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T H E  D E B AT E  O N  Z E R O  H O U R S  C O N T R A C T S  H A S  B E E N  C O N T E N T I O U S  A N D  L A R G E LY
D R I V E N  B Y  T H E  M E D I A ,  B U T  W H AT  D O  W E  R E A L LY  K N O W  A B O U T  Z E R O  H O U R S  A N D
O T H E R  F L E X I B L E  E M P L O Y M E N T ?  T O  E N C O U R A G E  A  M O R E  B A L A N C E D  D E B AT E ,  U K C E S
C O M M I S S I O N E D  A  S H O RT  S U RV E Y  O F  2 , 0 0 0  U K  W O R K E R S  A N D  H O S T E D  A  D I S C U S S I O N 
W I T H  I T S  H R  L E A D E R S  A D V I S O RY  PA N E L .

M Y T H  1 : 
P E R M A N E N T  9 - 5  J O B S 
A R E  A  T H I N G  O F  T H E  PA S T.

M Y T H  2 : 
F L E X I B L E  C O N T R A C T S 
A R E  C O N C E N T R AT E D 
I N  C E R TA I N  S E C T O R S 
S U C H  A S  R E TA I L , 
R E S TA U R A N T S  A N D
B A R S ,  A N D  H O T E L S .

Whi le a f i f th of  the workforce have 
f lex ib le contracts,  most people 
work in what we might th ink of  as 
‘normal ’  jobs.  Zero hours contracts 
speci f ica l ly,  which have att racted 
a lot  of  media at tent ion,  remain a 
t iny proport ion of  a l l  jobs (under 1 
per cent ) .  However,  the i r  popular i ty 
has waxed and waned s ince 2000, 
and there was a surge in 2012.

Source:  The Work Foundat ion,  based on the Labour Force Survey,  2013

Note:  nat ional  average is  20%
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Our  research shows that f lex ib le 
contracts are used across the  
economy.

FORMS OF FLEXIBLE CONTRACTS

1

Entertainment, 
leisure and  
personal services

Retail,  
hospitality,  
and transport

Administrative 
services

Professional, 
financial and 
technical

Manufacturing, 
energy, and 
construction

Education  
and health

7 14 17

17 20 25%

%

%

% %

%



2    IMPOSED FLEXIBILITY OR POSITIVE CHOICE?
W E  F O U N D  T H AT  P E O P L E  C H O O S E  F L E X I B L E  C O N T R A C T S  F O R  A  VA R I E T Y  O F  R E A S O N S . 
F O R  S O M E  I T ’ S  A  P O S I T I V E  C H O I C E  -  F O R  E X A M P L E ,  A  B E T T E R  W O R K - L I F E  B A L A N C E .  B U T
F O R  O T H E R S  I T ‘ S  T H E  O N LY  O P T I O N  AVA I L A B L E .  T H I S  I S  PA RT I C U L A R LY  T H E  C A S E
A M O N G  Y O U N G  P E O P L E .

Could not f ind a job with f ixed regular hours

Can f i t  work around fami ly commitments

Can f i t  the work around other jobs

Prefer the var iat ion/dis l ike rout ine

Only type of work avai lable in sector/occupat ion

Good work exper ience

Can f i t  work around part-t ime study

Stepping stone to a better job

Total number of respondents

Could not f ind a permanent job

Only type of work avai lable in sector/occupat ion

Stepping stone to a better job

Can f i t  work around fami ly commitments

Did not want a permanent job

Good work exper ience

Can f i t  the work around other jobs

The pay is better

Total number of respondents

PERMANENT TEMP ZERO HOURS

68%
64% 64%

72%

67% 66%

M Y T H  3 : 
O N LY  L O W - S K I L L E D 
W O R K E R S  H O L D 
Z E R O  H O U R S 
C O N T R A C T S .

M Y T H  4 : 
T H O S E  O N  F L E X I B L E 
C O N T R A C T S  A R E
N O T  H A P P Y  I N  T H E I R 
J O B S  O R  N O T  A S 
C O M M I T T E D  T O
D O I N G  A  G O O D  J O B .

