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introduction

What is work?

Work is a far wider concept than simply paid employment. The focus of 
this book is mainly on paid employment, but there is a fuzzy line between 
concepts. Even paid employment is not as easy to define as we might at 
first think. It involves an exchange of labour for some kind of payment, but 
both parts of that definition are complex. Technically, what is offered by the 
worker is the capacity to work, rather than the work itself. Workers will make 
themselves available to the employer for a particular period of time. The 
job of the employer – usually through managers and control systems – is to 
ensure that the labour is directed at the activities required, and to an appro-
priate quality. Workers are people and, as such, have their own capacity to 
act. They may not do what the employer requires, or they may not do it to 
the quality needed. This process of overseeing and controlling what workers 
do as they work is the complex process of management.

The exchange for payment is also less simple than it may at first 
seem. Workers may exchange their capacity to work for a range of ben-
efits including money, time off, holiday allowances, a pension (wages that 
will be returned in the future), discounted food in canteens, and a whole 
host of other possible perks. Most of these are additional benefits to the 
basic wage, but there is scope for less obviously beneficial exchanges. 
Many countries now have rules that require most of the payment to be in 
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the form of currency, but there are certainly plenty of examples around the 
world and from history where workers have been paid in tokens that, for 
example, can only be exchanged for goods in the company shop.

Both the capacity to work and the payment it is exchanged for are 
complex ideas. Things get even more blurred when we think about the 
boundaries between work and non-work activities. Should we include things 
like work travel as part of our work time that should be compensated? Even 
if we can sit back on an aeroplane, drink a gin and tonic and watch Netflix? 
What about time spent commuting to work? And what if we have to buy a 
uniform or special clothes to wear to work? Every job has fuzzy boundaries, 
which always introduces the idea that what we choose to define as ‘work’ or 
even as ‘paid employment’ is contested and always subject to negotiation 
and renegotiation both at the level of individuals and as a society.

Paid employment is at the centre of our interest here. Of course, 
there are many forms of work that are unpaid, and these are important to 
acknowledge. Slavery is an important example. Modern slavery exists in 
areas such as domestic labour where workers can be brought to the UK 
to do the childcare and household tasks for a large family, but the terms of 
the exchange are not freely chosen. Undoubtedly this is work – hard work. 
The lack of freedom to choose to enter or leave the employment relation-
ship, plus the lack of clear payment for the work done, mean that it falls 
into a category beyond our consideration here. Private unpaid domestic 
labour within a family or household is also really important in keeping the 
lives of workers going. Someone has to wash the clothes and cook the 
dinner before workers can leave the house and move into the workplace. 
Even now, this work is mainly done by women, even in households where 
the women also undertake paid employment. A recent report by the Office 
for National Statistics (2016) showed that women do, on average, around 
26 hours of unpaid domestic labour a week, compared with 16 hours done 
by men. It is crucially important work, but it is not usually done for a wage 
as part of an employment relationship, so it is not the focus here. Again, 
there are fuzzy boundaries.

What is viewed as legitimate labour can also change over time. There 
has recently been growing public concern about unpaid interns. These 
recruits are not paid, but they usually work in a workplace alongside paid 
staff and do similar tasks. In exchange for giving their labour, they gain 
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experience about the industry and/or about work in general. For a young 
person trying to break into a particular sector, this experience can be really 
important. But increasingly as a society, we have come to understand that 
this approach to work experience risks deepening social divides because 
often the only people who can afford to give up their time for free in this 
way already have a lot of resources, usually within their family. Those fam-
ily resources help provide accommodation, food, travel, work clothes and 
all the other costs that are required to be able to go to work. So, in areas 
such as the creative industries, fashion, magazine writing and similar where 
unpaid internships are common, there have been growing voices warn-
ing that this risks perpetuating systems that mean only people with the 
privilege of family support can gain the kinds of work experience necessary 
to make it in these industries. While this raises important social questions 
to understand how unpaid internships help explain why particular profes-
sions and sectors struggle to recruit a more diverse workforce, it is not the 
main focus of this book because it takes us beyond the boundaries of paid 
employment.

