemic in the US 
cannot be overstated. The first US case was recorded 
in Washington state on January 21, 2020. One year 
later, more than 24 million Americans had tested 
positive for the disease, of whom almost 400,000 had 
died. The pandemic’s impact in Maine was smaller, 
but still dramatic. The first case of COVID-19 in Maine 
was confirmed on March 12, 2020; within a year, 
almost 47,000 Mainers had tested positive for the 
disease and 723 had died. Nor has the development 
and widespread rollout of a vaccine against the 
COVID-19 completely removed the threat. As of 
October 2021, the total number of deaths in the 
US had reached 700,000, more than 1,000 of which 
were Mainers. 

An extremely deep recession accompanied the 
global pandemic. Over the spring and summer 
of 2020, the US saw the biggest decline in Gross 
Domestic Product (GDP) and the highest increase 
in unemployment since the Great Depression. In 
Maine, state GDP contracted 11.5 percent between 
the fourth quarter of 2019 and the second quarter 
of 2020.1 In April 2020, approximately one in eight 
people who had a job at the start of the pandemic 
was out of work.2 And while the economic situation 
has improved significantly at both the national and 
state levels since the depths of the recession, due in 
large part to mitigating actions taken by the federal 
government, GDP and employment remained below 
pre-pandemic levels in September 2021. 

The pandemic created and extended the economic 
recession in two important ways. The prevalence of 
the virus itself impacted Mainers’ spending habits 
as they chose to stay home to reduce exposure to 
the virus. And the extremely infectious and deadly 
nature of COVID-19 required public health measures 
to curb the spread of the disease, including guidance 
to stay at home, mandatory closures of non-essential 
businesses, and restrictions on interstate travel. 
These measures were successful in slowing the initial 

spread of COVID-19, at the cost of some economic 
activity.3 Notably, however, research also shows that 
over the longer term, states with stricter containment 
measures saw a faster recovery in employment 
and other economic activity.4 In other words, 
containing the virus remains imperative for 
economic recovery. 

The pandemic and associated recession impacted 
Maine workers in several ways. A substantial 
number lost their jobs. Others were asked to 
continue working in so-called “frontline” or 
“essential” occupations, which put them at added 
risk of infection for COVID-19. Mainers have also felt 
collateral impacts such as a lack of available child 
care. In some cases, lawmakers enacted policies that 
have mitigated these effects successfully. In other 
cases, there is a clear need for further structural 
change to improve state and federal responses to 
public health emergencies.  
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Greater Supports Needed to 
Protect Frontline Workers

State of Working Maine: 2021

In general, Mainers who 
worked in-person were 

50 percent more likely to 
contract COVID-19 than 

remote workers.

As of September 2021, 
Black Mainers were more 

than twice as likely to have 
contracted the virus as 

white Mainers.

How workers fared during the COVID-19 pandemic 
depended greatly on whether they were able to work 
remotely from home or were required to continue in-
person work. As part of the efforts to reduce exposure 
to SARS-CoV-2, public health measures dictated 
that Mainers stay home as much as possible, which 
included reducing exposure at workplaces by limiting 
in-person work. In the spring and summer of 2020, 
between one-quarter and one-third of Maine workers 
worked from home due to the pandemic.5 By June of 
2021, this proportion had fallen to 10 percent, but 
this was still a much higher number than people who 
worked remotely before the pandemic. 

Throughout the pandemic, some groups of in-person 
workers were referred to as “essential” or “frontline” 
workers. Neither term has a clear or consistent 
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definition. The US Centers for Disease Control refers to a list of “critical infrastructure” workers compiled by 
the US Department of Homeland Security (DHS). This list encompasses more than half the US workforce. 
Similarly, Maine’s Department of Economic and Community Development created a list of businesses deemed 
“essential” and allowed to continue operating in the first weeks of the pandemic, when others were forced to 
close. Though slightly different from the US DHS guidance, the Maine list of essential businesses also included 
around half of the state’s workforce.

