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ABSTRACT  

 

Despite international evidence of a marked shift in the structure of employment away from standard 

employment arrangements toward non-standard employment arrangements remarkably little is 

known about the composition of employment in the Northern Ireland labour market. In this respect, 

what we do not know is if – and to what degree – employment in Northern Ireland is becoming more 

insecure in nature.  

This paper aims to examine trends and patterns in employment arrangement types and working 

hours in Northern Ireland since 2008 until 2016 using data from the Northern Ireland element of the 

United Kingdom Quarterly Labour Force Survey. From here the paper moves to examine the reasons 

why people work in non-standard employment, with particular attention paid to those who are 

involuntarily employed in part-time or temporary positions. Finally, the paper turns to look at the 

composition of workers in different employment arrangements, as well as the likelihood of workers 

with different characteristics of being in various employment arrangements including full-time 

permanent, part-time permanent, temporary full-time, temporary part-time, self-employed full-time 

and self-employed part-time work. Overall, the paper provides greater clarity on the changing 

structure of the labour market in Northern Ireland, and who is most affected by the changes.  
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1. INTRODUCTION AND OVERVIEW OF THE STUDY  

 

The nature of employment across advanced nations has undergone considerable change over recent 

decades. Looking across countries, one of the most notable changes has been the overall erosion of 

the traditional ‘standard’ employment arrangement (regular, full-time, permanent jobs) and the rise 

of alternative ‘non-standard’ employment arrangements (European Commission, 2016; ILO, 2016; 

Mandl et al, 2015). This shift has prompted intense interest and scrutiny, particularly since the global 

financial crisis in 2008, amongst international organisations, politicians, academics, policy makers, 

businesses, and the trade union movement all of whom have become increasingly focused on the 

changing nature of employment arrangements in paid work, especially in terms of what these 

changes mean for the future of work and the quality of jobs.  

 

For some commentators, the recent rise across advanced nations in non-standard employment 

brings positive implications for both workers and employers (Green and Haywood, 2011; 

Buddelmeyer et al, 2015). From this viewpoint, it is argued that non-standard employment allows 

for an alternative form of participation in the labour force offering workers and employers alike 

greater freedom, flexibility and autonomy. This, it is argued, allows workers to better balance work 

and personal commitments. Moreover, it is argued that the ability to utilize a flexible workforce via 

non-standard forms of employment helps employers manage more efficiently fluctuations in supply 

and demand (Ko, 2003).   

 

Others however argue that the recent rise of non-standard employment inevitably means a rise in 

jobs for workers which are less secure and of sub-standard quality. Indeed, this viewpoint was 

argued some time ago by theorists such as Atkinson (1985), Beck (1992), Gorz (1999) and Hutton 

(1996) who held that non-standard jobs serve only in the interests of the employer, whom seek to 

take advantage of declining institutional regulations and use employers to their own advantage, in 

an ‘as needed’ basis, so as to reduce labour costs, increase efficiency and to ensure that they maximize 

profits. Since then empirical studies assessing the quality of non-standard employment 

arrangements compared to standard employment arrangements by and large find evidence to 

support the supposition that non-standard jobs are less secure and of poorer quality (See ILO, 2016).  

 

Nevertheless, despite international evidence of a marked shift in the structure of employment away 

from standard employment arrangements toward non-standard employment arrangements 
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remarkably little is known about the composition of employment arrangements in the Northern 

Ireland labour market. In this respect, what we do not know is if – and to what degree – employment 

in Northern Ireland is moving away from the traditional standard model of employment where the 

norm for workers is to be employed in full-time permanent employment arrangements and becoming 

more insecure in nature. However, given the relatively buoyant performance of employment in 

Northern Ireland over recent years (notwithstanding recent declines in rates of employment) 

(NISRA, 2017) it has become increasingly pertinent to assess changes in the nature of employment 

arrangements, so that we are better equipped to understand the extent to which assessments of the 

labour market based on employment/unemployment rates alone are masking structural changes in 

the composition of employment. Furthermore, in the context of recent interest in having ‘more people 

working in better jobs’ in Northern Ireland (Northern Ireland Executive, 2016: 12; Department for 

the Economy, 2017), alongside research evidence showing that non-standard jobs are on the whole 

less secure and of poorer quality than standard - full-time, regular and permanent jobs - and overall 

have negative effects not just for the outcomes of workers, but also businesses, when compared with 

standard forms of employment it is timely to undertake such an investigation.  

 

Using data from the Northern Ireland element of the United Kingdom Quarterly Labour Force Survey 

this paper sets about to examine trends and patterns in employment arrangements and working 

hours in Northern Ireland. Specifically, the paper distinguishes between those in full- and part-time 

permanent, full- and part-time temporary, and full- and part-time self-employment arrangements 

and assesses the prevalence of each as a share of the labour market in each year from 2008 to 2016. 

Furthermore, the study considers the overall percentage increase or decrease of each employment 

arrangement as a share of labour market over this period. In doing so we see that whilst standard 

employment arrangements remain the norm, there has been a marked shift over the period away 

from this form of employment with the majority of workers still employed in this way, and a 

proliferation in more insecure forms of employment, with over one in three workers in a form of 

employment which is less secure than the traditional standard.   

 

From here the paper turns to a focus on working hours and assesses changes in each year from 2008 

to 2016 in the average number of paid working hours, the proportions who would like to work extra 

hours in addition to the ones that they currently do, and the extent to which hours vary. In each case 

the analysis considers how responses vary based on nature of employment arrangement showing 

that there is much less security or at least constancy in terms of working hours for those in temporary 
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or self-employment. Moreover, the results show that whilst there has been an overall increase in the 

proportions who would like to work extra hours, this is particularly evident for those working in 

temporary part-time employment.  

 

Following this the paper turns to examine the reasons why people work in non-standard 

arrangements allowing us to assess if people are voluntarily checking out of the traditional standard 

of full-time, permanent employment arrangements, in the pursuit of more flexible working 

arrangements or the extent to which non-standard employment is enforced on workers, because they 

could not find a full-time or permanent job. The analysis shows that large proportions of our 

workforce are working involuntarily in part-time or temporary arrangements, albeit these trends 

appear to be receding slightly in more recent years.   

 

The paper then proceeds to take a closer look at the composition of those working in standard and 

various forms of non-standard employment, as well as the likelihood of workers with different 

characteristics of working in standard and various forms of non-standard employment 

arrangements. The analysis here shows that the risk of insecure work is higher amongst younger 

workers, women, the lower educated, those working in elementary or service and sale occupations 

and those employed in the agriculture, forestry, fishing, construction, or distribution, hotels and 

restaurant sectors.  

 

2. THE RISE AND DECLINE OF THE ‘STANDARD’ EMPLOYMENT ARRANGEMENT 

 

Whilst there is no legal definition nor a universally accepted definition of ‘standard’ employment 

arrangements numerous national and international organisations (including the Organisation for 

Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) (2015), and the European Commission (2016)) and 

a large part of international and national academic research on the issue typically follow the same 

convention in its conceptualisation. This convention sees all employment arrangements which are 

full-time and regular, with a single employer, with a contract of permanent indefinite duration 

conceptualised as ‘standard’ employment. Non-standard employment arrangements then cover all 

employment relationships that do not conform to this norm, including the following partly 

overlapping employment types: part-time work; temporary/fixed-term contract work; self-

employed (own account workers), agency work, zero-hours employment, on-demand work.  
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The idea of standard employment came from the legal regulation or ‘contractualisation’ of the 

employment relationship, which began to emerge in the United Kingdom and other industrial 

countries in the latter half of the nineteenth century, allowing for employment to be legally 

distinguishable from self-employment (ILO, 2016). In the United Kingdom, the contractualisation of 

the employment relationship followed the development of social protection which began with the 

Poor Laws in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. This extended over the nineteenth and early 

twentieth century to the areas of workmen compensation, social insurance, employment protection 

and achievement of protective legislation for women and children in particular (Lewis, 1985). 

