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ABOUT THE WORK FOUNDATION 

The Work Foundation is a think tank focused on improving working lives across the UK through 
applied research and new ideas. For over a century, we have worked to break down the barriers 
individuals and communities face in accessing good work. 
 
We believe everyone should have access to secure, rewarding, and high-quality work. By 
engaging directly with workers, employers, policymakers, and leading academics, we deliver 
rigorous applied research to tackle structural inequalities in the labour market and improve 
working lives across the UK. 
 
We are part of Lancaster University’s Management School, and work with a range of partners and 

organisations across our research programmes. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

For millions of people, work in the 21st century has been characterised by persistent insecurity.  
 
In the UK, one in five workers are in severely insecure work – facing a mix of low pay, 
unpredictable hours, poor protections, and limited career progression. Insecurity is more likely to 
affect  certain worker groups including women, people from ethnic minorities, disabled workers, 
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2. DATA AND METHODOLOGY  

The Work Foundation defines insecure work through a single holistic measure which combines:  
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3. INSECURE WORK: STEPPING STONE OR TRAP? 

Insecure work – such as temporary contracts, zero-hour roles, or gig work – has often been 
characterised as a first stepping stone to more secure and stable employment. However, 
analysis of individuals in insecure work between 2017/18 to 2021/22 has found that people are 
more likely to remain in insecure work after four years than they are to progress out of it.  
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likely to be in secure employment four years on, relative to those who started in insecure work. 
Overall, more than half (53%) of the initial cohort of insecure workers either remained trapped in 
insecure work or fell into involuntary worklessness over the four-year period.  
 

Insecure work can limit progression  

These findings suggest that the nature of insecure work itself may hinder the ability of workers to 
progress into secure employment. 
 



 

12 

 

NO PROGRESS? TACKLING LONG-TERM INSECURE WORK 

Insecure work tends to be concentrated in service-based sectors such as hospitality and retail 
and outsourced support services such as security and cleaning, as well as social care sector jobs. 
Levels of insecure work are particularly high in ‘other services’, which includes roles such as 

refuse collectors, caretakers, and security guards, as well as some professional services. These 
roles are characterised by routine and manual tasks that often do not require a tertiary 
education. Meanwhile, in sectors with higher value-added activities, such as information and 
technology and professional services, levels of insecurity tend to be lower.19F

18  
 
Three in five workers in 'other services‘ are long-term insecure workers which means they 
remain in insecure work over four consecutive years. Similarly, there is a high likelihood of 
workers remaining stuck in insecure work in the arts and in agriculture. This signals that sectors 
with high levels of insecurity are less likely to have the progression pathways necessary to 
escape insecure work. 
 

Achieving more secure work by switching sectors  

A study by the Office for National Statistics has shown that changing jobs is one of the fastest 
ways an individual can progress in their career and increase their pay.20F

19 While some workers 
obtain new roles to maximise their skills and pay, for others this move may be an involuntary 
decision.  
 
Insecure workers are nearly three times more likely than secure workers to switch sectors from 
year to year 
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Figure 7: Employment status of insecure workers by age band  
 

 
 

Source: Work Foundation calculations of weighted Understanding Society data Waves 9-13 

 
Changing occupations or sectors where progression opportunities are more available is likely to 
be more difficult with age. The range of alternative career choices tends to narrow with age, for 
the reason workers build up human capital (skills and knowledge) with their time in a specific 
occupation or sector. There is usually a premium for such skills. Therefore, switching into a new 
sector or occupation occurs a strong penalty. On the other hand, younger workers tend to have 
more volatile experiences in their early years of employment. This helps to explain why younger 
workers may be more likely to be in insecure work yet are also more 
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These findings are concerning in the context of an ageing population and a growing state pension 
bill. The Financial Times estimates that by 2028, the state pension bill will rise to £148 billion, 
which is an increase of a third relative to 2022. 24F

23 Workers are therefore likely to face increasingly 
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stands to be improved by consulting with a wide range of stakeholders, it is vital that the 
underlying ambition is not diluted as it makes its journey through Parliament.  
 
However, the delivery of this Bill alone is unlikely to be sufficient to eradicate the problem of 
long- term insecure work. While it helps to eliminate some exploitative forms of 
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