Despite this big shift, a clear majority of Maine workers continued to work in-person throughout the 
pandemic (see Figure 1). Many worked in occupations or industries in which it was impossible to work 
remotely — grocery store workers, restaurant servers, and building cleaners, for example. In other cases, 
their workplace may have been ill-equipped for remote work. 

Public health officials encouraged remote work to reduce the spread of COVID-19, and the available data 
show that in-person work was indeed significantly more dangerous during the pandemic (see Figure 2). In 
general, Mainers who worked in-person were 50 percent more likely to contract COVID-19 than 
remote workers.  

Furthermore, data at the national level and from other states show that certain in-person occupations and 
industries were especially risky. Studies from California, Massachusetts, Pennsylvania, Utah, and Washington 
found especially high numbers of COVID-19 deaths among workers in agriculture, health care, manufacturing, 
warehousing, grocery stores, and bars and restaurants, as well as cleaning and maintenance staff across 
multiple industries (see Appendix A). 

Frontline jobs typically pay low wages and are less likely to offer affordable health care benefits. Workers in 
many of these high-risk, frontline industries share certain characteristics. They are more likely to be women 
and people of color (see Figure 3). This is no coincidence. The segregation of women and people of color into 
low-wage work with less access to benefits is the result of centuries of historic and current-day discrimination 

Figure 1: A substantial majority of Maine workers continued to work in-person 
during the pandemic

SOURCE: MECEP analysis of monthly CPS data via IPUMS; Bureau of Labor Statistics employment figures. 
NOTE: Figures reflect employment levels relative to the same month in 2019.
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in the labor market.6 As of September 2021, Black 
Mainers were more than twice as likely to have 
contracted COVID-19 as white Mainers, with the 
disproportionate concentration of Black workers 
within high-risk industries probably being a significant 
factor in the increased prevalence of the virus.7 A 
national study of Hispanic Americans found factors 
such as age, pre-existing conditions, household 
composition, and access to health care could not 
explain disproportionate COVID-19 infection rates 
among Hispanics. The study’s authors point to 
workplace exposure as the most likely factor.8 

The risks for workers in these industries are partly 
dictated by the nature of the work itself; most involve 
high levels of contact either with members of the 
public or coworkers. However, these risks were 
mitigated by those employers who issued personal 
protective equipment (PPE) and sanitizing fluid, 
enforced policies such as social distancing, and 
reduced staffing and customer capacity.  

During the pandemic, governments left the decision 
to employ protection measure almost entirely to the 
discretion of employers. The federal Occupational 
Safety and Health Administration did not adopt 
mandatory safety procedures for employers and 
only issued advisory guidance in 2021. The state 
similarly lacked enforcement, partly due to a 
scarcity of funding for the relevant agencies.9 The 
Maine Department of Economic and Community 
Development only issued 70 citations for COVID-19 
safety violations during 2020.10 Past experience 
suggests this low number is more likely due to a lack 
of enforcement than widespread public compliance. 

As State of Working Maine 2019 showed, state 
action on issues such as wage theft and workplace 
discrimination is far smaller than the frequency of 
reported violations by workers themselves.11 

A large survey of workers in Massachusetts found 
that in several high-risk industries, many employers 
failed to implement basic safety protocols. While 
three-quarters of Massachusetts in-person workers 
received PPE from their employer, this was only true 
for 58 percent of buildings and grounds workers and 
59 percent of food service workers. And while two-
thirds of in-person workers worked in places that 
implemented social distancing, the same was only 
true of 34 percent of buildings and grounds workers 
and 51 percent of transportation and moving 
workers.12 While Maine data are not available, it is 
plausible that similar practices were used in the state.  

Another important preventive measure against 
infectious disease in the workplace, including 
COVID-19, is allowing employees to take paid 
sick leave. Previous studies have shown that 
provision of paid sick time reduces the spread of 
influenza,13 and early studies find a similar effect 
on the spread of COVID-19.14 Yet many of Maine’s 
workers at highest risk of contracting COVID-19 were 
unable to take any paid sick time if they contracted 
the disease.