Indeed, the introduction of compulsory education for children and the rise of the idea that women 

were naturally morally superior to men, and so should be emancipated from the burden of paid 

labour to pursue childbearing, nurturing and household tasks that they were believed to be best fitted 

for began to take root (Crompton et al, 2007), and resulted in working-age men increasingly coming 

to predominate in the labour force. Thus with increased specialisation of male and female roles into 

breadwinner and caregiver came the emergence of a gradual understanding by which the employee 

became subject to the managerial control of the employer in return for work that would be sufficient 

to satisfy the ‘basic conditions for participation in society’ and would therefore provide a stable and 

adequate income sufficient to take care of a growing family, provide security against unforeseen 

events that could impede the ability to work, and offer security in retirement.  

 

As these forms of employment relations developed it became necessary for the State to impose on 

employers the obligations of revenue collection and compensation for interruption to earnings. In so 

doing, the State became the implicit third party in the contract, with the social insurance and income 

taxation system allowing for the public provision of welfare services and the risks of economic 

insecurity to be channelled throughout the workforce. As a result, the very nature of the social 

insurance system was built around the assumption that the employment relationship would be 

‘standard’ in nature. That is regular, full-time and indefinite.  

 

The emergence of the standard employment arrangement was seen by policy makers and society 

more generally as the achievement of an ‘ideal’, and indeed the product of a long, complex and 

contested process involving employees, employers, trade unions, political parties and Governments 

where the focus was on erecting barriers to precariousness. In this way, the rise of the standard 

employment arrangement represented a partial decommodification of labour toward a model of 

employment which protected the interests and lifestyles of workers and their families by imposing 
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characteristics on the nature of employment arrangements, such as income sufficiency, employment 

security, standardised working times, and rights to trade union membership and employee voice 

(Lee et al, 2007).  

 

We have however witnessed in recent decades a move away from the standard employment 

arrangement towards an increase in non-standard forms of employment, with renewed attention 

being given to these changes since the global financial crisis in 2008 (Gutierrez-Barbarrusa, 2016). 

In this way, it is important to make the point that non-standard employment is not a new 

phenomenon but rather what is new is the pace of change towards these more insecure forms of 

employment arrangement (European Commission, 2016; ILO, 2016) and the degree of scrutiny being 

given to understanding what is driving the growth in non-standard employment and the effect non-

standard forms of employment have in terms of both worker and business outcomes (See ILO, 2016).  

 

3. THE EFFECTS OF THE RISE IN NON-STANDARD EMPLOYMENT  

3.1 Effects on workers  

Research assessing the effects of non-standard employment for individual worker outcomes has 

found that such forms of employment have some merit in terms of providing alternative ways in 

which workers can gain entry and participate in the labour force (McGinnity et al, 2005). On the 

whole however, given the large body of empirical evidence demonstrating that non-standard jobs 

tend to be of sub-standard quality when compared to standard jobs any rise in non-standard 

employment arrangements can be considered as disadvantageous for workers (ILO, 2016).  

 

Beginning with the merits, it is important to make the point that non-standard employment 

arrangements may be preferred by some workers and therefore contribute to improved employment 

outcomes and a better work-life balance (Fagan et al, 2014). For example, part-time and temporary 

work have both been cited as preferable for some workers, as they are argued to allow workers to 

combine work with care responsibilities, education or have other responsibilities, that prevent them 

from being able to participate in standard employment arrangements (ILO, 2016).   

 

Furthermore, other research has found that participation in non-standard employment 

arrangements can offer opportunities for skills development; allow for acclimatisation to the labour 

market; provide opportunities for workers to expand their social and professional networks; and 

provide a ‘stepping-stone’ to a future career in a high-quality job (Bailey, 2016; Booth et al, 2000; 
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ILO, 2016). Indeed, looking at whether temporary jobs provide a stepping stone to permanent work 

in Britain Booth et al (2000) found some supporting evidence. Using data from the British Household 

Panel Survey the authors found that the median time in temporary work before a transition to 

permanent work is between eighteen months and three and a half years, depending on whether the 

temporary contract type is fixed-term or seasonal. Nonetheless, the authors found that there is a 

significant wage growth penalty of having held at least one seasonal/casual job. Even with ten years 

of full-time experience men experience a 12.3%, and woman an 8.8% wage penalty.  

 

Additionally, in a study exploring the probability of moving from a temporary job to a permanent job 

Gagliarducci (2005) found that whilst the probability of moving from a temporary to a permanent 

job increases with the duration of the temporary contract, this decreases with repeated temporary 

jobs, and especially with interruptions in employment. These findings are of particular concern in 

the context of research from the ILO (2016) which found that in the UK non-standard workers have 

a significantly higher rate of transition into unemployment or inactivity, when compared with those 

in standard working arrangements. 

 

Furthermore, an extensive body of evidence covered in detail in the ILO (2016) report demonstrates 

that non-standard forms of employment tend to be of poorer quality when compared with standard 

employment arrangements, in that they bring less security, have lower earnings, fewer hours of work 

on average, possess higher occupational safety and health risks, less satisfaction, and less training 

when compared to standard employment arrangements. Indeed, even for permanent part-time work, 

arguably the most secure form of non-standard employment, there exists a body of evidence which 

demonstrates that there is wage penalty, low social security coverage, less on-the-job training, less 

worker representation and lower likelihood of promotion when compared to full-time, permanent 

work.  

 

The above evidence is made all the more concerning when we take into consideration findings of 

research which has found poor quality jobs to have a negative influence on the health and well-being 

outcomes of workers (Wilson, 2016). Indeed, a stark finding of this study was that the working poor 

have poorer health and lower life satisfaction than the unemployed or economically inactive. 

Moreover, Sverke et al (2002) presents evidence demonstrating the fundamental importance of 

security in employment for employee health with both physical and psychological health appearing 

to be negatively affected by a lack of security in work. Whilst research evidence from Kompier et al 
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(2009) suggests that temporary agency workers are more likely to suffer from depression and 

consume more alcohol and nicotine.  

 

3.2 Effects on businesses  

Whilst on the face of it non-standard employment arrangements appear to offer greater flexibility to 

employers and businesses a body of evidence suggests that there are significant ‘hidden managerial 

costs’ associated with their use that can be both rigid and costly in the long-term (Uzzi and Barsness, 

1998).  

 

A recent study from Nielen and Schiersch (2014) focused on German firms in the manufacturing 

sector found that there an inverted U-shaped relationship between the extent to which a firm used 

temporary workers and the firm’s competitiveness measured as the ratio of labour cost to labour 

productivity. Specifically, the authors found that the use of temporary workers initially improved 

firm productivity. They also found however that if the use of temporary workers increases too much 

it results in a loss of productivity. In interpreting their findings, the authors argue that the initial 

increase in productivity arises because it provides an opportunity to screen and retain the more 

productive employees, however when the share increases too much there is a loss of firm-specific 

human capital, which has spill-over effects in terms of a loss of productivity. Resultantly the authors 

conclude that there is a rather low threshold to the competitiveness that can be gained from using 

temporary workers, and so businesses that aim to substitute permanent staff with temporary 

workers will in the end not be more competitive.  

 

This finding is supported by evidence from a study of EU countries exploring the impact of temporary 

employment on labour productivity, using industry-level panel data (Lisi, 2013) where it was found 

that temporary employment has a negative, albeit small, effect on labour productivity. In talking 

through the policy challenges of the findings Lisi (2013) explains that the main challenge now is to 

find a way to ensure that non-standard forms of employment do not generate so-called ‘growthless 

job creation’.  

