
Introduction

Incidence, nature of and trends in very atypical work 

Legal framework for non-standard work

Quality of work

Debates relating to non-standard work 

Views and actions of social actors

Concluding remarks

References

Annexes

Courriel: postmaster@eurofound.europa.eu - Site web: www.eurofound.europa.eu
Wyattville Road, Loughlinstown, Dublin 18, Irlande. - Téléphone: (+353 1) 204 31 00 - Télécopie: 282 42 09 / 282 64 56

Flexible forms of work: 
‘very atypical’ contractual arrangements



 



1

This report examines the recent evolution of some specific flexible employment contractual arrangements in the EU
Member States and Norway. Within the broader category of ‘non-standard forms of work’, the overview focuses on the
‘very atypical’ forms of work, namely: part-time work of fewer than 10 hours a week, very short fixed-term contracts,
zero hours working and non-written contracts. Despite the difficulty in obtaining data, the study highlights the increase
in the use of these different types of contractual arrangements and the sectoral specificities that exist Europe wide. The
study explores actions which seek to guarantee both flexibility and security in the labour market through a degree of
regulation and monitoring of these forms of work. The use of very atypical work raises particular challenges, especially
in terms of health and safety, the risk of poverty and the propensity for undeclared work. Social partners as well as
policymakers still have to address these challenges.

Introduction

Within the European labour markets, there has been a growing emergence of so-called ‘more flexible forms of work’,

which deviate from ‘standard’ employment contracts. The need for flexible employment arrangements has been

underlined on several occasions. Developing these forms of work is considered necessary for achieving economic

growth through the adaptation of business strategies and productivity to globalised markets and economies.

The existence and development of different forms of work have been repeatedly acknowledged by the European

institutions. In its Green Paper on modernising labour law of November 2006, the European Commission noted that:

‘Rapid technological progress as well as globalisation have fundamentally changed European labour markets. Fixed-

term contracts, part-time work, on-call and zero hours contracts, hiring through temporary employment agencies and

freelance contracts have become an established feature of the European labour market, accounting for 25% of the

workforce’ (European Commission, 2006). As the Lisbon strategy illustrates, Europe’s achievement of the labour market

targets fixed in 2000 and revised in 2005 relied on developing forms of ‘atypical or non-standard’ work arrangements

that allow ‘for more flexibility, either internal or external quantitative flexibility. Non-standard forms of employment

allow for adapting hours of work, organisation of working time and the responsiveness of work to fluctuations in the

demand for production or services’ (the so-called ‘Wilthagen matrix’ – Wilthagen and Tros, 2004).

On the other hand, as these forms of work have only developed in more recent times, some adjustments of the rights and

protection of workers are needed to adapt to these ‘new’ situations. In fact, the majority of workers’ rights and protection

have been built around so-called ‘standard’ employment relationships – the main features being the permanence of a

contractual relationship between the worker and an employer, with rights and protection being developed along the way.

Some of the principal characteristics of work – such as pay increases, participation in the representative process,

unemployment subsidies and pension rights – are linked to employment tenure. Moreover, new flexible pay schemes and

vocational training systems also appear to be linked to job tenure. The so-called ‘standard’ employment arrangements

are considered as ensuring employment tenure and therefore guaranteeing the whole range of rights and protection linked

to this form of employment.

Therefore, as the European Commission recognised, a prominent issue relating to the evolution of work forms is

balancing flexibility and security. This issue involves ‘the need to look more closely at the regulation of temporary

agency work; the need to combat the informal economy; the need to improve the interface between labour market and

social security regulation, in order to smooth transitions between jobs; and the need to clarify the rights and

responsibilities of the parties involved in subcontracting, in order to ensure that workers are not deprived of their

employment rights’ (European Commission, 2006).

In its communication entitled Towards common principles of flexicurity: More and better jobs through flexibility
and security (84Kb PDF), of June 2007, the European Commission has set a number of objectives regarding the
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European labour markets. In particular, it highlights that ‘adaptation requires a more flexible labour market combined

with levels of security that address simultaneously the new needs of employers and employees’ (European Commission,

2007).

The risk of a polarisation of labour markets – involving, on the one hand, secure contractual arrangements under

‘standard’ contracts and, on the other hand, ‘precarious situations’ in ‘non-standard/atypical’ forms of employment – is

under scrutiny. As the European Commission emphasises: ‘there is a growing gap between those looking for work, those

in non-standard, sometimes precarious contractual arrangements on the one hand (so-called “outsiders”), and those in

permanent, full-time jobs on the other (the “insiders”)’ (European Commission, 2006).  

It is worth mentioning that besides the formal economy, informal work  arrangements are still in use given the interests

at stake. Some employers use informal work arrangements to benefit in the short term – for example, from lower costs

due to the non-payment of social contributions and taxes, and from access to a more flexible and adaptable workforce,

allowing for a tailored organisation of work. These practices lead to complaints of unfair competition among many

employers and employer organisations. On the other hand, workers can sometimes see undeclared work as a way to

obtain higher incomes, which are not subject to social contributions and tax deductions. For other workers, it may be

their only way of getting an income, as they would not otherwise be able to enter the labour market – a situation which

is the reality for many immigrants, for example. Various trade unions have been vociferous in denouncing these illegal

practices.

Differentiating among non-standard forms of work

The starting point of this report is therefore to assess differentiations between various categories of ‘non-standard or

atypical’ forms of employment arrangements. The current state of play goes beyond a simplistic dichotomy between

permanent or full-time contracts and non-standard or atypical contractual arrangements. Firstly, an open-ended contract

no longer ensures a guarantee of job security – various crises show that even the ‘secure’ permanent contract can be

threatened, due in particular to the processes of globalisation and the ‘financialisation’ of the economy, leading to

considerable company restructuring. Secondly, non-standard employment contract arrangements can become more

standard – for instance, some ‘atypical’ forms of work that are being increasingly used have been subject to regulations,

bringing them closer to the standard forms. Finally, among the ‘non-standard’ forms of work, new types are emerging

and developing that vary from the more usual ones. The assumption here is that these ‘new’ forms are more ‘non-

standard’ than the others.

A key objective of this report is to refine the abovementioned dichotomy in the context of the labour market

developments currently underway. Among ‘the forms of work’ evident in today’s labour market, the following categories

can be listed. 

� Permanent, full-time contractual arrangements, or so-called ‘standard’ contracts – this type of employment is viewed

as being ‘more secure’. The main reason for this is that it allows visibility regarding the future evolution of work,

income and employability. This employment category has been the basis for determining workers’ rights in social

protection regimes and at the workplace. Therefore, these contractual arrangements are defined as ‘standard’ forms of

work. Such arrangements still cover more than 50% of the workforce; it should be noted that, since the outset, this

form of employment has not covered the entire workforce as other forms of work have always existed.

� Non-standard forms of work – this category of employment is particularly difficult to pinpoint due to many reasons,

but mainly owing to the versatility of denominations used. 

Flexible forms of work: ‘very atypical’ contractual arrangements
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Flexible forms of work: ‘very atypical’ contractual arrangements

Originally, any form of work that deviated from the norm of open-ended and full-time employment – such as fixed-term

work, temporary agency work or part-time work – was considered to be non-standard work.

Various wordings are used when referring to contractual arrangements that go beyond the open-ended, full-time

employment contract – most frequently, ‘non-standard work’ (see, for instance, Edwards, 2006; European Commission,

2006) and atypical work (see, for example, Vendramin, 2001; Nienhueser, 2005; Bardasi and Francesconi, 2003;

Bredgaard, Larsen and Madsen, 2009). These terms refer to two aspects of employment arrangements: on the one hand,

they characterise the contracts according to the employment duration (fixed-term contracts) or the setting (temporary

agency work); on the other hand, they refer to specific forms of work (part-time work). 

As previously mentioned, this overview aims to focus on specific forms of non-standard work. This category can be

further broken down into two sub-categories: firstly, the most usual forms of non-standard work (atypical forms of

work); and secondly, the ones differing the most from standard forms of work (‘very atypical’ forms of work).

Atypical forms of work
This category encompasses fixed-term, part-time and temporary agency work contractual arrangements. The first two

types – fixed-term and part-time work – are adaptations of the ‘standard’ forms of work, defined according to the

contractual duration (fixed-term) or the number of working hours (part-time). The third type – temporary agency work

– specifically departs from the ‘standard’ work form due to the construction of the contractual arrangement: that is,

involving three parties and a triangular contractual relationship between the temporary agency (the employer), the

company where the work is performed (workplace) and the worker. 

These forms of work have been defined as ‘non-standard’ as they were devised as an adaptation of the original ‘standard’

work form. Departing from the standard regulations, these contractual arrangements did not initially give workers the

same level of rights and protection as those of workers on ‘standard’ employment contracts. However, over time, workers

have increasingly begun to obtain similar rights and protection through various pieces of national legislation, European

framework agreements signed by the European social partners and subsequent European directives – see, for example,

Council Directive 97/81/EC of December 1997 (concerning the Framework agreement on part-time work) and

Council Directive 99/70/EC of June 1999 (concerning the Framework agreement on fixed-term work).

In quantitative terms, these forms of work have become increasingly common in the labour market. Until recently, the

creation of jobs and economic growth were realised through the increase in temporary agency work and other ‘non-

standard’ forms of work. In this overview, fixed-term, part-time and temporary agency work will be grouped together

under the category of ‘atypical work’. 

‘Very atypical’ contractual arrangements
A further category of non-standard work defined in this report is that of ‘very atypical’ work. This category encompasses

the following contractual arrangements: 

� ‘very short’ fixed-term work of less than six months (which may also include ‘very short’ temporary agency work);

� ‘very short’ part-time work of less than 10 hours a week;

� non-contract work; 

� zero hours or on-call work.
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The definition adopted in this overview is consistent with that used in a background paper published by the European

Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions (Eurofound), entitled Very atypical work:
exploratory analysis of the fourth European Working Conditions Survey which specifies that: ‘the definition of very

atypical forms of work includes non-written contracts, contracts of less than 10 working hours per week, and very short

fixed-term contracts (six months or less)’ (Riso, 2010). As highlighted in the paper, this definition is similar to the one

used in this comparative study: ‘A similar categorisation has been used in the comparative analytical report – with the

addition of the zero hours and on-call work contracts (…) In both reports, the term ‘non-standard work or employment’

is used interchangeably to refer to both atypical and very atypical work as opposed to standard employment (that is, full-

time permanent employment).’  

This study examines the abovementioned specific employment arrangements for a number of reasons. Firstly, it appears

that these particular forms of ‘flexible’ contractual arrangements are developing. Secondly, the impacts of these forms

of work are differently appreciated. Some economic theories suggest a positive impact of ‘non-standard employment’ in

general. The hypothesis is that working under non-standard employment contracts is better than not working at all.

According to these economic theories, non-standard workers may still acquire specific human and company-specific

social capital – such as social connections or ties, information on the job, and access to other vacancies. Therefore, these

arrangements are analysed as potential first steps to entering a stable and secure job in the primary labour market. At the

same time, employer organisations highlight the need for flexibility in contractual arrangements with a view to adapting

to an increasingly globalised economy. 

On the other hand, trade unions have always been more reserved regarding the use of ‘flexible’ forms of work, that is,

non-standard employment: the unions emphasise the impact of less secure contractual arrangements, reduced income and

employability developments on workers’ professional and personal lives.

The hypothesis explored in this study is that ‘very atypical’ forms of work are not only particularly flexible but also, by

their nature, extremely precarious. 

First of all, most of the very atypical workers live on a low, or even very low, income, as outcome of the amount of hours

worked and the short job tenure. Secondly, these forms of work give no clarity regarding the future – especially in terms

of job and employability. As outlined, the employability aspects have been discussed among economists, but positive

developments still need to be soundly proven – for non-standard forms of work in general, not to mention ‘very atypical’

forms of work in particular. Moreover, beyond the employment contractual arrangement, a short job tenure and low

income (corresponding to a few hours work) have an impact on unemployment subsidies, pensions and workers’ rights.

In addition, precarious work can jeopardise people’s capacity to pay rent, ability to obtain bank credit, and opportunities

to build a family. At societal level, the impact of precarious employment on social cohesion and birth rates should not

be underestimated.

Limitations of the current study

Figure 1 shows the entire spectrum of work forms – from the indefinite, full-time employment contracts, which are

deemed as being ‘the most secure’ (assimilated to permanent jobs), to the ‘very atypical’ work forms which are the

subject of this report and finally the informal arrangements. The two last forms of work are considered as being the most

flexible ones. The nature of self-employment varies: this form of work can be found all along the flexibility and security

axis.

On the Flexicurity axis, one or more employment contractual characteristics (i.e. working hours, contractual duration,

contractual setting) move, ‘flexibilising’ the pattern of the ‘standard’ contractual arrangements. Security is understood

Flexible forms of work: ‘very atypical’ contractual arrangements
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Flexible forms of work: ‘very atypical’ contractual arrangements

as combining on the one hand the capacity for a worker to live out of his/her work income; on the other hand it has to

do with the visibility for the future, in terms of job guaranty, employability developments, income and other related

benefits.

Figure 1: Overview of standard and non-standard forms of work

Note: TAW = temporary agency work
Source: Authors’ own compilation (Biletta and Kullander), 2009

While considering the development of these forms of work, two main issues should be kept in mind. Even if there is an

increase in the use of atypical and very atypical forms of employment, this aspect of employment contract arrangements

still only constitutes a minor element in European labour markets. 

However, due to a lack of data, precise quantitative estimates and trends assessments are difficult to obtain. This is partly

due to the difficulties relating to definitions, as data in many countries combine all non-standard forms of work into a

single group or are elaborated according to different definitions. Clearly defined and precise data are thus difficult to

find. When assessing these forms of employment, it is important to know what types of employment are the data

available for so that proper comparisons can be made. Given the variety of labour market contexts, and the different

degrees of usage of non-standard employment forms, it should be noted that work which may be considered as non-

standard in one country could be viewed as the norm in another country. 