This brings into focus another key concept: the employment relation-
ship. This can be understood as the relationship between a paid worker or 
employee and the person or organisation that employs them. In exchange 
for the payment, the employer’s role is to try to make sure that the worker 
uses their skills and capacity for whatever objectives and quality are 
required. Central to understanding the employment relationship is the fact 
that it is constantly in a state of flux; the ‘give and take’ is always under 
negotiation from both sides. This idea that work is about social as well as 
economic relationships and exchanges is really important because it helps 
to remind us that it is always about people and not simply about the legal 
contract someone signs when they start work, or the economics of the deci-
sion to apply for a particular job. People have different understandings of the 
situations they find themselves in and they have different interests. As we 
shall see, generally speaking, individual workers usually have less power in 
the employment relationship than their employers. These features make the 
employment relationship between workers and their employers messy and 
requiring ongoing negotiation. So, negotiation – sometimes explicit, some-
times implicit – about what a worker is able and/or willing to do in exchange 
for the payment they receive is at the heart of the employment relationship.
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Who works?

The focus of this book is paid employment in the UK. The Labour Force 
Survey tells us that just over 32.5 million people work in the UK from a 
total population of around 65.6 million. (Unless otherwise mentioned, all of 
the statistics in this section come from the UK Labour Force Survey which 
is explained in more detail in the further reading section at the end of the 
book). Of course, like all statistics about complex social issues, this hides a 
number of judgements about what is measured and how. The first point about 
measuring employment statistics is the idea of a working age population. In 
the UK, we tend to measure the proportion of people who work in the age 
group between 16 (when compulsory education ends) and 64. Around 75% 
of that population work. That figure is quite high when you consider the 
number of people who stay in education beyond the age of 16; the fact that 
a lot of people take time out of the labour market to provide care for children 
and other relatives; the number of people who are unable to work because 
of illness and other situations; and that many people reduce their engage-
ment with the labour market before the age of 64. All of these can create 
complex patterns of employment and unemployment across someone’s life 
course.

Politicians are usually most worried about the unemployment level, 
which in 2018 in the UK was around 1.38 million. Unemployment is defined 
as being available for work, but not being in work. Most observers are 
not particularly worried about small levels of unemployment because it is 
normal for some people to have short periods of unemployment as they 
decide to move between jobs, or as they look for a different job if they 
lose their job. What is particularly concerning to policy makers are people 
who have extended periods of unemployment, which is usually taken as 
meaning six months or more. This is because people who are unemployed 
for a relatively long time can struggle to re-enter the labour market for a 
number of reasons, including the fact that their skills become out of date, 
and they lose confidence and experience. Around 573,000 people in the 
UK fall within this definition. This puts the unemployment rate for people 
aged 16 and over around 4.1%.

Academic commentators also point out that the definition of unem-
ployment is not always helpful in understanding in detail what is happening 
in the labour market. Many people find themselves without work but are not 
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formally defined as unemployed. A good example here that has gained a 
lot of attention in recent debates is someone who is employed on a zero-
hours contract (ZHC) but who is not allocated any work for a period of 
time. Zero-hours contracts are formally a contract of employment, but do 
not guarantee any particular hours being allocated in a particular week or 
month. So a worker may go for some time without being allocated any paid 
work. These workers are therefore formally employed but not given work. 
Another example is self-employed workers, which we will return to later.

Unemployment is also a very different measure from the number of 
people claiming various social security payments for unemployment. The 
latter is measured by a figure called the claimant count. Any government 
can put in place rules that people must adhere to in order to claim social 
security, and this inevitably means that there will be a gap between the 
number of people who are unemployed and the number who can claim 
unemployment payments. In recent years, the rules about claiming unem-
ployment payments in the UK have become gradually stricter, so there is 
now a large gap between the number of people claiming out-of-work ben-
efits (around 924,600) and the much higher figure of around 1.38 million 
who are counted as being unemployed.

A further group of people we need to think about are those people 
who are economically inactive. In other words, they could potentially work 
but are currently either not seeking work or not available to start work in 
the next two weeks. There are currently 8.66 million economically inactive 
people in the age range 16–64 in the UK. They include students, people 
whose main responsibility is household work or unpaid care, and people 
who have some other income not from employment (perhaps from having 
sold a company, from investments, or similar).