 

Furthermore, a study by Allan (2000) found that extensive use of non-standard forms of employment 

undermines competitiveness as administrative and capital costs can be higher, employee 

commitment lower, and team working and co-operation between staff lower. Furthermore, Allan 

(2000) found that because non-standard employees tend not be subject to the standard recruitment 
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and selection process and receive less training there tends to be poorer matching of skills and 

abilities of employees, with the requirements of the firm. Allan (2000) points out the more tenuous 

or precarious is the nature of employment, the greater the problems encountered. The author 

cautions that firms utilising non-standard forms of employment as a cost minimisation measure need 

be careful to first take into consideration the many hidden costs. The risk here however is that 

employers may only take into consideration the short-term gains and not take into consideration the 

long-term implications and utilise non-standard employment arrangements, with haste as a quick 

means of lowering direct labour costs.  

 
Kleinknecht (2015) found that increased use of non-standard employment slows down innovation 

and dampens the ‘creative accumulation’ model, not least because temporary workers by their very 

nature have a higher likelihood of moving from firm-to-firm for short periods of time raising the 

likelihood that they will carry with them to competitors’ firm-specific knowledge and know-how. 

Other research has found that the use of temporary workers has an effect on firm performance 

because the accumulation of firm-specific knowledge is reduced (Sias et al, 1997).  

 

4. DATA  

The analysis in this paper draws on data from the Northern Ireland Quarterly Labour Force Survey 

(NI-QLFS). Specifically, analysis is based upon data from the October to December NI-QLFS for the 

period 2008 through to 2016. Utilising these data allows us to look at trends and patterns in standard 

and non-standard employment in Northern Ireland since the global financial crisis in 2008.  

 

The NI-QLFS is a quarterly sample survey focused on all aspects of the labour market and 

employment circumstances. The target population of the NI-QLFS is the resident population in 

Northern Ireland, with the survey aiming to include all people resident in private households, in 

National Health Service accommodation, as well as young people living away from the parental home 

in a student hall of residence or similar institution during term time. The survey collects information 

about the personal and sociodemographic circumstances of everyone living in the household, but 

only information about the work circumstances of those aged 16+.  

 

The sampling frame used in the NI-QLFS is POINTER, which is the Governments central register of 

domestic properties. It is obtained from the Land and Property Services who own and maintain the 

list of domestic properties in Northern Ireland. The theoretical sample for the NI-QLFS comprises 
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3,250 addresses, made up of five 'waves', each containing approximately 650 private households. 

However, due to the cumulative effect of refusals and ineligible addresses, the number of 'active' 

addresses is approximately 2,700 each quarter (NISRA, 2013). 

 

The NI-QLFS uses calibration weighting. Calibration weighting typically involves calculating a design 

weight, making adjustments for non-response, and finally calibration to population totals. 

Specifically, the weights are formed using a population weighting procedure which involves 

weighting data to population estimates and then adjusting for the estimated age and sex composition. 

The NI-QLFS survey has been designed to give reliable estimates for each quarter.  

 

Analyses in this paper are restricted to those in employment (i.e. paid employees and self-employed 

workers) aged between 16 and 64. The sample size of this group for each year is detailed in Table 1 

below. The following specifics should also be noted. Family workers are excluded from the analysis 

owing to sample size issues. Those jobs identified in the analysis as ‘temporary’ captures dependent 

employment of limited duration or that which is not permanent in some way. The available data does 

not allow us to distinguish between different types of temporary work - such as seasonal/casual jobs 

versus jobs done under a contract for a fixed period of time.  

 

Table 1: Sample size of working age adults (16-64) in employment in Northern Ireland 
October-December labour force survey, 2008-2016, unweighted 

2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 
1928 1728 1681 1749 1790 1785 1564 1528 1740 

 

5. ANALYSIS AND FINDINGS  

 

5.1 A SNAPSHOT OF THE TYPES OF EMPLOYMENT IN NORTHERN IRELAND 

 

This section examines the prevalence of different employment arrangements in Northern Ireland 

providing a snapshot of the share of the labour market which is comprised of various different 

employment arrangements. From the snapshot of findings presented in Figure 1 below we see that 

standard employment arrangements (permanent, full-time) account for 61.5% of total employment 

in the last quarter of 2016, with the remaining 38.5% of the workforce employed in various types of 

non-standard employment arrangements.  
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Looking more closely to the breakdown in terms of non-standard arrangements we see that 

permanent part-time contracts are the most prevalent form of non-standard employment 

arrangement, with close to one in five (17.8%) of all workers employed in this arrangement. Close to 

one in seven workers (15%) are self-employed, the vast majority of whom work full-time (12.1%), 

with 2.9% of the self-employed working part-time. Temporary employment is the least prevalent 

form of employment arrangement, with 3.3% of all workers employed in temporary full-time 

contracts, and 2.4% in temporary part-time contracts.  

 

Figure 1: Share of labour market by nature of employment arrangement, 2016  

 

 

Looking at trends over time (2008-2016) to assess changes based on nature of employment 

arrangement what is clear is that consistently across all years the main type of employment 

arrangement in Northern Ireland is standard in nature (permanent, full-time), comprising between 

60.8% and 64.4% of those in employment over the period. Notable however over the period is the 

considerable variation in the share of labour market employed on permanent full-time contracts. 

Nonetheless, with the exception of 2013, the most recent data shows that permanent, full-time 

contracts now comprise the lowest share of the labour market than what has been the case in any 

other period throughout 2008-2016.  
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Figure 2: Share of labour market by nature of employment arrangement, 2008-2016 

 

Note: Perm FT = Permanent full-time, PT Perm = Part-time Permanent, FT Temp = Full-time temporary, PT Temp = Part-

time temporary, FT S-E = Full-time self-employed, PT S-E = Part-time self-employed 

 

To ease interpretation of how the share of the labour market has been changing based on the nature 

of the employment arrangement Table 2 below provides the overall percentage change between 

2008 and 2016 for each. From this we see that, over the period full-time permanent (-1.6%) working 

arrangements have decreased the most in terms of their overall share of the labour market. We have 

however also had a decline of 0.6% in the proportions who are full-time self-employed. We have seen 

a 1.5% increase in the share of the labour market which the part-time self-employed comprise, and 

a 0.9% increase in temporary part-time workers.  

 

Table 2: Percentage change by nature of employment arrangement, 2008-2016 

Nature of employment arrangement Percentage change 2008-2016 
Permanent FT -1.6 

Permanent PT -0.1 

Self-employed FT -0.6 

Self-employed PT 1.5 

Temporary FT - 

Temporary PT 0.9 
Note: FT = full-time, PT = part-time. Percentage change is based only on overall differences between two points in time - 
2008 and 2016. Also, for each year, the breakdown by nature of employment arrangement totals to 100%, so that these 
figures incorporate any increases or decreases in the overall rate of employment.  
 

2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016

Temporary FT 2.4 1.9 2.5 2.1 2.1 2.7 3.1 3.1 2.4

Self-employed PT 1.4 2 3.2 2.2 1.9 2.6 1.9 2.2 2.9

Temporary PT 2.4 2.8 2.5 2 3 3.5 2.9 3 3.3

Self-employed FT 12.7 13.5 13 12 11.1 12.1 11.0 10.2 12.1

Permanent PT 17.9 17.2 16.4 18.1 18.4 18.3 16.7 18.1 17.8

Permanent FT 63.1 62.7 62.4 63.6 63.5 60.8 64.4 63.5 61.5
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In summarising these findings what becomes clear is that whilst which might on first glance create 

the impression that there is relative security in the Northern Irish labour market, it is actually the 

case that we have increasing proportions of people working in insecure work and we are now in the 

position whereby one in five (20.7%) workers in Northern Ireland are either temporary or self-

employed, and close to a further fifth of workers are part-time permanently employed (17.8%). 

Taken together, this means that close to two in five workers in Northern Ireland are working in a 

form of employment which is less secure than the traditional standard.  