Furthermore, data collection are mainly done through surveys (such as the Labour Force Survey, the European Working

Conditions Survey and national surveys) that could not be exhaustive regarding the population of workers in these forms

of work. Actually, most of these data collections are pure descriptions of the situation at one point in time, not allowing

for presenting the successive usages of various status by one worker in one year. Very few countries undertake

longitudinal research, the only methodology that could attempt to present a better picture of the real use of these

contractual arrangements.

As a result of these difficulties, it is important to emphasise the limitations of this study – data from many countries are

lacking and comparisons are difficult to make due to differences in definitions across countries. 

© European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions, 2010

Atypical 
(TAW, Fixed term, Part-

time)

Non standard
Standard

(indefinite, full-time)

Self-Employed

Short
Fixed Term

Short
Part time

No contract

Informal sector

Flexibility

Security

Very atypical Zero hour/
on call



6

Objectives of the report

Despite the aforementioned limitations, this report firstly aims to shed some light on the extent and nature of the selected

forms of non-standard work, including on whether there has been an increase or decrease in their occurrence over time. 

Secondly, the report seeks to assess the working conditions of ‘very atypical’ forms of work, attempting to differentiate

between those of the ‘atypical’ work forms. In this context, the study will also try to determine if ‘very atypical’ forms

of work are a stepping stone to more standard forms of employment, or if they entail a risk of social exclusion. 

The third objective of this report is to examine the views and actions of the social partners in relation to the selected

forms of non-standard work. 

For the purpose of this report, the generic term of ‘non-standard forms of work’ will be generally used to denote part-

time work (regardless of the number of working hours), fixed-term work and temporary agency work contracts. ‘Very

atypical forms of work’, on the other hand, will be used for the following selected sub-categories:

� very atypical forms of contractual arrangements – short fixed-term contracts of less than six months; employment

without formal written contracts;

� very atypical forms of working time – very short part-time contracts (less than 10 hours a week); ‘zero hours’ contracts

or on-call work, where workers can be called on at short notice to go into work;

� any other forms of employment that are considered as being ‘very atypical’ in a certain country.

These selected forms of non-standard work are assessed in this report, and contrasted where possible against more

common non-standard forms of work. Temporary agency work is not considered in great detail here, as it is already the

subject of a specific Eurofound comparative study on Temporary agency work in the European Union (Eurofound,

2004). Similarly,  two other works which are the subject of Eurofound research, undeclared work and bogus self-
employment, are not a particular focus of this report. They are only mentioned for the sake of comparison, although

sometimes it may be difficult to make a clear distinction between these forms of work.

This comparative analytical report is based on 28 national contributions provided by the correspondents of the European

Working Conditions Observatory (EWCO) in the 27 EU Member States (EU27) and Norway. Due to the heterogeneity

of the situations covered by non-standard work, exact statistical information on all forms of work covered in this report

is not available. Therefore, it is important to once again emphasise the exploratory nature of this study. 

Incidence, nature of and trends in very atypical work 

In general, the incidence and regulation of non-standard forms of work varies considerably across the EU. It is, however,

possible to categorise this form of work according to three broad country groups as follows:

� countries where non-standard work is prevalent, well-embedded and has been regulated for some time – such as

Austria, Germany, the Netherlands and the United Kingdom

� countries where recent changes have been made to allow for non-standard work to be carried out – these include Italy,

where the legal framework was changed in 2003 to allow for more non-standard forms of work;

� countries where full-time, open-ended employment accounts for the vast majority of work – such as Bulgaria, the

Czech Republic, Estonia and Latvia.

Flexible forms of work: ‘very atypical’ contractual arrangements
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Flexible forms of work: ‘very atypical’ contractual arrangements

The diversity of practice relating to non-standard forms of work is reflected throughout this report. Unfortunately, it is

difficult to determine the exact incidence of ‘very atypical work’, as little information exists on the prevalence of these

types of jobs.

One point that should be noted about the types of non-standard work outlined below is that while, in some countries,

such work is performed by individuals as their main employment, in other countries it is carried out by individuals as a

way of supplementing their benefits or other forms of income. This is the case, for example, in Austria, where about 50%

of so-called ‘marginal workers’ are estimated to be unemployed people, retirees or students. Moreover, studies in Austria

have found that nearly half of all marginally employed people have more than one employer and that 4.3% have as many

as three employers at the same time. 

The following sections give an overview of the main issues regarding selected forms of non-standard employment – that

is, in terms of definitions and trends. More detailed data, listed by individual country, are presented in Annex 1, Table

A1. As mentioned, ‘very atypical forms of work’ are characterised either by specific modifications of the employment

contract – as is the case regarding very short fixed-term and oral contracts – or by specific working time arrangements

– as seen with regard to very short part-time working and ‘zero hours’ contracts. 

Very atypical contractual arrangements

Short fixed-term contracts
This overview refers to fixed-term contracts of less than six months. A contextual element of possible interest in the

discussion on ‘very short fixed-term contracts’ is the distribution of countries according to the incidence of temporary

working in general. In some countries the latter is a widespread phenomenon. For example, in Spain, about one third of

the workforce is estimated to be working on fixed-term and temporary employment contracts. By contrast, fixed-term

contracts are relatively rare in other countries – such as Estonia, where only an estimated 3% of employment is on a

fixed-term basis. Similarly, in Bulgaria, over 95% of employment is estimated to be on an open-ended contract basis.

Fixed-term contracts are also relatively rare in Latvia and Lithuania, where open-ended employment accounts for the

majority of employment in these countries. 

Nevertheless, links between the spread of fixed-term contracts in general in a country and the number of ‘very short’

fixed-term contracts are not that straightforward. These links are not easy to highlight, mostly due to the lack of specific

data.

Specific and contrasting situations exist. In Spain, a country where fixed-term contracts in general are frequently used,

more than 9.1 million fixed-term contracts are less than six months in duration, while 2.4. million are between one and

three months’ long. In Hungary, only 5.9% of all employees work on fixed-term contracts – of these, however, a

significant proportion are very short fixed-term contracts, with 62.2% being less than six months in duration and 42.3%

lasting fewer than three months. In Luxembourg, 94% of employment contracts are open ended; therefore, temporary

work is quantitatively limited. Nevertheless, of Luxembourg’s fixed-term contracts, a third are less than six months in

duration and 17% are less than three months. On the other hand, in the Netherlands, while fixed-term contracts are

widespread, only 2.3% of them are of less than six months in duration. In France, almost half (49.4%) of fixed-term

contracts are less than six months’ long, while a third (30.3%) last less than three months.

‘Employment on probation’ is a form of fixed-term work that is common in some countries, such as Sweden, where this

employment is usually used in the private sector as a test period before the worker is employed on an open-ended basis.

Although the incidence of this type of employment has decreased since 2001, figures from 2005 show that about 57,000

employees still work on these types of contracts in Sweden. The maximum duration of ‘employment on probation’ is six
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months by law in Sweden. It should be noted that in other countries, such as Belgium or France, probationary periods

of employment are built into the main employment contract.

Regarding the sectors in which very short fixed-term contracts could be found, the first observation is the congruence

with the sectors in which non-standard working forms in general –and fixed-term contracts in particular – could be

found. For example, in Austria, fixed-term contracts (long and short) are commonly found in the services sector. In

Finland, fixed-term working (of more and less than six months) is generally more prevalent in the public sector –

particularly in female-dominated sectors such as education, social care and healthcare.

Casual and seasonal work is one area where it is difficult to quantify the proportion of workers engaged in ‘very atypical’

forms of work. Many of these workers are classed as persons on ‘very short’ fixed-term contracts, as statistics mostly do

not differentiate between very short fixed-term work and casual/seasonal work. However, the recurrence expected is not

the same for the two forms of work: the great majority of very short fixed-term contracts are on a once-off basis, while

casual and seasonal working by nature is expected to be repeated. Moreover, whether or not casual and seasonal working

is specifically defined and regulated depends on the respective countries’ national legislation.

Casual and seasonal work is still prevalent in many countries, in specific sectors. This is especially the case in countries

with a relatively large and important agriculture sector, such as Italy, Poland, Spain and some of the other new EU

Member States (NMS) or in countries with employment related to docklands work. In Denmark, there are still examples

of day labourers being hired on a casual daily basis in places such as the Port of Esbjerg in southwest Denmark, although

this is now a residual practice. In France, casual workers are employed in sectors such as agriculture and tourism and in

the entertainment and audiovisual industries. Many of these workers are classed in this study as workers on very short

fixed-term contracts. In Italy, seasonal work is also common in the agriculture sector and, in 2008, the Ministry of

Labour and Social Policy (Ministero del Lavoro e delle Politiche Sociali, LPS) enacted for the first time a scheme to

regularise the employment of seasonal workers engaged during the grape harvest.

Other sectors of the economy where seasonal work, and thus short fixed-term work, can be found to a high degree

include textiles and construction. Education could also be concerned too. In Greece, teachers in private evening schools

are commonly employed for the period from September to the following May, while others are employed on an hourly

basis.

Companies using the very short fixed term contracts are of all sizes. In Finland, fixed-term contracts are more common

in micro-companies with two to nine employees and in small companies with 10 to 49 employees. This trend is also

common in Greece. However, the opposite is the case in Spain, where temporary work is more common in larger

enterprises. In Hungary, it appears that smaller companies tend to avoid the use of fixed-term contracts due to the higher

costs related to termination before the contract’s expiry.

Looking at overall trends, given the lack of systematic and comprehensive data, it is difficult to draw a realistic picture

for Europe. Nevertheless, some trend elements should be closely monitored. For example, a significant increase has been

recorded in the number of very short fixed-term contracts of less than one month in Greece, constituting a rise of more

than 100% between 2002 and 2007, although the total number of employees on these contracts still only amounted to

14,304 workers (see Annex 1, Table A1 for country-specific information on the incidence of very atypical work).

Oral contracts of employment
In some countries, there is evidence of employees being hired on ‘oral’ contracts – that is, employment without formal

written contracts. Nevertheless, there is little comparative data available on the incidence of employment without a

formal written contract, due to the fact that many countries require all employment contracts to be in writing, or at least

for the employee to have a document containing the written details of their employment. 

Flexible forms of work: ‘very atypical’ contractual arrangements
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Moreover, these employment arrangements are on the border between formal and informal forms of work, which makes

them even more difficult to estimate, quantify and regulate. In general, many oral employment contracts are to be found

in the informal economy, which is difficult to document. For example, in Greece, this phenomenon was reported to be

widespread, although no official data were available. In Romania, work without an employment contract was estimated

to be the norm for 33.7% of the workforce in 2007, although this had decreased slightly from the 37.5% recorded in

2003. Work without an employment contract is much more prevalent in rural than in urban areas in Romania, with the

majority of these types of workers employed in agriculture. In Italy, it is thought that a significant amount of work is

carried out without a formal written contract in the services, industry and agriculture sectors, although the incidence of

this kind of irregular work is estimated to be declining among employees.

Even when oral contracts of employment are allowed, these work arrangements remain marginal. In Estonia, oral

contracts may be concluded, but only for work that is no longer than two weeks’ duration. Overall, 0.5% of Estonia’s

workforce work under these oral contracts and 1.2% are thought to work under undeclared oral contracts. Elsewhere, in

Poland, a preliminary contract may be concluded verbally rather than in written form. Changes to the status of seasonal

contracts are being discussed in Portugal, where the government proposed in July 2008 a range of changes to the

country’s Labour Code – including a clause whereby short fixed-term contracts in seasonal agricultural activities or

tourism events, of no more than one week’s duration, would not need to exist in written form. However, the employer

would need to communicate the conclusion of the contract to the social security authorities by electronic means.

These examples show that while offering an opportunity, oral contracts are in principle strictly limited. Such contracts

are considered easier to conclude, entailing less of an administrative burden. However, their usage is relatively

constrained – typically to contracts of an extremely short duration of no more than two weeks or one week, and in cases

of part-time or seasonal work, or to preliminary contracts only.

Very atypical working time

Very short part-time working
This section mainly examines part-time contracts of less than 10 hours a week. The incidence of very short part-time

working varies across countries, although it usually comprises a small proportion of the workforce. 

In some countries, there is no specific definition of this form of work. Among the countries that do define it, data are

collected in relation to a range of thresholds, although most centre around the 10 hours a week limit – namely, the Czech

Republic, Estonia, Finland, Greece, Italy, Luxembourg, Malta, the Netherlands, Norway, Romania, Spain and the UK.

Three countries are slightly below or above this average – that is, Bulgaria (less than nine hours a week), Austria (less

than 11 hours) and Belgium (less than 12 hours). A further four countries – France, Germany, Hungary and Portugal –

consider that part-time work is ‘very short’ when it is under 15 hours a week. In Germany, the most prominent form of

non-standard employment arrangements are the so-called ‘mini-jobs’ (geringfügige Beschäftigung), which fall mostly

into the category of marginal part-time employment. Although there is no legal limit on how many hours a month people

may be employed to receive the maximum salary for this type of job – which has been up to €400 a month since 2003

– most of these jobs can be considered as marginal part-time work, totalling up to 15 hours a week. 

Overall, very short part-time working is relatively limited in terms of its incidence. Furthermore, in some countries, such

as the UK and Denmark, short part-time hours are worked by students to support themselves through their studies;

therefore, quantification of the phenomenon is even more difficult. Considering the available data, countries can be

grouped according to the following four thresholds:

� countries where less than 1% of the workforce works ‘very short part-time hours’ – this is the case in the three central

and east European countries Bulgaria, the Czech Republic and Hungary, as well as Estonia and Greece;
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� countries where very short part-time working represents about 2% of the workforce – which is the case in the three

southern/Mediterranean countries Portugal (1.59%), Spain (1.72%) and Italy (2.17%);

� countries, mainly belonging to the ‘Ghent model’ of social security (where trade unions administer local

unemployment benefits funds), where an estimated 3% to 4% of the workforce works very short part time – namely,

the Netherlands (4.4%), Austria (3.9%) and Belgium (3%);

� two frontrunners – the UK and Norway – where a surprising 8% and 10.4% of the workforce respectively work very

short part-time hours.