%  W H O  PA I D  F O R  T R A I N I N G  B Y  C O N T R A C T  T Y P E

Our research shows  
that  f lex ib le contracts 
are used across a  
range of  occupat ions 
and especia l ly  by  
knowledge workers. 

Our research suggests the  
major i ty  of  people on f lex ib le  
contracts are sat is f ied  
and committed. 

MANUAL 
SKILLED / 
SEMI  
SKILLED

ADMINISTRATIVE MANUALCARE, 
LEISURE, 
SALES

43 17 17 11 110:0

% who were sat is f ied with current job and who agreed strongly they  
were committed to doing a good job

Very or  fa i r ly  sat is f ied with job Agree strongly that  committed to doing a good job

Permanent          Temporary        Zero Hours

TEMPORARY JOBS ZERO HOURS JOBS

%  O F  PA R T- T I M E  S TA F F  W H O
WA N T  T O  W O R K  M O R E  H O U R S

%  W H O  S AY  T H E Y  H AV E  A  L I T T L E ,  N O T  V E RY
M U C H  O R  N O  C O N T R O L  O V E R  H O W  M A N Y 
H O U R S  T H E Y  W O R K

%  W H O  F E E L  T H E Y  H AV E  T O  A C C E P T  W O R K 
I F  T H E I R  E M P L O Y E R  A S K S

%  W H O  F I N D  I T  D I F F I C U LT  T O  B U D G E T 
F R O M  M O N T H  T O  M O N T H

LOCAL AUTHORITY

MY FAMILY

NO FEES
£0

On the employer s ide,  among our HR panel  members, 
some saw tra in ing as part  of  the i r  business’  ro le,  
regardless of  the employee’s contract .  This is  of ten  
a reputat ion issue: they need thei r  business to be an  
at t ract ive p lace to work.

WE ARE OFTEN DRAWING FROM THE SAME LABOUR  
POOL SO YOU NEED A GOOD REPUTATION AS AN  
EMPLOYER TO ATTRACT THE BEST PEOPLE. WE ALSO 
HAVE TO RETAIN PEOPLE’S LOYALTY TO US. TRAINING 
AND DEVELOPMENT IS A CRITICAL PART OF THE  
EMPLOYER BRAND.

Others took on h ighly sk i l led,  f lex ib le workers precise ly 
because of  the i r  expert ise and therefore d id not expect 
to offer  t ra in ing,  beyond basics such as heal th and safety 
and induct ion.  Developing that  expert ise was up to  
the indiv idual .

THERE IS A SPLIT BETWEEN TRAINING AND  
DEVELOPMENT FOR US VERSUS DEVELOPMENT  
FOR YOUR CAREER.

What emerges is  a nuanced picture,  and one in which a l l 
f lex ib le workers are not equal .  Some people are happy 
with f lex ib i l i ty  ( l ike ly  the most sk i l led) ,  whi lst  others less 
so ( l ike ly  the least  sk i l led and, therefore,  most vu lnerable 
in the labour market ) .  For young people th is is  a part icu lar 
concern – wi th fewer sk i l ls  and exper ience to offer,  they 
may struggle to make f lex ib le contracts work for  them. 
I t  comes down to a power balance in the labour market, 
where sk i l ls  are the pr imary bargain ing factor.

34 |47 33 |54

29 |21

21 |13

20 |18

16 |16

13 |14

11 |29

11 |16

% %

24 |23

18 |42

18 |12

17 |4

11 |24

11 |11

10 |5

707 |95 464 |56

Overal l Overal l

16-24 year olds 16-24 year olds

Temporary part t ime

Temporary

Temporary

Temporary

Zero hours part t ime

Zero hours

Zero hours

Zero hours

Our research found that workers on f lex ib le contracts  
may not receive as much tra in ing as those on ‘normal ’ 
contracts (40% vs 49%) and they are more l ike ly  to pay 
for  the i r  own tra in ing – potent ia l ly  hamper ing progress ion 
i f  they are us ing these jobs as a stepping stone.