 

5.2 A MATTER OF HOURS  

 

Previous international research focused on working hours has found that those not employed in 

standard employment arrangements are less likely to have varied working hours (ILO, 2016). As will 

be shown below these findings appear to be supported in Northern Ireland.   

 

5.2.1 The number of paid working hours  

Full details of the total actual hours1 worked in one’s main job in the reference week were collected 

from respondents allowing us to assess the number of hours’ people worked in the reference week, 

as well as differences based on the nature of employment arrangement.  

 

Looking to Table 3 below we see that whilst there has been some variation over the period between 

2008 and 2016 the average actual number of hours has remained fairly constant at around 33 hours, 

although average working hours were notably lower than this in 2010, 2011 and 2015 were average 

working hours were 31.79, 31.93 and 31.49 respectively. The constancy of these results holds for 

those permanently employed full-time, and permanently employed part-time, so that whilst there 

are slight variations across years, average actual working hours tend to be in and around 36.5 hours 

for the full-time permanently employed and 18 hours for the part-time permanently employed.  

 

However, comparing trends over the period for those in other employment types we see that there 

is a much higher degree of variation over time for those who are temporary or self-employed than 

                                                           
1 Actual hours worked include regular work hours of full-time and part-time workers. It includes paid and unpaid overtime 
in one’s main and second job, and excludes time not worked because of public holidays, annual paid leave, own illness, 
injury and temporary disability, maternity leave, parental leave, schooling or training, slack work for technical or economic 
reasons, strike or labour dispute, bad weather, compensation leave and other reasons. The data cover employees and self-
employed workers.  
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there is for those in permanent employment. For example, focusing only on the results for those full-

time temporary employed, we see that average working hours in 2008 were 34.44, this remained 

stable in 2009 before declining sharply to an average of 27.13 working hours in 2010. This increased 

markedly again in 2011 to 31.46 average working hours. This again increased to an average of 32.29 

in 2012, and again to an average of 35.66 in 2014. Average working hours then declined by around 

1.5 hours in the year 2014 to 2015. The most recent data shows a large increase in the average hours 

worked, with those employed on temporary full-time contracts working an average of 39.76 hours. 

Similar substantive variations can be seen in looking to the results for the part-time temporary, as 

well as the part- and full-time self-employed. Fundamentally, taken together these results would 

indicate that there is less security or at least constancy in working hours for those in temporary or 

self-employment working arrangements.  

 

Table 3: Average actual number of hours worked, 2008-2016 

Note: FT = full-time; PT = part-time.  

 

In assessing the extent to which respondents would like to work extra hours at their current basic 

rate of pay, in addition to those they usually work each week we find that since 2008 there has been 

a pronounced increase in the proportions who would like to work more hours across all employment 

types (See Table 4 below). This finding is likely indicative of the rising cost of living and falling or 

stagnant wages, as well as perceptions of a weak labour market. In this way, when the cost of living 

is rising faster than real wages it is not surprising to see workers wanting to work more hours in 

order to maintain their current living standards. Thus, whilst is encouraging that the proportions of 

all employees wishing to work more hours has declined from a high of 8.4% in 2013 to 6.8% in 2016, 

it is concerning that this figure remains over twice as high as what it was in 2008 (3.2%). Hence, 

whilst we seen a marked increase in the numbers of people in employment over the period 2008 to 

2016, the fact that growing numbers of workers want to work more hours in addition to their usual 

 
2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016  
*** *** *** *** *** *** *** ** *** 

All employees  33.75 33.06 31.79 31.93 33.07 33.08 33.58 31.49 33.04 

Self-employed FT 43.83 43.91 44.15 41.99 45.83 46.64 46.36 43.32 44.44 

Self-employed PT 17.52 19.40 16.19 15.19 16.39 15.93 21.17 14.08 18.16 

Permanent FT 37.26 36.27 34.91 35.14 36.47 36.47 36.39 34.67 36.68 

Permanent PT 17.99 17.77 17.51 17.92 18.21 19.09 18.85 17.89 18.27 

Temporary FT 34.44 34.41 27.13 31.46 32.29 32.52 35.66 34.04 39.76 

Temporary PT 15.10 16.20 13.56 14.45 18.16 14.30 16.77 15.21 12.64 
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hours of work would suggest that a substantive and growing number of workers are not earning 

enough to cover the cost of living. Fundamentally, these results suggest that a substantive proportion 

of workers, irrespective of whether they are standard or non-standard employed are finding it 

increasingly difficult to cope with the cost of living on their current hours of work.  

 

Nevertheless, in examining the results by employment arrangement as shown in Table 4 below we 

see that we find that whilst there have been significant increases in the proportions of those in 

permanent positions who would like to work extra hours, the biggest percentage increases and 

greatest variation across years has occurred amongst those who work in non-standard forms of 

employment (in each case the results are statistically significant at the p<0.001 level).  

 

This is particularly the case for those in temporary part-time employment, arguably the most 

insecure form of non-standard employment. Thus, as shown in Table 4 below we see that across all 

years it is those who are temporary part-time employed whom are most likely to indicate that they 

would like to work longer hours. Moreover, comparing percentages in 2008 with 2016, we seen over 

a 20% increase in the numbers of temporary part-time workers wishing to work extra hours at their 

current basic rate of pay.  

 

Table 4: Percentage who would like to work extra hours in addition to those they usually 
work each week at current basic rate of pay, 2008-2016 

 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 

 *** *** *** *** *** *** *** *** *** 

 % % % % % % % % % 

All employees 3.2 5.1 5.7 6.8 7.0 8.4 7.2 6.2 6.8 

Self-employed FT 0.9 2.1 2.3 5.4 3.7 3.9 5.5 1.7 3.8 

Self-employed PT 13.6 8.6 13.3 21.2 23.8 26.3 10.5 14.3 15.4 

Permanent FT 1.5 3.3 2.8 3.9 3.5 3.9 3.6 2.8 3.7 

Permanent PT 9.4 12.7 15.4 13.4 15.1 23.8 17.2 17.5 14.9 

Temporary FT 8.1 - 6.3 4.9 17.9 10.0 7.9 8.2 9.0 

Temporary PT 4.2 13.2 22.2 36.6 34.5 15.7 35.0 22.1 24.6 

 

5.2.2 To what extent do working schedules vary?  

Respondents were also asked if and why the number of hours worked in the reference week differed 

from the person’s usual hours allowing us to determine the extent to which working schedules varied 
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and the reasons why. Thus, whilst there are some limitations in this measure it does allow us to 

determine in some way the extent to which workers hours remain constant on a week to week basis.  

 

In looking at the results presented in Table 5 we see across each year the vast majority of employees 

said that the number of hours actually worked in the reference week was the same as the number of 

hours they usually worked. Nevertheless, looking across the period we also see an overall general 

trend towards an increasing number of worker’s hours varying. Specifically, in 2008 we had 23.8% 

of worker’s hours varying, this increased to 27.8% in 2010 and remained at this higher level in 2011. 

We witnessed a substantive decline in the proportions whose hours varied from 2012 through 2014, 

albeit since 2015 we have again witnessed a trend towards increasing proportions of varying hours. 

In 2016 over one in four workers’ (27.2%) hours varied in the reference week, compared to their 

usual working hours.  

 

In looking at the proportions whose hours varied across employment arrangements what is clear is 

that hours tend to vary substantially regardless of employment arrangement. Moreover, when we 

compare 2008 and 2016 what is clear is that with the exception of those in full-time temporary 

employment there has been an increase in hours varying for those in all employment arrangements, 

with this increase particularly stark for those in temporary part-time employment (22.9% in 2008 

compared to 33.5% in 2016). These findings are indicative in and of themselves of the increasingly 

flexible nature of work for all workers.  