Similarly to the very atypical contractual arrangements, very short part-time contracts are clearly localised in specific

sectors, depending on the national economy’s characteristics. They tend particularly to be found in the food industry and,

as in Belgium, in the personal care and cleaning industries. In Luxembourg, this form of work is common in the domestic

services sector, where workers provide services to individuals in their homes. In the Czech Republic, short part-time

working is prevalent in the real estate sector, as well as the education, health and social work sectors. The German ‘mini-

jobs’ are present in all sectors of the economy, although there is a higher prevalence in the retail and industrial cleaning

industries. 

In terms of a gender divide, as might be expected, workers who work very short part-time hours tend to be predominantly

female in many countries. For example, in Luxembourg, 99.3% of workers working fewer than 10 hours a week are

women, as are two thirds of workers in this group in the Czech Republic.

Overall, emerging trends seem to indicate that very short part-time working is increasing in some countries. In Germany,

for instance, there has been a significant  increase in mini-jobs as a result of the government policy: in December 2003,

some 5,981,807 people in Germany had a mini-job as their only form of employment; this figure rose to 7,103,628

persons in December 2007 (data from the Federal Employment Agency (Bundesagentur für Arbeit, BA), 2008). An

additional 2,160,442 employees had a mini-job on top of their main employment in December 2007. Another country

witnessing a significant rise in short part-time working is Greece, where the incidence of those working fewer than 10

hours a week rose by almost 96% between 2002 and 2007. Similarly, in Austria, the number of people working fewer

than 11 hours a week is estimated to have risen by 77.5% between 2002 and 2006. 

In other countries, however, it is estimated that the number of people working very few hours on part-time contracts has

remained stable or declined. In Belgium, for example, the proportion of employees working very few hours has

decreased, because general employment has increased during the last five-year period.

On-call or zero hours working
This section examines the rather difficult issue of employment forms that do not specify the number of working hours,

but which request workers to be available in case the company needs them – that is, on-call working or ‘zero hours’ work. 

In this respect, the study aims to go beyond the case of doctors or other professions that per contract stipulations have

some constraints– such as being available during specific periods of time in which they usually do not work, including

nights, weekends or holiday periods. In this context, on-call working is seen as a specific way to perform usual tasks –

what is particularly important to note is that such working is foreseen in the original contract and is therefore assumed

to be taken into account in the worker’s remuneration.

The working arrangements of interest here are of a different nature; these are the on call and zero hours working

arrangements that are organised to respond to particular workload and work organisation demands, and do not offer the

workers any possibility to plan ahead – either in terms of the number of working hours or the total income to be expected

at the end of the week or month.

Flexible forms of work: ‘very atypical’ contractual arrangements
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On-call working is a form of non-standard working that is sometimes regulated by law – even though, in many countries,

it is not a legal form of working. In other countries, such as Sweden, on-call working is widely practised, despite the fact

that there is no specific legislation covering it. In the UK, although there is widespread use of on-call working, no legal

definition of ‘zero hours contracts’ exists, and employers are not under any legal obligation to offer any set hours to

employees on these types of contracts. 

Data on zero hours or on-call working tend to vary significantly between the countries. In 10 countries, no data were

available on this issue. In four countries – Belgium, Bulgaria, Lithuania and Luxembourg – zero hours working is not

recognised by law and thus no data were available. For the countries where data was found, the incidence could be

captured. The highest prevalence of zero hours working was found in the UK and Austria (about 5% of the workforce),

followed by Estonia and the Czech Republic (around 2.6%), and finally the Malta and Norway (approximately 1%).

Some absolute figures were given for Denmark, the Netherlands and Sweden. In Sweden, one fifth of all temporary

contracts are considered to consist of part-time or on-call work.

Two countries deserve a specific mention – Finland and Italy. In Finland, while there is no official information in this

respect, two surveys commissioned by the country’s trade unions highlight that 4% to 8% of respondents are involved

in on-call work. In Italy, where zero hours/on-call contracts have been formalised and allowed through 2003 legislation

(IT0307204F)
1
, 0.7% of all employment is considered to be under this form of contract.

As for the previously mentioned countries, this particular form of ‘very atypical work’ is more common in certain

sectors.. For instance, zero hours contracts are prevalent in the retail industry in countries such as Austria and the UK.

In the UK, workers on zero hours contracts are used to cope with peaks and troughs in demand and to cover long opening

hours. In Ireland, zero hours contracts predominate in the retail as well as in the home help sector. In relation to the latter,

workers have recently campaigned for ‘more secure terms and conditions of employment’. In Sweden, on-call working

is prevalent in hotels and restaurants, along with services involving the care of elderly persons and disabled people.

In some countries, this type of working has increased significantly in recent years. For example, in Sweden, the number

of employees working on an on-call basis has more than tripled between 1990 and 2005.

Specific types of non-standard working

Specific types of non-standard working are worth mentioning here, as they underline the complex nature of the various

non-standard contractual arrangements.

Firstly, homeworking deserves a specific mention, as this category of work is prevalent in many of the countries under

consideration. Homeworkers are usually self-employed and paid according to the volume of work they undertake. Some

specific features of this type of work, depending on the particular country, are uncertainty of income (pay, social security

benefits and pensions) and the absence of employment rights enjoyed by regular employees. A large proportion of

homeworking is in fact bogus self-employment. It is difficult to pinpoint any particular trends regarding homeworking

– although in Romania there appears to be a downward trend, with the recorded number of homeworkers falling from

289,000 persons in 2003 to 58,000 workers in 2007.

Moreover, some state schemes subsidising employment contracts should be mentioned as they created a specific

relationship, with the public authority granting subsidies either to the employer directly or through reduced social

© European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions, 2010
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contributions. Some state schemes target private sector employers – as seen in the German ‘mini-jobs’ scheme. Other

schemes focus on job creation through public institutions – as is the case regarding the French assisted contracts

(contrats aidés) scheme. The objective of state subsidies can also go beyond the creation of work – as seen in relation

to the Belgian ‘service vouchers’ scheme, which was primarily established to legalise undeclared domestic and care work

(see box below). Similarly, the Danish ‘flexi-jobs’ scheme was aimed at ‘reducing the inflow to the disability pension

scheme’ (Bredgaard et al, 2009). 

Legal framework for non-standard work

Depending on countries’ regulatory institutions and processes, legislation and/or collective agreements have been

adopted to regulate various non-standard forms of work. In fact, in some countries, both instruments – collective

agreements and legislation –are combined, while in others, collective bargaining at tripartite level mainly regulates

complex issues concerning non-standard employment arrangements.

Denmark is an example of a country combining both tools in this field, while in general collective agreements are more

frequently used than legislation to govern the labour market. The Danish law concerning ‘part-time contracts’

(Deltidsloven) secures the same rights as full-time workers for part-time workers in a comparable position in the

enterprise; however, if there is no comparable position, the collective agreements are used to settle conditions. In the

Netherlands, legislation governing flexibility and security, which came into force in January 1999, allows the sectoral

social partners to negotiate on the content of many aspects of the law in order to tailor its provisions to the sector they

represent. 

In Cyprus, a tripartite agreement has been concluded in the tourism sector, covering staff such as waiters and cooks

usually hired through fixed-term contracts. This agreement aims to devise a system to protect employees against

Flexible forms of work: ‘very atypical’ contractual arrangements
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Service voucher scheme – Belgium
In Belgium, the service voucher scheme (titre-service/dienstencheques) has been devised to legalise undeclared work

and to create new jobs for low-skilled people, by allowing individuals to pay for domestic help services. The workers

work a certain number of hours a week for individuals, providing domestic help; their wages are subsidised by the

federal government.

Under the scheme, individuals (users) can buy service vouchers for certain types of domestic work from registered

companies. The user pays a set amount per voucher (€6.70 for one hour of work), which is tax deductible. The voucher

is valid for up to eight months. The registered company, in turn, receives €20 for each voucher for an hour of work from

the federal government. Registered companies have nine months in which to redeem vouchers. The services and

activities for which the vouchers are applicable encompass activities performed at the user’s home, including cleaning,

window cleaning, laundry and ironing, meal preparation and occasional sewing. Works or services are restricted to

domestic purposes only. During the first six months of employment, the worker can be employed under consecutive

temporary contracts.

Belgium’s service voucher scheme was evaluated in 2006, in order to help it generate new jobs, but also to try to combat

undeclared work, which is relatively widespread in domestic services work. The evaluation showed that the system is

relatively stable and that employers and users reported overall satisfaction with the scheme, although workers expressed

some reservations about their pay levels and training opportunities. In terms of combating undeclared work, the

evaluation study notes that some 10% of users stated that they had used undeclared work before switching to the service

voucher system. It is estimated that about 26,000 people were employed by this scheme in 2006.
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dismissal during periods when hotels are only partially full. In this case, under a tripartite agreement, hotels may suspend

operations during the winter months, usually from November to March, and the employees are registered as unemployed,

receiving unemployment benefits without losing their jobs the following season. Alternatively, employers may partially

suspend operations and employees can work in turn for six weeks at a time.

At EU level, the European social partners formulated successive framework agreements to bring the regulation of non-

standard forms of work closer to that of standard forms. EU legislation governing part-time work and fixed-term workers

has provided a range of rights to workers under these types of contracts – that is, through the regulations passed under

Council Directive 97/81/EC of 15 December 1997 on part-time work and under Council Directive 99/70/EC of 28 June

1999 on fixed-term work. Both of these directives reproduce framework agreements concluded by the European social

partners: the European Trade Union Confederation (ETUC), BusinessEurope and the European Centre of Enterprises

with Public Participation and of Enterprises of General Economic Interest (CEEP). 

The directives have since been transposed into national legislation in all EU Member States. Therefore, many Member

States have changed their legislation relating to part-time and fixed-term workers in recent years in order to comply with

these EU directives. The purpose of the regulation is to guarantee the rights of the workers engaged in these flexible

forms of work. 

Regulation does not solely target non-standard forms of employment in general but can be more specific, devising rules

applicable to ‘very atypical forms of work’. With the protection of workers in mind, the EU regulation specifies that

‘short fixed-term contracts have to be related to a particular task or job, and end once the specific project is completed

to avoid endless successive short fixed-term contracts. Under EU legislation, if companies employ workers on

successive fixed-term contracts, these workers are entitled to the protection workers on open-ended contracts get. 

The main objective of the EU directives addressing non-standard forms of work is the implementation of the non-

discrimination principle and of equal treatment between workers. In the field of temporary agency work, the European

social partners in the sector – the European Confederation of Private Employment Agencies (Eurociett) and

UNI Europa – agreed on the principle of ‘equal treatment from day one’ in a joint declaration (EU0806029I); this, in

turn, boosted the approval of a temporary agency work directive by the European Parliament in October 2008

(EU0811029I). 

The EU Directive affirms the recognition of temporary agency work as ‘a legitimate and professional economic activity’,

pleading for lifting of any existing bans. The role of the social partners in devising rules for temporary agency workers

through the negotiation of collective agreements is crucial. Social partners are responsible for the implementation of the

‘equal treatment’ principle. 

Currently, Italy seems to be the only Member State that has adopted legislation covering a whole range of non-standard

forms of work in an explicit way – including even ‘very atypical’ work forms (see box below).

© European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions, 2010

Legislation on non-standard forms of work – Italy
In 2003, new legislation reforming the Italian labour market came into effect (IT0307204F). The law introduces

numerous innovations in terms of employment services and contracts – such as staff leasing, on-call work, project work

and work/training contracts. It also introduced changes regarding the involvement of the social partners in management

of the labour market. The main aim of the law was to make the Italian labour market more flexible in order to encourage

job creation. The main new types of employment contract introduced by the law are described below.

The first type of employment is staff leasing contracts (contratto di somministrazione di lavoro). Under this system,

companies may ‘lease’ the workers they need for technical, productive or organisational reasons from employment
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agencies. Permanent staff leasing is allowed only for particular kinds of work, such as portering and cleaning,

surveillance and security, information technology (IT) consultancy and assistance, personal assistance and care

services, the management of call centres and other areas to be specified by collective bargaining. As regards the leasing

of workers on a fixed-term basis, this may also concern the ‘user’ company’s core activities, and collective bargaining

may impose restrictions on its use by employers. The workers on staff leasing contracts enjoy the same rights as

employees of the user company, including trade union rights, and they receive the same pay. The leasing companies

must pay a sum equivalent to 4% of the remuneration received by the workers on staff leasing contracts into a joint

worker/employer fund, to be set up by the parties to a forthcoming national collective agreement for staff leasing

companies. These financial resources are used to fund training and retraining courses, along with social security

provisions or income support at the conclusion of the workers’ period of employment, and work-entry schemes for

disadvantaged workers. The staff leasing system, where the user company has full managerial authority over the

workers concerned, differs sharply from subcontracting or outsourcing, whereby the subcontractor exercises such

authority. Moreover a staff leasing agency must fulfill all of the requirements that temporary work agencies must meet,

and it must furnish all of the protection envisaged for temporary agency work, which is replaced by fixed-term lease

work. In addition, the law envisages that staff leasing may be used to favour the entry or re-entry into work of

disadvantaged groups of workers – initially, through specific projects carried out jointly by staff leasing agencies, job

placement services and local authorities.

A second type of employment contract covered by the new legislation is on-call work (lavoro intermittente), whereby

the worker is available to be engaged by the employer for a pre-established period of time. However, the employer may

make use of the worker for only a limited number of days during this period, depending on production peaks and

organisational needs. The employer must notify the worker that their services are needed at least one working day in

advance. Furthermore, the on-call work contract must stipulate the monthly allowance to be paid to the worker during

the period of their stand-by availability to the employer. This amount should be fixed by collective agreement, but may

not be less than a level established and periodically updated by Italy’s Ministry of Labour and Social Policy, after

consultation with the employer organisations and trade unions.