The paid time off law passed in Maine in 2019 
excluded 15 percent of Maine workers who work at 
small businesses, the very Mainers who were least 
likely to already have access to paid sick time through 
their employer.15 Maine’s new law, which took effect 

Figure 2: In-person Maine workers were more likely to contract COVID-19

Source: MECEP analysis of US Census Bureau, Household Pulse Survey, weeks 29-37.
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Figure 3: Characteristics of Maine workers in high-risk industries 

SOURCE: MECEP analysis of US Census Bureau, American Community Survey, 2015-19 data via IPUMS and US Bureau of Labor Statistics, Current Population Survey 
monthly data via IPUMS. NOTE: Estimates for remote work are for the period May 2020-April 2021, using the current population survey. “n/a” indicates an industry 
group in which the sample size was too small to calculate a reliable estimate.

in January 2021, also only gave Mainers up to five days of paid leave (for full-time workers). In contrast, 
Mainers exposed to COVID-19 were asked to isolate for 14 days. Longer periods of leave such as this are best 
addressed with a paid family and medical leave program (PFML). While nine states have enacted PFML laws, 
Maine has yet to do so.  

The experiences of frontline workers during the pandemic offer lessons beyond the immediate public health 
threat. They point to a general undervaluing of work that is sometimes deemed critical or essential, and a 
broad lack of worker power to improve conditions in their workplace. Elected leaders should implement the 
following policy prescriptions to improve conditions for frontline workers now and in the future:

•	 Increase the scope of Maine’s paid time off law to include all workers. Create a statewide paid 
family and medical leave law for longer-term sicknesses.

•	 Empower workers through greater workplace protections, including allowing workers to take their 
employer to court if their employer violates their workplace rights.16  

•	 Encourage and facilitate the formation of unions in the workplace. This can include removing the 
prohibition on unionization by agricultural workers in Maine. In general, unionized workplaces have better 
safety records.17 Studies in Canada18 and the United Kingdom19 found that unionized workplaces were 
more likely to allow remote work, provide PPE, and implement other safety measures.

Furthermore, lawmakers should recognize the risks faced by frontline workers. Increasing the minimum 
wage to $15 per hour by 2025 would increase wages for 148,000 Mainers, including many in the highest-risk 
frontline occupations. And to phase out the lower minimum wage for tipped workers would provide a much-
needed raise to 16,000 workers most impacted by the pandemic and recession.
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Program Improvements Needed to 
Adequately Support Workers

State of Working Maine: 2021

The onset of the COVID-19 
pandemic exposed many 

flaws in our economic system 
and made it clear just how 

economically precarious 
many Maine workers were.

The arrival of the pandemic 
itself was unexpected. 
Much of the resulting 

fallout was not.

In April 2020, Maine’s unemployment rate surged 
from a record low of around 3 percent to a seasonally 
adjusted 9.1 percent, the highest rate on record in 
almost 50 years of state-level employment data.20  

But this huge surge in unemployment did not tell 
the whole story. Even in “normal times,” many 
Mainers who are out of work are not included in the 
unemployment numbers because they are unable to 
look for work. In the pandemic, this phenomenon was 
even larger, with many Mainers unable to seek work 
due to COVID-19 and excluded from unemployment 
figures. What’s more, a significant proportion of 
Mainers who reported being employed or at work in 
official labor force surveys were on unpaid furloughs 
as their businesses closed temporarily for public 
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health reasons (see Figure 4). Once those Mainers 
were considered, the actual number of people who 
were unemployed is far higher than official statistics 
suggest. For example, in May 2020, the official 
unemployment rate (not seasonally adjusted) was 8.7 
percent. But if Mainers on unpaid furloughs and 
those who had dropped out of the labor force 
were included, the unemployment rate would 
have been a staggering 21.5 percent. 

Job losses were concentrated among workers with 
low income, and especially women and people of 
color. Many of the layoffs and furloughs occurred in 
sectors that were also deemed “essential” during the 
pandemic. For example, hospitals laid off many of 
their staff as they delayed accepting patients for non-
emergency care, and restaurants running at reduced 
capacity or with takeout-only service downsized their 
staff accordingly.  