 

Table 5: Percentage of employees whose hours varied in reference week compared to usual, 

2008-2016 
 

2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016  
% % % % % % % % % 

Hours varied 23.8 23.8 27.8 27.9 21.1 22 21.4 26.1 27.2 

 * ** *** *** *** *** *** * *** 

Permanent FT 25.7 25.7 29.9 28.8 22.6 23 22.7 26.9 29.3 

Permanent PT 25 22.4 27.2 25 21.9 22.2 21.3 26.6 27.1 

Temporary FT 17.9 19.4 31.9 31.8 23.7 23.3 14.9 26.8 15.2 

Temporary PT 22.9 16.7 30.8 33 16.2 20.3 25.3 25.6 33.5 

Self-employed FT 16.6 26.6 17.7 25 15 16.8 14.7 22.1 23 

Self-employed PT 22.8 24.9 32.3 30.4 24.2 31.7 20.9 30.8 23.7 
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6.1 WHY DO PEOPLE WORK IN MORE INSECURE EMPLOYMENT ARRANGEMENTS AND 

IS THIS CHANGING OVER TIME?   

 

From the analysis presented above it is clear that the structure of the labour market in Northern 

Ireland has been going through some substantial changes in recent years, most notably marked by a 

decline in the traditional standard of full-time permanent positions and an increase in work which is 

more insecure in nature and offers lower albeit more varied working hours. Questions of why people 

are working in such employment arrangements however remain critical given the current lively 

debate about the extent to which people working in insecure forms of employment are doing so 

involuntarily and so the analysis which follows will consider the reasons given by respondents, as far 

as is feasible, given the available data for working in such arrangements.  

 

6.1.1 Why do people work in part-time employment in Northern Ireland?  

Looking to Figure 3 below to the reasons given by part-time workers for working in such 

arrangements we see that the principal reason given for working part-time is due to not wanting to 

work in a full-time job, with over two-thirds of those in part-time employment responding in this 

way. This group comprises those who do not want a full-time job because suitable care services for 

children are not available or affordable, suitable care services for ill, disabled or elderly adults are 

not available or affordable, as well as those who are not influenced by the availability of care facilities. 

As such it is difficult to determine the extent to which a lack of caring supports is inhibiting those 

with care responsibilities from working or wanting to work full-time.   

 

The next most common reason for working part-time is due to involuntary part-time employment, 

with just over one in six part-time workers doing so because they could not find a full-time job 

(16.4%). Close to one in eight (12.9%) stated that they worked part-time because they were a student 

combining work with education. Around one in twenty-five (3.7%) of all part-timers were doing so 

because of an illness or a disability which prevents them from working full-time.  
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Figure 3: Reasons for working part-time as a percentage of total part-time work, 2016  

 

By looking to the trends in Figure 4 (Also See Table A1 in Appendix for full details) below we see that 

over the period 2008-2015 increasing proportions of those in part-time employment stated that they 

were involuntarily part-time employed in that they did so because they could not find a full-time job, 

with declining proportions saying that they worked part-time because they did not want a full-time 

job. However, the latest figures (2016) would indicate that these trends may be reversing, with a 

substantial decline over the year 2015 (22.4%) to 2016 (16.4%) in the proportions working part-

time because they could not find a full-time job, although more data is needed to substantiate this. 

Moreover, there remains some ground to be recovered to reach 2008 levels.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

67

16.4
12.9

3.7

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

100

Did not want full-time job Could not find full-time
job

Student or at school Ill or disabled

%



19 
 

Figure 4: Reasons for working part-time as a percentage of total part-time work, 2008-2016 

  

6.1.2 Why do people work in temporary employment in Northern Ireland?  

In assessing the reasons for working in temporary employment using 2016 data only as presented in 

Figure 5 below, it is clear that the largest proportion of those working in such arrangements are doing 

so involuntarily, because they could not find a permanent job with over one in three temporary 

workers responding in this way (37.4%). This is in contrast to just over one in four (27%) who are 

working on a temporary contract because they do not want a permanent job. Alone these findings 

irrefutably call into question claims that employees want to work in temporary employment 

arrangements because of the flexibility they offer, with the findings showing that involuntary 

temporary workers outnumber ‘voluntary’ temporary workers.   

 

A further 5.9% questioned stated that their temporary contract was covering a probationary (2.6%) 

or training (3.3%) period, suggesting that some employers utilise temporary contracts as strategic 

screening devices, enabling them to preview potential permanent employees without making a 

commitment with a permanent contract. Importantly, just less than one in three of temporary 

workers said there was ‘some other reason’ (29.8%) for working in a temporary job, rather than a 

permanent job. Given the proportion of responses in this group it would be useful if future Labour 

Force surveys sought a further breakdown of responses in this category.   
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Figure 5:  Reasons for working on a temporary contract as a percentage of total temporary 
workers, 2016 

 

 

These results are made all the more striking when we look at reasons for working in temporary 

employment arrangements over time (See Figure 6 below). What is clear from this is that whilst there 

is considerable variation overtime in reasons for working in temporary employment arrangements 

there was a marked shift over the period from 2008 to 2011 towards an increasingly higher 

proportion of workers involuntarily temporary employed, as a result of not being able to find a 

permanent job. Following this the trend began to decline, and did substantively between 2012-2013 

falling from 62.5% to 43.5%. These trends reversed again however and increased over the years 

2014-2015. The most recent data however show a substantial decline in the proportions involuntary 

temporary employed, albeit at 37.4% it remains above what it was in 2008. Further data is needed 

to determine a continuing trend towards declining proportions of involuntary temporary 

employment.  
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Figure 6:  Reasons for working on a temporary contract as a percentage of total temporary 
workers, 2008-2014 

 

 

 

In summary, as already discussed in Section 3 there are some who argue the merits of non-standard 

forms of employment in that they are chosen by some workers. However, given the findings 

presented above which show the large proportions of workers in Northern Ireland who are 

involuntary part-time, temporary or self-employed this argument is substantially weakened. In this 

way, the evidence presented shows that these forms of employment which in different ways and to 

different extents are more insecure than full-time permanent positions, rather than being chosen, are 

actually being enforced on large proportions of our workforce in order to avoid unemployment.  

 

6.2 WHO ARE THE STANDARD AND NON-STANDARD EMPLOYED?   

 

6.2.1 The characteristics of those in various employment arrangements 

To gain a better understanding of those who are in various different employment arrangements this 

section looks at the characteristics of those in permanent full-time, permanent part-time, temporary 

full-time, temporary part-time, self-employed full-time and self-employed part-time positions based 

on a number of different criteria, using the latest available data. As a comparison, the distribution of 

all employees on these same characteristics is also presented below in column 1.  
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Table 6:  The composition of standard and non-standard employment arrangements, 2016 

 All 
employees 

FT Perm PT Perm FT Temp PT Temp FT S-E PT S-E 

 % % % % % % % 
 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 

Age ***            

15-24 12.3 11.5 13.7 27.3 50 3.9 1.3 

25-34 24.2 27.9 19.5 39.4 12.8 13.6 18 

35-44 23.2 22.3 25 26.2 13.6 25.1 33.2 

45-54 24.7 25.1 24.8 2 9.6 31 26.9 

55-64 15.5 13.1 17.1 5 14.1 26.4 20.7 

Gender ***             

Male 51.9 57.9 17.4 49.6 32 81.7 39.2 

Female  48.1 42.1 82.6 50.4 68 18.3 60.8 

Education ***             

Below degree 70.6 65.8 81.2 48.1 67.7 83.2 76.9 

Degree level or higher  29.4 34.2 18.8 51.9 32.3 16.8 23.1 

Broad industry ***             

Agriculture, forestry & fishing 2.9 1.1 0.5 - - 16.1 - 

Energy and water 1.2 1.6 - - - - - 

Manufacturing 11.1 14.7 5.7 4.8 2.1 6.2 1.4 

Construction 8.5 7.4 3.8 - - 24.7 - 

Distribution, hotels & restaurant 18.9 16.5 31.9 11.7 34.7 12.3 6.4 

Transport & communication 5.8 6 1.8 - - 10.6 - 

Banking & Finance 14.4 15.5 12.3 6.9 - 14.9 19.4 

Public admin, education & health 32 33 39.2 64.1 48.5 7.3 22.9 

Other services 5.2 4.1 4.9 - - 7.4 - 

Occupation ***             

Managers, Directors, Senior Officials 7.6 7.7 3 - - 15.2 17.4 
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Professionals 20 22.9 13.6 42 24.5 12.1 13 