The law also covers job sharing (lavoro ripartito), an arrangement based on ‘a special contract whereby two or more

workers jointly assume the responsibilities of a single work obligation’. The workers may decide – informing the

employer on a weekly basis – on substitutions and exchanges, as well as alter their schedule of working hours. Pay and

social security contributions are not calculated beforehand but on a weekly basis.

A fourth area concerns part-time work. In order to encourage companies to use part-time work – and to facilitate the

labour market entry of people who need to reconcile work with family responsibilities, study or other commitments –

the law seeks to foster the use of part-time work. This encompasses both ‘vertical’ (comprising working days similar

to those of full-time workers, but with the number of working days reduced) and ‘horizontal’ (with reduced working

hours every day) part-time work. The law aims to encourage the use of part-time work by including ‘elastic’ clauses,

which allow employers to increase working time and modify schedules, according to criteria and the conditions agreed

by the parties. 

The law also encompasses changes to the rules governing employer-coordinated freelance work (collaborazione
coordinata e continuativa), or ‘semi-subordinate’ contracts, which affect about 2.3 million Italian workers

(IT0011273F). The amended rules state that employer-coordinated freelance work should concern ‘one or more specific

projects or work programmes, or phases thereof, determined by the employer and managed autonomously by the

freelance worker, who is responsible for the final result, in coordination with the employer organisation and regardless

of the time taken to complete the work’. This provision effectively forbids open-ended contracts for employer-

coordinated freelance work. It aims to re-regulate this type of employment relationship, either by linking it to a project

or bringing it under the regulations on subordinate work.
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Employment rights

Employment rights have been devised to fit the characteristics of ‘standard’ forms of employment. Therefore, workers

on ‘non-standard’ contracts did not originally benefit from the same rights.

Progressively, however, the employment rights of workers on non-standard forms of contract have come closer to those

of standard workers. EU regulations and their transposition into national norms in each EU Member State allow for the

recognition and development of these rights. Furthermore, workers in non-standard employment who feel that their

employment rights are being breached usually have access to the same mechanisms for redress as workers in standard

forms of employment – that is, employment tribunals and labour courts. In many countries, a dedicated phone helpline

has been set up to enable workers to lodge complaints about breaches of employment rights.

Nevertheless, there are still areas where non-standard workers do not benefit from the same rights, both individual and

collective ones. Dismissal could be one of them. In Ireland and the UK, for instance, the right to claim unfair dismissal

is only available to workers with one year’s service or more. Therefore, workers on contracts of less than one year are

not covered by this right. This provision has impacted on employment contractual arrangements: in particular, a tendency

for short-term contracts to be concluded for a period of less than one year has been observed. 

Collective bargaining coverage is another area where differences can be seen. Firstly, the process of collective bargaining

requires the participation of social partners – non-standard workers are sometimes not represented as such by the existing

social partner organisations. When social partner organisations do represent non-standard workers, specific collective

agreements can be concluded – as seen, for example, in Italy, where specific collective agreements exist for temporary

agency workers, bargained by the relevant social partners. 

However, the transient nature of many non-standard forms of work makes it difficult to organise the workforce.

Nonetheless, some trade unions have established specific branches dealing with certain types of non-standard workers.

© European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions, 2010

A fifth area of regulation concerns supplementary work (lavoro accessorio), which is ‘work of a merely occasional

nature undertaken by persons at risk of social exclusion or who have not yet entered the labour market or who are about

to leave it’. The term ‘merely occasional’ denotes activities involving a worker for no more than 30 days in a calendar

year, and for which the remuneration amounts to no more than €5,000 in a calendar year. The service performed must

take the form of minor and exceptional domestic work (for instance, childminding or care of elderly persons), private

tuition, gardening or the organisation of social, sporting, cultural or charitable events. In order to regularise these

employment relationships, the employer must purchase ‘vouchers’ comprising both pay and social security

contributions, which it issues to the worker. Each voucher booklet for supplementary work has a nominal value of €7.50

for an hour of work, of which the worker receives €5.80.

A final area concerns contracts with a training component, such as apprenticeships. The law makes it possible to

conclude an apprenticeship contract with a young person aged 18–29 years for various purposes: fulfilling the

right/duty to education and training; gaining a qualification by means of on-the-job training and technical or

professional instruction; or acquiring a diploma or complementing a higher education programme. Furthermore, for

particular categories of workers – including young people aged 18–29 years and disadvantaged workers such as long-

term unemployed people aged under 32 years, unemployed workers aged over 45 years, and women living in areas with

high levels of female unemployment – the law introduces a ‘work entry contract’. This contract aims to achieve ‘by

means of an individual project to adjust the worker’s professional skills to a particular job, his or her labour market

entry or re-entry’. This employment relationship replaces the former work/training contract (contratto di formazione e
lavoro), which had been criticised by the EU for its overly wide scope of application.
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In Denmark, for instance, a trade union representing freelancers, the Union of Commercial and Clerical Employees in

Denmark/Private (HK Privat), gives legal guidance to freelance members regarding terms and conditions of

employment.

In the UK, the law distinguishes between ‘employees’ and ‘workers’, with the former having access to more complete

employment rights. As many workers on atypical employment contracts do not qualify as employees, but rather as

workers, they do not have access to many of the rights enjoyed by employees. However, they are still covered by

statutory minimum wages, as well as working time and health and safety legislation.

Control mechanisms

Implementation of the labour laws is not an easy task. Although the health and safety laws of most of the countries in

this study cover all workers, including those on non-standard and very atypical contracts, it can be particularly difficult

to enforce health and safety laws in regard to the latter. In Slovenia, trade unions believe that health and safety provisions

are often not applied to seasonal workers as rigorously as they could be. Moreover, the trade unions contend that control

mechanisms do not function particularly well. 

In most countries, the national labour inspectorate has an overall role to ensure the health and safety of all employees.

This is particularly important, given the fact that many workers in non-standard forms of employment are not unionised.

In some countries, the labour inspectorate places a special emphasis on ensuring the health and safety of workers on non-

standard contracts, particularly as it is known that these workers are especially vulnerable to health and safety risks. In

Norway, the Norwegian Labour Inspection Authority (Arbeidstilsynet) may give advice and direction on the

interpretation of laws regulating non-standard employment. Nonetheless it is important to underline, as many EWCO

reports stress, that Labour Inspectorates services in the EU Member States encounter major difficulties to perform their

tasks, because of the lack of both resources and personnel. 

In some countries, targeted campaigns have been launched, aiming to raise awareness on health and safety issues for

workers on non-standard contracts, along with vulnerable workers. In Portugal, these workers have been identified as

vulnerable by the country’s ‘National Strategy for Safety and Health and Work 2008–2012’, and it is believed that

awareness-raising campaigns should be launched with the aim of developing and consolidating a ‘prevention culture’.

In Sweden, the Swedish Work Environment Authority (Arbetsmiljöverket, AV) has the power to inspect workplaces that

it believes are especially exposed to risk. AV also launches projects and campaigns that target specific problems or

sectors of the economy. However, no exact data on atypical work are collected. Similarly, in Ireland, the Health and

Safety Authority (HSA) carries out inspections in sectors deemed to be at high risk in terms of health and safety

compliance – essentially, the mining and quarrying sector, agriculture and construction. Although no precise details on

non-standard employment are available, this type of employment is believed to be relatively common in these sectors.

In Bulgaria, targeted sectoral health and safety inspections are also carried out by the general labour inspectorate. In the

Czech Republic, the State Labour Inspection Office (Státní úřad inspekce práce, SÚIP) carries out inspections in

accordance with a yearly plan that identifies problematic sectors, in addition to conducting spot checks on the basis of a

complaint or other impetus. In Cyprus, due to relatively low numbers of labour inspectors, it is difficult to inspect all

workplaces. Therefore, workplaces are usually classed by their degree of risk and thus the inspectors visit work premises

in order of priority.

Flexible forms of work: ‘very atypical’ contractual arrangements
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Quality of work

Overall, it should be emphasised that workers engaged in ‘non-standard’ forms of work tend to be extremely

heterogeneous. Therefore, it is difficult to generalise about their quality of work. Furthermore, as previously seen, it is

difficult given the lack of data to distinguish workers performing ‘very atypical forms of work’ from the whole range of

workers engaged in non-standard work.

When looking at the issue of quality of work, Eurofound’s model developed four main pillars (Eurofound 2002): 

� career and employment security (including pay);

� health and well-being;

� skills development; 

� balance between working and non-working life.

This same framework has been used to attempt an analysis on workers engaged in ‘very atypical’ forms of work.

Nevertheless, the analysis encounters some limitations, due to the lack of specific data regarding particular forms of

employment contractual arrangements.

Career and employment security

Career development and employment security are connected. Career development offers opportunities for the

enhancement of income and skills, and therefore consolidates workers’ employability and confidence in their capacities.

These are key elements of employment security, reassuring the workers about their capacities for finding employment.

Such features differ depending on workers’ employment contractual arrangements. Workers in ‘non-standard’ forms of

employment are generally less likely to have fixed career plans, compared with those engaged in more standard forms

of employment. In Italy, according to a survey carried out in 2006, workers on non-standard contracts are less satisfied

with their career opportunities than other types of workers (Institute for the Development of Vocational Training (Istituto

per la Formazione Professionale dei Lavoratori, Isfol), 2007). In Romania, respondents reported that career opportunities

and general prospects for workers engaged in non-standard forms of work are dictated by individuals’ own means and

determination to succeed, rather than by any type of specified career framework.

Therefore, employment security can also be an issue. Employment security has to be considered from both objective and

subjective perspectives. On the objective side, elements for consideration include the contract duration and employment

tenure; on the subjective side, issues such as feelings of security and help assessing employment security are significant.

In Portugal, data from the International Social Survey Programme (ISSP) Work Orientations III 2005 revealed that

individuals employed on a full-time basis seemed to feel more secure than part-time workers. A higher percentage of

respondents working full time believed that they had a secure job when compared with those working only 34 hours a

week or less. Surprisingly, workers working fewer than 15 hours a week agreed (or strongly agreed) that their job was

secure in a higher proportion than among those working between 15 and 34 hours a week. This figure may be partly

explained by the fact that, among those working less than 15 hours a week, some may have deliberately chosen to work

this amount of hours. On the other hand, of those working less than 15 hours a week, the proportion of respondents

strongly disagreeing with the job security assertion was also significantly higher, covering almost one quarter of all

respondents.

© European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions, 2010
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In the Netherlands, in the case of part-time workers working fewer hours, job insecurity in terms of the probability of

losing one’s job is reportedly high; however, the seriousness of job loss is often low. These findings may be attributed

to various reasons – such as the fact that other jobs may be easy to find or that workers may have another (second) job.

On a different level, these results are sometimes explained through access to other sources of revenue, such as one

provided by a partner or parents, although, in these cases, the financial autonomy work should give the workers is

lacking. The social context in which these practices are embedded is critical. Part-time work is a widespread

phenomenon in the Netherlands: therefore, it is a socially accepted form of employment and the insecurity risk linked to

it is also more socially accepted.

Income

In terms of income, non-standard forms of employment are usually linked with low incomes as a result of their

characteristics – either due to the specific contractual duration or the limited working hours. Therefore workers in these

forms of work receive a lower revenue from their work than standard employees.

In a few countries, incomes of all employees are dealt with in the same way, as in Sweden, for example, where pay is

regulated through collective agreements that cover both employees in standard and non-standard employment, although

this similarity of process does not per se guarantee equality of income.

In some countries, however, income is not considered to be low for workers on non-standard contracts. For instance,

workers on non-standard employment contracts in Denmark tend to be self-employed freelancers, whose wages are

generally higher on an hourly basis than their employed counterparts. Nevertheless, as far as the overall revenue is

concerned, workers still get lower incomes due to these specific employment arrangements. These workers do not benefit

from either sick pay or holiday pay. Moreover, the social security contributions they pay are higher than those paid by

employees, as the amount is not split between workers’ and employers’ contribution. 

In general, nevertheless, non-standard employment tends to be associated with lower rates of pay than more standard

forms of employment, as many workers in this category work in relatively low-skilled jobs. Studies in Belgium have

indicated that workers with comparable experience and education or skill levels receive on average 5% lower pay if they

work on a temporary contract, compared with workers on open-ended contracts (Sels et al, 2002). The differential

increased if comparing with employees higher up in a company’s hierarchy. In the UK, although all workers are legally

entitled to be paid the national minimum wage, research on the pay of part-time workers shows that they are not as well

paid as comparative full-time workers (Trades Union Congress (TUC), 2008).

One issue that makes it difficult to properly assess the pay levels of non-standard workers is the fact that, in some

countries, these workers are younger than their counterparts on standard contracts and hence have less work experience.

This is the case in Finland, for instance. As a result, it is difficult for commentators to ascertain whether lower pay for

non-standard workers is due to the type of contract or to the fact that these workers have less work experience than

others. 

Bonuses are another factor impacting on overall pay levels. In Finland, for example, the Finnish Quality of Work Life

Survey 2008 shows that workers on fixed-term contracts – whether long or short – are less likely to be part of results-

based bonus systems than those on open-ended contracts. 

A further consequence of non-standard forms of working is the impact on social security and pension coverage. If

workers are working a small number of hours each week or are in precarious employment that is not continuous, this

will have a negative impact on their social security coverage and entitlements. In Greece, as teachers in private evening

schools are commonly employed for the period from September to May, they consequently have difficulties in accruing

Flexible forms of work: ‘very atypical’ contractual arrangements
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pension insurance coverage. In Ireland, it is estimated that fewer than 10% of non-permanent workers are covered by

occupational pension schemes – moreover, it is thought that this figure will decrease even further in the case of workers

on ‘very atypical’ types of contracts, although no precise data are available. 