As the economy has begun to recover in 2021, 
employment numbers for these groups who are 
most impacted have also been slowest to bounce 
back. Mainers in high-wage industries are more likely 
to have returned to work, as are men and white 
Mainers (see Figure 5). These two trends are partially 
correlated, since, due to discrimination and barriers 
to opportunity, low-wage industries are more likely to 
be staffed by women and Mainers of color. However, 
research from past recessions also finds that 
discrimination plays a big role in preventing these 
individuals from being rehired as fast as their white, 
male counterparts.21 

Federal aid programs partially mitigated the 
potentially devastating financial impact of the 
widespread loss of employment. The Census 
Bureau’s report on poverty in the US in 2020 
found that although the official measure of poverty 

Figure 4: Out-of-work Mainers exceeded official unemployment figures   

SOURCE: MECEP analysis of US Census Bureau, Current Population Survey monthly data and US Bureau of Labor Statistics, Local Area Unemployment Statistics 
NOTE: Data on COVID-19 related furloughs and pay status of employees are only available from May 2020 onwards. Labor force drop-out numbers calculated by 
comparing total labor force size with the same month in 2019.
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increased in 2020, the “supplemental poverty 
measure” — that includes the impact of government 
aid — actually fell relative to pre-pandemic levels.22 
In other words, federal aid was broadly successful 
in overcoming the economic hardship of the 
pandemic.23 In particular, the Coronavirus Aid, 
Relief and Economic Security (CARES) Act, enacted 
in March 2020, provided Americans one-time relief 
payments of up to $1,400 each, and created new 
Unemployment Insurance (UI) programs to assist 
Americans without jobs who would not otherwise 
qualify for UI. Congress also authorized additional 
payments to UI recipients of up to $600 per week, 
known as Federal Pandemic Unemployment 
Compensation, to ensure that benefits for workers 
who were laid off or furloughed were at least as large 
as their regular earnings. 

The new federal programs greatly increased Mainers’ 
eligibility for, and receipt of, UI payments. Before the 
pandemic, just one in four Mainers qualified for UI. 
During the pandemic, it appears that a substantial 
majority of out-of-work Mainers qualified for one of 

the UI programs. Between May and July 2020, the 
total number of paid claims each month averaged 
67 percent of Mainers who were out of work or on 
unpaid furlough during the same period — much 
higher than before the pandemic but still allowing 
many workers to fall through the cracks.24 A similar 
disparity can be found in responses to surveys in 
2021. During this period, 15 percent of Mainers who 
applied for UI benefits did not receive them (it’s not 
clear how many of these were rejections based on 
ineligibility and how many were applications that 
weren’t processed correctly). Another unknown 
portion was likely eligible but never applied.25 This 
disparity was especially acute for Mainers of color, 
who were twice as likely to have had UI claims denied 
in this period.26

In other words, almost one-third of Mainers of 
color applied for, but were denied, unemployment 
compensation. Some of this could be attributable 
to linguistic barriers, since Mainers of color are 
significantly less likely to be native English speakers 
than white Mainers.27

Figure 5: Low-wage employment sectors saw the biggest layoffs, slowest recovery

SOURCE: MECEP analysis of Bureau of Labor Statistics, Small Area Employment data. NOTE: Sectors of employment are divided into wage tiers using average weekly 
wages for each sector in 2019. Each group contains approximately one-third of the 2019 workforce. “Low-wage” sectors are those where average wages are below $787 
per week; “middle-wage” sector average wages are between $800 and $1,159 per week; “high wage” sector average wages are above $1,159 per week.
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While the creation of the new UI programs provided 
essential relief to tens of thousands of Mainers, the 
volume of applicants overwhelmed Maine’s existing 
resources such as claim adjudicators, phone lines, 
and computer infrastructure. Applicants faced a 
number of well-documented barriers during the first 
weeks of the program, but even after these issues 
were resolved with more staff and software fixes, 
many unemployed Mainers still missed out. 