Technicians & Associate Professionals 8.8 10.3 3.5 - - 8.1 21.7 

Administrative & secretarial  11.4 12.3 18.5 8.3 3.5 - - 

Skilled trades occupations 14.8 12 4.7 10.1 6 47.2 16.8 

Caring, Leisure & Other service 9.5 8.7 12.8 - 18.1 3.2 15.1 

Sales & Customer service occupations 9.8 8.2 20.9 - - - - 

Plant machine operators & assemblers  7.5 9.1 1.8 - - 0.9 - 

Elementary occupations  10.6 8.8 21.3 - 17 10.1 3.4 
Note: Perm FT = Permanent full-time, PT Perm = Part-time Permanent, FT Temp = Full-time temporary, PT Temp = Part-time temporary, FT S-E = Full-time self-
employed, PT S-E = Part-time self-employed. - = sample too small to give reliable estimates (sample size below 5).  
*** = A weighted Pearson chi-squared test was used to determine if the reported differences between the sample categories are statistically significant. In the case of all 
decompositions p = < 0.001.  
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Age  

When we examine the composition of those in each employment arrangement by age group we see 

that younger adults comprise a high proportion of workers in temporary employment, whilst older 

workers comprise a high proportion of the self-employed when compared to those in standard 

employment arrangements. Indeed, for those employed in temporary arrangements, we see that two-

thirds (66.7%) of the full-time temporary employed and just less than two-thirds (62.8%) of the part-

time temporary employed are aged between 15-34. This compares to those in full-time permanent 

employment arrangements, where just over one-third are aged 15-34 (39.4%).  

 

Comparing the compositions of the part-time and full-time self-employed with the full-time 

permanent employed we see that the self-employed is on the whole comprised of older adults, when 

compared to those in standard employment arrangements. Almost half of the part-time self-

employed and over half of the full-time self-employed are aged between 45-64 (47.6% and 57.4% 

respectively). This compares to 38.2% of the full-time permanently employed who are aged between 

45-64.  

 

Gender  

Whilst it is well known that women are more likely to work in part-time employment arrangements 

than men, the extensity of this over-representation of women in part-time employment in Northern 

Ireland is particularly clear on scrutiny of the results in Table 8 above. Indeed, looking to the 

compositions we see that females dominate the compositions of the part-time employed, regardless 

of whether she is permanently, temporarily or self-employed. Those part-time employed in 

permanent contracts have the highest domination of women at 82.6% (compared to 17.4% male). 

This compares to just over two-thirds (68%) of those part-time employed on temporary contracts 

who are women, and just over three-fifths (60.8%) of those part-time self-employed. Women also 

comprise the majority of those in full-time temporary jobs (50.4%) in Northern Ireland.  

 

In contrast, men dominate amongst those in full-time permanent and self-employment. Over half of 

all full-time permanent workers are male (57.9%), whilst four out of five full-time self-employed 

(81.7%) workers are male. 
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Education  

Looking to the compositions of those in different employment arrangements by educational 

qualification we see that the full-time self-employed are the least likely to have degree or higher 

qualifications (16.8%), followed by those in part-time permanent contracts (18.8%).  

 

In contrast, those in full-time temporary contracts followed by those in permanent contracts are the 

most likely to have degree or higher qualifications. Specifically, just over half (51.9%) of those in full-

time temporary contracts and just over one in three of those in full-time permanent contracts 

(34.2%) have degree or higher-level qualifications. The higher incidence of degree level or higher 

qualifications amongst those in full-time temporary contracts is likely indicative of both the higher 

likelihood of younger adults being in temporary employment, as well as their higher likelihood of 

possessing qualifications at degree level or higher.  

 

Industrial sector  

In looking at the compositions by industrial sector we see that those in full-time temporary (64.1%), 

part-time temporary (48.5%) and part-time permanent (39.2%) contracts are more likely to be 

employed in the public administration, education or health sector than those in full-time permanent 

contracts (33%).  

 

Additionally, substantively higher proportions of the part-time permanent (31.9%) employed and 

part-time temporary employed (34.7%) work in distribution, hotels and restaurant sector than those 

in in full-time permanent contracts (16.5%).  

 

On the other hand, a substantively higher proportion of those in full-time permanent (14.7%) 

employment arrangements work in the manufacturing sector than any other employment 

arrangement. Whilst a much higher proportion of the full-time self-employed are working in the 

construction sector (24.7%), transport and communication sector (10.6%) or in other services 

(7.4%) than those in any other employment arrangement.  

 

Occupation  

The results in Table 8 above also show evidence of a statistically significant relationship between 

occupation and the various employment arrangements. Looking at the results we see that those in 

temporary employment arrangements are more likely to be employed in professional occupations 
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than those in any other employment arrangements, with 42% of those in full-time and 24.5% of those 

in part-time temporary employment arrangements in professional occupations. This compares to 

22.9% of full-time permanent employees, 13.6% of part-time permanent employees, 13% of the part-

time self-employed and 12.1% of the full-time self-employed. 

 

Nonetheless, those in full-time permanent employment arrangements are more likely to be in higher 

skilled occupations, than lower skilled occupations. For example, 7.7% of full-time permanent 

employees are in managerial occupations, compared to 3% of part-time permanent employees. On 

the other hand, 21.3% of part-time permanent employees are working in elementary occupations 

compared with 8.8% of full-time permanent employees.  

 

A higher proportion of part-time temporary employees are working in caring, leisure and other 

service occupations when compared with those in other employment arrangements. Specifically, 

18.1% of part-time temporary employees are in such occupations, compared to 15.1% of part-time 

self-employed, 12.8% of the part-time permanent employed, 8.7% of full-time permanent employees 

and 3.2% of full-time self-employed.  

 

Almost half of the full-time self-employed are working in skilled trades occupations (47.2%). Just 

over one in five (20.2%) of the full-time self-employed are working in professional or associate 

professional occupations, whilst 10.1% are self-employed in elementary occupations.   

 

6.4.2 Who is most likely to be employed in standard and non-standard working arrangements?  

Next, we look at the likelihood of workers with different characteristics of being employed in 

standard and non-standard arrangements. To be clear, the difference between this section and the 

one previous is that the previous section asked the question: out of all of those employed, in say, full-

time permanent arrangements what proportion are aged between 25-34, male/female; below 

degree/above degree educated etc. This section assesses the likelihood that say, for example, those 

aged between 25 and 34, or males, or below degree educated workers have of working in particular 

employment arrangements.   

 

Evidence from the international literature indicates that the likelihood/risk of working in non-

standard employment arrangements is not spread evenly across the labour market, with some 

groups – women, young people, those employed in the services sector, those employed in semi-



27 
 

routine/routine occupations – having the highest likelihood of being employed in non-standard 

employment arrangements (European Parliament, 2016; ILO, 2016). It is thus appropriate to assess 

the likelihood of workers in Northern Ireland with different characteristics of working in various 

different employment arrangements, the results of which are presented in Table 9 below.  

 

Age  

In terms of age the likelihood of being employed in full-time permanent work is highest amongst 

those aged between 25 and 34, with 71% of workers in this age group working in full-time permanent 

employment arrangements in 2016. Those aged between 55 and 64 (52.2%) are least likely to be 

employed in full-time permanent work, followed by those aged between 18 and 24 (57.5%).  