Finally, the transient nature of non-standard contractual arrangements has a negative impact on workers’ overall financial

capacities, beyond the employment sphere. For instance, data from Slovenia suggest that freelance journalists find it

difficult to obtain bank loans due to their insecure employment status.

As mentioned above, persons working in non-standard employment are at risk of low incomes. Given that ‘very atypical’

forms of work exacerbate the characteristics of the non-standard forms, with fewer hours of work and very short duration

of contracts, it can therefore be expected that incomes will be even lower and financial capacities even more at risk. In

Austria, for example, studies have found that workers on short fixed-term contracts have a higher than average risk of

living in a household where incomes are below the ‘at-risk-of-poverty’ threshold. In addition, an Austrian survey on part-

time workers and marginally employed people found that 71% of marginally employed individuals cannot live on their

income, while 22% can ‘barely’ live on their income (Berndt, 2006). Similarly, surveys in the Netherlands show that over

two thirds of workers with an income of under €500 a month work on very short part-time contracts (Klein Hesselink et

al, 2008).

Health and well-being

In the field of health and well-being, the specific characteristics of very atypical employment once again make it

particularly difficult to assess the impact of working conditions on this aspect of quality of work. This is mainly due to

the very short duration of exposure to the risk.

Evidence from a range of working conditions surveys, highlighted by the EWCO national correspondents, indicates

that workers on very atypical contracts generally tend to work in more hazardous jobs or conditions than their

counterparts on more standard contracts. This, in turn, can increase the incidence of work-related accidents in the case

of these workers. Conversely, respondents in the Netherlands reported that exposure to risks and accidents at work is not

particularly high for workers on very atypical contracts. 

Some health and safety issues appear to disproportionately affect some groups of these workers. In the UK, for example,

although all workers are covered by health and safety legislation, there is evidence that homeworkers are not aware of

these regulations. In addition, in the Netherlands, many workers in very non-standard employment belong to specific

groups such as older workers, which are subject to specific health and safety considerations.

Exposure to risks and accidents at work
Little data are available on exposure to risks and accidents at work in the case of workers engaged in very atypical forms

of employment. In Finland, data show that employees on fixed-term contracts (long and short) are more exposed to risk

of infection from serious disease, although this can be explained by the fact that these workers are more likely to work

in the health sector. Furthermore, in Luxembourg, more than one third of the work-related accidents recorded in 2007

involved temporary agency workers.

Figures from Spain’s General Workers’ Confederation (Unión General de Trabajadores, UGT), along with reports from

the country’s National Institute of Health and Safety in the Workplace (Instituto Nacional de Seguridad e Higiene en el

Trabajo, INSHT), show that workers on fixed-term contracts in Spain overall suffer disproportionately from

occupational accidents and injuries. These figures are reported to be even higher in the case of short fixed-term contracts.

In Italy, studies have found that very atypical workers are more likely to be engaged in jobs that involve physically

demanding work.
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Specific health and safety risks are apparent in the case of migrant workers, particularly if they do not adequately speak

the language of the host country. As a representative of the UK’s Union of Shop, Distributive and Allied Workers

(USDAW), which represents workers in the retail sector, outlined: ‘While the multi-ethnic composition of the workforce

has grown in recent years, multi-language communication within companies has not.’ This has caused problems and

raised serious issues, particularly in the area of health and safety. Immigrant labour is also an issue in Malta, where many

African migrants work in the construction sector. In particular, these migrants tend to lack knowledge about occupational

health and safety procedures. Moreover, communication is difficult due to language barriers.

In many countries, health and safety risks and exposures are linked to the sector in which workers on very atypical

contracts work, such as the construction and agriculture sectors. In Greece, for example, the construction sector accounts

for 55% of fatal work-related accidents. However, only 8% of workers in this sector are formally employed and the

workforce is dominated by migrant workers, temporary work and seasonal employment. Subcontracting and self-

employment are also prevalent in this sector. This contributes to a lack of health and safety training as well as experience,

all of which make the occurrence of accidents more likely. For example, research conducted in Greece has shown that

the risk of occupational accidents is 66% higher for migrant workers than for native workers (Robolis and Targoutzidis,

2009 (forthcoming)). In general, the same issues are relevant for the Greek agriculture sector, where temporary and

seasonal work dominate: in 2007, there were 1.2 million seasonal workers in the Greek agriculture sector, compared with

24,000 permanent employees. 

Furthermore, the increased risk exposure is compounded by the reduced social protection coverage for these workers. In

some countries, such as Slovenia, workers on very atypical contracts are less likely to be covered by social insurance

funds such as disability and health insurance, as the employer is not obliged to pay contributions into these funds for

these workers. Similarly, although the individuals carrying out mini-jobs in Germany are covered by statutory accident

insurance, there is no obligation for these individuals to be covered by statutory health insurance. Since private health

insurance is expensive, it could be expected that workers in ‘mini-jobs’ find it particularly difficult to be insured.

Work-related health problems
In relation to work-related health problems, two contradictory aspects have to be considered. On the one hand, the

limited exposure duration of workers on very atypical contracts should lead to fewer health problems. On the other hand,

specific features of the very atypical contractual arrangements – mainly the very short duration and higher feelings of

insecurity – could have a high impact on workers’ health.

In some countries, temporary workers report fewer health problems than those on open-ended contracts, due to the fact

that they are in the job for only a short time, and therefore their exposure to risks is limited. It may also be the case that

these workers are generally younger and therefore not as likely to suffer from as many specific health problems as older

workers. Finally, it is well known that health problems build up and could appear many years after the exposure to the

risk; therefore, given the transient nature of non-standard work, these problems are more likely to remain dormant during

the time of performing the non-standard form of work. These features naturally apply to workers engaged in very

atypical forms of work.

On the other hand, the specific features of these forms of work make workers in very atypical contractual arrangements

more prone to specific work-related illness. There is evidence in some countries that workers engaged in very atypical

forms of employment are more likely to suffer a range of negative psychological effects than those working in standard

forms of employment. Such effects could include lower levels of job satisfaction, reduced commitment to the

organisation, and lower general life satisfaction, which are all linked to issues such as lack of job security, low pay and

general lack of well-being. However, it is often difficult to isolate the cause of this negative impact on workers, as those

engaged in very atypical work are also often working in low-skilled jobs, where their low levels of job satisfaction might

not differ substantially from those of their colleagues in more standard forms of employment.

Flexible forms of work: ‘very atypical’ contractual arrangements
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In various Member States, studies have been conducted to analyse how much workers are satisfied with their work. This

subjective measure tries to encompass various aspects – especially how much the nature of the contractual employment

has an impact on job satisfaction. The results are difficult to interpret, nevertheless. In Spain, when workers were asked

whether they found their job interesting, 63.5% of respondents on open-ended contracts said that they found it

interesting, compared with 49.3% of those on short fixed-term contracts. However, employees working fewer than 15

hours a week in Portugal appeared to be more satisfied with their job than those working between 15 and 34 hours a

week, and were almost as satisfied with their jobs as full-time workers (data from the ISSP, Work Orientation III Module

2005).

Research from the UK, carried out by the Department for Business Innovation and Skills (BIS), found that workers in

insecure jobs were more likely than other workers to suffer from mental health problems, including depression (Dunstan

and Anderson, 2008).

Studies in Sweden have shown a link between individuals who are worried about their personal financial situation – such

as those in insecure forms of employment – and their level of psychological well-being. These individuals are reported

to suffer more frequently from stomach, neck and back problems, and they experience more headaches and tiredness

than employees on open-ended work contracts (Aronsson et al, 2005).

In Norway, 13% of workers with no written contract and 12% of workers with zero hours contracts or who are on on-

call contracts fear losing their jobs, compared with 10% of the general working population. In Finland, research has

reported that 42% of employees on fixed-term contracts felt that this form of working was mentally stressful, due to its

insecure nature; a further 56% of these workers indicated that planning for the future was difficult. Nevertheless, about

half of the employees in this research also stated that, for them, a fixed-term contract was linked to a positive feeling of

freedom. 

In some cases, workers who are recruited to work on specific projects may be subject to more work-related stress than

people who are employed on a more long-term and ongoing basis. This can be exacerbated by the blurring of boundaries

between work and private life. In Denmark, for example, film and television freelance workers reportedly feel more

stressed than other employees, on average.

Nevertheless, many skilled workers on non-standard contracts – such as those in the arts, culture and entertainment

industries – enjoy a high level of interest in terms of job content, as well as high levels of job satisfaction. In Finland, a

greater proportion of workers on fixed-term contracts (46%) than those in permanent employment (39%) regarded their

work as ‘very important’. 

To correctly interpret these data, it would be necessary to know the exact reason why workers are engaged in these types

of contractual arrangement.

Skills development

Skills development is one significant aspect of quality of work. The trends observed for non- standard workers in the

field of skills development also exist for workers engaged in ‘very atypical’ forms of work. One of the first trends

observed is that workers in non-standard forms of work in many countries do not reportedly have access to the same

training and career development opportunities as their counterparts in standard forms of work. 

Research shows that training and skills development opportunities are offered to a much greater extent to workers in the

long term, particularly to those who have an indefinite and permanent employment relationship with the employer.

Training is not seen as a ‘public good’, except with regard to initial training; therefore, companies only invest in ‘their’
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workers, with a request of immediate ‘return on investment’. Moreover, the development of different types of

‘temporary’ contractual arrangements has proven to weaken the relationship between the workers and the company.

Employers have no interest in people who will leave rapidly, while workers on temporary and ‘very atypical’ contracts

do not feel committed to the company.

In Belgium, studies have shown that one third of temporary agency workers received training paid for by their employer

over a specific period of time, compared with three quarters of employees on open-ended contracts. The same is true in

the Czech Republic, where employers would rather invest in full-time and permanent staff. The 2007 Labour Force

Survey in the UK shows that only 8% of temporary agency worker respondents had received any job-related training

during the previous four weeks, compared with 16% of all employees. Furthermore, over twice the proportion of

temporary agency workers (61%) had never been offered training by their employer compared with the proportion of all

employees (30%). 

However, data in some countries suggest that workers in non-standard forms of work are not significantly disadvantaged

in terms of access to training and career development opportunities. For example, in Estonia, the Working Life

Barometer Survey indicates that 71% of employees in standard employment and 65% in non-standard employment claim

that they have either good or average opportunities to participate in work-related training, while 48% and 46%

respectively believe that they have good or average opportunities for career advancement. Similarly, in Norway, 70% of

people engaged in non-standard forms of work report that their job provides good opportunities for further skills

development. Moreover,  as many as 80% of these workers report that they have good opportunities to use their

knowledge and skills in their job, which is only slightly lower than the percentage for the general working population

(90%). 

Nevertheless, as there is a strong correlation between non-standard forms of work and low-skilled jobs, workers in non-

standard employment generally tend to benefit less from training opportunities. In reality, many workers in non-standard

forms of employment perform relatively low-skilled tasks in mostly labour-intensive sectors, such as retail, industrial

cleaning, the care sector and agriculture.

Skills development is seen to be more difficult for workers in ‘low-skilled’ occupations, even though they are the ones

most in need of such opportunities. According to the report findings of the TUC Commission on Vulnerable

Employment, ‘the incidence of monotonous tasks and inflexible working schedules has been found to be higher among

temporary staff’ (TUC, 2008, p. 13). Reduced variety of tasks and demands are seen as characteristics of low-skilled

jobs, such as cleaning and domestic help. These features paradoxically seem to explain the poor levels of opportunity

for skills development in these sectors. On the one hand, most of the workers recruited into these occupations are ‘low

qualified’, not having a school-leaving certificate and, as mentioned, these workers have less opportunities to be offered

training. On the other hand, the tasks performed in these jobs – which are not considered to be challenging – have not

been systematically analysed and broken down according to competences and skills; therefore, no career path is usually

devised.

Some groups of highly-skilled workers also predominantly work in non-standard employment. For example, in the UK,

a majority of workers in the higher education sector are employed on fixed-term contracts. In the case of higher-skilled

professionals, such as IT professionals and workers in the creative arts, the work is likely to be much more varied and

satisfying. In these jobs, there is also more scope for individual skills development and the accumulation of different

types of experience. In addition, workers who are the most skilled and in so-called ‘high skilled’ occupations are

generally particularly advantaged as regards benefitting the most from training opportunities.

Flexible forms of work: ‘very atypical’ contractual arrangements
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In terms of ‘very atypical’ forms of work in particular, a number of specific observations have been made: workers in

these contractual arrangements have even poorer opportunities for skills development, while fewer opportunities are

offered by companies in this respect. In Portugal, for instance, surveys have found that individuals working fewer than

15 hours a week have fewer opportunities for career advancement than employees working more hours. In Spain,

research suggests that the shorter the contract, the less likely it is that a worker will participate in a training course or

receive a promotion as a result of this training. Elsewhere, in France, research reveals that the majority of training and

development received by workers in very atypical forms of employment takes place during periods of unemployment

and is paid for by the government.

Moreover, looking at recent labour markets trends, there is an increasing mismatch between workers’ qualifications and

skills requested for the job. As various research shows, some qualified workers work in ‘low-skilled’ jobs (see Lyly-

Yrjänäinen, 2008). Features of the current labour markets show a reduction in job offers combined with rising numbers

of qualified unemployed persons; the most qualified are generally recruited first, even if they have a higher qualification

than required. This constitutes a ‘lose-lose’ situation, as it creates frustration for the worker and leads to negative impacts

on workers’ efficiency and productivity. 

Reconciliation of working and non-working life

Little information has been gathered from the national contributors on the issue of reconciling working and non-working

life. However, many workers on non-standard contracts appear to have less control over their working hours, and their

shifts are often flexible. According to the results of the European Working Conditions Survey (EWCS), these workers

find reconciliation of working and non-working life more difficult.