An additional new program authorized by the 
CARES Act with the aim of keeping workers paid 
during shutdowns and furloughs was the Paycheck 
Protection Program (PPP), which provided forgivable 
loans to small businesses to spend on operating 
expenses and employee payroll. While PPP had 
successes — for example, keeping some small 
businesses and their owners afloat and preventing 
some layoffs28 — its impact on employment appears 
to have fallen short of the stated goal. Between 
May and August 2020, small businesses in Maine 
received $2.3 billion in forgivable loans,29 an amount 
that could potentially support the paychecks of 
250,000 workers.30 However, Maine data show that 
on average during that period, just one in eight 
furloughed Mainers received some form of pay from 
their employer (including some who worked for large 
companies ineligible for PPP loans). What’s more, an 
average of 63,000 individuals each month were out 
of work due to the pandemic and received no pay.31  

National research on the impact of PPP loans, 
focusing explicitly on eligible companies, finds 
that while loans were issued to employers with 
pre-pandemic payrolls of $53.6 million, the actual 
number of jobs saved by the program was much 
smaller, with estimates ranging from 1.3 to 7.7 
million.32 Other examinations of the program have 
found that women and people of color were less 
likely to receive loans than white men who owned 
similar businesses,33 partly due to discrimination by 
lenders34 and a lack of preexisting relationships.35 

In addition to long-term disruptions in employment 
caused by business closures or shutdowns, Mainers 
also faced temporary disruptions due to either 
contraction of COVID-19 or exposure to the illness 
which required a two-week quarantine period. The 
lack of adequate paid time off or paid family leave 
policies (see part 1) meant that between April and 
December 2020, two-thirds of Mainers who 
had to take time off to care for themselves or 
a family member with COVID-19 did so using 
unpaid leave, while another 8 percent received only 
partial pay while on leave.36  

While federal programs alleviated hardship for many 
Maine families, the holes in programs like UI and 
PPP meant that significant numbers still suffered 
economically during the pandemic. On the one hand, 
official data from the Census Bureau’s supplemental 

Figure 6: Despite expanded safety net, hardship persisted for some Mainers

SOURCE: MECEP analysis of US Census Bureau, Household Pulse microdata, weeks 13-36 (August 30 2020-August 30, 2021).
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poverty measure found that federal programs lifted 
millions of Americans out of poverty who were hard 
hit by the pandemic.37 On the other, results from the 
Census Bureau weekly household pulse between May 
2020 and March 2021 showed that more than one 
in four Maine adults were unable to meet their 
regular household expenses each week. Other 
results from the survey showed significant levels of 
food and housing insecurity as well. On average, one 
in twenty households was behind on their rent or 
mortgage each week, and one in fifteen didn’t have 
enough food to eat. These rates were especially high 
for families with children and for people of color in 
Maine (see Figure 6).38

While they did not completely offset the economic 
hardships of the pandemic, the expansion of several 
safety net programs doubtless reduced hardship 
and suffering. The federal government temporarily 
expanded the eligibility and benefit amounts for 
the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program 
(SNAP) and the National School Lunch Program, 
both of which likely reduced hunger among the 
poorest Mainers. Maine lawmakers have voted 
to continue the provision of universal free 
school meals after the end of the public health 
emergency, using state dollars. Provided long-term 

funding can be secured, this will boost educational 
outcomes for students with low income as well as 
provide food security.39 

Similarly, Maine’s expansion of Medicaid eligibility 
under the Affordable Care Act ensured there was 
relatively little disruption to Mainers’ access to 
health insurance. The number of Mainers aged 
18-64 with health insurance increased by almost 
30,000 between 2019 and mid-2021.40 Research 
at the national level confirms that public insurance 
coverage such as Medicaid was responsible for 
preserving Americans’ access to health care, and that 
residents of states which have expanded Medicaid 
eligibility suffered the least disruption in insurance 
coverage.41

Policymakers must learn from the COVID-19 
pandemic and recession and ensure nobody is 
left behind in the future:

•	 Continue to improve Maine’s unemployment 
insurance program. Recent reforms will help, 
as will the implementation of a new navigator 
program to help Mainers access benefits 
for which they are eligible. Potential further 
improvements should include increasing the 
replacement wage rate for workers with the 
lowest income. 