 

Those aged 15-24 have a much higher likelihood of being in temporary employment arrangements 

than any other age group, with 5.4% of 15-24 year olds in full-time temporary employment and 

13.3% in part-time temporary employment. There does appear however to be a curvilinear trend 

with age in terms of likelihood of working in temporary employment arrangements. That is, the 

likelihood of being employed in temporary working arrangements decreases between the ages 25 

and 54. Beyond this the likelihood increases again, with increased proportions of those aged 55-64 

in temporary employment arrangements.  

 

Gender  

Over two-thirds (68.5%)of male employees are in full-time permanent employment arrangements, 

compared to just over a half of women (53.9%). Whilst similar proportions of men and women are 

employed in full-time temporary work, a significantly higher proportion of women are part-time 

permanently (30.6%, compared to 6% of men), part-time temporary (4.7%, compared to 2% of men), 

and part-time self-employed (3.6%, compared to 2.2% of men). That said, men are much more likely 

to be full-time self-employed (19%) than women (4.6%). 

 

Education  

More than two-thirds of those with degree level or higher educational qualifications are in full-time 

permanent positions (71.6%), compared to 57.3% of those with below degree qualifications. 

Moreover, those with degree level or higher qualifications are less likely to be part-time permanently 

employed with just over one in ten of those with degree level or higher qualifications (11.4%) part-

time compared to one in five (20.5%) of those with below degree level qualifications.  
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Nevertheless, it is also the case that those with degree or higher qualifications have a higher 

likelihood of being employed in temporary arrangements (7.9%), than those with below degree 

qualifications (4.9%).  

 

Industrial sectors  

Industrial sectors also tend to have concentrations of workers in particular forms of employment 

arrangement as detailed in Table 9 below. Those employed in the manufacturing (82.2%) and energy 

and water sectors (82.4%) have the highest likelihood of working in standard employment 

arrangements. This compares to 24.3% of those in the agriculture, forestry and fishing sector 

(24.3%), or 54% of those employed in both the construction and distribution, hotels and restaurant 

sector. Rather the majority of those employed in the agriculture, forestry and fishing sector (66.5%) 

are full-time self-employed, and over one-third of construction (34.8%) workers are full-time self-

employed. Focusing on those in distribution, hotels and restaurant sector (29.8%) we see that they 

the highest likelihood of being part-time permanent employed, although over one in five of those in 

public administration, education or health sector (21.6%) are part-time permanently employed. 

Those in the public administration, education or health sector (5.1%) have the highest likelihood of 

being employed in full-time temporary arrangements, when compared to those in any of the other 

sectors. Large proportions of those employed in  

 

Occupations  

The increased likelihood of workers from particular occupations to be in certain forms of 

employment arrangement is also clear. Looking to the results in Table 9 below we see that those 

employed in plant machine operator and assembler occupations (74.5%) are predominately 

employed in standard working arrangements, followed by those in technical or associate 

professional occupations (71.2%) or professional occupations (69.8%). Those employed in skilled 

elementary occupations (51.8%), service and sale occupations (52.5%), or trades occupations 

(49.7%) are among the least likely of being employed in standard arrangements. When in non-

standard employment arrangements those in professional (12.1%), administrative and secretarial 

(29.1%), caring, leisure and other service (23.8%), sales and customer service (38.7%) and 

elementary (36.4%) are most likely to be employed in part-time permanent employment 

arrangements. Those in skilled trade occupations (38.4%), managerial (24%), plant machine 



29 
 

operator and assembler (16.2%) and technical and associate professional (11%) occupations are 

most likely to be in full-time self-employment working arrangements.  
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Table 7: Likelihood of working in standard and non-standard working arrangements by different characteristics, 2016  
 

FT Perm PT Perm FT Temp PT Temp FT S-E PT S-E  
% % % % % %  
61.5 17.8 2.4 3.3 12.1 2.9 

Age *** 
 

        
 

15-24 57.5 19.7 5.4 13.3 3.8 0.3 

25-34 71 14.3 4.0 1.7 6.8 2.1 

35-44 59.1 19.2 2.8 1.9 13 4.1 

45-54 62.4 17.9 0.2 1.3 15.1 3.1 

55-64 52.2 19.6 0.8 3.0 20.6 3.8 

Gender *** 
      

Male 68.5 6.0 2.3 2.0 19 2.2 

Female  53.9 30.6 2.6 4.7 4.6 3.6 

Education *** 
      

Below degree 57.3 20.5 1.7 3.2 14.2 3.1 

Degree level or higher  71.6 11.4 4.3 3.6 6.9 2.2 

Industrial sector *** 
      

Agriculture, forestry & fishing 24.3 3.0 - - 66.5 - 

Energy and water 82.4 - - - - - 

Manufacturing 82.2 9.0 1.1 0.6 6.7 0.4 

Construction 54.1 7.9 - - 34.8 - 

Distribution, hotels & restaurant 54.2 29.8 1.6 5.7 7.8 1.0 

Transport & communication 63.1 5.4 - - 21.6 - 

Banking & Finance 66.7 15.1 1.2 - 12.4 4 

Public admin, education & health 63.8 21.6 5.1 4.7 2.7 2.1 
Other services 48.2 16.4 - - 2.7 2.1 

Occupation *** 
  

      
 

Managers, Directors, Senior Officials 61.8 6.9 - - 24 6.5 

Professionals 69.8 12.1 5.1 4.0 7.2 1.8 
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Technicians & Associate Professionals 71.2 7.1 - - 11 7.0 

Administrative & secretarial  67 29.1 1..8 1.0 - - 

Skilled trades occupations 49.7 5.6 1.7 1.3 38.4 3.2 

Caring, Leisure & Other service 55.9 23.8 - 9 4.0 4.5 

Sales & Customer service occupations 52.5 38.7 - - - - 

Plant machine operators & assemblers  74.5 4.2 - - 16.2 - 

Elementary occupations  51.8 36.4 - 5.4 3.7 0.9 
Note: Perm FT = Permanent full-time, PT = Part-time, All Temp = All in temporary employment arrangements, PT Perm = Part-time Permanent, FT Temp = Full-time 

temporary, PT Temp = Part-time temporary, FT S-E = Full-time self-employed, PT S-E = Part-time self-employed. 

*** = A weighted Pearson chi-squared test was used to determine if the reported differences between the sample categories are statistically significant. In the case of all 

decompositions p = < 0.001.  
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7 SUMMARY AND CONCLUDING DISCUSSION    

 

This paper sought to examine patterns and trends in employment arrangements and working hours 

in Northern Ireland. The results of this study show that the composition of employment in Northern 

Ireland has undergone considerable change in recent years, with an overall decline in the share of 

the labour market which is comprised of workers employed in the traditional standard of full-time 

permanent arrangements, and an increase in more insecure forms of employment.  

Specifically, the results show that permanent full-time contracts now comprise the lowest share of 

the labour market than what has been the case in any other period throughout 2008-2016, and so by 

the last quarter of 2016 close to two in five of workers in Northern Ireland were employed in a more 

insecure form of employment. All in all, these findings point to an increase in the replacement of 

standard jobs with non-standard jobs, as well as an increased likelihood of new jobs being non-

standard, rather than standard in nature. Furthermore, when we looked at changes in terms of 

working hours we seen an overall increase in the insecurity of working hours amongst those in non-

standard employment arrangements over the period 2008-2016, with this particularly the case for 

those in temporary or self-employment working arrangements.  