Lack of job security is inevitably intrinsic to short fixed-term contracts and fixed-term contracts as a whole. This feature,

combined with low wages, can lead to significant disadvantages for many workers on non-standard contracts – such as

difficulties in obtaining financial loans and mortgages. This is reportedly the case in a range of countries, including the

Czech Republic. Similarly, in France, research has found that 85% of workers on fixed-term and temporary contracts

stated that they were worried about their precarious employment status and that this situation kept them from making

decisions on long-term issues, such as housing. 

Isolation can be another social consequence of working in a non-standard way – workers recruited to work on specific

projects may often work in isolation, which can in turn lead to social isolation.

The insecure nature of many non-standard forms of working is reported to have had demographic consequences in

Sweden. In particular, it has been found that the increase in temporary employment in Sweden since the 1990s has

increased labour market insecurity in this country (see Aronsson et al, 2005; Wallette, 2004). As a consequence of the

rise in temporary work, it is reported that many couples are hesitant to have children.

Working hours
There is not a great deal of data showing that individuals working in ‘very atypical’ forms of employment work different

sets of hours than employees engaged in more standard working arrangements. Nevertheless it can be assumed that the

pattern seen for non-standard forms of work generally applies also to ‘very atypical’ forms.

In Hungary, workers on fixed-term contracts are estimated to be more likely to be exposed to unpredictable working

hours than those on open-ended contracts (9.3% compared with 5.6%, respectively). In Latvia, however, while the

proportion of non-standard workers working at weekends and performing evening and night work is high, it is

nevertheless declining. The share of atypical workers working nights, for instance, decreased from 17% in 2003 to 13%

in 2007. Weekend work has also declined in Latvia, from 55% to 40% during the same period.
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In Greece, evening work is usually or sometimes performed by about 60% of workers on part-time contracts of fewer

than 10 hours a week and by workers on fixed-term contracts of between four and six months’ duration; the same is true

for about 47% of workers on fixed-term contracts lasting between one and three months. However, very few of these

workers usually or sometimes work nights. In Spain, it would seem that the shorter a worker’s contract, the higher the

possibility of working shifts and overtime. 

In the case of zero hours and on-call working, individuals are more likely to work during so-called ‘unsocial hours’, such

as during the evenings, at weekends or on public holidays. Finally, for some groups of workers, such as those in the

entertainment industry, working is solely based on events and is therefore frequent at weekends and in the evenings.

Shift patterns
Similarly, there is also a dearth of data on the shift patterns of non-standard workers. Nevertheless, in Greece, for

example, although shift work is not particularly widespread, it is found to be more common in the case of short fixed-

term contracts of between four and six months’ duration than for other workers. Furthermore, in many non-standard

forms of working in the agriculture sector, hours of work tend to be irregular and fit in with the ‘dawn to dusk’ nature

of farming.

Studies from the Netherlands have found that workers on short part-time and zero hours contracts work less overtime

than other workers, and are more often involved in working shifts, evenings, nights and weekends. Moreover, according

to data from the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), workers on temporary

employment contracts tend to have less control over their working time than those on permanent contracts.

The OECD notes that the ‘finding with respect on inflexible work hours is particularly noteworthy since it highlights the

possibility that the scheduling flexibility associated with temporary jobs may more frequently be used to satisfy

employers’ production needs than workers’ time-use preferences’ (OECD, 2002). In terms of zero hours contracts, shift

work generally seems to be more common among individuals working on these types of contracts than for employees

on standard contracts. 

Annex 1 gives an overview, by country, of the nature of non-standard work in terms of sector, type of enterprise, type of

activity and work organisation.

Debates relating to non-standard work 

Lively debate has been taking place on the issue of ‘very atypical’ work in many countries, although it often tends to be

held within the wider context of non-standard forms of work in general. The precise nature of the debate also tends to

vary according to a particular country’s background, traditions and current issues in this area. One key factor influencing

the debate is the extent to which fixed-term and part-time working in general are regulated. The discussions concerning

non-standard work generally centre around two main issues, namely: 

� flexicurity;

� and transitions from one form of work to another.

Flexible forms of work: ‘very atypical’ contractual arrangements
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Flexicurity

Non-standard employment is central to the flexicurity debate. 

Successive European Commission Communications (for example, the 1997 Green Paper on ‘Partnership for a new

organisation of work’, the Communication of June 2007, ‘Towards common principles of flexicurity: More and better

jobs through flexibility and security’ (83.9Kb PDF) and the EC June 2009 Communication on ‘A shared commitment

for employment’) highlight the need of flexicurity for economic growth. Flexible employment contractual arrangements

are presented by companies as a way to cope with globalised markets. They are needed to adapt work organisations to

both the financial possibilities and production needs. On the other hand, European institutions recognise that an increase

in flexibility should be accompanied by the development of workers’ protection. 

The two so-called ‘initial models’ of flexicurity represent two directions in which to go. In Denmark, ‘flexibilisation’ of

standards forms of work was sought through organising the labour market policy responses with a view to securing

transitions. Whereas in the Netherlands, an increase in ‘securisation’ of flexible work arrangements was the objective. 

These two ways of implementing a flexicurity policy are discussed in the European Member States. Depending on their

starting point – more or less flexible working patterns recognised and used and specific characteristics of their industrial

relations systems – the European Member States’ reaction to the flexicurity policy recommendations has been varied in

content and intensity (see Eurofound study on Flexicurity and Industrial relations)

In Slovenia, discussion has been ongoing with regard to legal changes that aim to make the labour market more flexible.

Flexicurity has also been the focal point of debates in Bulgaria and Lithuania, while in Finland, a high-level group on

flexicurity was set up in August 2007. 

In France, discussion is ongoing on non-standard working, with opposing views emerging regarding the nature of the

labour market: the employer side argues that it is too tightly regulated and that increased flexibility would reduce

unemployment; on the other hand, the trade union side contends that the development of very atypical forms of

employment weakens employee protection.

In Norway, where recourse to temporary and part-time working is relatively tightly regulated – with a view to preventing

misuse – the debate has recently centred on the possibility of widening employer recourse to part-time working in

general. The Norwegian government is in favour of this move, supported by the employers; however, the trade unions

argue that this would weaken employment protection. In Italy, the labour market has been opened up to new forms of

working relatively recently, largely under labour market reforms enacted in 2003. In this country, the debate centres on

whether the increased flexibility has made a difference to the employment rate and whether non-standard work is

harmful to individual careers.

Zero hours contracts have been the focus of recent debate in the UK, with some trade unions campaigning to ban this

type of working. However, employer representatives in the UK’s retail sector, where zero hours work is common, have

defended the practice as offering flexibility to employees also. 

In countries where fixed-term working is relatively unregulated, the debate takes on a different character. For example,

in the UK, the use of fixed-term contracts among staff in higher education has been the focus of recent discussions, with

the trade unions opposing it. In other countries, such as Sweden, the debate has centred on part-time work. In this case,

there has been much debate about whether part-time workers should have the legal right to full-time work.
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Government-sponsored employment contracts are the focal point of debate in other countries. In Germany, for instance,

the discussion has centred on mini-jobs, with views emerging that mini-jobs are displacing standard forms of

employment in certain economic sectors, such as cleaning, hotels, restaurants and catering, and retail. In the Czech

Republic, the debate is also focusing on non-standard forms of work that aim to help vulnerable groups of individuals

gain access to the labour market – such as parents on maternity leave and parental leave, people with a reduced capacity

to work, those over 50 years of age, or persons caring for dependants.

Transitions 

Views on non-standard forms of work depend, to some extent, on the impact that the form of employment contract has

on workers’ employability and career path. If individuals can make the transition from non-standard working to more

standard forms of work, for instance, then the former can be regarded as an important stepping stone into the regular

labour market. However, if evidence exists that non-standard working is essentially a ‘dead end’ or, even worse, a route

into inactivity, then this will alter the character of the debate significantly. 

Transition between non-standard and standard work
Data on transitions between non-standard and standard forms of employment are difficult to find, although some studies

attempt to address the link between the two. In many cases, the number of individuals successfully making the transition

would depend on the stage of the economic cycle. In addition, workers in non-standard forms of employment may have

entered this type of working, due to factors such as commitments in other areas of their lives – as a result, they would

be unlikely to want to move into more standard forms of employment.

Governments in some countries, such as Italy and Spain, have been encouraging employers to convert fixed-term

contracts into open-ended employment relationships, in order to reduce the overall incidence of fixed-term working and

to boost employment stability. In Italy, for example, it is estimated that between 2002 and 2006, almost 571,000 non-

standard – usually fixed-term – contracts were converted to open-ended contracts.

Overall, however, and besides government intervention, the evidence seems to be inconclusive as to whether non-

standard work is a route into more standard forms of employment or a way into inactivity. In Austria, for instance, one

study shows that job starters often begin their careers in marginal employment, thus moving on to other forms of

employment at a later stage (Kaupa et al, 2005). Nevertheless, the study also reveals that one third of workers in marginal

employment had previously worked on a full-time employment contract.

One study in Belgium found some evidence that temporary work could act as a stepping stone to employment for

unemployed school leavers, although it could delay the transition to open-ended employment in the case of all school

leavers (Verhofstadt, 2007). However, in Italy, data from the National Statistics Institute (Istituto nazionale di statistica,

Istat) showed that, of 100 workers on non-standard contracts in 2006, a year later only 16 workers had open-ended

contracts, while 13 were registered as unemployed and eight were considered economically inactive.

In France, it would seem that part-time and fixed-term working can be a stepping stone to more standard forms of

employment, although the likelihood of this happening depends on age and decreases according to the time spent on

these types of contract. For instance, studies have found that an individual under the age of 25 years has a 31.4% chance

of moving into an open-ended employment relationship after one year of working on a fixed-term contract. This

decreases to 12.6% in the case of an individual over the age of 40 years after two years of fixed-term working (European

Community Household Panel (ECHP), average of 1994–2001). 

In Finland, only 10% of employees on fixed-term contracts believed that they would subsequently enter an open-ended

employment relationship at their workplace. On the other hand, 42% thought that their fixed-term employment

Flexible forms of work: ‘very atypical’ contractual arrangements
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relationship would be continued and 21% did not know what would happen (Finnish Quality of Work Life Survey
2008).

Transition between very atypical employment and standard work
Regarding the transition from ‘very atypical’ employment to standard work, data from the Czech Republic showed that

a shift occurred from short fixed-term contracts to longer contracts and open-ended contracts. It is thought that this

reflects an employer’s tendency to employ individuals on a trial basis through short-term contracts before offering them

a longer or open-ended contract – in a similar way to more formal probation contracts.

Studies from Austria seem to confirm this point. Some studies have shown that employers tend to conclude fixed-term

contracts with people who are entering the labour market (Kaupa et al, 2005). Furthermore, part-time work of fewer than

10 hours a week can be a stepping stone to labour market reintegration for women returning from parental leave in

Austria.

Nevertheless, some studies seem to indicate that it may be difficult for workers to move from very atypical forms of

working towards the more standard labour market. In Ireland, although data are lacking, the general view is that it is

difficult for individuals engaged in very atypical forms of working to make the transition to standard forms of

employment – particularly in the case of seasonal workers and those working on zero hours contracts. Furthermore,

beyond the formal labour market, data from Bulgaria reveal that it may be more difficult for individuals to exit informal

employment than it is for them to leave unemployment: one study found that 72% of workers without a written contract

had been in the same situation six years previously (Kolev, 2003).

In some countries, the range of existing government-sponsored schemes that provide short part-time and short fixed-term

contracts as a means of encouraging individuals to enter the labour market appear to have a limited effect. For example,

in Germany, research evaluating the mini-jobs scheme found that these jobs are most often a ‘dead end’ and do not pave

the way into standard forms of employment (Brandt, 2006).

Overall, it is difficult to draw any definitive conclusions, given the variety of situations in which very atypical forms of

work are used and the heterogeneity of the countries and studies outlined in this report. Nevertheless, it is also clearly

difficult to find a systematic, positive pathway from ‘very atypical’ forms of work into more standard ones.

Views and actions of social actors

When looking at the issue of non-standard employment in general, the viewpoints of the social partners and governments

seem to differ. Furthermore, governments in Europe show adaptability to the social partners’ requests and to the

economic context of the respective countries. Therefore, in one country, over a period to time, different and even

opposite solutions, options and regulations may have been selected. In terms of the flexicurity debate, for example, some

countries started to ‘flexibilise’ employment contractual arrangements following employers’ requests. However, after

some years, various changes may have been considered – for instance, at the macro level, in the context of the national

economic background – or new regulations may be introduced to address trade unions’ concerns regarding issues such

as workers’ rights and protection.

Governments and public institutions 

Governments, in general, tend to try to balance the views and requests of employers and trade unions on the issue of

non-standard working, which can be relatively diverse. On the one hand, employers tend to ask for more flexibility,

whereas trade unions on the other hand tend to demand stronger protection for vulnerable workers as well as restrictions

on some forms of non-standard working. 
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In some countries, governments try to favour specific solutions. In Italy, the debate has for some years revolved around

the so-called ‘employer-coordinated freelance contracts’ (collaborazione coordinata e continuativa) and other types of

non-standard working, largely boosted by legislation introduced in 2003. In the Czech Republic, the debate has in recent

times centred on part-time work, with policymakers supporting the expansion of this form of work as a means of

introducing more flexibility into the Czech labour market and economy. In Luxembourg, the government believes that

employment law protection should be encouraged for all contractual relationships. Moreover, the government considers

that open-ended contracts should remain the norm for employment contracts. In Malta, the government is promoting the

concept of flexicurity, even though very atypical forms of working are relatively uncommon in this country. 

Trade unions

Trade unions are generally involved in the debate about non-standard employment and even very atypical forms of

working. The unions focus on how to curb certain practices, and how to improve the rights of workers who they deem

to be employed on precarious contracts. 