•	 Overhaul unemployment insurance law at 
the federal level to either implement nationwide 
reforms or to allow states more flexibility than 
currently exists. For example, the program would 
function better if benefit lengths were tied to 
labor market conditions, with more weeks of 
payments available when work is hardest to find. 

•	 Commit to fully funding universal free 
school meals in future budgets to reduce child 
hunger thereby improving students’ educational 
outcomes and increasing chances for them to 
meet their potential.

•	 Continue to support expanded Medicaid 
eligibility and explore ways to increase 
eligibility. For example, the Maine legislature 
recently restored Medicaid eligibility to children 
and pregnant women who would otherwise be 
disqualified due to their immigration status. 
Restoring eligibility to immigrant adults would 
close a critical gap in coverage.
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Investments in Child Care, Equity, 
and Reforms to Workplace 
Practices Needed to Ensure Full 
Recovery

State of Working Maine: 2021

For Maine’s economy to recover 
from COVID-19, workers must 

have the opportunity to return to 
jobs that ensure they can provide 
for themselves and their families. 

This can be achieved through laws 
that improve working conditions 

and programs that remove 
barriers to work.

Despite the rapid development of several vaccines 
against COVID-19, and an initial decline in the 
virulence of the pandemic, the recovery of jobs and 
economic security has not been as rapid as some 
had hoped. The emergence and spread of the more 
infectious delta variant of the virus has certainly played 
a role in holding back the recovery, but even before 
the delta variant was widespread in the US, there were 
signs of a slowing recovery. 

Workers with low wages not only experienced more 
layoffs than middle- and upper-wage workers during 
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the pandemic, but the recovery of jobs in these 
sectors has been much slower. As of June 2021, 
employment in low-wage industries in Maine was 
still 8 percent below pre-pandemic levels (see Figure 
5). Additionally, structural inequalities in career 
opportunities and hiring practices have caused 
additional barriers and longer re-entry times in 
the workforce for women and people of color as 
compared to white, male Mainers (see Figures 6, 7). 

Access to affordable child care remains a significant 
barrier for a return to work for many, especially 
women, who often shoulder a disproportionate 
amount of caregiving. Even before the outbreak 
of COVID-19, child care was in short supply and, 
correspondingly, expensive in Maine. In 2019, one 
in ten Maine children had no out-of-home child 
care given a shortage of providers. The problem 
was especially acute in Maine’s more rural second 
congressional district, where one in six children 
who need care do not have access to a provider.42 
In addition to capacity, cost presents an excessive 
burden for many families. As of 2021, the typical cost 
of care for an infant was just under $1,000 a month,43 
and for an estimated 89 percent of Maine families, 
the cost of care exceeds the official affordability 

standard of 7 percent of family income.44 At the same 
time, recruiting and retaining caretakers has been 
difficult when wages in the industry are so low. In 
2020, the typical hourly wage for child care workers 
was just $13.84 per hour — only slightly above the 
statewide minimum wage of $12 per hour.45  

The COVID-19 pandemic and recession have only 
made this shortage more acute. While the number 
of child care providers has remained stable during 
the pandemic,46 90 percent of child care facilities saw 
reduced capacity, and half either laid off staff or had 
staff leave.47 At the same time the need for child care 
increased as schools were closed, and many working 
parents faced the unprecedented challenge of 
assisting or caring for school-aged children who were 
learning virtually outside of the classroom. In the face 
of these changes, some Mainers, especially women, 
were forced to make the decision to reduce their 
hours or quit their jobs to care for their children. 
As of August 2021, 25,000 Mainers were out of 
work due to a lack of child care, of which 22,000 
were women.48 Put another way, one in eight 
mothers are out of the workforce because they 
can’t find child care, as are one in thirty-three 
fathers. Without an expansion of child care services 

Figure 7: Unemployment Claims Data Suggests That Women Were Consistently 
More Likely to be Out of Work During the Pandemic and Recovery

SOURCE: MECEP analysis of Maine Department of Labor, Characteristics of Unemployment Insurance Claimants
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in the state, these Mainers will be left behind in any 
recovery, as they will be severely limited in their 
ability to take good paying jobs that fit their skillset on 
the schedules that work for them. 