Taken in the context of international trends these findings are perhaps not all that surprising, or even 

disconcerting for some. It is argued however that there are important reasons why we might be 

concerned in Northern Ireland when trends begin to show a move away from the standard 

employment arrangement towards non-standard employment arrangements. In this way, recent 

years has seen much kudos being given to a relatively buoyant labour market, with all things 

considered, employment figures have been holding up relatively well. However, taking into account 

the findings of this study we begin to pick holes in this conclusion. In this way, while it might be one 

thing to say that any employment growth on the same terms as existing employment is a positive. It 

is quite another when the evidence is showing a move away from the traditional standard towards 

more insecure employment, which tend to be of poorer quality, to maintain the argument that the 

gain is always positive, and that the labour market is performing well. Moreover, given the recently 

reported declines in overall employment in Northern Ireland it is reasonable to conclude that the 

labour market is becoming increasingly vulnerable (NISRA, 2017b). If employment continues to drop 

it will be increasingly important to keep an eye on the nature of employment arrangements. 
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Findings in this paper are made all the starker when we consider other evidence presented in this 

paper showing that for a large proportion of workers’ non-standard employment is a forced choice. 

Indeed, in the last quarter of 2016 close to one in five of those employed in part-time working 

arrangements and over one four of those in temporary working arrangements were doing so 

involuntarily, because either they could not find a full-time or a permanent job.  

Added to this is the results which show that non-standard employment is not uniformly spread 

across workers and jobs, but rather is closely linked to specific job profiles and worker 

characteristics. Specifically, younger workers, the lower educated, females, those in elementary or 

service and sale occupations, those employed in the agriculture, forestry, fishing, construction, or 

distribution, hotel and restaurants sectors have the highest likelihood of working in non-standard 

employment arrangements.  

All in all, the findings in terms of the increased share of the labour market comprised of non-standard 

jobs; evidence suggesting that many workers are doing so involuntary; the increased likelihood of 

some groups of workers of working in non-standard jobs; alongside growing evidence which shows 

that non-standard jobs have negative effects for both individuals and businesses when compared 

with standard jobs suggests the need for a broad policy agenda. The challenge, if Northern Ireland is 

to be successful in having ‘more people working in better jobs’ is to at once increase the number of 

jobs, whilst not receding on quality (NI Executive, 2016). To do this is a need to at once increase the 

share of jobs in the labour market which are standard in nature, improve the quality of non-standard 

jobs and address the specific barriers which some groups face in obtaining standard or at least good 

quality jobs. Without doubt, this will be a challenging balancing act.  
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9. APPENDIX 

  

Table A1: Reasons for working part-time as a percentage of total part-time work, 2008-2016 
 

2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 
 % % % % % % % % % 

Student or at school 14.9 11.3 12.1 9.6 10.4 12.6 13 10.7 12.9 

Ill or disabled 3.5 3.3 2.7 2.5 1.7 3.3 2 2.1 3.7 

Could not find full-time job 14.2 17.8 20.3 21.7 29.2 25.8 21.6 22.4 16.4 

Did not want full-time job 67.4 67.6 64.9 66.1 58.7 58.4 63.4 64.9 67 

 

 

 
 
 

 

  

  



38 
 

RECENT NERI WORKING PAPERS 

The following is a list of recent research working papers from the NERI. Papers are available to 

download by clicking on the links below or from the NERI website: 

 http://www.nerinstitute.net/research/category/neriworkingpaperseries/  

Number Title/Author(s) 

44 A long term assessment of Irish houseprice affordability – Dara Turnbull 

43 A time-series analysis of precarious work in the elementary professions in Ireland – 
Ciarán Nugent  

42 Industrial Policy in Northern Ireland: A Regional Approach – Paul Mac Flynn 

41 Ireland’s Housing Emergency - Time for a Game Changer – Paul Goldrick-Kelly & 
Tom Healy 

40 Innovative Competence, How does Ireland do and does it matter? – Tom 
McDonnell 

2016:  

39 Productivity and the Northern Ireland Economy – Paul Mac Flynn 

38 Divisions in Job Quality in Northern Ireland – Lisa Wilson 

37 Employees on the Minimum Wage in the Republic of Ireland –Micheál L. Collins 

36 Modelling the Impact of an Increase in Low Pay in the Republic of Ireland – Niamh 
Holton and Micheál L. Collins 

35 The Economic Implications of BREXIT for Northern Ireland – Paul Mac Flynn 

34 Estimating the Revenue Yield from a Financial Transactions Tax for the Republic of 
Ireland – Micheál L. Collins 

33 The Fiscal Implications of Demographic Change in the Health Sector – Paul Goldrick-
Kelly 

32 Understanding the Euro Crisis: Causes and Fixes – Thomas A. McDonnell 

2015:  

31 Cultivating Long-Run Economic Growth in the Republic of Ireland– Thomas A. 
McDonnell 

30 Incomes in Northern Ireland: What’s driving the change – Paul Mac Flynn 

29 Earnings and Low Pay in the Republic of Ireland: a profile and some policy issues – 
Micheál L. Collins 

28 Internal Devaluation and Labour Market Trends during Ireland's Economic Crisis - 
Thomas A. McDonnell and Rory O’Farrell 

27 A Profile of those on the Minimum Wage – Micheál L. Collins 

25 Taxes and Income Related Taxes Since 2007 - Micheál L. Collins 

24 A New Industrial Policy for Northern Ireland - Paul Mac Flynn 

23 The Better is Yet to Come: a social vision and an economic strategy for Ireland in the 
21st Century – Tom Healy 

22 Outsourcing in the Public Sector: a value for money perspective – Aoife Ní Lochlainn 
and Micheál L. Collins  

2014:  

21 Assessing Funding Models for Water Services Provision in Ireland - Thomas A. 
McDonnell 

 

http://www.nerinstitute.net/research/category/neriworkingpaperseries/
https://www.nerinstitute.net/research/a-longterm-assessment-of-irish-house-price-affordability/
http://www.nerinstitute.net/research/a-timeseries-analysis-of-precarious-work-in-the-elementary-professions-in-ireland/
http://www.nerinstitute.net/research/industrial-policy-in-northern-ireland-a-regional-approach/
http://www.nerinstitute.net/research/irelands-housing-emergency-time-for-a-game-changer/
http://www.nerinstitute.net/research/innovative-competence-how-does-ireland-do-and-does-it-matter/
http://www.nerinstitute.net/research/productivity-and-the-northern-ireland-economy/
http://www.nerinstitute.net/research/divisions-in-job-quality-in-northern-ireland/
http://www.nerinstitute.net/research/employees-on-the-minimum-wage-in-the-republic-of-ireland/
http://www.nerinstitute.net/research/modelling-the-impact-of-an-increase-in-low-pay-in-the-republic-of-ireland/
http://www.nerinstitute.net/research/the-economic-implications-of-brexit-for-northern-ireland/
http://www.nerinstitute.net/research/estimating-the-revenue-yield-from-a-ftt/
http://www.nerinstitute.net/research/estimating-the-revenue-yield-from-a-ftt/
http://www.nerinstitute.net/research/the-fiscal-implications-of-demographic-change-in-the-health-sector/
http://www.nerinstitute.net/research/understanding-the-euro-crisis-causes-and-fixes/
http://www.nerinstitute.net/research/cultivating-longrun-economic-growth-in-the-republic-of-ireland/
http://www.nerinstitute.net/research/incomes-in-northern-ireland-whats-driving-the-change/
http://www.nerinstitute.net/research/earnings-and-low-pay-in-the-republic-of-ireland/
http://www.nerinstitute.net/research/internal-devaluation-and-labour-market-trends-during-irelands-economic-crisis/
http://www.nerinstitute.net/research/a-profile-of-those-on-the-minimum-wage/
http://www.nerinstitute.net/research/taxes-and-income-related-taxes-since-2007/
http://www.nerinstitute.net/research/a-new-industrial-policy-for-northern-ireland/
http://www.nerinstitute.net/research/the-better-is-yet-to-come/
http://www.nerinstitute.net/research/the-better-is-yet-to-come/
http://www.nerinstitute.net/research/outsourcing-in-the-public-sector-a-vfm-perspective/
http://www.nerinstitute.net/research/assessing-funding-models-for-water-services-provision-in-ireland/