In Spain, the trade unions are active in the debate about how to encourage the development of open-ended contracts, as

opposed to fixed-term contracts, which predominate in the country. The National Agreement on Collective Bargaining

for 2007 (Acuerdo de Negociación Colectiva, ANC), was negotiated by representatives of the country’s trade unions,

employers and government; the agreement contains provisions to promote employment stability and open-ended

contracts (ES0702049I). Similarly, in Italy, the labour market has been opened up in recent years, and trade unions are

engaged in the debate about adequate protection for workers on very atypical contracts. In the Czech Republic, where

the debate centres on expanding part-time working, which is currently uncommon, trade unions are reluctant to support

an expansion of part-time work; the unions believe that this form of working offers less protection for employees than

full-time working, especially in a country where the social protection scheme does not perform efficiently.

Flexicurity appears to be a central theme of the debate among trade unions in many countries. In Belgium, trade unions

are trying to combat job insecurity in general, and are anxious about the EU debate on flexicurity, fearing that it could

lead to increased levels of employment insecurity. The EU flexicurity debate is also prominent in Bulgaria, where

employers are calling for greater flexibility and liberalisation of labour legislation, while trade unions remain opposed

to this, insisting that the way forward is negotiated flexibility that respects employment rights and creates the conditions

for a better work-life balance. In Spain, trade unions tend to accept flexicurity, provided that it exists within a framework

of social rights, social protection and social dialogue.

In countries which generally have fewer restrictions on the use of non-standard forms of work, trade unions focus their

efforts on trying to ban forms of working that they consider ‘exploitative’, such as zero hours contracts. This is the case

in Ireland, where even though the trade unions acknowledge the need for some forms of non-standard working, they

would like the more insecure forms, such as zero hours contracts, to be curtailed. Trade unions in the UK are also active

in trying to reduce the incidence of zero hours contracts in the retail sector.

Perhaps somewhat exceptionally, in the Netherlands, where flexible working is common, trade unions view non-standard

forms of working as a stepping stone to more standard forms of employment, within the framework of flexibility and

security legislation. Nevertheless, the unions believe that the government should take action to make career trajectories

more interesting, particularly for part-time female workers, in order to stop them from leaving the labour market

prematurely.Moreover, trade unions in the Netherlands are also working to reduce the incidence of very precarious

employment by trying to challenge instances where employees have been obliged to take on one or more part-time jobs

after losing a full-time job. 
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In some countries, such as Greece, the trade unions have been focusing their efforts on trying to improve monitoring and

increase penalties for labour legislation violations. Finally, in some countries, different trade unions have varying

opinions on how to address non-standard forms of work. For example, the views of trade unions in Portugal on non-

standard forms of working tend to differ. In the case of very short fixed-term, non-written contracts for seasonal workers

in agriculture and tourism, which the government wants to introduce, the Portuguese trade union UGT believes that

adequate safeguards are in place to protect workers on this type of contract and therefore does not oppose it. However,

the General Confederation of Portuguese Workers (Confederação Geral dos Trabalhadores Portugueses – Intersindical

Nacional, CGTP-IN) is more cautious about these types of contracts.

Employer representatives

While recognising the need to ensure that non-standard workers are protected in terms of employment rights, employers

generally aim to ensure that flexibility for employers is maintained. This usually involves employers’ opposition to any

proposals to curb recourse to non-standard forms of working. For example, employer representatives in Greece generally

promote the need for more flexibility in the labour market, although within the framework of procedures laid down in

collective agreements. They are also in favour of simplifying procedures associated with the conclusion of part-time

contracts and reducing bureaucracy for small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs).

The specific situation of employers in individual countries tends to depend on the context in which non-standard working

operates. If there is tight regulation of non-standard working, employers tend to argue for a relaxation of regulation. For

instance, employers in Belgium are concentrating on trying to extend and expand temporary working. It is also the main

view of employer representatives in France that the French labour market is too tightly regulated and that the strict rules

governing termination of contracts lead to employer reluctance to hire workers. The employers maintain that more

flexibility would reduce unemployment. Similarly, employers in Latvia argue that regulation governing recruitment and

dismissal is too tight and needs to be relaxed. In addition, Latvian employers are in favour of the adoption of legislation

promoting new forms of employment, such as remote working and short fixed-term contracts. A slightly different view

is presented in Luxembourg, by the main employer organisation, the Union of Luxembourg Enterprises (Union des

Entreprises Luxembourgeoises, UEL), which would also like to see more non-standard forms of employment developed,

although it believes that open-ended employment should remain the standard type of employment contract.

In countries where there are fewer restrictions on non-standard working, such as Ireland, employers tend to make use of

flexibility so that they can react to economic and labour market changes. Therefore, employers in Ireland resist any

attempts to erode this flexibility. A common practice is to have a core workforce and use a periphery of non-permanent

workers to meet fluctuations in demand. In the UK, where the regulatory framework is similar to that in Ireland,

employers generally believe that non-standard working can be a positive choice for workers. They consider that, as long

as these workers are not exploited, this type of working can provide a great deal of flexibility to allow people to balance

their work and private lives.

Interestingly, in the Czech Republic, employers do not support the government’s suggestion of increasing levels of part-

time working. In their view, the operationalisation of non-standard workers is costly in terms of time and resources and,

therefore, they consider full-time contracts to be more beneficial. 

Examples of actions taken

In recent years, a range of actions have been undertaken by trade unions and policymakers to try to improve the rights

of workers engaged in non-standard employment as a whole. Employers have undertaken fewer actions, in general,

although many actions have been on a tripartite basis, involving employer representatives. 
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Policymakers
Changes to the regulatory framework are underway in some countries, with a view to ensuring that workers in non-

standard forms of employment are covered by appropriate employment rights and are protected from potential abuses.

In Estonia, policymakers are reviewing the Employment Contracts Act (ECA), which is considered by the social partners

to be out of date and in need of modernisation. In Bulgaria, actions have recently focused on amending the country’s

Labour Code in order to limit the use of successive fixed-term contracts and to introduce more flexibility into the

organisation of working time. New laws have also been developed in Spain in an effort to resolve problems such as the

low labour force participation rate of women, high unemployment among young people, women and people with

disabilities, and a high temporary employment rate. The focus of new legislation in this respect has therefore been on

trying to promote open-ended and stable employment contracts, and on providing initiatives for employers to hire

women, people with disabilities and groups at risk of social exclusion. In Finland, a range of new laws have been

introduced over the past few years, designed to improve the situation of fixed-term employees, with legislation passed

in 2001 (the Employment Contract Act reform), 2003 (on the reduction of the use of fixed-term contracts, particularly

in the public sector) and 2005 (reform of the Act on Annual Holidays, which improves the rights of those on short fixed-

term or short part-time contracts). New legislation improving the rights of part-time workers was also enacted in Malta

in 2007. In Sweden, a revision of the Employment Protection Act in 2007 extended protection for temporary workers.

By contrast, in France, recent legislation has focused on making the labour market more flexible by creating new types

of fixed-term contracts and contracts under which employers can make workers redundant without needing to give a

reason. In Germany, also, the legislative framework regarding temporary working has been relaxed significantly over the

past six years; this has been accompanied by the introduction of mini-jobs, which are mostly marginal part-time jobs,

designed to increase overall levels of employment at the lower end of the labour market. The Latvian government has

also recently issued proposals aiming to introduce more flexibility into the labour market, primarily through expanding

the use of fixed-term contracts.

Implementation of legislation governing non-standard forms of employment is a challenge in some countries. In the

Czech Republic, for example, the efforts of policymakers have been concentrated on improving implementation of the

existing regulatory framework, in the context of generally low implementation levels and a lack of appropriate sanctions

for breaches of the legislation.

In Finland, the government set up a tripartite working group in 2006 to analyse the use of fixed-term employment, and

this group issued a report in February 2007. The report made a range of recommendations – including the introduction

of training for fixed-term employees, a pooling of good practices on how to reduce fixed-term employment and the

introduction of new legislation to improve the monitoring of fixed-term employment.

Trade unions and employer representatives
A range of actions has been undertaken by the trade unions with regard to non-standard work. In Austria, for instance,

the Union of Salaried Employees, Graphical Workers and Journalists (Gewerkschaft der Privatangestellten, Druck,

Journalismus, Papier, GPA-DJP) has set up a special interest group for atypical workers – known as ‘work@flex’. The

group mainly focuses on so-called ‘new self-employed’ workers (neue Selbstständige), who hold a ‘contract for work’

(Werkvertrag) without a trade licence (Gewerbeschein), as well as individuals who have a ‘free service contract’ (freier
Dienstvertrag). The aim of this group is to try to abolish contracts under which workers are hired on a freelance basis,

even though the position they hold should really entitle them to a normal employment contract.

Flexible forms of work: ‘very atypical’ contractual arrangements
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In Belgium, trade union efforts have focused on trying to improve the quality of work in the case of non-standard

working, and temporary agency work in particular. In other countries, such as the Czech Republic, trade union efforts

have centred on opposing the use of successive fixed-term contracts.

In recent years, German trade unions have concentrated their efforts on opposing mini-jobs by demanding that they be

abolished. The unions believe that mini-jobs are taking the place of more standard forms of work, and are leading to a

reduction in the overall level of social security coverage as well as an increase in labour market insecurity.

Zero hours contracts are a focus for trade unions in the UK, with unions representing retail workers campaigning against

zero hours contracts in this sector. The trade unions believe that these contracts can be exploitative, although employer

organisations in the sector deny this. In the UK academic sector, the University and College Union (UCU) is

campaigning against job insecurity in the form of fixed-term contracts for academic and research staff, and against

hourly-paid contracts for teaching staff. In Sweden, one of the main areas of focus for the trade unions is on-call working.

The latter has been criticised by the Swedish Confederation of Trade Unions (Landsorganisationen i Sverige, LO) and

the Swedish Confederation of Professional Employees (Tjänstemännens Centralorganisation, TCO) as being an insecure

form of employment.

Moreover, the trade unions can, through general actions, touch upon issues specifically relevant to non-standard and even

very atypical workers. In Cyprus, trade unions keep their members informed about health and safety matters, in addition

to organising seminars to analyse risks arising in workplaces in an effort to prevent such risks.

There are relatively few examples of employer representative actions in the area of non-standard forms of working,

although some examples do exist of action taken in the form of bipartite and/or tripartite forums. For example, in

Norway, both employer organisations and trade unions were appointed in the bipartite committee created in August 2001,

to examine issues related to the revision of the country’s Working Environment Act (Arbeidsmiljøloven). The committee

produced some final proposals in November 2004. In the area of non-standard forms of work, it focused on the restriction

of use of temporary employment and the reduction of involuntary part-time work, by giving part-time workers the option

of increasing their working hours, rather than encouraging employers to hire new employees.

Concluding remarks

As mentioned in the introduction, this comparative analytical report aims to map the situation regarding ‘very atypical’

forms of work in the European Member States and Norway. This objective has been difficult to achieve as data are so

diverse and not systematic. A systematic monitoring of the evolution of employment contractual arrangements is needed

to better understand the trends and adequate actions foreseen.

As very atypical forms of work are part of the more general category of ‘non-standard’ employment contracts, most of

the analysis regarding the latter forms of work also applies to the former. Nevertheless, some specific aspects have been

highlighted in the case of very atypical working. These particularities – some of which are summarised in the following

sections – should be kept in mind by policymakers seeking to regulate and monitor the use of specific non-standard

contractual arrangements, such as very short fixed-term work (fewer than six months), very short part-time contracts

(fewer than 10 hours a week), no-contract and zero hours or on-call work.

Extreme diversity in ‘very atypical’ forms of work

The types of workers engaged in very atypical forms of work tend to be extremely heterogeneous, ranging from very

low-skilled workers on seasonal contracts to highly-skilled professionals on short, task-focused contracts, whose

experience of their work situation will be radically different from that of workers in the former category. 
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Depending on individual circumstances, some workers could at one period of time find that certain ‘very atypical’

employment contracts meet their own needs or time constraints – such as caring for children or elderly persons, or

engaging in initial training. On the other hand, workers may be ‘trapped’ in these forms of work, due to the lack of skills

developments, job proposals, mobility or other alternatives – as it is the case for some migrant workers.

In addition, a high degree of variety is evident in Europe in the use of each type of ‘very atypical’ contract, mostly

depending on the national economic background of the respective countries. Nevertheless, some specificity seems to be

visible with regard to sectoral characteristics. For instance, seasonal working, which involves short fixed-term contracts,

is prevalent in sectors such as agriculture, or tourism and hotels. On the other hand, zero hours working tends to be

common in the retail sector and in some parts of the public and care sectors.

The level of variety regarding very atypical employment is one of the main difficulties facing policymakers. The

situation is even more challenging today, as the whole labour market is mixed, encompassing workers engaged in

standard and non-standard forms of employment who are doing the same work or responding to same job profile, in one

sector, one company or even at the same workplace.

Need for coordinated action

Given the main characteristics of ‘very atypical’ contractual arrangements – including their transient nature – it is

extremely difficult for trade unions to act according to traditional routes. For instance, workers engaged in this type of

work are difficult to contact as they work short hours or are not systematically on site; moreover, workers may not be

interested in services not applying to them, as there will be no career path, training or professional development for them

in the company. At the same time, trade unions and standard workers have to overcome reservations against ‘outsiders’,

who are sometimes seen as competitors. In addition, workers’ rights and social protection are still not easily applicable

to ‘very atypical’ workers.

Even if very atypical forms of work could be sometimes used by both employers and workers to cater for their own

interests, in the long term these contractual arrangements seem to constitute a ‘lose-lose’ situation: workers neither have

the guarantee of income nor job security; employers have to re-invest, each time, in newly hired workers without getting

any real commitment in return.

Coordinated actions, either tripartite or bipartite, have proven to yield some results. In particular, taking the opportunity

to understand the evolution of work in a sector seems to be a good basis from which to jointly devise the necessary

responses and address the needs of both workers and employers.

