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From  
precarious  
to prosperous



 

Nearly a third of those on zero 

hours contracts are 

underemployed 

 
1 ONS Labour Force Survey figures published in August 2020. Growth is compared to 2013 as an increase in media coverage of zero hours in that year is thought to 

have affected survey responses, making previous data less comparable. Percentage change refers to the absolute increase in numbers, zero hours contracts as a 

proportion of people in employment rose by 66% over the same period. 
2 Partington, R. (2019) Gig economy in Britain doubles, accounting for 4.7 million workers. The Guardian. Available at: 

https://www.theguardian.com/business/2019/jun/28/gig-economy-in-britain-doubles-accounting-for-47-million-workers 
3 Citizens UK (2019) Creating a Fair Work Economy. Available at: https://www.citizensuk.org/fair-work-listening-report 
4 Living Wage Foundation (2019) Living Houses: providing security of hours alongside a real Living Wage. Available at: https://www.livingwage.org.uk/living-hours 
5 Innes, D. (2020) What has driven the rise of in-work poverty? Joseph Rowntree Foundation. Available at: https://www.jrf.org.uk/report/what-has-driven-rise-

work-poverty 
6 The Trussell Trust found that food bank use in their network increased by 74% between 2015-16 and 2019-20. See: https://www.trusselltrust.org/news-and-

blog/latest-stats/end-year-stats/ 
7 This statutory presumption should be limited to the distinction between worker and self-employed and should not apply to the distinction between workers and 

employees, to avoid putting employee rights at risk. 
8 Polling by Populus for CPP. Survey of 609 small, medium and large businesses from a representative range of sectors across the UK carried out from 28 August to 3 

September.  
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9 ONS dataset EMP17: People in employment on zero hours contracts. Available at: 

https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/employmentandemployeetypes/datasets/emp17peopleinemploymentonzerohourscontracts 
10 CPP analysis comparing ONS data on the percentage of people in employment on a zero hours contract in 2020 with Q1 2020 seasonally adjusted productivity 

hours by region. 
11 These proportions refer to the percentage of people on a zero hours contract. For example, 29.2% of people on a zero hours contract work in elementary 

occupations, including cleaning. 
12 Ravalier, J. et al. (2020) Work Stress in NHS Employees: A Mixed-Methods Study, International Journal of Environmental Research and Public Health. Available at: 

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/hsc.12652 
13 Partington, R. (2018). 
14 Department for Business, Energy & Industrial Strategy (BEIS). (2018)THE CHARACTERISTICSOF THOSE IN THE GIG ECONOMY. Available at: 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/gig-economy-research 

2.3 
2.8 

1.1 

1.3 

4.7 

 -

 1.0

 2.0

 3.0

 4.0

 5.0

 6.0

2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021G
ig

 e
co

n
o

m
y 

w
o

rk
er

s 
(m

ill
io

n
)

Figure 1: estimates for the number of people working 
in the gig economy 
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https://www.theguardian.com/business/2019/jun/28/gig-economy-in-britain-doubles-accounting-for-47-million-workers
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Use of zero hours contracts is 

highest in regions such as the 

North East where skill levels and 

productivity is lowest 

15 The seasonally adjusted UK unemployment rate for those aged 16 and over was 3.8% in January–March 2019, the lowest rate since 1974 according to ONS figures. 

For more information see: https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peoplenotinwork/unemployment 
16 JFR Analysis Unit (2018) UK Poverty 2018. Available at: https://www.jrf.org.uk/report/uk-poverty-2018 
17 Jones, R. (2019) A Resurgence of the Regions: rebuilding innovation capacity across the whole UK. Available at: http://www.softmachines.org/wordpress/?p=2340 
18 ONS figures for Gross Domestic Product: Quarter on quarter growth: CVM SA %, last updated September 2020. 
19 Joyce, R. and Xu, X. (2020) Sector shutdowns during the coronavirus crisis: which workers are most exposed? Institute for Fiscal Studies. Available at:  

https://www.ifs.org.uk/publications/14791 
20 Helm, T. (2020) Sunak’s jobs plan ‘harks back to worst of Thatcher’, says Dodds. The Guardian. Available at: 

https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2020/sep/26/sunaks-jobs-plan-harks-back-to-worst-of-thatcher-says-dodds 
21 CPP’s report - The business of belonging - underlines the importance of good jobs as a platform for businesses and individuals to contribute to and benefit from 

increased productivity and shared prosperity. Rather than using the pandemic to give up on good jobs, the government should be working with businesses to improve 

access to them for people from diverse groups and deprived neighbourhoods to avoid the widening of existing inequalities. See: Stock Jones, R. and Franklin, B. (2020) 

The business of belonging: Strengthening bonds between business and place. Centre for Progressive Policy. Available at: https://www.progressive-

policy.net/publications 
22 ERC (2020) Employee well-being, mental health and productivity in Midlands firms: The employer perspective. Available at: 

https://www.enterpriseresearch.ac.uk/publications/employee-well-being-mental-health-and-productivity-in-midlands-firms-the-employer-perspective/ 
23 JFR Analysis Unit (2018). 
24 Verity, A (2020) Covid: Jobs scheme 'won't stop major rise in unemployment'. BBC News. Available at: https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-54282815 
25 HM Treasury’s revision to the Job Support Scheme on 22nd October reduces this cost on employers and may help to mitigate the impact on low skilled jobs. 
26 Strauss, D. (2020) UK job losses rise at record rate in 3 months to August. The Financial Times. Available at: https://www.ft.com/content/5ec911b9-b1c6-4bb9-