2 3

KNOWLEDGE  
WORKERS

MY EMPLOYER

74%

6%

3%

5%

1%

16%

58%

7%

3%

4%

28%

56%

17%

13%

9%

5%

15%

MYSELF

THE GOVERNMENT

0:0
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52

44
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45

60
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3   IMPLICATIONS FOR THE FUTURE

NOTES

AT  T H E  M A C R O  L E V E L ,  H O W  D O  W E  E N S U R E
P E O P L E  O N  F L E X I B L E  C O N T R A C T S  H AV E 
T H E  S K I L L S  T H AT  B U S I N E S S E S  A N D  T H E 
E C O N O M Y  N E E D  T O  G R O W ?  PA N E L  M E M B E R S 
R E C O G N I S E D  T H E  R O L E  B U S I N E S S E S  H AV E 
T O  P L AY  I N  E N S U R I N G  B E S T  P R A C T I C E , 
E S P E C I A L LY  T H O S E  AT  T H E  T O P  O F  T H E 
S U P P LY  C H A I N .

THOSE AT THE TOP OF THE FOOD CHAIN CAN  
HELP THOSE BELOW – WE NEED TO INVEST IN  
THE SUSTAINABILITY OF THE SECTOR.

However,  our latest  Employer Ski l ls  Survey shows  
that  over one in f ive vacancies aren’t  f i l led because 
employers can’t  f ind the sk i l ls  they need, a sharp  
r ise f rom two years ago. I f  f lex ib le workers are  
receiv ing less t ra in ing,  and hav ing to pay for  the i r  
own, are we stor ing up sk i l ls  problems for  the future?

W H AT  M O R E  C A N  B E  D O N E  T O  E N C O U R A G E
C O L L A B O R AT I O N  A N D  S H A R E  B E S T  P R A C T I C E 
S O  T H AT  F L E X I B L E  C O N T R A C T S  C A N  W O R K 
F O R  E V E RY O N E ?

As the myths are debunked, more questions  
arise. The debate continues.

Our HR panel  members a lso ra ised concerns about  
how young people or  those with fewer sk i l ls  on f lex ib le 
contracts can access t ra in ing and opportuni t ies  
to progress.  Do these contracts form a stepping  
stone or do people become stuck in a cycle of  
insecure and low-paid work? 
 

WE SHOULD CHALLENGE OURSELVES NOW TO  
GET YOUNG PEOPLE ON THE LADDER.

HR panel  members thought any recovery could sh i f t  
the balance between f lex ib le contract  workers  
and employers.  I t  is  l ike ly  that  those who have taken 
f lex ib le contracts because l i t t le  e lse was avai lable wi l l 
f ind other opportuni t ies as growth t rans lates into jobs.
  
A S  G R O W T H  TA K E S  R O O T,  T H E  Q U E S T I O N
C H A N G E S  F R O M  H O W  D O  B U S I N E S S E S 
M A I N TA I N  E M P L O Y M E N T  L E V E L S  T O  H O W  D O 
B U S I N E S S E S  R E TA I N  T H E  TA L E N T  T H E Y  N E E D ?

The UK Commission for Employment and Ski l ls is a publicly funded, industry led organisation  
providing strategic leadership on ski l ls and employment issues across the UK.  For more  
information, visit  our website:  http://www.ukces.org.uk/

The data: 

UKCES commissioned Ipsos MORI to survey 2,000 individuals across the UK from their onl ine panel. 
Fieldwork: 6 – 18 December 2013.

UKCES conducted a seminar with its HR Leaders Advisory Panel on 23 January 2013.

Brinkley, 2013, Flexibi l i ty or insecurity? Exploring the r ise in zero hours contracts,  
The Work Foundation.

The Employer Ski l ls Survey is a survey of over 90,000 employers, interviewed  
March – July 2013.  More information can be found here:  
http://www.ukces.org.uk/ourwork/employer-ski l ls-survey

FLEXIBLE CONTRACTS ARE ESSENTIAL FOR A 24/7 ECONOMY AND THEY MEET THE 
NEEDS OF MANY WORKERS TOO. BUT FOR SOME THE MATCH IS FAR FROM PERFECT. 
OUR RESEARCH SHOWS THERE IS DEMAND AMONGST FLEXIBLE WORKERS FOR 
PERMANENT WORK 

4

–  E S P E C I A L LY  A M O N G  Y O U N G  P E O P L E . 