As part of its “jobs and recovery plan,” the state 
of Maine has committed to increasing child care 
availability for families with low income through 
more funding to the Child Care Subsidy Program, 
and additional grants to providers.49 However, the 
long-term problem of child care requires a long-term 
solution. Ultimately, public subsidization of child 
care is the only way to make care more affordable 
while adequately compensating caregivers. The 
forthcoming federal American Families Plan includes 
a number of provisions which may help achieve 
this goal, including direct subsidies for parents, 
expansion of the child care dependent tax 
credit, and direct payments to providers for 
infrastructure and training. 

As State of Working Maine 2020 detailed, Mainers 
of color regularly face barriers in the labor market 

rooted in racial discrimination.50 These include 
longstanding structural barriers, such as the 
intergenerational poverty caused by policies which 
excluded people of color from historic assistance 
programs like the GI bill and homeownership 
programs of the 20th century. The legacy of historic 
discrimination means people of color are less likely 
to own homes or businesses in Maine and have less 
access to resources such as a college degree or 
quality health care, which are dependent on income.  

However, beyond these historical legacies, 
the evidence is clear that some present-day 
discrimination by employers and others keeps 
Mainers of color excluded from the full benefits of 
the economy. For example, State of Working Maine 
2020 lays out the ways in which Black, Latino and 
Indigenous Mainers are more likely to be forced 
to take lower-paying jobs despite their level of 
educational attainment, to be underpaid even when 
doing similar work, and to be denied employment 
than similar white applicants.  

Figure 8: People of Color Experienced Higher Rates of Unemployment Claims, 
More Prolonged Recovery than White Mainers

SOURCE: MECEP analysis of Maine Department of Labor, Characteristics of Unemployment Insurance Claimants. Pre-pandemic employment from US Census Bureau, 
American Community Survey, 2019 1-year data, tables B08105A thru -I. 
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Combatting these trends and ensuring full 
employment for Mainers of color require strong 
anti-discrimination enforcement by state agencies, 
implementation of new laws such as Maine’s 
recently passed “ban the box” law, which prohibits 
employers from asking about criminal history on 
job applications, and ensuring career readiness 
programs are accessible and accommodating to 
Mainers from all backgrounds. 

Beyond specific barriers for people, certain industries 
have seen significant difficulties in rehiring workers 
after the pandemic. In particular, the restaurant and 
hotel sectors have some of the largest shortfalls 
in employment compared to pre-pandemic levels. 
For example, while total payroll employment in 
June 2021 was down 2 percent compared to the 
same time in 2019, employment in food services 
and accommodation was down 12 percent and 34 
percent, respectively.  

Research shows that the expansion of UI payments 
did not substantially reduce job-seeking.51 Similarly, 
cutting UI benefits has not increased employment.52 
Nor does it appear that lack of employment is due to 
lack of demand from consumers. Taxable retail sales 
data from Maine revenue services show that even 
while payroll costs are down for these industries, 
sales are substantially higher than before the 
pandemic.53 Collectively, Maine’s hospitality sector 
sales were $171 million (16 percent) higher in June 
and July 2021 than in the same period in 2019”.54 

Several signs point to poor working conditions and 
low wages as hindering hiring in Maine’s hospitality 
industry. Multiple national surveys have shown that 
Americans in general are reconsidering employment 
options during the pandemic, especially if they 
were laid off.55 For State of Working Maine 2019, 
MECEP surveyed Maine workers about the elements 
they most valued in a job. The top priorities 
for workers were good wages (89 percent of 
workers said these were “extremely” or “very” 
important); quality, affordable health care (86 
percent); predictable schedules (80 percent); 
paid vacation (79 percent); paid sick time (76 
percent); and paid family and medical leave (70 
percent). On each of these measures, hospitality 
employers fall short, with few benefits, unpredictable 
schedules, and low wages. 