These measures about who ‘counts’ as employed, unemployed or 
economically inactive are really important in public debates about work 
and employment. Most governments are particularly concerned about 
measures of unemployment as the headline indicator of the state of the 
labour market. But we can see even from the brief discussion above that 
there are big societal changes that can easily influence those headline fig-
ures. One example is that it is now far more common than it was 50 years 
ago for young people to extend their time in education beyond the age 
of 16. This has changed the labour market in lots of complex ways. Even 
when students are working, most of them are classified as students – and 
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therefore economically inactive – for the purposes of official statistics. This 
has the effect of changing the data about the flows of young people into 
the labour market.

Similarly, it is now far more common for women to re-enter the labour 
market after they have had children. Even 50 years ago, this was quite dif-
ficult in many occupations, yet today is seen as perfectly normal, although 
we need to remember that those women often face challenges in pro-
gressing in their careers, especially if they work part-time. Again, this 
changes who is available for work, and how they want to work. Perhaps 
unsurprisingly, alongside this huge change in social norms a demand has 
arisen for work that better suits people who are caring for young families, 
namely part-time work, flexible work and similar. So, while employers now 
have a far larger pool of people in their 30s and 40s to recruit from, there 
have been gradual pressures to change some of the kinds of work offered.

This highlights a central point of this book: when we talk about work, 
employment and the labour market, we must never assume that it is fixed 
or static in any way. Employers, (potential) workers and governments 
make choices and respond to each other’s choices. The example above is 
a good one. As more women have entered the labour market, employers 
and governments have responded. Sometimes they have freely chosen to 
respond, at other times they have been forced to respond by changes to 
the law on equal pay or other laws giving women access to equal treatment 
at work. The three main actors in employment – the government, employ-
ers and workers – therefore interact in a constantly moving situation. As 
a result, the exchange between workers and employers is negotiated 
and renegotiated as the situation changes. Sometimes the negotiation is 
explicit (e.g. at the start of a job when a worker agrees to a set of terms 
and conditions of employment) and sometimes it is not actively noticed 
(e.g. an employer might decide to provide a training programme to help 
and encourage managers to make jobs more flexible). It is the negotiation 
and renegotiation of the future of employment relationships that is at the 
heart of this book.

We noted previously that there is another big group of workers we 
need to consider. In addition to the approximately 27 million people in the 
UK who are employees, there are a further 4.7 million who are classified 
as self-employed. This is a category that is surprisingly difficult to define. 
It includes some of the people we might typically think about when 
we think about self-employment: perhaps a plumber who runs a small 
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business; or an IT specialist who works on a range of different projects 
for different companies. But there has also been a growth in the number 
of self-employed workers who are more difficult to categorise as defini-
tively self-employed. They may work for only one company and may even 
wear the company uniform, but for tax purposes they are considered to 
be self-employed. For example, a lot of delivery drivers fall into this group. 
They may own the vehicle that they use for deliveries, but it may often be 
branded with the company logo and the driver may well wear a uniform 
of that company. If they work for the company full-time and the company 
tells them whether or not they can have breaks, annual leave and similar, 
it is difficult to argue that the person is genuinely self-employed, although 
they may well fall into that category for statistical purposes. Because this 
is a small but growing group, we will pay attention to them in this book.

There is a clear benefit to a company in using bogus self-employed 
workers because it does not have to pay for costs such as the employers’ 
contributions to tax and National Insurance. These workers also do not have 
the same rights as standard employees. They have to arrange their own 
holiday and sick pay and are not usually covered by laws about maximum 
working time or minimum wages. There have been a number of high-profile 
legal cases recently where workers have argued – often successfully – that 
they should be covered by various employment rights that regular employees 
benefit from, such as paid sick leave. This kind of complexity arises because 
there are different measures used for employment data for the application of 
employment law and for tax purposes.

In general, then, we can see that there are always incentives to try to 
blur the boundaries between different groups of workers. In these cases, 
employers have tried to push the boundaries of what can be defined as 
self-employment, often in an effort to keep down costs and ensure that 
labour is as inexpensive and flexible as possible. This has generated a 
‘pushback’ from individual workers and representative organisations such 
as trade unions who have presented legal cases to try to define these cat-
egories more clearly. This shows the negotiation and renegotiation of work 
and employment in action.