8497-a2f753f37199?desktop=true&segmentId=7c8f09b9-9b61-4fbb-9430-9208a9e233c8 

Insecure contracts are 

undermining the UK’s ability to 

rebalance the regions and level 

up the economy 

https://www.jrf.org.uk/report/uk-poverty-2018
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If a company considers that the 

people working for them are 

self-employed, the individual will 

have to seek redress via 

employment tribunals, which 

leads to a delay in accessing their 

rights 

 
27 Howlett, E. (2019) UK workforce no more insecure than 20 years ago, says CIPD. People Management. Available at: 

https://www.peoplemanagement.co.uk/news/articles/uk-workforce-no-more-insecure 
28 Asthana, A. (2020) Has Covid-19 turned the clock back on women's equality? The Guardian: Today in Focus podcast. Available at: 

https://www.theguardian.com/news/audio/2020/oct/01/has-covid-19-turned-the-clock-back-on-womens-equality-podcast 
29 Butler, S. (2019) Gig economy: worker loses Pimlico Plumbers holiday pay claim. The Guardian. Available at: 

https://www.theguardian.com/business/2019/mar/20/gig-economy-worker-loses-pimlico-plumbers-holiday-pay-claim 
30 Autoclenz v Belcher & Ors [2011] UKSC 41 
31uropoean Parliament (2019) Gig economy: EU law to improve workers’ rights (infographic). Available at: 

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/headlines/society/20190404STO35070/gig-economy-eu-law-to-improve-workers-rights-infographic 
32 Paul, K. (2020) Judge grants Uber and Lyft temporary stay, averting shutdown of California services. The Guardian. Available at: 

https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2020/aug/20/lyft-california-suspend-services-drivers-ab5 
33 Paul, K. (2020) Prop 22 explained: how California voters could upend the gig economy. The Guardian. Available at: https://www.theguardian.com/us-

news/2020/oct/15/proposition-22-california-ballot-measure-explained 

https://www.peoplemanagement.co.uk/news/articles/uk-workforce-no-more-insecure
https://www.theguardian.com/news/audio/2020/oct/01/has-covid-19-turned-the-clock-back-on-womens-equality-podcast
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/headlines/society/20190404STO35070/gig-economy-eu-law-to-improve-workers-rights-infographic
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34 Normally a worker will work under a contract (oral or written) to do work personally. However, they do not have to accept all work that is offered to them. There is 

more flexibility to accept and do work than in an employment contract.  



The historical comparison with 

dock workers indicates that a 

step change in industrial 

relations often requires 

government to take the lead 

Protect worker rights 

35 Ibid, 
36 Jackson, M.P. (1972) The Decasualisation of Dock Labour. Social Policy & Administration, 6: 19-33. Available at: 

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/epdf/10.1111/j.1467-9515.1972.tb00579.x 
37 Despite riders being classed as self-employed, Deliveroo effectively fired one rider for failing to accept work. See: Connor, S (2020) Uber ruling shows gig economy 

is running out of road. Available at: https://www.ft.com/content/11e2e1bf-c1dd-47cc-81b2-2147433ff16d 
38 Bloodworth, J. (2019) The exploited underclass is revolting. UnHerd. Available at: https://unherd.com/2019/09/the-exploited-underclass-is-revolting/ 
39 Moylan, J. (2012) Union membership has halved since 1980. BBC. Available at: https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-19521535 
40 Ibid. 
41 Stock Jones, R. et al. (2019) The good life: the role of employers. Centre for Progressive Policy. Available at: https://www.progressive-policy.net/publications/the-

good-life-the-role-of-employers 
42 Jackson, M.P. (1972). 



Eliminate use of zero hours contracts 

Extend the hourly minimum wage rate to cover self-

employed contracts  

43 Polling by Populus for CPP. Survey of 609 small, medium and large businesses from a representative range of sectors across the UK carried out from 28 August to 3 

September.  
44 D’Arcy, C. (2017) The minimum required? Minimum wages and the self-employed. Resolution Foundation. Available at: 

https://www.resolutionfoundation.org/app/uploads/2017/07/The-minimum-required.pdf 
45 Previously, self-employed people were assumed to earn at least minimum wage for the purposes of Universal Credit and were not compensated if they fall below it. 

This is known as the Minimum Income Floor. For more information, see the Department for Work and Pensions Universal Credit information page: 

https://www.understandinguniversalcredit.gov.uk/new-to-universal-credit/self-employment/ 
46 Department for Business, Energy & Industrial Strategy (BEIS) (2017) Good Work: The Taylor Review of Modern Working Practices. Available at: 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/good-work-the-taylor-review-of-modern-working-practices 
47 The December 2019 Queen’s Speech is available on gov.uk at: 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/853886/Queen_s_Speech_December_2019_-

_background_briefing_notes.pdf 

Collect more detailed information on employment 

status 

Prioritise the setup of a single labour market 

enforcement body 
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48 Silvers, D. (2019) Back to the Future — Casualised Labour, Innovation and the Future of Work. Available at: https://medium.com/iipp-blog/back-to-the-future-

casualised-labour-innovation-and-the-future-of-work-8a0e5238b1ab 
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