A survey of Mainers receiving unemployment 
payments in July 2021 showed similar concerns. 
Survey respondents cited barriers to return to 
work including lack of opportunities matching 
their skillset (34 percent); COVID-19 health risks 
or concerns (31 percent); insufficient wages 
(29 percent); lack of benefits (15 percent); 
unpredictable schedules (13 percent); and lack 
of long-term positions (11 percent).56 

For Maine’s economy to recover from COVID-19, 
workers must return to jobs that ensure they 
can provide for themselves and their families. 
Policymakers can facilitate recovery through 
laws that improve working conditions and 
programs to remove barriers to work:

•	 Implement a livable minimum wage of $15 
per hour by 2025. This would increase wages for 
148,000 Maine workers, including 44 percent in 
frontline occupations with the highest risk,57 and 
implicitly recognize the risks faced by frontline 
staff. Additionally, phasing out the lower minimum 
wage for tipped workers would provide a raise to 
16,000 workers most impacted by the pandemic 
and recession.58

•	 Reform scheduling practices through “fair 
workweek” laws to provide stability and 
predictability to the lives of workers with low 
wages. Too many Mainers are at the whim of 
their employer for their working hours, and, by 
extension, their weekly income.

•	 Institute a statewide paid family leave 
program and ensure working Mainers have the 
flexibility to care for themselves or a loved one 
if they fall sick. This would particularly benefit 
Mainers who regularly care for a child or elderly 
family member and must choose between this 
care and the ability to work.

•	 Establish a widespread system of publicly 
subsidized child care — the only way to create 
a universally-affordable child care system for 
all Mainers. The status quo has created a care 
system which is too expensive for many parents, 
even while chronically underpaying staff. Public 
subsidies could boost wages for providers while 
cutting costs for parents. 
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•	 Invest in programs to facilitate hiring 
people of color and immigrants, who still 
face barriers in Maine’s labor market rooted in 
discrimination. State career centers and workforce 
development organizations should offer programs 
to employees to help them best utilize their skills 
and experience. The state should also encourage 
employers to reform hiring practices to create 
opportunities and eliminate discrimination.

•	 Enforce existing anti-discrimination laws 
through increased penalties for violations, and 
increase resources at the state agencies which 
oversee them. 
 
 
 
 
 

Conclusion
State of Working Maine: 2021

The unexpected onset of the COVID-19 pandemic exposed many flaws in our economic system and made it 
clear just how vulnerable many Maine workers were. The arrival of the pandemic itself was unexpected, but 
much of the resulting fallout was not. Issues like a lack of worker power, poor wages, and a lack of access 
to paid leave were well-known for years. The difficulties employers face in staffing support were similarly 
predictable in industries that have long been notable for their low wages, poor benefit provision, and 
unpredictable scheduling practices. Larger structural barriers such as access to child care and racial and 
ethnic discrimination were no secret. 

The COVID-19 pandemic brought these problems into starker relief than ever before. It is urgent for 
policymakers to address the needs of workers in Maine, both to recognize the hardships incurred by working 
Mainers over the past 18 months and to ensure a robust recovery to an economy that is stronger and more 
inclusive. This is especially true for those workers with low wages whose jobs were branded as “essential” 
during the pandemic, but whose working conditions were among the worst of any jobs.  

Just as the most urgent problems for Maine workers were known before the pandemic, many of the solutions 
are also familiar and well-researched. Maine would not be in uncharted territory in implementing any of the 
policy recommendations in this report. Most have already been tried and tested in other states, and many are 
the norm in wealthy industrialized nations.  

The time to act is now. There has never been a clearer case for empowering workers and improving the lives 
of hundreds of thousands of working Mainers. The urgency of the problem and the availability of proven 
solutions have combined in this moment, and lawmakers must seize the opportunity to rebuild an economy 
in a more sustainable and equitable manner.
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Appendix
State of Working Maine: 2021

59, 60, 61, 62, 63, 64, 65
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