What do we do at work?

Official statistics measure in a number of ways the industries and sec-
tors in which people work. One way is to look at the public and private 
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sectors. The private sector is run by individuals and companies, usually 
for profit. Around 27 million workers are employed in the private sector. 
The public sector is work that is supported by the government via taxa-
tion. Jobs in areas such as health and social work, education, public 
administration and the police all fall into this group. In December 2017, 
around 5.3 million people were employed in the public sector. Because 
of reductions in government spending after the Global Financial Crisis 
of 2007–8, there have been many job losses in the public sector over 
the past decade, so this figure is considerably lower than it has been 
in the recent past.

Another way to look at the data about the jobs we do is to use the 
Standard Industrial Classification. This pays less attention to whether work 
is in the public or private sector, but tells us about the kinds of industries 
people work in. The largest industries are shown in Figure 1.1.

0 1,000 2,000 3,000 4,000 5,000

Agriculture, forestry & fishing
Mining, energy & water supply

Manufacturing
Construction

Wholesale, retail & repair of motor vehicles
Transport & storage

Accommodation & food services
Information & communication

Financial & insurance activities
Real estate activities

Professional, scientific & technical activities
Administrative & support services

Public admin & defence; social security
Education

Human health & social work activities
Other services

Employment by Standard Industrial Classification

Figure 1.1 

Source: Labour Force Survey, October–December 2017 (′000s employees)

The vast majority of workers (around 23.9 million from the total 
of 32.4 million) are working full-time and about 8.5 million part-time.  
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On average across all workers, people worked 32 hours per week in 2017. 
Of those who are classified as full-time, the average was 37 hours, while 
part-timers worked an average of around 16 hours per week. This fits 
what might be regarded as a ‘normal’ expectation of full-time and part-
time work, but it hides some surprising figures. Returning to the previous 
point about self-employment being a varied category, we know that more 
than a quarter (30%) of self-employed workers are part-time. Zero-hours 
and low-hours contracts are also a form of part-time work where the 
employer does not guarantee any work beyond the minimum. Workers on 
these contracts often end up working a lot longer than their contracted 
hours in very flexible work patterns. This can sometimes be a benefit for 
the workers if they have the right to reject work when it is offered, but 
too often employers require them to accept the work, which means the 
flexibility of those contracts runs only one way.

While politicians are usually most worried about the headline unem-
ployment rate, a different way to measure potential capacity in the labour 
market is to look at under-employment. The Labour Force Survey esti-
mates that over 900,000 part-time workers say that they want and could 
take on a full-time job, but cannot not find one. This hints at a small, but 
important, minority of workers who can be considered as under-employed. 
In other words, they are in employment, but they are not working as much 
as they would like and are able. There has always been some level of 
under-employment in the labour force because part-time jobs can be used 
as a way for employers to screen people before hiring them for full-time 
roles. However, there is good evidence that this pool of under-employed 
workers has grown in the past two decades, and this phenomenon is part 
of what has become known as the ‘gig economy’.

How much do we earn at work?

Also important to consider is how much people earn when they are at 
work. The average regular pay for employees in February 2018 – excluding 
any bonuses – was £483 per week before tax and other deductions. The 
average total pay including bonuses but before tax and deductions was 
£513. (Data about wages published by the Office for National Statistics 
comes from two sources: the Annual Survey of Hours and Earnings and 
Average Weekly Earnings data. Again, more information about sources 

01_SIMMS_CH_01.indd   9 11/05/2019   9:57:34 AM



what do we know … about the future of work?

10

is available in the further reading section.) So, the average annual salary 
excluding bonuses was £25,116 per year, and £26,676 including bonuses. 
Of course, salaries are not evenly spread across the population and wage 
data is always skewed by the fact that a very small number of high earn-
ers can push up the averages. This concern about the pay and bonuses 
earned by the top 1% has become a topic of considerable public debate, 
especially as such pay has increased much more quickly than for the 
majority of workers in recent years.

Why does work matter?