Increased need for health and safety prevention

Given the transient nature of very atypical forms of work, the impacts on health are not so easy to determine.

Nevertheless, there are some specific issues that tend to affect workers engaged in non-standard forms of work, and even

more so those on very atypical contractual arrangements. 

Firstly, workers on these types of contracts tend to be more exposed to certain risks and work-related accidents, given

the type of jobs and sectors in which they perform their work. Secondly, there is a higher risk of mental stress due to the

uncertainty of the situation of workers on very atypical contracts – largely arising from the lack of visibility regarding

the future. Finally, although non-standard workers are theoretically covered by the same health and safety provisions and

complaints procedures as other workers, differences are reported in the health and safety outcomes for these workers. 

Flexible forms of work: ‘very atypical’ contractual arrangements
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All of these elements underline the need for preventive actions regarding the health and safety of these workers,

particularly as the employment duration of very atypical work does not generally allow sufficient time for such measures

to act efficiently during the work period. Such efforts should raise awareness among all the parties involved – that is,

employers, workers, trade unions and policymakers – about the importance of health and safety for workers engaged in

very atypical forms of employment.

Higher risk of poverty

In general, very atypical forms of work tend to be associated with low-paid jobs, which are performed by low-skilled

workers. The low income potential is of particular concern here, given that the link between working in very atypical

employment and living in a household at risk of poverty is stronger than it is for workers on standard contracts.

Tackling undeclared work

Policymakers should not forget that the problem of undeclared work is an associated issue in many countries. Although

this report does not focus on this issue in any detail, it is clear that the informal economy is at the very edge of non-

standard forms of work (see Figure 1). Governments in some countries are trying to tackle this phenomenon, as

undeclared work has a significant impact on the formal economy.

Real flexicurity policies – combining the flexibility of contractual arrangements with the security of workers’ rights and

protection – could be a possible way forward. In this respect, the social partners have a critical role to play in assessing

and devising the right degree needed for each side of the flexicurity coin. 

Andrea Broughton, Institute for Employment Studies; Isabella Biletta and Mats Kullander, Eurofound 
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Annexes

Annex 1: Incidence and nature of non-standard work

Table A1: Incidence of various forms of non-standard work, EU and Norway
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Country Very short
part-time work

Short fixed-term
contracts

Employment based
on oral contracts

Zero hours
contracts

AT 3.9% of the workforce work
fewer than 11 hours a week

55,000 workers with
contracts of less than six
months’ duration 

38,100 workers with
contracts of up to three
months’ duration

16,800 workers with
contracts lasting between
four and five months

No data available 4.9% of the workforce

BE About 3% of the workforce
work fewer than 12 hours a
week

About 115,000 workers No data available Not a legal form of
work in Belgium

BG Negligible – less than 0.1%
work fewer than nine hours a
week

5.1% of the workforce
overall are in fixed-term
employment – no specific
data available on very short
fixed-term contracts

Informal working without a
written contract is estimated
to be high, at 25%–30% of
the workforce, although by
law, contracts should be
written

Not a recognised form
of working in Bulgaria

CY 8.9% of workers work on
part-time contracts (2005) –
no data available on very
short part-time contracts

No detailed data available,
although it is reported that
37,000 workers preferred
temporary employment in
2005 (up from 22,000
workers in 2002)

No detailed data available No detailed data
available

CZ 0.6% of the workforce work
fewer than 10 hours a week

0.5% of workers have a
contract of up to three
months’ duration and 1%
have a contract of between
three and six months’
duration (2007 data)

Employment contracts must
be in writing and only 1.3%
of employees have an oral
contract, according to EWCS
2005 data – overall, oral
contracts are only concluded
in exceptional cases

2.6% of workers work
under on call or zero
hours contracts 

DE Mini-jobs up to 15 hours

In December 2007:

� 7,103,628 had a ‘mini-job’
as only employment

� 2,160,442 employees had a
‘mini-job’ as a side job 

No detailed data available According to the 4th EWCS,
in 2005 3% of employees
had no employment contract

No detailed data
available
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Table A1: Incidence of various forms of non-standard work, EU and Norway (cont’d)
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Country Very short
part-time work

Short fixed-term
contracts

Employment based
on oral contracts

Zero hours
contracts

DK No data available
distinguishing between very
short part-time work part-
time work in general

No exact data available –
workers on very short fixed-
term contracts tend to be
freelancers, who account for
between 4% and 7% of the
workforce

Employment contracts must
be written, by law

About 600–800 workers
in total – data very
difficult to find

EE Very short part-time contracts
(fewer than 10 hours) are
very rare in Estonia –
affecting only about 0.4% of
the working population in
their main job (or 5% of
those in part-time
employment)

Overall, fixed-term
employment accounts for
about 3% of the workforce –
it is estimated that 18% of
fixed-term contracts are of
less than six months’ duration
and that 10% of are less than
three months’ duration

Oral contracts may only be
concluded for work that is of
no more than two weeks’
duration – overall, 0.5% of
the workforce work under
these oral contracts and 1.2%
are thought to work under
undeclared oral contracts

It is estimated that
about 2.6% of workers
are engaged in zero
hours or on-call
working

EL Just over 16,000 workers are
estimated to work fewer than
10 hours a week (data for
second quarter of 2007) –
this corresponds to 0.5% of
all employees

39,248 workers were on
fixed-term contracts of less
than three months’ duration,
representing 1.4 % of the
total employees

113,619 workers were on
fixed-term contracts of less
than six months’ duration,
constituting 3.9% of all
workers, including those
working under a fixed-term
contract of less than three
months’ duration (2007)

No data available No data available

ES 1.72% of the workforce were
on contracts of between one
and nine hours a week (2007)

Over 9.1 million workers
were on fixed-term contracts
of less than six months’
duration in 2007 

Just over 2.4 million people
were working on contracts of
between one and three
months’ duration

No data available No data available

FI 2.2% of workers were on
part-time contracts of less
than 10 hours a week (2007)

4% of the workforce had a
fixed-term contract of less
than six months’ duration,
and 2% had a contract of less
than three months (2008)

No data available No official information
is available, although a
survey by the Service
Union United PAM
(Palvelualojen
ammattiliitto, PAM)
found that 4% of
respondents were
engaged in on-call
work, while a survey by
the Central
Organisation of Finnish
Trade Unions (Suomen
Ammattiliittojen
Keskusjärjestö, SAK)
found that 8% of
respondents were
working on an on-call
basis
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Table A1: Incidence of various forms of non-standard work, EU and Norway (cont’d)

Flexible forms of work: ‘very atypical’ contractual arrangements

© European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions, 2010

Country Very short
part-time work

Short fixed-term
contracts

Employment based
on oral contracts

Zero hours
contracts

FR 674,000 workers are
estimated to work fewer than
15 hours a week (data for
fourth quarter of 2007)

49.4% of workers work on
fixed-term contracts of less
than six months’ duration

30.3% work on fixed-term
contracts of less than three
months’ duration (2004 and
2005 data)

Contracts must be written by
law – no data available on
the extent of informal
contracts

No data available

HU 0.4% of workers work fewer
than 15 hours a week (2007)

5.9% of workers were on a
fixed-term contract in 2007 –
of these, 62.2% had a
contract of less than six
months’ duration, 42.3% of
less than three months, and
6.7% of less than one month

No data available No data available

IE No data available No data available No data available No data available

IT 499,000 workers worked
fewer than 10 hours a week
in 2006, representing 2.17%
of total employment

No data available relating to
the overall incidence of short
fixed-term contracts –
although such contracts are
to be found for seasonal
work, occasional work,
apprenticeships or vocational
training, or for temporary
replacements

It is thought that irregular
employment amounted to
12% of total employment in
2006, although it is declining
slightly overall

On-call working was
formalised by law in
2003 – it accounts for
an estimated 0.7% of
employment overall

LT No data available on part-
time work of fewer than 10
hours a week – although
about 6% of workers are
estimated to work on a part-
time basis (2007)

Under 4% of the workforce
worked on temporary
contracts in 2007 – no data
available regarding the length
of these contracts

Lithuanian law requires
employment contracts to be
written – oral contracts are
seen as undeclared or
informal work

Not recognised under
Lithuanian law

LU 5.9% of workers worked
fewer than 10 hours a week
(2007)

17% of fixed-term contracts
were shorter than three
months’ duration; 35.1%
were shorter than six months’
duration (2007)

However, 94% of workers in
Luxembourg work on open-
ended contracts

Although employment
contracts must be written by
law, a 2004 survey found that
3% of respondents said they
had no contract

Not legal in
Luxembourg –
employers must specify
the number of weekly
working hours

LV No specific data available on
this type of working

No specific data available on
this type of working

Although this type of
contract is not legal, it is
estimated that 6.8% of
workers in non-governmental
organisations (NGOs), and
11% of workers in the private
sector, work on the basis of
oral contracts (2007)

No reliable sources of
data available

MT 5,805 employees were
working on part-time
contracts of fewer than 10
hours a week in 2007

666 workers were working
on fixed-term contracts of
less than three months’
duration in 2007, while 1,171
workers were working on
contracts of between four and
six months’ duration

No data available 555 people were
working on zero hours
contracts in 2004, the
most recent year for
which data are available
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Flexible forms of work: ‘very atypical’ contractual arrangements

Table A1: Incidence of various forms of non-standard work, EU and Norway (cont’d)

Note: A list of country codes and their corresponding country names is shown in Annex 2 below.
Source: EWCO national centres, 2009

© European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions, 2010

Country Very short
part-time work

Short fixed-term
contracts

Employment based
on oral contracts

Zero hours
contracts

NL 4.4% of the workforce
worked on part-time
contracts of fewer than 10
hours a week in 2007

2.3% of the workforce
worked on fixed-term
contracts of less than six
months’ duration, 0.8% on
contracts of less than three
months’ duration, and 0.3%
on contracts of less than one
month’s duration (2006 data)

It is estimated that 5.2% of
the workforce had no formal
written contract in 2006

1.1% of the workforce
worked on zero hours
contracts in 2007

NO 10.4% of the workforce
worked fewer than 10 hours
a week (2006)

No data available 11.6% of the workforce had
no written contract of
employment (2006)

0.8% of workers
worked on zero hours
contracts (2006)

PL No data available No data available No data available No data available

PT 1.5% of the workforce
worked fewer than 15 hours
a week (2006)

No data available No data available No data available

RO 2,127 workers worked fewer
than 10 hours a week in 2007

0.52% of the workforce
worked on contracts of less
than six months’ duration
(2007)

It is estimated that over
33.7% of all employment in
Romania is not based on an
employment contract

No data available

SE No data available No data available, although
fixed-term employment
accounts for 15% of all
employment in total

No data available It is estimated that
143,000 employees
work on on-call
contracts, accounting
for one fifth of all
temporary contracts
(2005)

SI No data available No data available No data available No data available

SK No data available No data available Employment contracts in
Slovakia must be written, as
stipulated by law 

No data available

UK Part-time workers working
fewer than 10 hours a week
are estimated to make up
about 8% of the UK
workforce, although no
official statistics are collected

No specific data available,
although 5.3% of workers
worked on fixed-term
contracts in the UK during
the first quarter of 2008

No specific data available,
although all employees
should be given a written
statement of terms and
conditions of employment

5% of workplaces
employed workers on
an on-call basis
(Workplace
Employment Relations
Survey, WERS 2004)
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Table A2: Nature of non-standard work, by sector, enterprise type, activity and work organisation

Notes: * defined here as less than 10 hours; ** defined here as shorter than six months’ duration
Source: EWCO national correspondents, 2009

Annex 2: Country codes

Flexible forms of work: ‘very atypical’ contractual arrangements

© European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions, 2010

Short
part-time work*

Short fixed-term
contracts**

Employment without
formal contracts

Zero hours
contracts

Sector Food industry; cleaning
industry; care sector;
domestic services; real
estate; health and social
work

Seasonal working in the
agriculture and tourism
sectors; services sector,
public sector; textiles,
construction sector

In all sectors of the
economy, but can be
prevalent in seasonal jobs
in sectors such as
agriculture

Predominantly in the retail
sector, but can also be
found in the care sector
and in hotels and
restaurants

Type of
enterprise

Prevalent in SMEs Usually prevalent in
SMEs, although in some
countries it is more likely
to be found in larger
companies 

Prevalent in SMEs Prevalent across the
economy

Type of
activity

Variable types of jobs,
ranging from low-skilled
jobs to highly-skilled
professional work

Low-skilled jobs in sectors
such as agriculture, but
also for higher-skilled jobs
in hotels and restaurants,
and for highly-skilled
workers such as IT
specialists, journalists,
architects, consultants and
workers in creative
industries

Often relatively unskilled
jobs in agriculture and
construction

Jobs in the retail sector, or
jobs in the care sector, and
in hotels and restaurants

Work
organisation

Not a great deal of data
available, although some
evidence suggests that
workers on short part-time
contracts work different
hours than other workers,
and can work during
evenings

Not a great deal of data
available, although some
data show that workers on
short fixed-term contracts
are less likely to work
during unsocial hours and
more likely to work from
home; conversely, some
studies show that these
workers have less control
over their working hours
than other workers

These workers can work
irregular hours if engaged
in seasonal work,
particularly in the
agriculture sector

Workers are more likely to
work during unsocial
hours; shift working is
more common among
those on zero hours
contracts

Country
code

Country name
Country

code
Country name

Country
code

Country name

AT Austria ES Spain MT Malta

BE Belgium FI Finland NL Netherlands

BG Bulgaria FR France PL Poland

CY Cyprus HU Hungary PT Portugal

CZ Czech Republic IE Ireland RO Romania

DE Germany IT Italy SE Sweden

DK Denmark LT Lithuania SI Slovenia

EE Estonia LU Luxembourg SK Slovakia

EL Greece LV Latvia UK United Kingdom
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