Work matters because it is integral to the ways in which we as human 
beings have structured our societies. In a highly influential book called 
The Thought of Work, Professor John Budd (2011) outlines some of the 
functions that work fulfils for individuals and society: as a curse, as a 
freedom, as a commodity, as providing occupational citizenship, as a 
disutility, as personal fulfilment, as a social relationship, as caring for 
others, as identity, and as service. Even this is probably not an exhaus-
tive list, but it highlights the different social and economic functions 
that work can fulfil in our lives. These multiple functions of work and 
employment in our societies and lives are crucially important because 
they bring inevitable tensions and contradictions. It is not uncommon 
for people to report that they like particular parts of their jobs, while 
also feeling burdened or constrained by the fact that they cannot act 
entirely freely because their time is directed by their employer and man-
ager. A job that I might find very boring or stressful may suit another 
person very well indeed. These tensions and contradictions emerge 
from the fact that paid employment performs these multiple functions 
in our societies, economies and personal lives.

If we focus on paid employment, most of us live in societies where 
work also creates and reinforces patterns of inequalities. There is no level 
playing field for access to the best jobs. Nor are there equal opportunities 
to use income to build up wealth by, for example, paying a mortgage to 
buy a house, or building up pensions assets. To make a broad generalisa-
tion, the more access to these forms of wealth your parents had or have, 
the more likely it is that you will be able to access them yourself. So, pat-
terns of inequality can persist not only across an individual’s lifetime, but 
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also across generations. Even in the context of public debate about the 
increasing inequality between younger and older generations in the UK, 
there remains greater inequality between the richest and the poorest in any 
given generation. Although some of this inequality arises from differences 
in wealth that is passed between generations, at least some of it results 
from the differences in access to different kinds of paid work: specifically, 
who has access to high-paid and low-paid jobs?

One particularly important period in people’s lives is their transition 
from education to work. Opportunities for young people to find their first 
paid employment after education vary depending on the performance 
of the economy at particular moments in time. Young people who are 
unlucky enough to move into the labour market when there is a con-
traction or a recession in the economy can find their chances of finding 
work scarred for ever (Bell and Blanchflower, 2011). The reasons for this 
are complex and it is likely that there are three main effects happening. 
First, when the economy later picks up, these workers do not have the 
experience that employers would expect of someone several years after 
school or college. Second, a fresh batch of young people will have entered 
the labour market after them who are blank slates for employers to recruit. 
And third, the young people themselves may have been disheartened by 
their early experiences of no work or poor-quality work and may be less 
engaged with job seeking. What is well established is the effect of early 
experiences of (un)employment. As they get older, workers who experi-
ence early periods of unemployment will earn less than other cohorts, they 
will experience less good health, and they are more likely to die younger. 
All of these are proxy measures for being less wealthy and earning less 
across a lifetime. So, what is increasingly clear from research evidence 
is that early experiences of work continue to have ripple effects through 
someone’s life – and some of that is purely down to chance.

In that context, policy makers have become very keen to try to measure 
social mobility. Social mobility can be defined as the likelihood of someone 
moving from one class position to a different class position over their lifetime. 
The idea of class position can sometimes be controversial, but in this kind of 
research it really just means someone’s income and wealth which are typically 
measured by their occupation. In public debate, the idea of social mobility 
is usually regarded very positively. Many see it as shorthand for the ability 
of people with various kinds of disadvantage to improve their lives through 
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access to good-quality education and jobs. But we often forget that social 
mobility can also mean people moving down the occupational ladder, so the 
children of parents who have higher income and advantage may move into 
occupations that are less well paid. In short, whether we see social mobility as 
a good thing or not, it is clearly linked to the jobs that we do.

Thus, work matters. Someone’s occupational status is often the big-
gest influence on the amount of wealth and income they can accrue over 
their lifetime. This has an enormous influence on a whole range of life out-
comes, including how healthy they are likely to be, how long they are likely 
to live, where they can live, and a range of other important life chances. 
The UK has relatively low levels of social mobility, so one of the most 
important influences on the occupation someone has is the occupational 
class of their parents. That is not to say that there is no social mobility –  
plenty of individuals move up and down the occupational groups during 
their working lives. But it does mean that we need to pay attention to 
all kinds of work and employment when we discuss the future of work 
because some groups have more advantages and resources than others 
to navigate changes. It also pushes us to pay attention to the choices that 
are made by employers and the state about work and how those decisions 
affect work and working people.
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